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Soft and Stiffness-controllable Robotics Solutions for Minimally Invasive 
Surgery presents the results of a research project, funded by European 
Commission, STIFF-FLOP: STIFFness controllable Flexible and Learn-able 
manipulator for surgical Operations.

In Minimally Invasive Surgery (MIS), tools go through narrow openings 
and manipulate soft organs that can move, deform, or change stiffness. There 
are limitations on modern laparoscopic and robot-assisted surgical systems 
due to restricted access through Trocar ports, lack of haptic feedback, and 
difficulties with rigid robot tools operating inside a confined space filled 
with organs. Also, many control algorithms suffer from stability problems 
in the presence of unexpected conditions. Yet biological “manipulators”, 
like the octopus arm can manipulate objects while controlling the stiffness 
of selected body parts and being inherently compliant when interacting 
with objects. STIFF-FLOP robot is an innovative soft robotic arm that can 
squeeze through a standard MIS, reconfigure itself and stiffen by hydrostatic 
actuation to perform compliant force control tasks while facing unexpected 
situations.

Technical topics discussed in the book include:  

•  Soft actuators
•  Continuum soft manipulators
•  Control, kinematics and navigation of continuum manipulators 
•  Optical sensors for force, torque, and curvature
•  Haptic feedback and human interface for surgical systems
•  Validation of soft stiffness controllable robots
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Preface

With the ongoing and insatiably appetite for more advanced surgical tools
and a drive to push the frontiers of robot-assisted minimally invasive surgery,
the EU funded STIFF-FLOP project set out to challenge the current approach
employed to robotically operate on patients. Radically different from the then
state of the art, STIFF-FLOP proposed to create and make use of soft and
stiffness-controllable robot manipulation tools capable of penetrating into
the human body through narrow openings and conduct advanced surgical
procedures reliably and in places that could not be reached previously. Due to
the predominantly soft nature of the created robot tools, the chosen approach
proved to be inherently safe improving vastly over the surgical systems,
including the da Vinci Surgical System by Intuitive Surgical which is still
dominating the market.

Whilst safety was a paramount element of STIFF-FLOP, there were
numerous other advantages of the chosen route to be noted. With its clear
goal from the start to explore what nature could offer, bio-inspiration was
one of the guiding principles of the project, and we could clearly show that,
by using biological role models such as the octopus as a blueprint during our
STIFF-FLOP developments, robot tools could be created that are endowed
with superior manipulation capabilities in the presence of environmental
uncertainty and dynamics and, at the same time, reduced computational
burden – a successful instantiation of computational morphology, practically
applied!

With a well-defined focus on creating robot-assisted surgical technology,
we show that by overcoming the limitations of modern laparoscopic and
robot-assisted surgical systems due to restricted access through Trocar ports
and the commonly employed straight-line instruments, the STIFF-FLOP
robot with its increased dexterity allows operations behind obstacles such
as organs or tissue formations and reaching into narrow cavities, opening up
avenues to modern patient-oriented surgery. As a direct outcome from using
a bio-inspired approach, we were able to develop control algorithms for the
surgeon user of our system mimicking the neural structure of the octopus

xvii
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to generate the required control commands for smooth motion primitives
executed in the patient’s abdomen. Exploiting our biological findings further,
we created haptic feedback technology to stimulate the nerves on the user’s
hands and arms representing interactions between the STIFF-FLOP robot and
the soft-tissue environment.

This book will provide an in-depth overview of the research and
development activities that were part of STIFF-FLOP and outline the
project’s achievements and legacy. The work was the outcome from four
years of a close-knit collaboration between a team of experts across biology,
engineering and medicine. Without the continuous and enduring efforts by
all the twelve project partners, the presented achievements would not have
been possible. Undoubtedly, STIFF-FLOP has laid the foundation for soft
and stiffness-controllable robots as a promising alternative for the current
type of rigid-component, straight-line minimally invasive surgery (MIS)
instruments. The STIFF-FLOP concept with its innovations in soft material
robotics and stiffness controllability is here and it is here to stay. And
current researchers including colleagues at Harvard University are taking
note, as evidenced by the recent developments of soft robots for MIS
coming from their lab. Beyond the novel, bio-inspired thinking in MIS,
STIFF-FLOP has many other outcomes to be proud of: Novel, inflatable
and stiffness-controllable structures with applications beyond MIS, including
search and rescue and human-robot interaction in the manufacturing sector;
Miniaturized high degree-of-freedom force and stiffness sensors with
high commercial potential in real-world application areas; Novel control
paradigms taking bio-inspiration into practical robotic systems; Innovative
haptic devices that go beyond the standard joystick approach providing an
all immersive body experience; and Improving the understanding of the
biological functions in animals such as the octopus provided through the
STIFF-FLOP’s constructivist approach.

This book consists of five parts. In the first part we present
the development of silicone-based stiffness controllable actuators for
STIFF-FLOP surgical platform. Specifically, we focus on the technology
selection for soft surgical robot, design of manipulator, actuation principles,
as well as material selection. The second part of the book is on the
creation and integration of multiple sensing modalities, such as force and
tactile sensors, as well as sensors for shape detection and bending for
flexible manipulator. Part III discusses control, kinematics and navigation
for continuum manipulators. Further on, in Part IV, human interface for
STIFF-FLOP surgical platform is presented. This includes surgical console,
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methods of haptic feedback during tissue palpation, as well as haptic feedback
sleeves for interaction perception. Finally, Part V presents benchmarking
platform for STIFF-FLOP validation, and it is comprised of the chapters on
organ benchmarking prototypes, final miniaturised version of STIFF-FLOP
manipulator, and the results of surgical validation on benchmarking and
cadaver models.

Technical topics discussed in the book include:

• Soft actuators
• Continuum soft manipulators
• Control, kinematics and navigation of continuum manipulators
• Optical sensors for force, torque, and curvature
• Haptic feedback and human interface for surgical systems
• Validation of soft stiffness controllable robots
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Pontedera (PI), Italy

Abstract

The first step for the development of the soft manipulator starts with the
definition of both medical and technical requirements. Within these bound-
aries, the most suitable technological choices have to be taken. Thus, after
the manipulator specifications, a survey of candidate actuation technologies
is reported. A direct comparison is also provided to highlight the advantages
and disadvantages for the specific application field.

1.1 Manipulator Specifications

The flexible manipulator has been designed to meet specific requirements
extracted from medical literature and experience and through in vivo biome-
chanical tests of internal organs. On the basis of the limitations underlined by
the current robotic instruments used in surgery and the desired characteristics
from a clinician perspective, the technical specifications of the manipulator
have been derived.

1.1.1 Medical Requirements

In a clinical setting perspective, the STIFF-FLOP manipulator should have
the following characteristics, allowing overcoming the main overall limita-
tions of the current available robotic system:
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• Dimensions and maneuverability: The STIFF-FLOP manipulator should
be limited in its overall dimensions and weight, being these directly
related to the maneuverability in the operating room. In this context,
it is important to bear in mind how standard operating rooms are limited
in spaces and generally contain a great number of medical devices, such
as the operating bed, the nurse workstation, the anesthesiologist work-
station, trolleys, and wardrobes, together with the operating room staff.
Furthermore, a high maneuverability leads to higher surgical safety,
since it means that the manipulator can be easily and quickly removed
from the surgical bed. Finally, small overall dimensions leave more
space for the surgical team, for the nurse, and for the anesthesiolo-
gist’s access to the patients, and thus, further improve overall surgical
safety.

• Improved operator’s autonomy: An optimal manipulator should be con-
ceived with the main purpose to improve the surgical autonomy of the
operator surgeon, allowing him/her to operate without the help of a
skilled laparoscopic assistance. In this contest, the expertise level of the
assistant surgeon should not represent a critical aspect of the procedure,
unlike the current robotic system. Furthermore, a manipulator conceived
to be small in dimensions and user-friendly could lead to an improve-
ment in the ergonomics not only of the operating surgeon but also of the
assistants.

Other more technical desired features that could increase the usability of the
proposed robotic manipulator are as follows:

• Arms’ motion range: The currently used robotic system arms (i.e., the da
Vinci system) have external articulations that limit the motion range of
the instruments inside the abdomen: since the internal articulation is lim-
ited to the end-effector EndoWrist, the system needs to move the arms
outside the abdomen to change surgical target, increasing the fulcrum
effect on the abdominal wall port-sites. Consequently, the robotic system
is greatly related to the trocars’ position, leading to a critical importance
of the port-site position. Furthermore, robotic arms, with their external
articulation, lead to difficulties in changing the surgical target inside
the abdomen, and when it is needed to work in different anatomical
districts, it is often necessary to move the entire robotic trolley. This
can really limit the range of surgical procedures suitable for robotic
surgery. In this context, a robotic arm potentially able to move itself
inside the abdomen could greatly overcome these limitations, allowing
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more complex movements inside the abdomen and proportionally lower
movements outside it.

• Haptic feedback: An arm which allows the surgeon to have a haptic
feedback of the handled tissues is of critical importance in improv-
ing surgical performance and in avoiding tissue tears with potentially
harmful consequences, such as bowel perforations.

• Range of instruments: From a clinical point of view, the robotic arm
could not be conceived without envisioning the end-effector of the
arm, i.e., the range of available instruments that can be used with the
arm defines to a large extent the usability of the entire arm. A wide and
complete range of instruments available for the robotic arm would allow
avoiding the use of extra ports and the help of one or more assistants.
Also, removing the robotic arm from the abdomen and changing the
instrument should be easily and quickly done, in order to avoid a
lengthening of operative time and a decrease in surgical safety when
a rapid change is needed.

1.1.2 Technical Specifications

The characteristics qualitatively described in the previous section have to be
translated into technical specifications to lead and steer the design and the
fabrication of the device. It should show squeezing capabilities to be able
to pass through a traditional trocar port or an umbilical access. An active,
flexible, and articulated tip would improve the dexterity of the device thus
allowing the performance of surgical tasks, such as suturing, cauterization,
etc. The final device should be able to move through a bend of up to 270◦

around a large organ, grasp that organ, and retain a grip while moving through
20 mm. The manipulator main features consist of bending capability in any
direction, active elongation, and selective stiffening.

Based on the above considerations, the specifications for the flexible arm
can be summarized as follows:

• Capability to squeeze and pass through a 20 mm port; hence, the
manipulator can be employed for umbilical single-port surgery, NOTES
surgery [1], and single access surgery;

• Flexible and articulated length of up to 300 mm, enabling it to turn
around organs in the thoracic and abdominal cavities, independently on
the entrance point;

• Possible elongation of up to 100 mm (∼33%);
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• Force of at least 1 N (better if 5 N) to be achieved in stiffened condition at
relevant points along the arm, including the tip, in order to meet typical
force requirements of manipulation in surgical tasks like displacement
of organs during arm motion or organ retraction [2, 3];

• The stiffness of the modules should be controllable, thus allowing to
smoothly adapt to soft organs’ geometries as well as to become rigid for
retraction actions;

• A tool (such as a gripper) should be attached to the module tip and it
should be able to exert a force up to 10 N.

Apart from the requirements listed above, haptic feedback and the possi-
bility to combine the manipulator with a series of instruments need to be
considered.

1.2 Technological Overview of Different Actuation
Strategies

In this section, an overview of different actuation strategies is reported. This
represents the very first step of the design phase where, given the manipulator
specifications, the most suitable technologies are revised and compared. It is
split into two main groups that refer to two different active capabilities: the
first is “active motion” and it contains all the technological solutions that
can be used to produce a force and a deformation that actively interact with
the environment; the second one is “stiffness variation” and reports several
solutions to actively vary the stiffness of structures.

1.2.1 Active Motion Technology Survey

The technological solutions considered for the realization of the active motion
of the STIFF-FLOP manipulator are reported in this section. A streamlined
but complete survey enables a direct comparison that eases the choice of the
most suitable technology. This is followed by a detailed analysis of its state
of the art.

Actuators represent the real bottleneck in many robotic applications and
even if currently the most used technologies are electromagnetic-driven, they
present limitations in terms of inertia and back-drivability, stiffness control,
and power consumption.
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1.2.1.1 Electromagnetic motors
Electromagnetic motors (cable-driven mechanisms or geared) may lead to
several advantages in terms of controllability, actuation forces, and speed.
Indeed, most of robotic devices use this technology for the actuation. Typ-
ically, the motion generated by electromagnetic motors is converted by an
appropriate mechanism in order to generate the desired motion such as geared
boxes, cables, or hybrid solutions. One of the main disadvantages of the
electromagnetic actuators is that they are rigid and thus limit the flexibility
of an instrument if embedded on-board. In addition, miniaturized motors do
not have the required performances especially in terms of provided torque.

Cable actuation can be an alternative solution, since powerful motors can
be embedded outside the robot thus keeping it flexible. The disadvantages
of this solution are mainly in the friction losses along the robot due to the
cables that may reduce the controllability of the system; in addition in order
to provide an effective actuation at a high dexterity (hyper-redundancy), a
high number of powerful and thus big actuators are needed externally (as in
the case of the da Vinci, where the encumbrance in the surgery room is one
of the main limiting factors).

1.2.1.2 Electro active polymers
In the last few years, new and promising technologies [4] are emerging
thus offering new possibilities to fill the gap between natural muscles and
artificial artifacts. Most of them are based on polymeric matrixes activated
with different mechanisms (Electro Active Polymers, EAP) [5, 6].

Dielectric elastomers can be used with different structural configurations
to perform an electrical squeezing [7]. The most interesting and functional
solution consists in stacking many units composed by dielectric material
and electrodes in order to exploit the axial contraction of each unit [8, 9].
Ferroelectric polymers have the characteristic to lose their natural polariza-
tion when over their Curie point. Zhang et al. found that the copolymers under
a proper irradiation treatment exhibit very little room temperature polariza-
tion hysteresis and larger electrostrictive strain [10]. Liquid crystal elastomers
(LCEs) are thermally actuated to produce macroscopic and anisotropic shape
changes [11]. Stacks of very thin layers can be manufactured to produce fast
and relatively high contractions [12]. Conductive polymers (or conjugated
polymers) can change their dimensions thanks to the ability to lose or acquire
ions when a voltage is applied [13] and most used materials are polypyrrole
[14] and polyaniline. By using these materials, the authors of [15] produced
PAN fibers and investigated the possibility to use them as linear actuators in
wet and dry conditions. Polymer gels are able to swell through the uptake
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of a solvent within a polymer matrix and this process can be affected by
electrical means. Gel actuators can exhibit relatively rapid response (0.1 s
or less) provided that their surface area to volume ratios are high enough
to reduce solvent diffusion times. At the University of Reading, researchers
developed essentially Mckibben-type actuators in which the gel replaces
the gas [16]. Carbon nanotubes were shown to generate higher stresses
than natural muscle but lower strains than other polymer-based technologies
[17]. Ionic polymer/metal composites [18] are based on migration of ions
due to application of voltage. They are mainly used for the ability to bend
themselves [19–22] but also to vary the stiffness of a structure [23].

These technologies show different performances, some advantages, and
several constraints [24], but currently there are no satisfying solutions to
imitate natural muscles [25].

1.2.1.3 Shape memory alloys
Shape memory alloys (SMA) [26] are increasingly used in biomimetic robots
as bioinspired actuators. There are several kinds of alloys that can be used
with different performances. The response time depends on the time needed
to pass from the martensitic to the austenitic phase, and consequently it
depends on the current that passes through the wires, the dimensions, and the
thermal coefficient. A trade-off between current and velocity has to be found,
but an acceptable frequency of contraction/relaxation can be reached with a
well-designed geometry. SMA has a high force to mass ratio, is lightweight,
and compactness, and, for these reasons, it represents a very interesting
technology in the prosthetic field [27]. Nevertheless, SMA shows several
limitations, like: difficulty in controlling the length of the fibers as they
undergo the phase transition first of all due to their hysteresis; dependence
of the bandwidth on heating and cooling rates; and limited lifecycles. These
data depend on the percentage of contraction that has to be reached (300
for 5%, 10,000 for 0.5%) [24]. Despite that, there are several examples
(especially in the biomimetic field) that demonstrate the real possibility to use
this technology for actuation. Ayers, for example, developed a myomorphic
actuator for his robotic lobster exploiting SMA wires and using pulse width
duty cycle modulation to grade the proportion of martensite that transforms
to austenite [28].

1.2.1.4 Shape memory polymers
Shape memory polymers (SMPs) belong to a class of smart polymers, which
have drawn considerable research interest in the last few years because of



1.2 Technological Overview of Different Actuation Strategies 9

their applications in micro electromechanical systems, actuators, for self-
healing and health monitoring purposes, and in biomedical devices. Shape
memory polymers exploit the same idea as SMAs: the configuration at the
point of cross-linking in a polymer network is the lowest energy configu-
ration. Any deformation away from that configuration increases the energy.
Thus, by stretching the rubber at a temperature above the crystallization point
and then cooling it in that extended shape will lock-in the deformed material.
On heating to melt the crystals, the original network configuration is recov-
ered. A variety of materials have been employed. Like in other fields of appli-
cations, SMP materials have been proved to be suitable substitutes to metallic
ones because of their flexibility, biocompatibility, and wide scope of modifi-
cations. The shape memory properties of SMPs polymers might surpass those
of shape memory metallic alloys (SMAs). A comprehensive review can be
found in [29].

1.2.1.5 Flexible fluidic actuator
Flexible fluidic actuator is a term for a wide range of system types, but gener-
ically flexible fluidic actuators comprise an expansion chamber defined by an
inner wall of an expandable girdle, the expandable girdle being connected to
at least two anchoring points. The expansion chamber has at least one fluid
inlet to allow pressurized fluid into the chamber. The expansion chamber
is capable of acquiring a minimum volume and a maximum volume. Thus,
these flexible actuators are able to adapt and transform a fluid pressure force
against the inner wall of the expandable girdle and so produce a traction
force or a bending movement among the two anchoring points, when the
expansion chamber is inflated by the pressurized fluid entering through the
fluid inlet.

1.2.2 Discussion and Choice of Active Motion Technology

The fluidic actuation presents nice features regarding an application inside the
human body [30] (see table 1.1). Indeed, it has the non-negligible advantage
to prevent having energized parts, i.e., being under electrical voltage (unlike
electrostatic actuators, piezoelectric actuators [31], electroactive polymers,
or electromagnetic motors when used inside the body), or high-temperature
parts (unlike the SMA and thermal actuators) inside a patient’s body; this
increases safety. As no electrical power is used, operation in the presence of
radioactivity or magnetic fields is possible [32]. In the case of a hydraulic
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actuation, a sterile physiological saline solution could be used so that a
leakage of the system would have no consequence on the patient’s body.

One can think of miniaturizing classical piston-based fluidic actuators,
but it raises difficulties regarding the sealing of the chambers. O-rings and
lip seals are no longer suitable because small variations of the shape or
size of the components (seal, seal house, or piston) involve high friction or
leakage. De Volder et al. [33] propose to use “restriction seals,” i.e., small
clearances between the rod and the orifice. These generate less friction and
allow a compromise between the leakage and the manufacturing accuracy;
the actuator can present virtually no leakage, but then tolerances in the range
of 1 µm or less are required. However, to avoid leakages and friction, which
limit efficiency, pressurized elastic deformable chambers are preferred to be
used, i.e., flexible fluidic actuators, as suggested by Suzumori et al. [34].

As these actuators present no relative motion of parts, static sealing can
be used and this means no need for lubricants, no leakages, and no wear
particles; consequently, these actuators could possibly operate in clean room,
food, or agriculture industries [35]. Besides, smooth motion and precise
positioning are possible to achieve since there is no friction [34] (unlike
piston-based actuators or systems actuated with cables). In the field of
robotics, compliant structures have relevant additional.

Advantages over traditional rigid body robots:

1. They can handle delicate objects without causing any damage thanks to
their inherent compliance [35]. This compliance allows them to adapt
themselves to their environment during contacts [35, 36].

2. Compared to traditional mechanisms made of articulated rigid parts,
compliant structures allow the reduction of the number of parts neces-
sary to perform a given task [37]. This is an interesting feature regarding
miniaturization.

3. When they are made of membranes, flexible structures can be very
lightweight. If the instrument is actuated thanks to inflatable membranes,
its volume may be reduced when the membranes are deflated. This is an
interesting characteristic if the whole device has to be inserted into a
small orifice.

The combination of a fluidic actuation and a flexible structure also brings
advantageous properties:

1. Regarding a medical application, reducing the fluid pressure, the device
loses its rigidity and recovers its initial shape. In emergency cases, it
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offers the opportunity to take the instrument out of the patient’s body
quickly.

2. Devices based on this principle and whose actuation is obtained by the
deformation of elastic chambers have the intrinsic and very useful prop-
erty of giving to the operator a reliable feedback about their posture and
actuation force by measuring the volume and pressure of the operating
fluid that has been supplied.

Nevertheless, fluidic actuation comes with some drawbacks:

1. Fluidic actuation needs equipment such as pumps, valves, and pipes that
can be bulky. However, in the case of a medical application, the pump is
placed outside the patient’s body and will not increase the bulkiness of
the instrument inside the body.

2. Regarding fluidic micro-actuators: the pipes used to drive the fluid can
present leakages and cause pressure losses that limit efficiency [38].
Moreover, controlling fluid pressures and flow rates in small sections
is often more delicate than controlling electrical quantities.

3. Another shortcoming of flexible fluidic actuators is due to the required
control as explained in [35]: Fluidic flexible robots require sophisticated
controllers in order to reach accurate and repeatable positioning. More-
over, the deformable structure and non-conventional actuation make
their dynamics modeling very complex.

Finally, regarding the fluids used to inflate these actuators, one has charac-
teristics that compensate the lacks of the other and vice versa. Liquids can
generate higher forces and, in general, their supply circuit is safer since it has
reduced possibilities of explosions when compared with gases. In addition,
the compressibility of gases brings about more compliance, so that it leads to
a more difficult characterization and modeling since it also involves thermal
losses upon compression. On the other hand, air is a readily available source
and exhaust gases (i.e., air) can be freely evacuated in the environment [39].
Furthermore, gases lead to more lightweight actuators and to pressure losses
1,000 times smaller than those for liquids [40].

1.2.3 Stiffness Variation Technology Survey

The technological solutions considered for the realization of the stiffness
variation of the STIFF-FLOP manipulator are reported in this section. The
survey is followed by a comparison table that guides the choice of the most
suitable technology.
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Stiffness variation is one of the main features of the STIFF-FLOP arm.
The arm should be able to safely interact with the surgical environment
adapting its stiffness according to the situation and the surgical task. Indeed
the arm should be able to navigate in the body cavities in a floppy state
and then selectively stiffen some of its segments to actively move organs
or accomplish surgical tasks. Generally, navigation in the body cavities is
performed using flexible medical instruments such as conventional endo-
scopes. These instruments are used because of their high flexibility, which
enables traversing tortuous trajectories and the reaching of many different
surgical targets, possibly even without the need to make skin incisions. Novel
surgical instrumentation is being developed in order to exploit the higher
dexterity, flexibility, and potential for miniaturization of these instruments.
Many prototypes for robotic surgery and endoscopy have been developed and
commercialized [41–43]. Typically such flexible instruments are composed
by a flexible “backbone” or springs [44] and are actuated by motors located
externally. The flexible backbone causes them to have low stiffness and makes
it difficult to control the rigidity [45].

The stiffness variation in endoscopic instruments has been widely inves-
tigated [46]. Various stiffening strategies have been developed and have
been considered in the choice of the STIFF-FLOP arm stiffening mecha-
nism. Following the approach described in [46], both rigidity controls based
on material stiffening and structural stiffening have been considered and
reviewed. Rigidity control based on material stiffening exploits the change in
the mechanical properties on particular materials due to controlled physical
stimuli. Examples are phase change of thermoplastic polymers [47–53].
Phase change induced by temperature change can be used to change the
stiffness of thermoplastic polymers from values resembling low viscosity
fluids to values resembling rigid nylon. The main drawbacks of phase change
polymers are that they are difficult to control and have low response time slow
(order of second) since they rely on heating and cooling systems.

Other materials that can be used for stiffening varying their mechanical
properties are electro and magneto rheological fluids. Electrorheological
fluids change their viscosity in response to an electric field. They have been
proposed for different applications [54, 55]. However, this kind of fluid
requires high electric field, for example, in [56] and [57], it is reported that in
this case, an electric field up to 5,000 V/mm at 2–15 mA/cm2 is required
to obtain yielding strength change from about 0 to 5 kPa, turning from
liquid to quasi-solid in few milliseconds. Magnetorheological fluids work in
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a similar way to the electrorheological ones but they respond to a magnetic
field. Although they are more energy efficient than electrorheological fluids
[56, 57], they need high magnetic field (239 kA/m) for rigidifying a device
(maximum yielding strength of 100 kPa). Such field would require highly
encumbering magnetic sources.

Rigidity control based on material stiffening can be useful for precise
control of damping and is mostly used in active damping mechanisms (tun-
able automotive suspensions), not for drastic changes in elastic modulus as
required for robotic applications. As described above, sole material stiffening
would not fit the stiffening requirements of the STIFF-FLOP arm.

Stiffening of a flexible structure can be obtained by locking the relative
movements between interconnected parts of a structure (structural stiffening).
As shown in Table 1.2, structural stiffening can act both on the angle of each
successive segment of a flexible backbone (angle locking) and on the lengths
of the inner and outer curves of the bends in a shaft-guide that are locked
(curve length locking).

Both angle locking and curve length locking can be discrete or continuum.
The discrete angle is mainly based on the increase in friction between two
consequent joints due to the tensioning of the structure by means of cables or
other tensioning systems. Applications can be found in [58–65].

In the discrete curve length locking strategy, the distance between the
outer edges of succeeding elements is fixed [66] by means of cables, fluid
columns, rods, or any other element that can lock and unlock the distance
between two points.

Both discrete curve length locking and angle locking mechanisms require
relatively large amounts of mechanical components and therefore are not
simple to produce or scale down. In addition, since they mainly rely on
friction between two or more components, stiffening control in not much
controllable; indeed, they are mainly used as on–off mechanisms. In the case
of continuum structural stiffening, the stiffness variation occurs continuously
along a structure, not only between two or more segments. This kind of
stiffening can be used both for angle locking and for curve length locking.
Recently, Loeve et al. [67] presented a continuum structural stiffening strat-
egy based on friction between a central fluidic channel and the cable actuation
mechanism. Otherwise, it can be implemented by exploiting vacuum packed
particles [68–74].

This strategy is based on the physical phenomenon of granular jamming.
Granular jamming is a growing field in robotics, and is a mechanism which
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enables particles to act like a liquid, solid, or something in between depending
on an applied pressure. As stated by [75], jamming is a phenomenon where
an external stress can change “fragile matter” from a fluid-like to a solid-like
state. Because of this unique feature, many groups have integrated granular
jamming into robotic projects such as the universal robotic gripper [76],
the tendon-supported elephant trunk, the jamming skin-enabled locomotion
robot [77, 78], the variable stiffness haptic device [79], the variable stiffness
endoscope [46], and the emergency vacuum splint [80].

1.2.4 Comparison and Choice

Granule or particle jamming has interesting features such as high deformabil-
ity in the fluid state, and drastic stiffness increase in the solid state, without
significant change in volume; in addition, it allows controlling the stiffness
level by controlling the level of an applied vacuum (see table 1.2). Due
to these unique features, it is currently the design choice explored for the
stiffening mechanism of the STIFF-FLOP arm. Indeed, it is the most suitable
solution for highly deformable soft structures.

Table 1.2 Comparison table of several candidate technologies for the variation of the module
stiffness: red–unacceptable; light red–undesired; light green–acceptable; and green–desired
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Abstract

In Chapter 1 all the suitable technologies have been surveyed and a direct
comparison underlined how fluidic technologies have the best characteristics
to meet the application scenario. In particular, flexible fluidic actuators have
been identified as the most promising technology for providing omnidirec-
tional bending and elongation, while granular jamming can represent a valid
solution to implement variable stiffness features. In this chapter, we report
the design of the single module, the strategy for integrating more modules,
the fabrication and characterization of a 2-module manipulator.

2.1 The Design of the Single Module

Each module of the manipulator has to be able to independently perform
omnidirectional bending, elongation, and stiffening. This is possible thanks
to two different actuation systems integrated in each module: flexible flu-
idic actuators combined with a chamber exploiting the granular jamming
mechanism.

The main component of the manipulator module is an elastomeric cylin-
der (silicone EcoflexTM 0050, Smooth-on Inc.). This material guarantees
the right level of softness when deformed passively and it is suitable to
host internal chambers that can be used to modulate the characteristics and
the behavior of the module. The cylindrical elastomer hosts three equally
spaced chambers which are embedded in radial arrangement (the fluidic actu-
ators) and another one centrally placed (for granular jamming) as shown in

23
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Figure 2.1 From left to right, sketch of the longitudinal and transversal cross section design
of the module with the semicylindrical fluidic chambers and the central stiffening channel.

Figure 2.1. Externally the module is provided with a braided bellow-like
structure.

2.1.1 Active Motion

Flexible fluidic actuators have been already successfully used as an active
motion system enabling elongation and bending of soft structures [1]. The
use of such technology is eased by the widely available literature in terms of
modelization [2, 3] and application cases [4].

Optimal geometries for this specific system are under investigation, but
previous works comparing several cross section designs for similar appli-
cations [5] concluded that the key factor is to find a trade-off between the
thickness of the separation wall among the chambers and their diameter.
Moreover, in this case an additional criterion is the maximization of the
available internal space to host the stiffening chamber.

A well-known drawback on the use of soft material chambers inflated
by pressurized fluids is the difficulty to have deformations along prefer-
ential directions to obtain bending and elongation. This is due to the fact
that the inflated chambers tend to expand in every direction, like balloons.
In Figure 2.2, the effect of 0.32 bar pressure on one chamber is shown
and it is evident that the outward expansion is dominant with respect to
the bending of the module and it reaches an unacceptably high risk of
explosion.

On the contrary, in order to produce a more pronounced bending effect
with minimal lateral expansion, the radial expansion of the chamber should
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Figure 2.2 Effect of 0.32 bar pressure on a single silicone (Ecoflex 0050) chamber.

be minimized inducing a maximal longitudinal deformation. Since the elas-
tomeric materials are considered isotropic, there are no preferential directions
of expansion; however, adding other structures (fillers or external constrains)
would force the elongation or the bending, limiting the diameter expansion
and changing the overall module behavior.

Previous attempts to limit this lateral expansion demonstrated that cir-
cular fibers arranged all around the structure can serve the scope [6], but
as the chamber deforms, the coils start to separate, leaving weaker areas
on the external surface that could likely cause abrupt and dangerous lateral
expansions. This risk is especially high if the elastomeric material is very soft
and the achievable curvature is high. On the other hand, harder elastomers
or a huge number of stiff fibers could compromise the performances of the
manipulator or require a more powerful fluidic source.

Based on the above considerations, the main idea is to couple the sil-
icone cylinder and its internal chambers with a braided structure (i.e., a
sheath). Braided structures (like those used in the McKibben actuators)
are highly flexible and can contemporarily follow bending and elongation
movements providing a radial constraint to the excessive expansion especially
if thermally formed to remain in a bellows-like shape.

The braided sheath is placed externally respect to the chambers and it is
fixed at the distal ends of the cylinder. When the chambers are inflated to bend
(or to elongate), the braided sheath contains and limits the radial expansion,
thus maximizing the longitudinal effect of the deformation.

2.1.2 Stiffness variation

For stiffness modulation, a granular jamming solution is used. The effective-
ness of this strategy on soft robots has been already demonstrated in [7–12].
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One of the most interesting features of this technology is that it keeps a
high deformability in the unjammed state and undergoes a drastic stiffness
increase in the jammed condition. In our application, coffee powder was used
as granular material and latex as containing membrane. Jamming transition
is induced by increasing density in the flexible membrane due to the applied
vacuum. By controlling the vacuum level the stiffness can be tuned.

2.2 Connection of Multiple Modules

The easiest strategy for module integration (in case of a limited number of
modules) is based on the connection between the modules with pneumatic
tubes that pass through the actuation chambers. This configuration allows
aligning the chambers and having more free space within the module section.

A first prototype of the manipulator has been fabricated integrating three
modules, designed on the basis of the approach reported in the previous
section. The manipulator allowed evaluating the possible movements and
optimizing the integration process for the fabrication of a second arm. This
manipulator includes two modules and the geometry and dimensions of
the single silicone unit are the same as that of the prototype illustrated in
the previous section. The modules are connected with small silicone tubes
passing through the chambers of the first module, as illustrated in Figure 2.3.

The connecting junction between two modules is the main element that
has to be considered (length h in Figure 2.3). This area is not actuated
and it does not include the granular jamming-based stiffening chamber. The
junction connection has been designed in order to minimize its non-active
effect on the system performance and not to prevail on that.

Figure 2.3 Overall view of the manipulator design (left) and bottom view (right).
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Figure 2.4 Theoretical length of the manipulator when two modules are connected (left) and
manipulator with a junction of 10 mm (right).

If the manipulator is solicited laterally on the tip by a force, the designed
configuration avoids a deflection of the manipulator in correspondence with
the junction. In this way, it is guaranteed that, when evaluating the stiffening
capabilities, the overall behavior of the manipulator will not be affected by
the presence of this softer and non-active part. The theoretical length of the
two-module manipulator is 100 mm which is twice the length of a single
module as illustrated in Figure 2.4 (left).

The section between the modules has a length of 20 mm. However, 10 mm
is sufficient for avoiding deformation of the silicone in the axial direction
when it is inflated (see Figure 2.4, right panel). Therefore, a single junction
of 10 mm has been designed between the chambers of the modules that will
be functional for both the lower and upper modules.

Taking into account the geometry of the manipulator and the stiffness of
the materials, an estimation of the junction displacement is given by:

y =
Fh3

3EI
(2.1)

where:
F is the applied force (N);
h is the junction length (m);
E is the elastic modulus of the junction (Pa);
I is the area moment of inertia (m4) that is π

4 r
4 for a filled circular area of

radius r.
When a force is applied to the second module, the junction displacement

can be controlled by dimensioning its length and material. The junction has
been designed considering a small length of 8 mm and the material Dragon
Skin 10 MEDIUM (Smooth-On) which is a silicone harder than Ecoflex 00-
50 (Figure 2.5).
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Figure 2.5 CAD of the junction zone.

For a force of 3 N, a length of 8 mm and a stiffness of 228 kPa (Dragon
Skin), the displacement of the passive junction is:

y =
3N · (8mm)3

3 · 228kPa · π
4 · (12.5mm)4

= 0.12mm (2.2)

This displacement is negligible with respect to the displacement of the active
unit, which is about 11 mm with a load force of 3 N as it is reported in
Figure 2.6.

This configuration ensures a working length of 50 mm for each module
and the effect of the junction is limited (see Figure 2.7).

In the 2-module manipulator the “in-series” stiffening mechanism has
been inserted inside the central channel. Two membranes have been filled

Figure 2.6 Force-displacement curve of the single module.
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Figure 2.7 Final CAD of the 2-module manipulator (left) and the prototype (right).

Figure 2.8 Final prototype of the 2-module manipulator.

with 4 g of coffee grains and they have been connected with a tube of 4 mm
diameter and 20 mm length. The vacuum has been applied simultaneously to
the two membranes. Two external braided sheaths have been also integrated
around the module. The final prototype is reported in Figure 2.8.

2.3 Complete Characterization of the 2-Module
Manipulator

The soft manipulator is ideally composed of multiple modules, each one
provided with actuation and stiffening capabilities. Starting from the design
of the single module reported above and after the complete characterization
of a single module reported in [13], we here extend the same analysis to a
2-module manipulator. This step is particularly significant since it allows—
with a minimum number of modules—the testing of the combined perfor-
mance of two interconnected modules in terms of stiffening and actuation.

The manipulator is composed of two connected identical modules,
Figure 2.9. Each module possesses the original structure, with three fluidic
chambers for the active omnidirectional motion combined with a central
stiffening chamber, which exploits the granular jamming-based mechanism.
This approach allows actuating and stiffening the modules independently.
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Figure 2.9 Fabricated 2-module manipulator.

2.3.1 Fabrication

The body of the module is fabricated by means of a molding process using
Silicone (Silicone 0050, Ecoflex, Smooth on Inc., Shore Hardness = 00-50,
100% linearized Tensile Modulus = 83 kPa). A crimped sheath is put around
the module in order to contain the ballooning effect due to the chambers
inflation. The detailed fabrication process of the module can be found in [13].

Each module incorporates a central channel for the granular jamming-
based stiffening mechanism composed of an external latex membrane filled
with 6 g of coffee; a 2 mm pipe is inserted inside and the membrane is
sealed around it with Parafilm. The stiffening chamber is extended by approx-
imately 0.5 cm on both sides with respect to the module length as shown in
Figure 2.10a, top. This feature allows for keeping the stiffness variation

Figure 2.10 (a) Fabrication steps of the multi-module manipulator. Top, section of the two
modules before connection. Bottom, two interconnected modules. In blue the pipes for the
fluidic actuation; in orange the pipes for supplying vacuum to the stiffening chambers. The
total length of the manipulator is given by the length of the two modules (50 mm), plus 10 mm
of junction, 10 mm of the tip, and 15 mm on the base. (b) Experimental stress-strain curve of
silicone rubbers according to ISO 37:2005(E).
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capability even in the junction between the two modules by guaranteeing that
the granular material will be present also in this section.

The pipes used both for inflating the fluidic chambers and for vacuuming
the stiffening chamber are 2 mm outer diameter, 1.2 mm inner diameter
polyurethane tubes (SMC Corporation). They are connected to the fluidic
chambers after the fabrication of the modules. In order to avoid possible
leakages, Sil-Poxy silicone rubber adhesive (Smooth-on Inc.) is used to glue
them in the silicone channel used for supplying air to the fluidic chambers.
In order to increase the adhesion of the pipes, their tips are scratched with
sandpaper.

The inter-module connection is constructed by positioning the mod-
ules at 1 cm distance, while keeping the fluidic chambers aligned. This
implies that the parts of the stiffening chamber sticking out from the mod-
ule’s top and bottom are in contact and slightly compressed among each
other.

Two half-cylindrical shells with an inner diameter of 32 mm are then used
to cap the junction and Silicone (Silicone 30, Dragonskin, Smooth on Inc.,
Hardness = 30, 100% linearized Tensile Modulus = 593 kPa) is poured inside.
The same procedure is repeated at the top and the bottom of the manipulator,
in order to fully close the structure (Figure 2.10a, bottom). The base is
extended by 1.5 cm in order to simplify the clamping of the manipulator
during the testing phase.

The use of a stiffer silicone material in the passive parts and particularly
in the junction area guarantees that they do not affect the overall behavior
of the manipulator. Dragonskin 30 silicone was chosen since it presents a
stiffness 7 times higher than Ecoflex 0050 which is used for the fabrica-
tion of the modules. The mechanical properties of the two silicones were
tested according to ISO 37:2005(E) and the stress-strain data are shown in
Figure 2.10b. The curves of Figure 2.10b represent the average of five cycles
of loading/unloading of the silicone performed with an Instron 5900 Testing
System. The maximum measured variability was ±3.4 kPa for the Ecoflex
0050 and 2.8 kPa for the Dragonskin 30.

2.3.2 Workspace Evaluation

The manipulator has been characterized through experimental tests aimed
at verifying its dexterity, stiffening capability, and possibility of exploiting
stiffness variation during the application of forces.
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2.3.2.1 Methods
The actuation of the 2-module manipulator was performed by controlling
the pressure in each fluidic chamber independently. Six proportional pres-
sure regulator valves (series K8P, E.V.P. systems) were used to modulate
the air pressure inflated in each chamber from 0.0 to 0.065 MPa (inset of
Figure 2.11a). A compressor (Compact 106, Fiac Air-Compressors) was used
as pneumatic air source. Vacuum for stiffness modulation was obtained by
a vacuum regulator (ITV0090, SMC Corporation), shown in the inset of
Figure 2.11a, and a vacuum pump (LB.4, D.V.P. Vacuum Technology).

Figure 2.11 (a) Setup for the active motion and stiffening of the 2-module manipulator. In
the inset the top view of the box is shown, indicating all components used for the control
of the pneumatic actuation and of the vacuum levels. (b) Left, setup for the experimental
measurement of the workspace of the single module. Right, setup used for the experimental
measurement of specific configurations of the 2-module manipulator. The 6 DoF localization
probe (Northern Digital Inc.) is highlighted in red in the pictures. (c) Scheme of the extrapo-
lation strategy for computing the workspace of the 2-module manipulator from the workspace
of the single module. The global coordinate system is o, the local coordinate system of the
first module is o′ and the local coordinate system of the second module is o′′. (d) Scheme of
the 2-module manipulator highlighting the chambers activated for single chamber bending (a),
two chamber bending (b) and elongation (c).
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The vacuum pump is able to provide a maximum vacuum of 0.03 Pa
absolute pressure with a flow of 3 m3/h. The vacuum generated inside the
stiffening chamber was monitored with a pressure sensor (SWCN-V01-P3-2,
Camozzi) and resulted in a maximum of –0.0987 MPa relative pressure.
A 5 µm filter (MC104-D10, E.V.P. Systems) was used to prevent particles
from entering the pump. The control of the pressure and vacuum regulators is
done with low-pass filtered PWM signals generated from the digital I/O pins
of the RoNex MkII (http://www.shadowrobot.com/products/ronex/).

The pressure within each chamber can be regulated by setting the period
and the ON-time of the PWM signal for each pin. The RoNex MkII is
programmed using the Robot Operating System (ROS). The components
for the control of the manipulator are illustrated in Figure 2.11a. During
the tests, the manipulator was fixed with a clamping system, as shown in
Figure 2.11a.

The workspace of the 2-module manipulator was estimated through
extrapolation from the single module one. The workspace of the single
module was obtained by placing a 6-DOF probe (Northern Digital Inc.) on
the tip of a single module and measuring the position and orientation of the
tip at all the different pressure combinations in the three fluidic chambers
(Figure 2.11b, left). The pressure tested in the chambers was varied from
0.0 to 0.065 MPa. Since the module motion in response to the applied
pressure is not linear, the following pressures were tested, [0.00, 0.025,
0.035, 0.045, 0.050, 0.065] MPa. These pressures were experimentally found
to significantly describe the motion of the module in previous works. All
the different combinations of the aforementioned pressures were applied in
the three chambers, thus realizing 63 combinations (i.e., 216 points). Each
pressure combination was automatically set by the control system in ROS;
between two pressure combinations the pressure was reset to 0.0 MPa in all
the chambers. During the application of each combination of pressures, the
position and orientation of the module tip were acquired with the Aurora R©

EM Tracking system for 1 s (i.e., 100 samples).
The workspace of the 2-module manipulator was computed from such

data by considering, for each point reached from the tip of the first module,
all the possible configurations of the second one. In Figure 2.11c, the pro-
cedure is shown in an exemplified scenario; the coordinate system o is the
global coordinate system. The localization probe measures the position and
orientation of the coordinate system o′ for each point of the workspace of the
single module (with the Aurora tracking system).
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The transformation matrices from the coordinate system o to o′ are
computed from these experimental data. Assuming that the two modules
composing the manipulator are identical, the two transformation matrices
T01 (from global coordinates to first module tip) and T12 (from first module
tip to second module tip) can be considered identical. The orientation and
position of o′′ (for every configuration) can be obtained by multiplying each
T01 (one for every point of the first module workspace) for all the T01.
The junction area is considered as an extra translation matrix in the local
coordinate system o′. In Figure 2.11c, some explicative configurations of the
system are drawn.

In configuration 1 (no actuation, rest condition), the position of the tip
of the second module is obtained by a simple translation along the z1′

axis. When the first module is bent (configuration 2), applying the same
transformation as before, the point o2′′ can be obtained. Similarly, when even
the second module would be bent, the same transformation that maps o into
o2′ can be used on o2′ to obtain o3′′.

Some relevant configurations of the manipulator, including elongation,
bending with single-chamber actuation, and bending with 2-chamber actu-
ation, were measured experimentally in order to assess the effectiveness
of the behavior of the manipulator and compare it with the data obtained
computationally by extending the workspace of the single module. Such
measurements were performed by placing two 6-DOF probes on the manip-
ulator, one at the tip and one at the end of the first module as shown in
Figure 2.11b, right. In all cases the inflation pressures tested were [0.00,
0.025, 0.035, 0.045, 0.050, 0.065] MPa. In the case of single-chamber bend-
ing, one chamber of each module was inflated at the same time (Figure 2.11d,
case a); for the 2-chamber bending, two chambers per module were pressur-
ized by the same value and at the same time (Figure 2.11d, case b); for the
elongation measurement all three chambers of the two modules were inflated
by the same pressure at the same time (Figure 2.11d, case c).

2.3.2.2 Results
In Figure 2.12 the full workspace of the 2-module manipulator is shown. In
Figure 2.12a, a section of the workspace is shown; the section cuts in two
parts the workspace on the x-plane in order to have a clearer visualization.
The initial position of the manipulator (no actuation) is schematically shown
in the plot as a cylinder. The arc drawn by the points on the left side of
Figure 2.12a corresponds to the single-chamber bending and is in agreement
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Figure 2.12 Workspace of the 2-module manipulator. (a) Section of the workspace along the
x-plane, lateral view. (b) Section of the workspace with highlighted the unreachable areas. (c)
Top view of the workspace.

with the results obtained with the single module in [13]; higher curvatures
can be achieved and lower points in z direction can be reached (–75 mm with
respect to the base of the manipulator). The right side of Figure 2.12a corre-
sponds to the 2-chamber bending and presents a bigger radius of curvature.
The experimental trajectories of the tip of the 2-module manipulator during
single-chamber bending (cyan), 2-chamber bending (red) and elongation
(black) match the extrapolated data. In Figure 2.12b the unreachable areas
inside the workspace are highlighted; the yellow area is below the single-
chamber bending and thus it extends slightly less than the red area, which is
in correspondence with the 2-chamber bending. In Figure 2.12c the top view
of the full workspace is reported. The planes corresponding to single- and
2-chamber bending are highlighted in cyan and red respectively. The system
presented good symmetry properties (with 120◦ phase) in its behavior. The
maximum diameter of a circle containing the whole workspace in the x-y
plane (Figure 2.12c) is 312.4 mm.

In Figure 2.13 the results from the single- and 2-chamber bending are
reported. Figures 2.13a and b represent the tip trajectories (position and orien-
tation) of the manipulator during single- and 2-chamber bending respectively,
together with a picture of the manipulator at the corresponding maximum
reachable angle. In the plots of Figures 2.13a and b, the manipulator is
reported in the non-actuated configuration as a cylinder and the trajectories,
derived from the workspace extrapolation, are reported in blue, while the
experimental data are in red. The two trajectories are very close for small
pressures (around 0.04 MPa), but after that the error increases considerably,
in particular along the z coordinate and especially for the 2-chamber bending
trajectory. A very similar trend applies to the orientations (although the
errors are smaller): the estimated bending angle is 236◦±3.4◦ while the
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Figure 2.13 Comparison between experimentally measured trajectories end extrapolated
ones. (a) Trajectories of the single-chamber bending in the 2-module manipulator and photo
of the manipulator reaching the maximum bending angle with the single chamber inflation
in both modules of 0.065 MPa. (b) Trajectories of the two chambers bending in the 2-
module manipulator and a photo of the manipulator reaching the maximum bending angle
with the 2-chamber inflation in both modules of 0.065 MPa. (c) Trajectory during single-
chamber bending of a single module per se and when integrated in the 2-module manipulator.
(d) Trajectory during two chamber-bending of a single module per se and when integrated in
the 2-module manipulator.

measured one is 255◦±3.6◦. In the case of the 2-chamber bending, the
computed bending angle is 175◦±1.8◦ and the experimentally measured one
is 207◦±2.3◦.

The possible reason for this difference can be found in Figures 2.13c
and d where the trajectories of the single (Figure 2.13c) and 2-chamber
(Figure 2.13d) bending, measured on a single manipulator (blue) and mea-
sured at the end of the first module of the 2-module manipulator (red) are
reported. It is evident that the module is pushed down by the weight of
the second module and this effect is higher at larger bending angles. In
addition, the maximum bending angle with single-chamber bending of the
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single module is 118◦±3.2◦ while in the 2-module manipulator is 132◦±2.9◦.
Similarly, the maximum bending angle with 2-chamber bending of the single
module is 87.5◦±1.8◦ while in the 2-module manipulator it is 115◦±2.2◦.

The experimental data suggest that the estimated workspace will present
more points at the bottom in reality, but still it is a good approximation of the
manipulator reachable space.

2.3.3 Junction Characterization

2.3.3.1 Methods
The mechanical properties of the junction area between the two modules were
experimentally characterized using the setup shown in Figure 2.14. The active
parts of the 2-module manipulator were fully constrained with two rigid shells
and a fixed displacement was imposed to the tip of the manipulator by a 6
DOF industrial robot (RV-6SL, Mitsubishi) with an F/T sensor (MINI 45,
ATI, USA, resolution = 0.025 N) fixed on its end effector. In this way the
overall deflection was due only to the behavior of the junction area. The test
was performed at different vacuum pressures in the stiffening chamber, i.e.,
0.0 MPa, –0.052 MPa, and –0.098 MPa in both the stiffening chambers of the
two modules; each test was repeated three times.

Figure 2.14 Setup for the experimental characterization of the junction are between the two
modules. Left, assembled setup; in red the modules composing the manipulator are indicated,
in yellow the deformed junction is highlighted. Right, scheme of the system.
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Figure 2.15 Results from the characterization of the junction between the two modules of
the manipulator.

2.3.3.2 Results
In Figure 2.15, the results for the tests on the junction are reported. The forces
necessary to deform the junction area reaches a maximum of 3.07±0.56 N at
10 mm displacement. Under the same conditions but applying –0.052 MPa
pressure in the stiffening chambers, the force increases 5.61±0.08 N (83%
increase) and reaches 6.86±0.12 N (123% increase) at –0.098 MPa. The
slope of the curves (elastic constants) varies from 0.31 N/mm at atmospheric
pressure to 0.54 N/mm at –0.052 MPa and 0.69 N/mm at –0.098 MPa.

2.3.4 Stiffness Characterization

2.3.4.1 Methods
The stiffening capabilities of the single module in different configurations
in terms of bending and elongation have been extensively characterized in
[13]. Here, the stiffening capabilities of the manipulator as a whole are
presented. Tests were performed imposing different displacements at the tip
of the manipulator by using a 6 DOF industrial robot (RV-6SL, Mitsubishi)
with an F/T sensor (MINI 45, ATI, USA, resolution = 0.025 N ATI Mini45)
fixed upon its end effector. In that way, it has been possible to impose the
right orientation of the load cell respect to the module tip position. The same
test was performed when the stiffening mechanism was not activated (0.1
MPa) and when –0.1 MPa vacuum was induced in the granular jamming-
based stiffening mechanism; each test was repeated five times. The stiffness
variation was characterized in both compression and tensile tests. Compres-
sion tests were performed compressing the manipulator along the z direction
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Figure 2.16 Manipulator configuration tested for evaluating the stiffening capabilities. The
red square represents the F/T sensor, the blue structure represents the robot end effector; the
base module of the manipulator is the black one and the second module is the dark gray one.
(a) Axial test, (b) axial test with the first module 90◦ bent, (c) side view and (d) front view
of the lateral test at different bending angles of the manipulator. For each configuration, the
photo of the real setup is reported below.

(Figure 2.16a) of 5 mm. The same compression test was performed even
when the first module is 90◦ bent (Figure 2.16b). Tensile tests were per-
formed imposing a lateral displacement to the manipulator. Such tests were
carried out both when the manipulator was in the fully straight configuration
(Figure 2.16c) and at different bending angles (Figure 2.16d). The tests at dif-
ferent bending angles were performed inflating one chamber on each module
with the same pressure; the tested pressures were [0.25, 0.35, 0.45, 0.55, 0.65]
bar (Figure 16d).

2.3.4.2 Results
The results from the stiffness tests of Figure 2.16 are presented in
Figure 2.17. The plots report the force measured from the F/T sensor with
respect to the imposed displacement of the manipulator. Three different
vacuum levels were applied to the stiffening chamber in order to verify
the possibility of tuning the stiffness level. In Figure 2.17 (left) the results
correspond to the configuration of Figure 2.16d. The force necessary to
deflect the manipulator visibly changes according to the stiffening level. As
an indication of the stiffness, the elastic constant was computed as the slope
of the linear tract of the curves for the first 3 mm of displacement. The elastic
constant varies from 0.11 N/mm when no stiffening is activated to 0.20 N/mm
at –0.05 MPa vacuum pressure and up to 0.31 N/mm at –0.1 MPa.
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Figure 2.17 Results from the stiffness tests. (a) Axial tests. (b) Axial tests with the first
module bent 90◦ (0.045 MPa inflation on one chamber). (c) Lateral test with no chamber
inflation.

In Figure 2.17 (center) the results from the tests in the axial direction are
reported (Figure 2.16a). In this case, for the first 2.5 mm displacement the
effect of the stiffness variation is not evident. This is probably due to the
change in volume of the stiffening chamber that tends to pack the granules
together, thus leaving the tip with less granules and with a stiffness similar to
the silicone one. On the other hand, it is possible to appreciate the stiffness
variation when the displacement increases over 3 mm. In this case, the elastic
constant was computed as the slope of the curves in the last part of the plot.
The elastic constant varies from 2.18 N/mm when no stiffening is activated,
up to 3.15 N/mm at –0.05 MPa vacuum pressure and 5.1 N/mm at –0.1 MPa.

Figure 2.17 (left) shows the results from the axial test when the first
module is bent of 90◦ (Figure 2.16b). In this case the elastic constant varies
from 1.99 N/mm when no stiffening is activated, to 2.6 N/mm at –0.05 MPa
vacuum pressure, and 2.96 N/mm at –0.1 MPa. It is interesting to observe
that the manipulator is able to withstand relatively high forces, also in the
bent configuration; in particular, it withstood up to 17 N at –0.1 MPa vacuum
pressure that is relevant for surgical tasks. In addition, these last curves
presented a higher variability and a peak at around 3 mm. In fact, above
a certain force, it starts to separate the jammed granules of the stiffening
chamber and thus the performance of the stiffening mechanism decreases.

The results from all the stiffening tests are summarized in Table 2.1. The
change in the elastic constant in the experiments was computed in the config-
urations shown in Figure 2.16. In the last column, the percentage of change in
the stiffness is computed. It is important to observe that the stiffness variation
is maintained also during the bending of the manipulator. As evident from
Table 2.1, the elastic constant decreases due to the bending of the structure;
however, the stiffening mechanism guarantees in all the configurations tested
a considerable increase in the stiffness of the manipulator.



2.3 Complete Characterization of the 2-Module Manipulator 41

Table 2.1 Summary of the results from the stiffening tests on the 2-module manipulator

Test
Typology

Chamber
Inflation Pressure

(bar)

Elastic Constant (N/mm)
@ 0.1 MPa Pressure

(Stiffening
Chamber not Active)

Elastic Constant (N/mm)
@ –0.1 MPa Pressure

(Stiffening Chamber Active)
Elastic Constant

Increase (%)
Lateral 0 0.11 0.31 66.6

0.25 0.08 0.14 75
0.35 0.05 0.15 200
0.45 0.06 0.17 183,3
0.55 0.06 0.17 183,3
0.65 0.07 0.14 100

Axial 0 2.18 5.10 133.9
0.45 @modulel 1.99 2.96 48.7

2.3.5 Combined Force and Stiffening Experiments

2.3.5.1 Methods
Two different types of tests were carried out to evaluate the forces exerted
by the manipulator exploiting the selective stiffening capabilities of its seg-
ments. The first test consisted of positioning the manipulator in the same
configuration as for the stiffening tests (Figure 2.16c). Three different vacuum
levels ([0, –0.05, –0.1] MPa) were imposed in the first module (in black in
Figure 2.8c) and the chamber of the second module that causes a bending
on the x-z plane of Figure 2.16c was inflated at [0.25, 0.35, 0.45, 0.55, 0.65]
bar. Forces were measured using an F/T sensor (ATI Nano17). The same pro-
cedure was performed while stiffening the second module and actuating the
first one.

The second type of tests were aimed at exploiting the stiffening capabil-
ities together with the possibility to generate forces in a more surgery-like
scenario. Although the previously described tests provided a good overview
of the 2-module manipulator, they still lack a thorough demonstration of the
real capabilities of such a structure, in comparison with traditional rigid-link
surgical manipulators.

For that reason, scenarios like that proposed in the schematic view of
Figure 2.18 have been taken as guidelines to build a more reliable, credible
test setup for the 2-module manipulator. To reproduce the compliance, in
terms of weight and shape of organs or anatomical parts that the manipulator
may encounter during surgical laparoscopic procedures, water-filled balloons
have been employed and they have been placed around the manipulator to test
its interaction with such objects.

Among the variety of possible tasks, a few key movements were chosen
to demonstrate the manipulation and stiffening capabilities. These are the
wrapping and retraction of a water-filled balloon (500 g, Figure 2.19a), hung
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Figure 2.18 Schematic examples of surgical tasks performed by a tentacle-like structure.
Left: organ retraction, showing the manipulator grabbing and lifting up of the organ. Right:
fitting in tiny spaces, shifting down of an organ with the base portion, and reaching the surgical
target with the distal module. The yellow line indicates the stiffening of the manipulator
portion.

up to a load cell which revealed when the whole weight of the balloon
was supported by the manipulator. Another task is shown in Figure 2.19
(center) where the manipulator navigates among compliant objects (water-
filled balloons), embraces one of them (270 g), and moves it aside. The last

Figure 2.19 (a) the 2-module manipulator passes below a water filled balloon with the
first module and exploits the second module to grasp and move the baloon around; (b) the
manipulator fits between two water-filled balloons, lifting and shifting one of them to free
access to the other one; (c) the manipulator is able to keep the weight of a 500 g balloon with
the first module and apply a variable force on the F/T sensor.
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task, presented in Figure 2.19 (right) demonstrated the manipulator support-
ing a weight of 500 g with the first module and applying a force on an F/T
sensor. The same test is performed without stiffening activation and when the
first module is fully stiffened. In this last experiment, two F/T sensors were
used. One F/T sensor is connected to the water-filled balloon (5 N), while
the other is positioned in the proximity of the distal end of the manipulator.
In this test, two pieces of information can be extracted. The first F/T sensor
allows verifying that the water filled balloon is completely supported, while
the second F/T sensor measures the amount of force generated on the target.

2.3.5.2 Results
In Figure 2.20, the results from the combination of stiffening and actuation
are presented. On the left the case when the stiffness of the base module is
changed and the top module applies forces to the F/T sensor is shown. In
this case the maximum force exerted when no stiffening is activated tends
to saturate at approximately 1 N. On the other hand, when the base module
is stiffened, the force is transmitted more effectively since it creates a more
stable support for the second module when it applies force to the F/T sensor.
The maximum force when the base module is fully stiffened reaches 2.2 N.
This feature is important in order to apply force in a controlled way to tissues
and biological structures. In the absence of stiffening capability, if the force
necessary to shift a weight is too high, the structure may not succeed and may
deform in an uncontrolled way in other directions due to its highly compliant
structure.

The same test was performed by actuating the first module and changing
the stiffness in the first one. In this case, the effect of the stiffness variation
is not as effective as in the previous case. This is probably due to the fact

Figure 2.20 Results from the testing on the combination of actuation and stiffening. (Left)
Stiffening of the base module, highlighted with the dashed square, and actuation of the
first one. (Right) Stiffening of the second module (highlighted with the dashed square), and
stiffening of the second one.
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that the stiffening system is integrated in the central channel in order to keep
the external compliance of the robot and thus its effect is mediated from the
soft material in between. However, the maximum transmitted force increases
from 3.45 to 4.47 N when the stiffening system is activated.

In Figure 2.19 some of the 2-module manipulators interacting with water-
filled balloons are reported. In Figure 2.19c, in particular, the manipulator was
able to keep the weight of a 500 g balloon with the first module and apply a
force on the F/T sensor. The same test was performed when the first module
was not stiffened and when it was stiffened. In the first case, the maximum
recorded force was 5.83 N, in the second 7.91 N, thus validating the results
obtained in Figure 2.19, left.
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Abstract

During the integration and data-fusion algorithms tests it turned out that
the initial manipulator prototype, described in Chapter 2, had a number of
drawbacks emerging from its structure and resulting in high actuation non-
linearity and low sensing capabilities. In this chapter we show how the
internal distortions in the initial design influence the manipulator behaviour
and the sensory readings, and then we propose new designs that solve those
issues. A braided actuation chamber instead of the overall module braiding
concept is presented together with the manufacturing technology and exper-
imental characterization of the actuation module. The idea of using multiple
actuation chambers and the division of the central stiffening chamber into
distributed stiffening chambers is also presented.

3.1 Introduction

The braided sleeve used for the initial design of the STIFF-FLOP manipulator
rendered itself to be a good solution (Chapter 2). The actuation chamber’s
radial expansion were not being observed and the modules were still able to
bend, elongate, and squeeze. The problem seemed to be solved; however, the
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sensors integration process has shown that the external inflation of the cham-
bers during actuation is a bit more complex and the braided reinforcement
limits only the symptoms of the problem. Moreover, since such a solution
limits the external expansion, it intensifies the deformation of the actuation
chambers in an inward direction. In addition, the interaction between the
silicone body of the manipulator and the external reinforcement structure
introduces some new undesired and unexpected effects. Effects that have been
noticed are: non-linear actuation, distortion of the internal sensors readings
(mainly the curvature and length sensors as they are based on the structural
deformation of the manipulators’ body), complex control, and modeling.

In the following sections we analyze those effects and their relation to the
initial braiding solution. The analysis is derived from several observations
of the manipulators’ behaviour during actuation tests. For that a dedicated
module has been used. One of its ends was cut and sealed with a transparent
tile that allowed for the observation of its interior.

3.1.1 Change of the Chamber Cross Section Area

As the actuation chamber is simply an empty cylindrical channel in the sili-
cone material, application of pressure into it causes it to expand radially. That
effect influences the cross section area of the activated actuation chamber and
the area of the other chambers’ cross sections as well. As the force resulting
from pressure acting inside the chamber, depends not only on the pressure
but also on the cross section of the chamber the mentioned increase of the
chamber dimensions causes the force to change its value in a non-linear way
as a function of pressure.

3.1.2 Chamber Cross Section Center Displacement

In the initial design the cross section of the actuation chamber was semi-
circular. Its shape is not retained during the actuation due to the material
deformation constrained by the braiding and the overall module cross section
geometry. That causes the chamber cross section geometry and its location to
change when the pressure changes. Consequently the position of the actuation
cross section moves in relation to the manipulator central axis depending on
the pressure inside the chamber. Actuation of two chambers simultaneously
results in a lower bending angle than the single-chamber actuation with the
same pressure. The cause of this situation is presented in Figure 3.1. The
explanation is that the bending deformation of the manipulator results from
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Figure 3.1 Deformation of the module cross section during actuation. The two-chamber
actuation case results in their expansion and their axis displacement that results in lowering
the pressure-dependent bending moment in the cross section.

bending moment generated by actuation chambers. This in turn is caused by
the forces resulting from internal actuation pressures. As the pressure value
p is constant at every point of the chamber volume, the value of the internal
force acting on a certain chamber cross section center can be easily calculated
as Fi = Aip, where Ai is the area of the cross section [1]. Denoting vectors
from the center of the cross section to centers of each chamber as −→r1 and −→r2 ,
the resulting bending moment M in the considered cross section, the module
can be expressed as Equation (3.1).

Mi = (−→r1 +−→r2)Fi (3.1)

In Figure 3.1, the situation with two simultaneously actuated chambers
is presented. The shape of the chamber cross section is deformed and its
geometrical center moves. Due to the passive module geometry, the chamber
cross section shifts towards the module center and as a result the length of the
net vector −→r = −→r1 +−→r2 is decreased. That in turn leads to a reduction in the
value of the net bending moment deforming the module Equation (3.1).

3.1.3 Friction between the Silicone Body and Braided Sleeve

As mentioned in the chapter introduction, the braided sleeve, beside con-
straining the ballooning effect, also influences other manipulator properties.
The final shape of the manipulator depends on the previously applied pres-
sures and in particular on the chamber actuation order. The friction force
caused by the first chamber actuation limits the second chamber expansion
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Figure 3.2 Module cross section during a two-module actuation sequence. (1) presents the
cross section with no pressures applied to the chambers. No friction between the sheath and
silicone occurs. In (2), pressure is applied to one of the chambers. The chamber expansion
causes the external sheath to make contact with the module body. The second chamber is
constrained by the inflation and friction with the sheath (3).

and reduces its elongation and thus its impact on the manipulator. This effect
is clearly observed in case of two chambers subsequent actuation Figure 3.2.
Applying the pressure to a chamber makes it expand and increase its cross
section. Due to that, the module surface is pressed to the reinforcement from
the inside. When the second chamber is actuated, its expansion is significantly
smaller than the first one since the space for the expansion is already occupied
by the initially pressurized chamber that was expanding without such con-
straints. Pushing it away requires moving the silicone pressed to the braiding,
which requires additional force due to the friction. Consequently the second
chamber grows less than the first one and due to this, the pressure-related
elongation is also smaller. As an effect, the module is not capable of efficient
bending in the directions requiring multiple chambers to be actuated, which
greatly impacts the shape of an achievable workspace when using constant
pressure.

3.1.4 Sensor Interaction

One of the sensors developed in the STIFF-FLOP project used for manipula-
tor configuration detection is a curvature sensor composed of three parallel-
length sensors [2], that are made of a light fiber slighting in a dedicated
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Figure 3.3 The length sensor channel placement presented in a module cross section. The
channels are placed on a circle coaxial with the module axis of symmetry.

hollow. Each individual fiber is attached at the modules’ tip so that any
elongation of the module causes the fibers to be pulled inside its body.
That in turn makes the end of the fiber change its distance form a light
intensity detector and finally allows the lenght of the particular part of the
module to be calculated. The sensors are embedded into the module with
axial symmetry Figure 3.3. and are assumed to be parallel to the module
central axis. Any deviation from that is a source of error. The internal inflation
of the chambers disrupts this assumption, as the readings from the sensors
are highly dependent on the pressure and not only on the shape of the
manipulator. The curvature of the module is assessed using the individual
lengths of the sensors, and so that is a significant issue and makes sensor
fusion a complex task.

Another issue is that the braiding structure surrounding the manipulators’
body is undesired due to its roughness, which may cause harmful interaction
with the patients’ tissue and an array of tactile sensors that was considered
to be integrated with the manipulator’s surface. Integration of such sensors
rendered itself to be much easier done in case of the homogenous silicone
body itself than in the braided reinforcement. More information on this type
of sensors can be found in [3].

3.2 Proposed Improvements

To reduce the issues described in the introduction, radial expansion of each
individual chamber has to be constrained. Any changes to the cross section
geometry are undesired too, as they may result in a less linear actuation
process. The idea we propose is to make the chamber geometry more stable
by employing braiding around each chamber instead of constraining the
external expansion of all chambers with one external sheath.
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3.2.1 Possible Solutions

The external braided sleeve embedded to solve the undesired module expan-
sion demonstrated to provide effective radial expansion constrains allowing
the longitudinal chambers expansion at the same time, but due to a number
of undesired effects another solution has to be proposed. Similar examples
of constraint can be found in the work by Whitesides et al. who, facing the
same ballooning effect [4], developed a manufacturing process which allows
the internal patterning of the chambers (PneuNets), reducing the lateral space
available to produce outward expansion [5]. A different and simpler approach
has been proposed by Brock et al. Their solution is a squared-section chamber
reinforced with inelastic yarns placed all around [6]. Such an approach is
simpler and faster to manufacture, and provide a similar performance to the
first one.

3.2.2 Design

The first solution used semi-cylindrical chambers. This approach would
ensure that the chamber circumference is constant during the actuation, and
so limit the radial expansion. In general, the cross section geometry would,
however, still not be constant as the chamber behaviour during actuation
will aim to maximize its cross section area, and will finally reach a circular
cross section shape. This effect has been discussed in more detail in [7].
Therefore in the proposed solution, the semicylindrical chambers have been
substituted with cylindrical ones [8]. Such a change would also simplify the
manufacturing process. The concept is presented in Figure 3.4.

(a) (b)

Figure 3.4 Improved design concept. (a) the module overview, 1 - top and bottom of the
module made of stiff silicone, 2 - module body made of soft silicone, 3 - actuation chambers,
4 - helical thread reinforcement, (b) 1 - actuation chambers, 2 - empty central channel.
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The final version of the manipulator was built using pairs of chambers
working together and an empty channel for passing the pressure pipes to
modules stacked one on top of another Figure 3.4(b). The requirement
of empty space inside the module forced the chambers to have a smaller
actuation volume and experiments have shown that such a change requires
higher pressures and significantly reduced final motion capabilities of the
manipulator. In order to preserve the desired actuation area, the singular
actuation chambers were substituted with multiple chambers connected inside
the module [9]. For the same reason the stiffening chamber has been split
to three smaller channels located between the actuation chambers. Such
an operation allowed to create the central channels, but also improved the
stiffening performance as its area moment of inertia increased. An assembled
module is presented in Figure 3.5(c) and a modified module with a central
hollow channel, doubled actuation chambers, and three individual stiffening
chambers is presented in Figure 3.6.

(a) (b) (c)

Figure 3.5 Initial manufacturing approach. (a) chambers manufacturing - winding a thread
on prefabricated silicone cylinder, (b) body moulding, (c) imperfections caused by the stresses
introduced during winding process.

(a) (b) (c)

Figure 3.6 The STIFF-FLOP module. (a) overview, (b) actuation chambers disclosed,
reinforcing thread visible, (c) actuated module.
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(a) (b)

Figure 3.7 Mold core. (a) parts of the core, (b) core assembly.

Figure 3.8 Module manufacturing steps. (a) Thread application on a rod, (b) body part
molding, (c) replacement of the initial rod with a smaller-diameter one, (d) internal chamber
layer created, (e) sealing of the manipulators’ tip and bottom.

3.3 Manufacturing

The improved manipulator is manufactured in several molding steps.
For that purpose, a set of 3D printed moulds is used. The process has
been evolving during the project but the idea behind it remained the same.
The main issue is to create sealed cylindrical chambers with the reinforce-
ment incorporated into their walls and to embed them into the manipulator
body. Originally the thread was applied onto prefabricated silicone cylinders
(Figure 3.5(a)) and such cylinders were then sealed with the silicone material
forming the module (Figure 3.5(b)).
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(a) (b)

Figure 3.9 Improved manufacturing approach. (a) molding cores wrapped with reinforcing
thread, (b) wrapped cores in the main body mold.

Such a method was very imprecise due to the fact that the soft structure
that the thread was applied on and the tension required for the proper thread
placement introduced a lot of stresses into the silicone material. As a result
the material was pressed in the direction of the thread application and caused
many irregularities in the reinforcement structure. This effect can be observed
in Figure 3.5(c) as a small difference in the pitch of the reinforcement. The
material was pressed out between the reinforcement cycles. Another issue
is that the friction of the chamber pressed by the applied thread made it
impossible to remove the core from inside without damaging the chamber
structure and forced us to solve that issue by designing a three-part core that
is removed part by part Figure 3.7. The central part is removed as the first
one, while the other parts protect the silicone layer. After the internal part is
removed, the remaining parts can be removed without any resistance.

Due to the above issues, the technology has been improved. The man-
ufacturing steps have been reordered as presented in Figure 3.8. The initial
step is to create the reinforcement on a rigid rod (Figure 3.9). Since the rod
is rigid, the thread does not introduce any significant stress into the structure
of the chamber. Moreover, the wrapping process is very simple and can be
easily automated, as every cycle of the reinforcement stacks onto the previous
one. To simplify the core removal that is done in the next steps, the core
construction has ben inherited from the previous manufacturing approach
and consists of three parts. When the core is wrapped, it is inserted into
the main mold and the manipulator’s body is created. Once the silicone is
cured, the cores are removed—part by part, the internal part at first, and
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then the sides, so that the thread remains attached to the body. After that,
the hollow chambers with the thread attached to their walls are filled with
uncured silicone and a set of smaller cores is inserted inside the mold. This is
for creating a layer of silicone that corresponds with the prefabricated silicone
cylinders from the initial approach. After curing, the structure of the main part
of the module is ready. For the last step the top and the bottom of the module
is closed with a stiff silicone.

3.4 Tests

The new version of the module has been tested in order to compare its
performance with the previous design. The assumed improvements has been
observed. In particular the ballooning effect has been successfully limited,
while the internal structure deformation was not observed.

3.4.1 Pneumatic Actuation

Pneumatic actuation was the primary actuation method in the STIFF-FLOP
project. Thus, both designs have been tested in terms of the bending angle
as a function of pressure. Single- and 2-chamber actuation scenarios have
been examined. The test setup is presented in Figure 3.10. The plots from
Figures 3.11(a) and 3.11(b) present the results for the old and new design,
respectively. The test shows that the new design works with a wider range of
actuation pressures for a similar range of bending angles. This effect is caused
by the efficient limitation of the ballooning effect. In the initial design the
chambers were able to extend radially, which resulted in the cross sectional

Figure 3.10 Test configuration for measuring module bending by applying pressure into
module chambers.
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(a) (b)

Figure 3.11 Bending angle achieved for certain values of pressure applied for: (a) the old
design, (b) the new design.

actuation chamber area growth. Such a growth was causing the actuation
force to be higher for the same pressure value. That resulted in greater sensi-
tivity with increasing pressure, while ideally, with non-expanding chambers,
the relation between the achieved bending angle and pressure applied to
the chamber should be linear [10]. The observed improvement in terms of
linearity confirms the successful limitation of the internal ballooning effect.

Another observed difference is that for the previous design, the resulting
bending angle values are lower in case of 2-chamber actuation than in the case
with single-chamber actuation. The reason is probably the effect described
in Section 3.1.2. The new design does not display such behaviour—for the
same pressures applied, the bending-angle values for 2-chamber actuation
are higher than one-chamber actuation which meets our expectations.

Figure 3.12 Test configuration for measuring module bending by injection of a certain
amount of incompressible liquid.
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(a) (b)

Figure 3.13 Bending angle achieved for certain values of liquid volume injected into
chambers of: (a) the old design, (b) the new design

3.4.2 Hydraulic Actuation

Both designs have also been tested in the hydraulic actuation scenario. The
main difference in such case is that it is not the pressure but the volume
of the actuation chamber that is controlled. Such a test quantitatively shows
the ballooning effect observed in the previous design. The test configuration
used for this experiment is presented in Figure 3.12. The bending angle as
a function of volume injected into the actuation chamber for the previous
and the new design are presented in Figures 3.13(a) and 3.13(b), respectively.
It can be observed that drastically lower volumes of liquid are required by
the new module to achieve a certain bending-angle. The relative increase of
volume to achieve certain bending angle values is approximately ten times
greater for the previous module (2500% compared to 250% for the bending
angle of 110 degrees).

3.4.3 External Force

In order to assess the reinforcement impact on the passive behaviour of the
manipulator, the bending angle and the elongation caused by the application
of external force has been measured for two similar modules: with and
without braiding around the actuation chambers. The test configurations
are presented in Figures 3.14(a) and 3.14(b) and the resulting plots in Fig-
ures 3.15(a) and 3.15(b). The experiment shows that there are no significant
differences between those two modules, suggesting that the influence of the
reinforcement on the manipulator behaviour under external forces can be
neglected.
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(a) (b)

Figure 3.14 (a,b) Test setup for measuring the individual-chamber braiding influence on
module bending elongation by external force, respectively.

(a) (b)

Figure 3.15 (a,b) Bending angle and elongation respectively, achieved by the modules with
and without individual-chamber reinforcement when applying external force.

3.5 Stiffening Mechanism

The design of the final arm has been developed starting from the new
approach of manufacturing described in this chapter. This method of module
fabrication allows obtaining chambers that can only elongate in response to
the pressure, as they have a circular cross section and they are enveloped
by an inextensible thread wrapped around their walls. This thread is com-
pletely embedded into the matrix of the silicone. Such design has been
used to build the modules composing the STIFF-FLOP manipulator; in
particular two versions of chamber arrangements (i.e., basic and optimized)
have been developed and integrated with the control system. The employed
stiffening mechanism is the granular jamming-based mechanism (described
previously); in order to leave a free lumen in the module for the passage of
the pipes from and to other modules, the granular jamming chambers are
distributed around the centre, similar to the actuation chambers.
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3.5.1 Basic Module Design

The basic version is composed of three actuation chambers (with integrated
thread) and three stiffening chambers, organized in an alternating fashion
along the cylindrical STIFF-FLOP module wall parallel to the longitudinal
axis of the module. The section view in Figure 3.16 (left) shows the equal
distribution of all the chambers around the central axis of the module. The
stiffening chambers host the particles for the granular jamming mechanism
enclosed in a custom-made latex membrane. Overall, each module has three
fluidic pipes (positive air pressures) that feed air into the actuation chambers
(inflation/deflation) for the purpose of actuation and another three pipes to
allow controlling the vacuum levels in the stiffening chambers. According
to this design a three-module manipulator has been built and integrated
with force sensors (refer to Part II of this book). This manipulator is com-
posed of two modules with an integrated stiffening mechanism (I. and II.)
and one without (III.), as shown in Figure 3.16 (right).

Figure 3.16 The basic module design: Left: section view of the chambers distribution and
integration of the granular jamming chamber with latex membrane. Right: assembled 3-
module manipulator. The total number of pipes from the manipulator is equal to 15 (6 for
I. and II. module and 3 for the III. module).
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3.5.2 Optimised Module Design

In order to have more efficient actuation stiffening and a minimal total num-
ber of pipes per module, an optimized version of the single module design
has been developed. To maximize the effective area of the input pressure, still
keeping the same size of the inner lumen and circular chamber cross section,
two cylindrical actuation chambers per DoF are used. These two chambers
are internally connected: so even if this module has six actuation chambers,
the actuation pipes required for the pressurization of the module are still
equal to three (since two chambers are always actuated at the same time).
The cross section area of the stiffening chambers has been changed from a
circular shape into the shape depicted in Figure 3.17 (section view), which
allows occupying the maximum volume left in the module for the allocation
of the stiffening mechanism. A stiffening chamber experiences a collapse
of the lateral surface when a negative pressure (vacuum) is applied to the
chamber, therefore a shape like the one in the cross section of Figure 3.17
(left) will assist the effect of the vacuum on the granular media by collapsing

Figure 3.17 The optimised module design: Left: section view of the chambers distribution
and single module with integrated granular jamming chambers without membrane and con-
nected together. Right: assembled 3-module manipulator. The total number of pipes from the
manipulator is equal to 11 (4 for I. and II. module and 3 for the III. module).
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the chamber walls on the granules. In this new optimized design, the granules
for jamming are not enclosed in a latex membrane anymore, but are directly in
contact with the chamber’s wall in the silicone matrix. Furthermore, the three
stiffening chambers have been connected all together (see Figure 3.17 (left)
module section view) because the vacuum is always applied simultaneously
to all the stiffening chambers. The result is a module which has three actua-
tion pipes for motion/bending and just one pipe for controlling the stiffness.
With such design, a 3-module manipulator has been integrated with force
sensors and interfaced with the control system for tests.

3.6 Conclusions

The new design proved its ability to successfully limit all the issues observed
in previous module designs. This goal has been achieved by redesigning the
actuation chamber and moving the reinforcement from outside the module to
around each individual chamber. This allows for easier data fusion and model-
ing, and influences positively other areas of the STIFF-FLOP projects. Such a
solution is not application-specific and similar actuators have been embedded
in other soft robotics systems for manipulation, grasping, prosthetics and
locomotion [7, 10, 11].
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[9] Fraś, J., Czarnowski, J., Główka, J., and Maciaś, M. (2017b). Soft
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Abstract

This chapter proposes an alternative actuation principle that investigates
the capability of variable stiffness of a continuum silicon-based manipula-
tor which was primarily developed for Minimally Invasive Surgery (MIS).
Inspired by biological muscular composition, we have designed a hybrid
actuation mechanism that can be alternatively used for STIFF-FLOP manip-
ulator. The current soft robot is actuated by pneumatic pressure, in addition
to incorporating tendons’ tension, which are placed within the soft robot’s
body. Experiments are conducted by exerting an externally applied force in
different poses, and simultaneously varying the stiffness via the tendons. Test
results are demonstrated, and it is observed that dual antagonistic actuation,
with the benefit of higher force capacities, could indeed promise enhancing
soft robotics morphological features.

4.1 Introduction

Researchers have shown increasing interest in robotic systems which could
potentially overcome some limitations of conventional robots with rigid joints
and links [1]. Looking into biological examples, animals’ appendages such
as the octopus arm have been the inspiration for developing soft and hyper-
redundant robots and aiming to achieve similar capabilities as their biological

65
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Figure 4.1 Side and cross-section view of a segment/module of the STIFF-FLOP manipu-
lator with integrated stiffening mechanism based on the antagonistic principle: Three pairs of
pneumatically actuated chambers are located in a silicone body. Between each set, a hose is
integrated into the periphery of the manipulator to guide the tendons that are used to apply
stiffening.

counterparts [2–5]. The application of these type of robots can result in
significant improvements within a number of fields where traditional robots
are currently used [6–8]. One of these areas is Minimally Invasive Surgery
(MIS)—also called laparoscopic or keyhole surgery [9, 10]. In minimally
invasive procedures, rigid laparoscopic tools are inserted through 12–15 mm
incisions called Trocar ports which facilitates surgeries within the body [11].
Multiple challenges have been reported on the limited maneuverability of
rigid surgical tools [11, 12] during a number of procedural steps in MIS
such as posterior and lateral Total Mesorectal Excision (TME). In this regard,
soft robotics has demonstrated immense potential [11]. The soft structure is
beneficial due to reducing unwanted abrasion of internal tissue. The large
Degrees of Freedom (DoF) shows promising for navigation around internal
organs to reach a specific target, rather than cutting and therefore damaging
healthy tissue. However, in employing soft robots, there exists a challenge
on how to achieve higher stiffness and how to adjust it when dealing with
different environments and tissues when we need to apply various forces [13].

A background on stiffness mechanisms is presented in Section 4.2.
Section 4.3 gives the details of the dual actuation mechanism. The mechan-
ical design of the soft, stiffness-controllable robot arm is presented in
Section 4.4 along with the overall control architecture. Section 4.5 introduces
the experimental methodology to investigate the efficiency of the variable
stiffness mechanism and demonstrate the results. Finally, conclusions and
future works are presented in Section 4.6.
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4.2 Background

Recently, researchers have shown interest in finding appropriate methods
for the position, force, and stiffness control of soft manipulators. Along
these lines, the STIFF-FLOP focuses on studying such mechanisms within
the octopus, and attempts to replicate some relevant biological character-
istics to develop medical robotics systems for Minimally Invasive Surgery
(MIS) [14] with integrated sensors [15–18]. Stiffness control is achieved with
an embedded chamber within the silicone body containing granule that can
be jammed by applying a vacuum [13, 19–21]. Hence, the manipulator’s pose
can be made more robust and resilient in a desired position. The concept of
polymeric artificial muscles described in [22] to actuate a robot manipulator
was furthered in [23] by integrating granule-filled chambers which when
exposed to varying degrees of vacuum could actuate, soften, and stiffen the
manipulator’s joints. A similar concept is proposed in [24]. A hollow snake-
like manipulator consists of multiple overlapping layers of thin Mylar film.
By applying vacuum pressure, the friction between the film layers increases,
which results in a tunable stiffness capability. In [25], the authors report on
a thermally tunable composite for mechanical structures. This flexible open-
cell foam coated in wax can change stiffness, strength, and volume. Altering
between a stiff and soft state and vice versa introduces a time delay as the
material does not instantly react to the heating-up or cooling-down process.

Here, the hybrid actuation principle has been applied to the STIFF-FLOP
manipulator. Air pressure is mainly used for stretching out and controlling
the motion and direction of the soft manipulator. When stiffness increase is
required, tendons are manipulated in such a way as to oppose the pneumatic
actuation. The results show the capabilities of adopting this antagonistic
actuation scheme and the main advantages of the proposed technique when
compared to traditional, single-actuation-type robot manipulators and to
stiffening mechanism such as granular jamming.

4.3 Bio-Inspiration and Contributions

The work presented here has been inspired by the soft tentacles of octopi
that demonstrate infinite DoFs. The tentacle comprises longitudinal and
transverse muscles, bonded within the arm. Figure 4.2 gives an overview of
the arm’s structure. Different muscles are manipulated in such a way as to
control the stiffness of its arm according to the nature of the task at hand.
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Figure 4.2 Three-dimensional illustration of an octopus tentacle with showing longitudinal
muscle fibres (LM), transverse muscle fibres (TM) and connective tissue (CT). These types of
muscles are primarily used by the octopus to create a range of stiffness along its arms [26].

Hence, by keeping the principles of operation of the biological coun-
terpart in mind, our proposed manipulator utilizes the two actuation mech-
anisms: fluidic, and tendon-based, with the ability to oppose each other
and thus capable of varying the arms’ stiffness over a wide range. Hence,
the proposed antagonistic actuation method bring together the advantages
of fluidic and tendon-driven actuation. Tendon-based actuation is desirable
when more precise position control is needed, and/or higher external forces
are to be experienced. Stepper motors that are used to extend/flex each tendon
are externally based [27, 28]. Pneumatic actuation is suitable for inherently
safe scenarios such as handling delicate tasks where softness is required, in
addition to generating a wider range of motion.

4.4 Integration of the Antagonistic Stiffening Mechanism

One segment/module of the STIFF-FLOP manipulator (see Figure 4.3) is a
hollow cylinder of silicone made of Ecoflexr 00−50 Supersoft Silicone with
material properties as shown in Table 4.1. The segment has an overall length
of 47mm and an outer diameter of 23mm. In the periphery of this cylinder,
three pairs of reinforced fluidic pressure chambers (6mm diameter) are
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Table 4.1 Technical properties of Ecoflexr 00− 50 Supersoft Silicone1

Shore Hardness Tensile Strength Elongation at Break

00− 50 315 psi 980%

implemented which are actuated pneumatically. Each dual fluidic chamber
is connected to one 2mm outer diameter inlet air pipe creating the ability to
bend the module by increasing the air pressure in one dual chamber relative
to the other two fluidic chambers. Simultaneous pressurization of the all
dual chambers results in overall elongation of the segment. For the sake
of completeness, the segment’s structure in Figure 4.3 shows an inner free
chamber of 9mm diameter. This space is generated to pass through tubes
from additional segments and wires from integrated sensory systems when
creating a manipulator with a series of multiple modules.

Figure 4.3 Schematic overview of the antagonistic actuation setup: The air chambers are
connected to three pressure regulators. An air compressor supplies pressurised air to the
regulators. Each tendon is wound around a pulley which is fixed to the shaft of a stepper
motor. The analogue input for the three motors and three pressure regulator is controlled via a
data acquisition board.

1Smooth-On, Inc. Ecoflexr Series Available on http://www.smooth-on.com/tb/files/
ECOFLEX\_SERIES\_TB.pdf , Accessed on May 2015.
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4.4.1 Embedding Tendon-driven Actuation into a STIFF-FLOP
Segment

The tendon-driven actuation mechanism is embedded into a single STIFF-
FLOP segment. Figure 4.3 shows a side and cross-sectional view of the robot
arm with the integrated antagonistic actuation principle. In this prototype, a
hose (made of stretchable latex tubes with a diameter of 1.6mm) is aligned
in between each set of the fluidic chambers, hence being parallel to the
longitudinal axis. The three hoses are placed 120◦ from each other feeding
through tendons for extrinsic actuation. This design will allow the tendons
to slide within the latex tubes and avoid any cuts into the silicone body.
Due to the tube’s material properties, the STIFF-FLOP segment keeps its
key characteristics of being soft and squeezable; the latex tubes move in a
compliant way when intrinsically actuating the robot.

Through each of the three passages, we pass a microfilament-braided
PowerPro Super Line of 0.15mm diameter acting as tendons. The three
tendons are fixed to a plastic cap at the tip of the robot arm to distribute forces
onto the soft tip surface when applying tension. The entire combination of
the aforementioned configuration constructs one segment, which is shown in
Figure 4.3.

4.4.2 Setup of the Antagonistic Actuation Architecture

The overall actuation architecture consists of an air compressor, three pres-
sure regulators, a data acquisition board (DAQ), three stepper motors, and
a modified STIFF-FLOP segment as described in Section 4.4.1. Figure 4.3
presents the interconnection within the test setup.

As mentioned earlier, a hybrid actuation mechanism is employed here: On
the pneumatic actuation side, an air compressor (BAMBI MD Range Model
150/500) supplies the required pressurised air of 5 bar to three independent
pressure regulators (SMC ITV0030-3BS-Q). The output three dual fluidic
chambers of the soft module via with 0 to 10VDC input signal and a set
pressure range of 0.001 to 0.5MPa. Each pressure regulator adjusts the outlet
pressure for each dual fluidic chamber according to the command received
from the computer through a DAQ board (NI USB-6411).

On the tendon side, each tendon is connected to a stepper motor
(Changzhou Songyang Machinery & Electronics Co. SY57ST56-0606B)
which provides a holding torque of 0.59Nm. Each stepper motor has a
pulley attached on the output shaft which the tendon is wound around. The
pulley has 6.4mm radius, which results in a maximum of 92.6N of tension.
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Since one STIFF-FLOP segment has three tendons, three stepper motors are
taken into consideration. Each stepper motor is driven via a driver (Big Easy
Driver ROB-11876), which communicates with the computer via a DAQ
board. The computer has a Windows-based operating system with the related
programming in C++.

4.5 Test Protocol, Experimental Results, and Discussion

4.5.1 Methodology

Various experiments for stiffness characterization have been carried out by
hanging the manipulator and exerting external force at the distal end. A
command for the computer generates a displacement of 1 cm for the lin-
ear rail mechanism which presses against the tip of the module. Reaction
forces are recorded utilizing a Nano17 Force/Torque sensor by ATI Industrial
Automation. The experimental configurations were defined as follows:

Scenario 1:
The module is held vertically downwards. The force is applied laterally to
the tip as shown in Figure 4.4(a). In this scenario, four different sub-cases
are investigated:

A No air pressure and no tendon tension.
B Equally air-pressurised chambers (i.e. elongation) with no tendon

tension.
C No air pressure with initial equal tendon tension.
D Equally air-pressurised chambers with initial equal tension in ten-

dons.

Scenario 2:
The module is held vertically and one of the dual chambers is pressurised
to form a 90% curved shape, and the force is applied laterally as shown in
Figure 4.4(b). Two different sub-cases are investigated:

A One pressurized chamber and no tendon tension.
B One pressurized chamber and tension in the tendons.

Scenario 3:
The module is pressurized to be configured as Scenario 2. However, the
force is applied opposing the tip as shown in Figure 4.4(c). Also in this
scenario, two different sub-cases are investigated:

A One pressurised chamber and no tendon tension.
B One pressurized chamber and tension in the tendons.
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(a) (b)

(c)

Figure 4.4 An ATI Nano17 Force/Torque sensor is mounted on a motorised linear mech-
anism displacing the manipulator’s tip by 1 cm: The configurations in (a), (b), and (c) show
Scenarios 1, 2, and 3, respectively.

4.5.2 Experimental Results

Data from the ATI Nano17 F/T sensor and corresponding displacement of
the motorized linear module were recorded at 1 kHz using a DAQ card (NI
USB-6211). Four trials were performed for each sub-case.

Experimental results of all four sub-cases of Scenario 1 are presented in
Figure 4.5(a). When the module is neither pressurized nor stiffened by ten-
dons, the amount of its resistive force subjected to a 1 cm lateral displacement
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(a)

(b)

(c)

Figure 4.5 Experimental data for Scenarios 1, 2, and 3. Forces have been recorded for
displacements of 1 cm of the manipulator’s tip. Table 4.2 summarises the data analysis.
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is about 1.32N. This value is 0.55N when all three chambers are pressurized.
When subjected to tendon stiffening, the resistive forces displayed by the
module reach to 2.56N and 0.93N, respectively, showing a 94% and 69%
increase compared to the first and second sub-case.

The results of the two sub-cases of Scenario 2 are shown in
Figure 4.5(b). When the module is only pressurised, the value of the resistive
force is 0.75N. With tendon stiffening is added to the module, this resistive
force increases to 0.98N showing a 31% growth.

The results of the two sub-cases for Scenario 3 are presented in
Figure 4.5(c). It can be seen that in the presence of pressure only, the
module generates a resistive force of 2.43N. However, by introducing tendon
stiffening, the resistive force due to 1 cm displacement intensifies to 3.02N,
displaying a 24% growth.

Table 4.2 summarizes the experimental results. For each sub-case, the
maximum force, hysteresis, and percentage of increase is calculated.

4.5.3 Discussion

Experimental results in Table 4.2 and Figure 4.4 demonstrate that incor-
porating the dual actuation mechanism has improved the stiffness of the
STIFF-FLOP module up to almost 100%. In this sense, we are able to
deal with higher external forces, and/or resist external disturbances more
effectively during task execution. This gives the surgeon the ability to
move the manipulator about primarily with pressure actuation, and there-
after, use the tendon stiffening to acquire not only higher stiffness values,
but also fine-tune the final position of the end effector for more accurate
maneuvering.

Table 4.2 Summarized results of stiffness tests for Scenarios 1, 2, & 3
Scenarios Fmax Hyst. Increase

1-A Tens. No Press. No 1.32N 21.6% n/a
1-B Tens. No Press. Yes 0.55N 27.2% n/a
1-C Tens. Yes Press. No 2.56N 18.9% 93.9%

1-D Tens. Yes Press. Yes 0.93N 28.5% 69.1%

2-A Tens. No Press. Yes 0.75N 21.8% n/a
2-B Tens. Yes Press. Yes 0.98N 33.46% 30.7%

3-A Tens. No Press. Yes 2.43N 27.47% n/a
3-B Tens. Yes Press. Yes 3.02N 14.86% 24.3%
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Table 4.3 Force results for granular jamming applying a 10mm displacement as reported
in [9]

Scenarios Granular Jamming Fmax Increase

1-A Off 2.2N n/a
1-A On 3.1N 40.9%

2-A Off 2.3N n/a
2-A On 2.7N 17.4%

3-A Off 2.8N n/a
3-A On 3.3N 17.9%

In [9], an 8mm diameter channel of granular material, coffee, was
embedded into a previous version of the silicone-based STIFF-FLOP module.
The length of this segment was 50mm with the silicone structure having
a diameter of 25mm. The pneumatically actuated chambers were not rein-
forced; a crimped, braided sheath of 35mm covered the silicone structure
and prevented a ballooning effect. Neglecting the outer cover, the STIFF-
FLOP module has similar dimensions as the segment used in this chapter.
The key experimental results for stiffness tests at a displacement of 10mm
are summarized in Table 4.3. The test configurations of three scenarios are
equivalent to the ones described in Section 4.5.1; however, stiffening is
activated by applying a vacuum of 36%.

Comparing Tables 4.2 and 4.3, the actual maximum forces Fmax mea-
sured during the experimental tests of Scenarios 1 and 2 are larger using
granular jamming. The presence of coffee granules (under atmospheric or
vacuum pressure) integrated into the silicone-based robot results in a stiffer
module. Looking at the percentage increase caused by granular jamming on
the one hand and the antagonistic mechanism on the other hand, the bio-
inspired tendon-based stiffening principle is able to generate a larger growth.
Additionally, adding the tendons has not only resulted in the ability to vary
the stiffness, but also acts beneficially towards the position control of the soft
manipulator allowing simultaneous position and stiffness control.

4.6 Conclusions

In this chapter, we have proposed the dual actuation mechanism to a soft
continuum robot, which enables antagonistic stiffening. This approach can
be used as an alternative to the actuation method proposed in Chapter 3.
Hereby, air pressure is employed for a wider range of movement such as
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elongation and bending, while the tendon-driven system provides the fine-
tuned movements in addition to the ability of varying the stiffness. Due to the
internal accommodation of the tendons in the wall of the module, this added
feature does not increase the overall diameter nor the wall thickness of this
soft continuum robot.

Future work is to incorporate a system which would allow adjustment of
tendon tensions in a more ergonomic manner.
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Abstract

As it was discussed in previous chapters of Part I, soft continuum trunk and
tentacle manipulators have high inherent dexterity and reconfigurability and
have become an attractive candidate for safe manipulation and explorations
in surgical and space robotic applications, recently. However, achieving
accuracy in precise tasks is a challenge with these highly flexible struc-
tures, for which stiffness variable designs based on jamming, smart material,
antagonistic actuation, and morphing structures have been introduced in
the recent years. In this chapter, variable stiffness properties of an electro-
active poly (sodium acrylate) (pNaAc) hydrogel are tested. An anisotropic
stiffness ion pattern is printed on the hydrogel straps giving them shape
memory properties. The hydrogel swells up to two times its original size and
soften (4.2-0 KN/m) in an ethanol aquatic solution depending on the ethanol
saturation while preserving its programmed shape. Changing the solution
ethanol saturation can be used to control the hydrogel stiffness based of
which a conceptual design for a stiffness controllable STIFF-FLOP module
is presented and will be fabricated in the future.
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5.1 Introduction

Performing complicated biological tasks such as manipulation in unpre-
dictable conditions where safe interaction with the environment is important
requires dexterity and compliance in which low actuation energy, high dex-
terity, reachability, maneuverability, back drivability, and self adjustablbility
of continuum mechanisms are shown to be advantageous [1]. In nature,
biological creatures benefit from compliant muscle-tendon-bone structures
capable of exerting instantaneous high-peak forces and velocities necessary
for such tasks [2]. On the other hand, to address the common problems with
current actuation methods in robotics research, such as back-drivability, stiff-
ness control, and energy consumption, different methods such as compliance
actuation [3], antagonistic actuation [4, 5], reconfigurable design [6], and
more recently the use of stiffness tuneable material [7], and morphing struc-
tures [8] are employed. The control of damping to achieve a desired stiffness
is shown to be important too, for task accuracy and control stability [9, 10].
However, compliance has disadvantages such as reduced control bandwidth,
stability issues, and underdamped modes where high stiffness modes are
required to achieve precision in tasks involving working against external
loads [10].

Soft continuum manipulators, mostly inspired by octopus arms, snake,
land animals’ tongue, and trunk, with high inherent dexterity and recon-
figurability, have become an attractive candidate for safe manipulation and
explorations in surgical and space robotic applications in recent years. The
passive shape adaptation and large reachable configuration space features
of this class of manipulators due to their highly deformable nature made
them a perfect choice for minimally invasive insertion of surgical tools in the
confined maze-like space in a robotic surgery [11, 12]. Among the continuum
manipulator designs, braided pneumatic and hydraulic actuators provide a
uniform homogeneous deformation, robust geometry and force control, and
linear and reversible behavior [13–16] compared to the non-braided ver-
sions [17–19] which circumferential expansion limits their application in
confined space. Besides, accuracy in precise tasks is a challenge with highly
flexible structures for which stiffness variable designs based on jamming,
smart material, antagonistic actuation, and morphing structures have been
introduced in the recent years [20]. The uncertainty in the material defor-
mation due to highly elastic environment, insufficient flexibility, and lack of
control feedback are the limitations of continuum manipulators [21]. While
most of the research have been focused on the design and modeling of soft
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manipulators, methods of stiffness control for soft media have recently
shown to be important for efficient minimalist actuation, minimal invasive
interaction, and control and sensing precision [22].

Jamming concept and stiffness tunable material are used in variable com-
pliance robotic studies [20]. Jamming concept, for stiffness control through
modulating the Coulomb friction and viscous damping between the jammed
media, has been utilized in the design of stiffness controllable actuators
[23], flexible manipulators [24], variable stiffness joints [25], rehabilitation
devices [26], stiffness displays [27], biomimetic organs [28], reconfigurable
mechanisms [29], and grippers [30] of which a comprehensive review is
presented in [20]. The comparative study by Wall et al. on granular, layer, and
scale jamming used in a selective stiffness controllable pneumatic actuator,
PneuFlex, showed the layer jamming arrangement to be the most capable
design with an eight times increase in the stiffens and 2.23 times increase in
the resisting force [23]. Tendon driven jamming was introduced recently to
overcome portability limitation of pneumatic enabled jamming in underwater
and space applications where a continuum rod flexural stiffness is controlled
by modulating the shear friction force between the scales [28, 31] and helical
rings [32]. The resulting Coulomb damping opposes the inter-layer shear
forces caused by the external load bending momentum.

Thermo-active stiffness tuneable structures and materials have attracted
many research in the past few years due to their high range of stiffness change,
easy electrical modulation through heating, and possible 3D printing fabrica-
tion [33]. Low melting point (LMP) alloy such as field’s metal [33–39] and
LMP composite material with inherent thermal instability such as wax [40]
and ABS which are used as the base material in many standard 3D printing
devices have been utilized to design 3D printable thermally stiffness tunable
structures [41–44]. As a result, new compound micro actuators capable of
actuation and shape fixation with high reversibility and load bearing capacity
are designed such as a thermally stiffness tunable actuator fiber in [45] and a
thermally tunable shape memory electro-active polymer in [46].

Granular [16] and tendon [47] stiffening methods were investigated for
a STIFF-FLOP module recently. Furthermore, we presented a tendon driven
scale jamming design inspired by the helical arrangement and morphology
of the fish scales (Figures 5.1a and b) to control torsional stiffness of a
helical interface cross section for STIFF-FLOP manipulators in our previous
work. As a result, we achieved a simpler design and actuation method which,
for the first time, provides better wearability, higher stiffening ratio, linear
behavior, longer axial stretch, and lower hysteresis [31] compared to the
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Figure 5.1 Bio-inspired stiffening mechanisms developed for STIFF-FLOP continuum actu-
ators: a scale jamming interface inspired by helical myotome attachment sites and overlapping
scales in a Cyprinus carpio fish (a), sample application of the bio-inspired scale jamming
interface on a STIFF-FLOP continuum actuator (b) [31], a wearable electro-active Velcro
attachment mechanism [48] inspired by stiffening mechanism in natural wood using an inter-
layer micro hook structure [49] (c), and shape memory alloy hooks’ in relaxed (d) and
activated (e) states [48].

previous stiffenong solutions for STIFF-FLOP [16, 47] and, to the best of
our knowledge, other available locking and jamming designs in literature
[20]. However, local and directional stiffness control of continuum manip-
ulators are still challenging. While usually the normal forces on the jammed
surfaces are controlled for stiffening, in our recent work, we investigated
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the idea of using an active attachment mechanisms between the layers
based on a novel electro-active velcro using shape memory alloy wire [48]
(Figures 5.1c to d).

As the most similar artificial product to a biological tissue, hydrogels are
organic soft materials made of crosslinked polymers capable of absorbing
great amount of water without losing their initial structure integrity. These
chemical crosslinks provide high mechanical strength and long degradation
time and have become widely studied as soft actuators [50], micro robots
for drug delivery [51], tissue engineering [52], biosensor [53], self-healing
structures [54], etc. Active hydrogels show stiffness controllable properties.
Most environmentally responsive hydrogels consist of monomers, an initiator,
and an accelerator [53, 55]. The fabrication process usually consists of
free radical polymerization of low-molecular-weight monomers in aqueous
solution with a crosslinking agent. The use of a crosslinker results in a gel that
expands due to the monomer/crosslinker concentrations and the polymeriza-
tion conditions. UV or thermal treatment can be used for the polymerization
process based on the selected solvent. The polymerization technique changes
the formed gel properties [56, 57].

In this research, we investigate the fabrication and use of an electro-active
stiffness tunable poly(sodium acrylate) (pNaAc) hydrogel as presented in [57]
with possible application in stiffness controllable continuum manipulators.
We focused on the synthesis, characterization, preparation, and possible
applications of pNaAc hydrogel. Different properties of an easy to fabricate
hydrogel as in [57] are investigated. A conceptual design for a stiffness
controllable STIFF-FLOP module is presented based on a porous hydrogel
shell with an anisotropic stiffness ion pattern. The use of active hydrogels
for stiffness control of continuum mechanisms is a novel concept which our
results in this section provide the preliminary understanding about the gel
behavior and a proof for such concept. Our approach in using conventional
set of tools to fabricate an active hydrogel shows the feasibility of fabrication
of such smart material to be used by researchers with limited to no expertise
in experimental chemistry.

Materials and methods of our research are presented in Section 5.2, where
fabrication of two slightly different pNaAc hydrogels is discussed. Exper-
iments on the samples’ swelling and stiffness properties and a conceptual
design for a porous pNaAc hydrogel shell for continuum manipulators are
discussed in Section 5.3. Finally, conclusions are presented in Section 5.4
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5.2 Materials and Methods

Active hydrogels usually consist of monomers, an initiator, and an accelerator
[55]. Ammonium persulfate (APS) is usually used as an initiator and tetram-
ethylethylenediamine (TEMED) as a catalyst. The persulfate can be used to
convert monomers to free radicals. The free radicals react with unactivated
monomers and begin the polymerization process. The APS (initiator) and
TEMED (accelerator) are added to an aqueous solution of albumin [58], poly-
acrylate [59], polyvynil alcohol [60], or N,N-methylenebis(acrylamide) [57]
based on the required hydrogel properties.

Among the different recent fabrication methods introduced in the lit-
erature, we used an easy method as in [57], with some changes in
the mixture and mole ratios, to fabricate an electro- and thermo-active
hydrogel, cable of generating mechanical motion and stiffness variation
in dry and wet conditions. Apart from the necessary chemical com-
pounds and some conventional tools for measuring and mixing, this
method needs only a conventional low power (70 W) nail polishing UV
dryer and a conventional kitchen oven for polymerization and drying
processes. Acrylamide (AAm, Sigma: www.sigmaaldrich.com), anhydrous
acrylic acid 99% (AA, Sigma), poly(N-isopropylacrylamide) (pNIPAAm,
Sigma), N,N-methylenebis(acrylamide) (Sigma), ammonium persulfate
(APS, Sigma), NaCl, N,N,NN-tetramethylethylenediamine 99.5% (TEMED,
Sigma), agarose LE (Sigma), sodium hydroxide (Fisher Scientific: www.
fishersci.co.uk), ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA, Sigma), and Milli-
Q deionized water (18.2 MΩ cm, Amazon) are used for the fabrication of the
hydrogel straps as in [57]. Copper anode wires (Cu2+, 1 mm diameter, Alfa
Aesar: www.alfa.com), ethanol, and deionized distilled water (Amazon) are
used for providing aquatic or dry test environment, electric activation, and
material recovery.

5.2.1 Active Hydrogel Preparation

Following the procedure in [57], we fabricated two poly(sodium acrylate)
(pNaAc) hydrogel samples with slightly different compound ratios consid-
ering our stiffness controllable application. The first strap sample, to be
formed in a helical shape after ion pattern printing (Figure 5.2), is prepared
by free radical polymerization in an aqueous solution, combining 3 mole
(M) concentration of poly(N-isopropylacrylamide) (pNIPAAm) monomer,
as a stimuli responsive substance, and N,N-methylenebis(acrylamide) as the
crosslinker with mole ratio (divinyl to vinyl monomers) of 1:100. It was
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Figure 5.2 A sample electro-active swelling hydrogel strap with 1 mm thickness (a), printed
ionic patterns with light blue color on the two sides of the strap (b), printing ionic patterns
with a copper wire (Cu2+) (c), helix formation of the strap due to mechanical shrinkage at the
printed ionic pattern (d), and side and top views of the final helical hydrogel sample when it is
still wet (e).

mixed with fluorescein isothiocyanate (FITC 5 m diameter) for electrostatic
stabilization. As a result, a gel with a large swelling and stiffness varia-
tion response in different aquatic solutions is fabricated. It was prepared
with Milli-Q deionized water (18.2 MΩ cm) and ethanol solution with
4:1 ratio. The solution was subjected to 70 W UV light for 1 hour and
then dried at 60◦C temperature in an oven for free radical polymerization
process.

The second strap sample, to be formed in a cylindrical shape after ion
pattern printing (Figure 5.3), is prepared by free radical polymerization of
AAm monomer with a small amount of N,N-methylenebis(acrylamide) as
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Figure 5.3 A sample electro-active swelling hydrogel with close parallel ionic printed
patterns, forming a cylindrical shape, in top and side views (a), the sample after swelling due
to immersing in 1:4 ethanol aquatic solution for 3 minutes (b) and in dry state after immersing
in ethanol (c), the sample size in comparison to a British one pence coin in dry (d) and wet
(e) conditions. The sample retains its cylindrical shape in dry and wet conditions regardless of
180% change in its size due to swelling and a softer structure in the swelled condition.

the crosslinker. Five grams of AA-AAm mixture is mixed with equimolar
amounts of sodium hydroxide, based on the number of AA moles (mixture I);
240 mg of N,N-methylenebis(acrylamide) was added to 40 mg of APS which
then was dissolved in distilled water and added to the mixture I (mixture II);
0.024 mL of TEMED was added to the mixture II and the product is molded
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in a thin layer shape. The equilibrium swelling ratio is achieved based on
the crosslinker mole ratio (divinyl to vinyl monomers) which was set to be
5:100% here. Leaving the mixture for a whole day in the room ambient, the
polymerization process produces a dry hydrogel that can be cut in the desired
shape. The dry pNaAc hydrogel was immersed in four aquatic solutions, 1)
distilled water and ethanol (EtOH), 2) distilled water, 3) deionized water, and
4) tap water for over 2 hours, to find the best swelling ratio, and then dried
in 70◦C using the oven. Watering and drying steps are repeated if the final
mechanical properties are not satisfactory.

5.2.2 Active Hydrogel Properties and Ion Pattern Printing

The pNaAc hydrogels swell when are placed in an aquatic solution, usually
for more than 3 minutes. The watering can be reversed, and the sample
shrinks and hardens by putting it in ethanol for about 2 hours. The swelling
deformation can be used as a mechanical actuation method. Besides, different
electro-mechanical responses, e.g., swallowing, bending, and twisting can
be achieved by ion printing, creating an anisotropic stiffness network con-
sisting of conductive particles. This is done by applying 9-V DC through
a copper wire (Cu2+, anode) while placing the hydrogel straps on an alu-
minum foil (cathode). As a result, two adjacent sodium ions in the gel move
toward a cupric ion and bind to the gel carboxylic groups. This leaves a
ionized pattern with light blue color that shrinks and stiffens compared to
the rest of the gel. The sample shape is fixed, showing a shape memory
feature in Figures 5.2a to c. Figure 5.2 shows a sample with two ionic
patterns at each end that bring the hydrogel strap to a helical shape and
Figure 5.3a shows a sample with closer parallel patterns that forms a cylindri-
cal shape. The samples maintain their shape while absorbing water solution
as in Figures 5.2e and 5.3b,c. The inhomogeneous stiffness due to the ionic
patterns causes an even more local shrinkage of the sample when immersed
and dried in ethanol. The electric field deforms the hydrogel in air. This defor-
mation is reversible by applying a reversed field. Both the local shrinkage
due to the ionic actuation and watering-ethanol drying cycles of a ion-printed
gel can be used as actuation mechanisms for a hydrogel actuator [57]. We
investigated the watering-ethanol drying cycle here as a stiffening mechanism
where ion patterns help bringing the structure to more stable and stiffer,
e.g., helical or cylindrical, configurations. After multiple watering-ethanol
drying cycles, we used the resulted dried contracted hydrogel in our stiffness
tests.
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5.3 Experiments and Discussion

5.3.1 Swelling Test

The dried hydrogels in ethanol swell up to 100% for the helical (Figure 5.2e)
and 180% for the cylindrical (Figures 5.3b and c) shape strap after are
immersed in deionized water for about 3 minutes (Figure 5.4) while main-
taining but loosing the grip of its programmed shape. The sample can be
dried in ethanol and immersed again with no noticable hysteresis buildup in
our six trials. Leaving the swelled samples in the room temperature to dry
disintegrates the hydrogel and breaks their structure as the water evaporates,
while the dried sample in ethanol can be left for a long time unchanged in
the room temperature, 1 week in our case, with no noticeable change in its
swelling ability, final volume, and stiffness. The hardened gel in ethanol turns
from a white transparent to a yellow cloudy color after being left in the room
temperature for a while (Figure 5.5a). Despite the low stiffness of the swelled
hydrogel in water, the dried samples in ethanol shrink and hold a stiff, hard
to break, or deform shape, with a harder grip to the programmed shape. To
achieve higher swelling ratios (lower stiffness), the sample needs to be fully
dried first. Different aqueous solutions were tested, showing the best swelling
results for deionized and common tap (with unknown chemical impurity)
water while ethanol solution results in the least swelling ratio.

5.3.2 Stiffness Test

A helical pNaAc hydrogel strap, with size 55 × 10 × 1 mm when swells, is
prepared for stiffness test after initiating in 70 W UV light for 30 minutes,

Figure 5.4 End-to-end deformation percentage (%) after swelling in different
aquatic solutions for the pNaAc helical (Figure 5.2) (a) and cylindrical (Figure 5.3)
(b) hydrogel samples.
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Figure 5.5 Hardened and dried electro-active hydrogel of Figure 5.2 in ethanol and room
temperature (a), tension tests (b), force–displacement (c), and displacement–time (d) graphs
for the simple tension experiments.

equilibrated in dionized water for 30 minutes, hardened in ethanol, and left in
room temperature to completely dry for 3 days. The force–displacement and
displacement–time graphs for the simple tension experiments are presented
in Figures 5.5c and d, showing an initial quasi-static elastic deformation
region with yield force of 1.5 N and stiffness of 4.2 KN/m followed by an
accelerating linear plastic deformation region with resisting force up to 2.5
N and stiffness of 0.5 KN/m (Figure 5.5c). The structure breaks at 2.8 N.
The hydrogel elasticity remains almost constant for 150 seconds. However, it
decreases rapidly over time under a constant force (Figure 5.5d) which can
be due to propagation of cracks in the gel structure. The hydrogel stiffness is
negligibly low after placing it in an aquatic solution for 3 minutes. The large
stiffness variation achieved by changing the ethanol saturation in an aquatic
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Figure 5.6 Conceptual design for a STIFF-FLOP module with a cylindrical porous pNaAc
hydrogel with ion-printed ring patterns. The hydrogel stiffness is controlled by changing the
ethanol saturation in EtOH solution, that fills the hydrogel shell pores, using a set of micro
pumps and a solution saturation control unit.

solution can be exploited for stiffness variable applications such as stiffness
controllable continuum robots and stiffness displays. A conceptual design is
presented in Figure 5.6 where the body shell of a STIFF-FLOP manipulator
is filled with a porous pNaAc hydrogel while the pores are filled with an
aquatic ethanol solution. Changing the ethanol saturation by pumping in new
solution with different ethanol saturation in the gel pores while draining out
the previous solution results in a change in the structure stiffness. The slow
stiffness variation is not a problem in medical tasks with mostly quasi-static
motions. Printing ionic patterns, i.e. parallel rings on the structure, strengthen
the structure by programming a cylindrical shape memory that can act as an
external reinforcement for achieving even higher stiffness values.

5.4 Conclusion and Future Works

Electroactive hydrogels are usually formed based on monomers, an initiator,
and an accelerator. Following the procedure presented in [57], we fabricated
an electro- and thermo-active pNaAc hydrogel on which ionic patterns with
anisotropic stiffness are printed using a copper wire as the anode and an
aluminum sheet as the cathode. The ionic patterns shrink and stiffen bringing
the gel to a programmed complex geometrical shape, helix and cylindrical
in our case. The ionization process is reversible by reversing the electric
field which can be used to design an electro-active hydrogel actuator. The
hydrogel softens and swells up to two times of its original size in an aquatic
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solution while preserving its programmed shape. The observed stiffness
variation (0–4.2 KN/m) by changing the ethanol saturation in an aquatic
ethanol solution can be exploited to design stiffness controllable continuum
manipulators or stiffness displays. A conceptual design for a stiffness control-
lable STIFF-FLOP module is presented with porous pNaAc hydrogel shell
and ring-shaped ionic patterns, the pores of which are filled with aquatic
ethanol solution. The structure stiffness can be controlled by changing the
ethanol solution ratio using micropumps and a control unit to monitor and
modulate the solution ratio. We plan to fabricate the proposed design in a
future research.
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[1] Albu-Schäffer, A., and Bicchi, A. (2016). “Actuators for Soft Robotics,”
in Springer Handbook of Robotics, eds B. Siciliano and O. Khatib
(Cham: Springer International Publishing), 499–530.

[2] Tomori, H., Nagai, S., Majima, T., and Nakamura, T. (2013). “Vari-
able impedance control with an artificial muscle manipulator using
instantaneous force and MR brake,” in Proceeding of 2013 IEEE/RSJ
International Conference on Intelligent Robots and Systems, Tokyo,
5396–5403.

[3] Zhu, Y., Yang, J., Jin, H., Zang, X., and Zhao, J. (2014). “Design
and evaluation of a parallel-series elastic actuator for lower limb
exoskeletons,” in Proceeding of 2014 IEEE International Conference
on Robotics and Automation (ICRA), Hong Kong, 1335–1340.

[4] Maghooa, F., Stilli, A., Noh, Y., Althoefer, K., and Wurdemann, H. A.
(2015). “Tendon and pressure actuation for a bio-inspired manipulator
based on an antagonistic principle,” in Proceedings of 2015 IEEE Inter-
national Conference on Robotics and Automation (ICRA), Seattle, WA,
2556–2561.

[5] Chalon, M., Friedl, W., Reinecke, J.,Wimboeck, T., and Albu-Schaeffer,
A. (2011). “Impedance control of a non-linearly coupled tendon driven
thumb,” in Proceeding of 2011 IEEE/RSJ International Conference on
Intelligent Robots and Systems, San Francisco, CA, 4215–4221.

[6] Müller, U. K., and Van Leeuwen, J. L. (2006). Undulatory fish swim-
ming: from muscles to flow. Fish Fish. 7, 84–103.

[7] Yuse, K., Guyomar, D., Audigier, D., Eddiai, A., Meddad, M., and
Boughaleb, Y. (2013). Adaptive control of stiffness by electroactive
polyurethane. Sens. Actuators A Phys. 189, 80–85.



92 Stiffness Tunable Smart Hydrogel

[8] Luo, Q., and Tong, L. (2013). Adaptive pressure-controlled cellular
structures for shape morphing I: design and analysis. Smart Mater.
Struct. 22, 055014.

[9] Laffranchi, M., Tsagarakis, N. G., and Caldwell, D. G. (2013). Compact
arm: a compliant manipulator with intrinsic variable physical damping.
Robotics 8, 225–232.

[10] Erden, M. S., and Billard, A. (2015). Hand impedance measurements
during interactive manual welding with a robot. IEEE Trans. Robot. 31,
168–179.

[11] Burgner-Kahrs, J., Rucker, D. C., and Choset, H. (2015). “Contin-
uum robots for medical applications: a survey. IEEE Trans. Robot. 31,
1261–1280.

[12] Cianchetti, M., and Menciassi, A. (2017). “Soft Robots in Surgery,” in
Soft Robotics: Trends, Applications and Challenges: Biosystems and
Biorobotics, Vol. 9, 1st Edn, eds C. Laschi, J. Rossiter, F. Iida, M.
Cianchetti and L. Margheri (Cham: Springer International Publishing),
75–85.

[13] Suzumori, K., Iikura, S., and Tanaka, H. (1991). “Flexible microactu-
ator for miniature robots,” in Proceedings of the IEEE Micro Electro
Mechanical Systems, Nara, 204–209.

[14] McMahan, W., Chitrakaran, V., Csencsits, M., Dawson, D., Walker,
I. D., Jones, B., et al. (2006). “Field trials and testing of the OcotArm
continuum manipulator,” in Proceedings of the 2006 IEEE International
Conference on Robotics and Automation (ICRA), 2336–2341.
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Abstract

Robot-assisted Minimally Invasive Surgery (RMIS) typically uses a master–
slave surgical configuration allowing surgeons to carry out surgical tasks
remotely. In typical RMIS scenarios, the surgeons use visual information
provided by a three-dimensional (3D) camera to interact with patients’ inter-
nal body organs via haptic interface devices. However, visual occlusion is
one of the major drawbacks of the surgical approaches relying on visual
information indicating the need for physical or virtual presence of the sense
of touch during the operation. A multiaxis force sensor was developed to
be integrated into the structure of surgical robots to enable continuous mon-
itoring of external forces applied to the robot’s body, thereby assisting the
surgeon in undertaking precise control actions using more accurate sensory
information. In this chapter, we report on the STIFF-FLOP approach in
design and implementation of a three-axis force sensor based on fiber optics.
The sensing system has a hollow geometry, is immune to electrical noises and
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low cost, and hence, is suitable for integration into a wide range of medical
and industrial manipulation devices.

6.1 Introduction

Control of articulated surgical instruments and robots [1], e.g., the STIFF-
FLOP, requires precise sensing of the robots’ shape and end-effector position
[2–4], as well as applied external forces [5–9]. In general, the 3D camera
embedded in the surgical instrument can provide visual feedback during
surgery [1], but it does not completely eliminate the need for haptic per-
ception attained by feeling the touch. The sensation of the patient’s organs
provides valuable information to the surgeon such as the consistency and
health of the tissue and organs. In addition, in the robot-assisted surgery,
the sense of touch could assist the surgeon in controlling the amount of the
exerted force on the delicate tissue, in order to prevent any damage to the
tissue. In summary,

• Haptic feedback is important since it can enhance the patient’s safety
and prevent dangerous after-effects following the surgical procedure.

• Additional information retrieved from further sensor modalities may
assist the surgeon when using robots for surgical procedures.

In the EU STIFF-FLOP project, it was essential to integrate force and torque
sensors into the proposed robots in order to provide sensory feedback on
the external forces. Here we presented the development of three-axis force
and torque sensors based on a fiber optic Light Intensity Modulation (LIM)
approach [5–10]. The sensing mechanism enables embedded measurement
of force and torque values via low-power low-noise electrical and optical
components encased into a flexible structure that can safely interact with
human body.

The sensor makes use of optoelectronics and fiber optic technologies. It
was designed, calibrated, tested, and fully integrated within the soft contin-
uum STIFF-FLOP robot arm. The design of the sensor was optimized in order
to work in a range of values of the applied forces, which are comparable
with typical values in surgical scenarios, according to medical requirement
and specifications provided by medical specialists involved in the project.
Although we report only on the integration of the two sensor systems into
the STIFF-FLOP arm, the design, geometry, and structure of the sensor allow
integration into a wider range of robotic manipulation systems.
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6.2 Materials and Methods

6.2.1 Sensor Design Rational

The proposed F/T sensing systems should satisfy a number of key techno-
logical and medical requirements to be applicable in medical and surgical
procedures. These include its ability in multiaxial measurement of the force
and torque values (Frange: ±5.0 [N]; Trange: ±3.5 N*cm, respectively), con-
sistent operation with low hysteresis, satisfying manipulator’s size restrictions
(maximum sensor’s external diameter is 32 mm), and compatibility with
intraoperative Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI), and similar diagnosis
techniques which can be used during the surgical procedure. Considering the
above restrictions and the technical capacity required for a surgical robot, the
STIFF-FLOP F/T sensors were developed with the following specifications:

• The sensor should be embedded between two mutually tangent segments
of the STIFF-FLOP manipulator.

• It should have a ring-like hollow structure to allow for actuation pipes
and electrical wires to be passed through the arm.

• The device should be capable of simultaneous measurement of three
components of external forces and moments, namely, the longitudi-
nal force (Fz) and the two torque components (Mx, and My – see
Figure 6.3).

Such measurement abilities are important for estimating the external forces
applied on the arm. Note that a two-segment STIFF-FLOP arm can undergo
two three-directional bending in each segment that can also be combined with
elongation of the arm.

6.2.2 Sensor Configurations

The three-axis force sensing can be conceived by adopting two classes of
light intensity-based approaches: optoelectronic and optical fiber-based tech-
niques. These technologies allow compact design and modular integration
between successive segments of the STIFF-FLOP arm and reduce concerns
on possible interferences with intraoperative diagnosis techniques.

In the first approach, three optoelectronic sensors, model QRE1113
(Fairchild Semiconductor Corp., USA), were used in combination with three
reflectors, i.e., the mirrors (Figures 6.1 and 6.2a); in the second approach,
three pairs of optical fibers were employed, and again, in combination with
three reflecting surfaces (Figures 6.1 and 6.2b). Those sensing elements
are integrated into a flexible ring-like structure made from ABS plastic
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Figure 6.1 Force and torque sensors integrated into the STIFF-FLOP soft manipulator: fiber
optic and optoelectronic technologies are shown on the left and right panels, respectively
[5–9].

(copolymer of acrylonitrile, butadiene, and styrene) fabricated via a ProjetTM

HD 3000 3D prototyping machine (3D Systems, Inc., USA) [5–9].
The optoelectronic type sensor consists of light-emitting diodes

(LEDs) and phototransistors for emitting and receiving light, respectively
(Figure 6.2a). The fiber optic type uses a pair of the two optical fibers
connected to FS-N11MN fiber optic sensors (KeyenceTM, Japan), which
is a similar LED-phototransistor arrangement integrated into a commercial
product (Figure 6.2b).

In both cases, the three flexible cantilever beams were used as LIM mech-
anism to create the displacement of the element: they are equally distributed
with an angular spacing of 120◦ (between any two) in the periphery of the
sensor structure (Figures 6.1 and 6.3). The displacements of these cantilevers
occur as soon as the sensor is stressed by a longitudinal load or lateral torques:
the arrangement allows the measurements of the force component Fz and the
two moment components, Mx and My.
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Figure 6.2 The two sensing approaches: the optoelectronic and fiber optic-based F/T sensors
on the top (a) and bottom (b) panels, respectively [5–9].

Figure 6.3 The F/T sensing principle based on three equally spaced flexible cantilever beams
[5–9].

In the optoelectronic type sensor case, the light emitted from the LED
is reflected by the mirror. The reflected light is transmitted to the photo-
transistor which can convert light intensity to voltage values. In the same way,
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Figure 6.4 The integration into the STIFF-FLOP arm. The design allows insertion and
removal of the sensor via a simple click-on mechanism [5–9].

in the fiber optic type case, emitting light and receiving light are transmitted
via two fibers using KEYENCE fiber optic sensors (FS-N11MN) (Figure 6.2).
The closer the distance between the reflector and the optoelectronic sensor or
the distal end of the two fibers is, the higher is the amount of received light
and its respective sensor output voltage. The experimental results show the
reflected light intensity (converted to voltage values) changes linearly with
respect to the distance changes between the optoelectronic sensor (or a pair
of fibers) and the reflector [5–9].

It is worth noting that as some amounts of external force Fz and moments
Mx and My are applied to the upper plate, the three associated cantilever
beams are deflected. The three corresponding photo-interrupters, or three
pairs of the optical fibers, measure the resultant cantilever beam deflec-
tions (δ1, δ2, and δ3) between the upper and bottom plates of the sensor
(Figure 6.3). From the three deflections, the external force Fz and moments
Mx and My can be inferred by multiplying a calibration matrix [5–9].

In order to integrate the force sensor to the structure of the STIFF-
FLOP manipulator, a locking and unlocking mechanism has also been
integrated within the sensor design (Figure 6.4). Such a mechanism allows
the integration of multiple sensors in between multiple modules of the robots.

6.3 Results and Discussion

In order to evaluate and test the performance of two types of developed
sensors, external known forces and moments have been applied to the sensors
using a custom characterization system [5, 8], in both optoelectronic and fiber
optic configurations. The errors between the real values of the loads and the
estimated ones using proposed sensors are shown in Tables 6.1 and 6.2.
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Table 6.1 Sensor error property – optoeletronic technology
Force/Moment Range Maximum Error Percentage Error [%]

Fz ±5.0 [N] 0.65 [N] 6.5
Mx ±3.5 [N.cm] 0.71 [N.cm] 10
My ±3.5 [N.cm] 0.45 [N.cm] 6.4

Table 6.2 Sensor error property – fiber optic technology
Force/Moment Range Maximum Error Percentage Error [%]

Fz ± 3.0 [N] 0.32 [N] 10.7
Mx ±3.15 [N.cm] 0.38 [N.cm] 12.2
My ±3.15 [N.cm] 0.59 [N.cm] 18.2

The difference in the maximum error values for the two types of sensors
is mainly due to different calibrations’ complexities associated with the
optoelectronic sensor (QRE1113) and the fiber force convertor (FS-N11MN).
The optoelectronic sensor performance and its response can be tuned by
changing d (the distance reported in Figure 6.2a), whereas the fiber optic
sensor can be optimized by changing three different parameters g, a, and d
(Figure 6.2b). Due to these inherent degrees of freedom of the mechanical
design, each sensor prototype presents different values of these parameters
and therefore requires its own specific calibration [5–9].

Both the optoelectronics and the fiber optic-based techniques have their
advantages and drawbacks and, depending on the surgical application and
required level of miniaturization within the surgical tool, they can be pre-
ferred one each other. One of the main advantages of the optoelectronic
solution is its straightforward integration within the sensor structure and, con-
sequently, into the robot. In case of the arm being damaged, the force/torque
sensor can be removed and easily reinstalled again, and typically the calibra-
tion procedure does not need to be performed again. The main advantage
of the fiber optic approach is the MRI compatibility and immunity from
magnetic and electrical disturbances. In contrast, once the optical fiber is
removed and reattached to the FS-N11MN convertor, typically, a recalibration
of the sensor is required.

6.4 Conclusions

A novel force/torque sensor based on optoelectronic and fiber optic technolo-
gies for robotic and MIS has been presented. The sensor is particularly suited
for integration into the articulated manipulation devices requiring pipes or
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tendons passing through the inner part of the sensor. The arm’s proximal
and distal segments can be equally connected to the base electrically and
pneumatically, thanks to the sensor’s hollow structure.

The results of experiments show maximum errors of around 18% and
6% in estimating external forces using fiber optics and optoelectronic con-
figurations, respectively. Due to the variability of the geometry of the sensor
prototype, the fiber optic configuration presents a quite large percentage error,
which may be strongly reduced by standardizing the position and orientation
of the fibers within the sensor framework. The proposed system can help in
enhancing the haptic feedback in robot-assisted surgical procedures and pal-
pation devices. Improvements on the sensor manufacturing process, material,
and structure should be investigated to reduce the error and hysteresis, and
enhance the sensor linearity.

Since the STIFF-FLOP project has ended, the team has been developing
similar technologies for tactile and force/torque sensing for applications such
as palpation tasks, automatic localization of tumors, flexible manipulators,
and robotic hand fingertips for dexterous manipulation and grasping of
objects [11–16].
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Abstract

The STIFF-FLOP robotic arm is a cylindrical structure made from soft
silicone rubber materials encasing pneumatic actuation chambers. Its material
properties and structure allows for the shape, and therefore the pose of
the arm, to be dictated by the actuation system as well as by the surfaces
with which it is interacting. Although this softness and flexibility makes it
inherently safe for many medical and industrial applications, such as keyhole
surgery, it comes at the expense of complicating sensing and position control.
This chapter presents the main challenges for the development of a pose
sensor for soft robotic arms and the STIFF-FLOP approach to tackle them.

7.1 Introduction

Construction of robots using soft materials and components [1–9] promises
great potential particularly from the point of view of safe human–robot
interaction [10, 11]. However, it is faced with intriguing engineering
challenges with respect to configuration and position control [1, 12].
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Conventional methods for calculating kinematics and dynamics of robots
assume that they are made out of rigid material, their body may only bend
where there are joints [13–18], and in the case of a collision with other hard
structures and robots, the methods of rigid-body physics are applied [19].
However, the methods are not directly applicable to robots composed from
soft and deformable materials, implying the need for bridging the gap by the
development of the respective theoretical and experimental methods enabling
precise sensing and control in soft robots.

Technologies for hyper-redundant [13–17] and soft [2–8, 20–25] robotic
manipulation constitute an important category in soft robotics research with
various industrial and medical applications, such as articulated robotic tools
for operation in confined spaces, e.g., STIFF-FLOP [3, 19–25]. The tools
are usually made from mutually-tangent curved segments enabling high
degrees of robotic articulation in hard-to-access, unstructured, and cluttered
workspaces [3, 26]. However, control of these robots requires precise sensing
of the robot’s pose—information on the position and orientation of the robot
end-effector—and shape—information on the robot’s articulated body form.

The complex shape generated by these robots have been mainly tracked
through incorporation of vision systems [27] and electromagnetic tracking
[28]; these visual techniques are often restricted with visual occlusion and
electromagnetic tracking; they are subject to magnetic field distortions and
have limitations with regard to the mobility of the magnetic field generation
system. However, the required information on the complex shape and pose of
the robot can be obtained through an appropriate multi-segment flex sensing
method [29].

A number of sensing mechanisms for measuring the flexion have been
proposed in the literature. Prominent examples include: off-the-shelf resistive
flex sensors based on conductive ink, e.g., FLXT (Flexpoint Sensor Systems,
Inc., United States); flexible sensors based on specific types of smart mate-
rials, e.g., Ionic Polymer Metal Composite (IPMC) [30]; soft sensors based
on the micro-channel of conductive liquid (Eutectic Gallium Indium, eGaIn)
[31]; and sensing systems based on fiber optics. Resistive sensors based on
conductive inks and IPMCs are bipolar devices and are not usually suitable
for three-dimensional fabrication. The sensing systems based on eGaIn are
attractive for integration in soft structures and robots; however, there is no
data on biocompatibility of this material according to the datasheet published.
Sensors based on fiber optics function by measuring the change in optical
characteristics of the light [4, 19, 26, 32–37]. From the electrical point of
view, optical fibers are immune to magnetic fields and electrical interference
and hence, they are distinguished candidates for many industrial and medical
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applications. From the mechanical point of view, plastic optical fibers are very
attractive for integration into soft structures due to their ability to follow the
elastic deformation of the robot bodies in which they are embedded. Optical
sensors based on Fiber Bragg Grating are costly and sensitive to temperature
and strain [34, 38].

STIFF-FLOP employed light intensity modulation to produce a low-cost
multi-segment optical curvature sensor amenable to being integrated into
for flexible, soft and extensible robotic arms [26, 29, 32]. In the following,
the design challenges and STIFF-FLOP approaches in implementation and
testing of the pose-sensing system are discussed; starting with sensing solu-
tions for a one-segment STIFF-FLOP arm (also referred to as STIFF-FLOP
module) as well as generalization of the method for use in a multi-segment
manipulator.

7.2 Design of the Pose-sensing System

7.2.1 Pose-sensing in a One Segment STIFF-FLOP Arm

The pose sensor of each segment of the arm consists of three optical fibers
sliding inside flexible housings in the periphery of the arm, as illustrated
in Figures 7.1a and b, in parallel with actuation chambers. When the arm
bends, the optical fibers’ length portion inside the flexible arm (s1, s2, and s3)
will change according to the pose (amount of flexure and the tip orientation)
of the arm; it causes a change in the position of the light-emitting optical
fibers and, consequently, the intensity of the light received by light detectors,
e.g., FS-N11MN (KeyenceTM, Japan). The received light is then converted
into voltage v = [v1 v2 v3] and related to the corresponding distance vector
s = f (v) = [s1 s2 s3], to acquire configuration parameters of the arm segment
for each specific pose. The configuration parameters are as follows: S is the
length of the central axis of each segment, θ is the bending angle, and ϕ is
the orientation angle, and can be expressed as,

S =
1

3

∑3

i=1
(Si) (7.1)

θ =
S − s1

d.cos(π2 − ϕ)
(7.2)

ϕ = tan−1

(√
3 (s2 + s3 − 2s1)

3 (s2 − s3)

)
(7.3)
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Figure 7.1 (a) The overall structure of the STIFF-FLOP module with integrated bending
sensor, (b) the experimental configuration for measuring the flexure angle; four Aurora
electromagnetic trackers are integrated at the base, tip and on the body of the arm, (c) the
cross section of the module indicating the position of pneumatic actuators and optical fiber,
and (d) the top view of the module indicating the negative impact of actuation chambers on the
sensing system; increasing the pressure inside the actuation chambers results in a ballooning
effect toward the internal hollow structure which changes the radial location of optical fibers
used for pose-sensing.
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Figure 7.2 The experimental curvature sensing results for the experimental configuration
described in Figure 7.1.

Variable d in Equation (7.2) describes the distance between the central axis
of the arm segment and the parallel optical fibers. Being integrated into a
soft structure, this distance between components of the sensing system may
change during the operation of the arm by the internal actuation system or via
externally applied forces and directly affect its resolution. The experimental
setup for measuring the flexure angle is shown in Figure 7.1c where an Aurora
electromagnetic tracking system is used for benchmarking. The experimental
results (Figure 7.2) show an error of more than 20◦ when pressuring a single
channel up to 0.4 bar with an increasing trend for larger amounts of input
air pressure which is due to the movement of optical fibers by the parallel
actuation chambers, as shown in Figure 7.1d.

To overcome the aforementioned problem, the STIFF-FLOP pose-sensing
system considered the following: (1) in order to increase the robustness of
the sensors, no optical fibers should be sent inside the soft arm and (2) an
internal support structure that can maintain the radial location of the sensing
components inside the soft structure of the arm should be added to protect the
sensing system against the unwanted relative motion dictated by the actuation
system.

Hence, a flexible internal structure responsible for maintaining the radial
distance between passive cables and the center of the flexible arm during
manipulations at the distal side was created along with a distance modulation
array which couples the motion of passive cables with light-emitting optical
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Figure 7.3 The two-segment arm with an integrated pose-sensing system in a surgical
scenario interacting with an organ. The flexible Steiner chain section also provides an empty
central channel for end-effector tools (CCS1 and CCS2 indicate constant curvature segments
with radii of r1 and r2, respectively).

fibers using a low-friction sliding mechanism at the proximal side. The light-
emitting optical fiber is paired and aligned with optical detectors fixed at the
base of the arm, as illustrated in Figure 7.3.

The pose-sensing principle employs multiple passive cables passed
through 1.2 mm (outer diameter) spring channels integrated along the length
of the arm (50 mm in length). These channels are located at the same distance
d from the central axis of the arm but using different equally spaced angular
positions. The cable channels are continued outside the arm using the 3D
printed part of the sensor where they are converted to sliding rails. A very
low-friction sliding mechanism was created employing two steel needles
with thickness of 0.89 mm located parallel to and 4 mm away from each
other. A specialized U-shaped mechano-optical coupler1 was designed and
fabricated to be able to smoothly slide around needles and carry the light-
transmitting optical fibers inside the sensor base. The sliding plate is linked
with a 2 mm outer diameter extension spring which is fixed at one side and

1The interface between passive cables of the Steiner chain section and optical fibers of the
distance modulation array.
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enables retraction and position recovery after being pulled by cables. This
arrangement allows the pose sensor to exploit a retractable sliding mechanism
for modulating the distance between emitter and detector optical fibers.

7.2.2 The Flexible Steiner Chain Section

In geometry, a Steiner chain is a set of mutually tangent n circles, all of
which are tangent to two given non-intersecting circles, as illustrated in
Figure 7.4a. The Steiner chain mathematics can explain the design of a
steerable endoscope in [39], using low-cost commercial springs; the springs
are tangentially combined in parallel to tightly accommodate driving tendons
and prevent their radial displacement. Figure 7.4a also describes the cross-
section of the endoscopic mechanism; note that the structure can also house
passive cables to code the shape of the endoscope or similar manipulation
systems. In the following, we will report on the Steiner chain implementation
of STIFF-FLOP’s pose-sensing system and the details of the new design.

Referring to Figure 7.4b and Equations (7.1) to (7.3), the amount of
change in values of s1, s2, and s3 due to a bending is in a direct relationship
with d. Therefore, d is directly affecting the resolution of the sensor system:
By substituting ϕ1= π

2 and a very small amount of bending θ1= π
180 in

Equations (7.3) and then (7.2)

− 2s1,1 + s2,1 + s3,1 = 0.0525d (7.4)

Figure 7.4 (a) The Steiner chain cross-section of the arm and (b) the flexed configuration of
the arm and associated parameters in 3D [38].
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where si,1 denotes the primary length of the cable i which is inside the arm
segment. Also from Equation (7.3), s2,1 = s3,1, therefore, it yields

s2,1 − s1,1 = 0.0262d (7.5)

If substituting ϕ2 = π
2 and θ2 = π

2 in the same set of equations

s2,2−s1,2=
3π

4
d, (7.6)

where si,2 explains the secondary length of the cable i which is inside the
arm segment. Therefore the total change in the length of the cable s1 can be
obtained by subtracting Equations (7.5) and (7.6)

∆s1 = s2,2 − s1,2 − s2,1 + s1,1 (7.7)

The arm segments are made from extension springs and therefore are incom-
pressible. Assuming s2,2 ≈ s2,1, the change in the cable’s length inside the
arm can be calculated through

∆s1 ≈
3π

4
d (7.8)

The KEYENCE FS-N11MN fiber optic light-to-voltage convertor used in this
study can effectively measure a maximum fiber length change of 20 mm. In
order to measure a 90◦ bending deformation, the maximum value of d (dmax)
must not exceed 8.4 mm. It is clear that, this value should be reduced to
4.2 mm for measuring a maximum of 180◦ bending which can be regarded as
two successive 90◦ bending as targeted in this study. Since the maximum
combined deformation of the two segments should be also measureable
within the 20 mm range, the maximum value of the d parameter, dmax, needs
to be 2.1 mm.

In order to preserve the maximum resolution of the sensing system, we
choose the maximum value for d, which is 2.1 mm. This needs incorporating
of an inner spring with a diameter of slightly less than 4 mm. Therefore a
LEM050AB 05 S stainless steel extension spring (Lee Spring Ltd., United
States) with an outer diameter of 3.505 mm, a wire diameter of 0.508, and
a stiffness rate of 0.04 N/mm was used as the central spine. To implement
Steiner springs which correspond to Steiner circles in the cross-section view,
see Figure 7.4a, custom springs with an outer diameter of 1.2 mm and a
wire diameter of 0.25 mm were used. Steel passive cables with a diameter
of 0.27 mm (Carl Stahl Ltd., Germany) were radially fixed at approximately
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d = 2.1mm away from the center. The central angle β = sin−1
(

ρ
r+ρ

)
is

approximately 15◦, the number of Steiner springs is n = 180
β = 12, and the

inner diameter of the outer spring is approximately R = r + 2ρ = 5.91 mm.
Therefore, LEM070CB 05 S (Lee Spring Ltd., United States) with an outer
diameter of 7.49 mm and a wire diameter of 0.711 mm was selected.

7.2.3 Design of a Low-friction Retractable Distance
Modulation Array

When the arm bends, the portion of length of each passive cable which is
inside the arm will change. As it returns to its original straight configuration,
the cables’ length portion inside the arm are also required to return to
their original state. Several reasons including friction, and hysteresis in the
mechanical structure and material properties prevent meeting this essential
condition and introduce malfunction into the pose-sensing system. In order
to make sure the mutual distance between the emitting and detecting fiber
optic pairs is recovered, a spring returning mechanism is a straightforward
solution. In addition, this mechanism couples the motion of passive cables
that are passed through the length of the flexible arm with optical fibers for
light intensity measurement using KEYENCE convertors.

7.2.3.1 Loopback design of the optical system
The commercial off-the-shelf stretch (length) sensors are usually fabricated to
be free from electronics at one end. Examples of such implementation include
stretch sensors from StretchSense Ltd, New Zealand, and PolyPower R©

Stretch Sensors. This free end is usually coupled with the moving end of
the actuator to measure the length change. In our work, in order to allow all
the electronics to be at one end of the sensor, we used a U-shape arrangement
of optical fibers to produce a loopback configuration. This enables placing
the emitter and detector next to each other, as illustrated in Figure 7.5b.

7.2.3.2 Steel spring-needle double slider
Modulating the mutual distance between any pair of optical fibers required
a low-friction sliding mechanism to be designed and implemented. We
manufactured a highly smooth double slider, which uses two steel needles
(44 mm length × 0.86 mm diameter, John James Needles, Worcestershire,
England). The needles were surrounded by two pieces of miniature steel
springs (1.4 mm outer diameter, 0.2 mm wire diameter) installed in parallel
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Figure 7.5 The CAD designs of the multi-segment flex sensor exhibiting integrated tech-
nologies: (a) the side view showing the elastic recovery mechanism of the slider, (b) the
low-friction steel spring-double needle sliding mechanism to maintain the direction of the
motion, (c) the U-shaped fiber optic arrangement, (d) close-up view of the sliding mechanism.
The prototype of the arm and sensing system: (e) the finished configuration of the sensorized
manipulation system, (f) close-up view of the top part, (g) the U-shaped mechano-optical
coupler, (h) the fully assembled structure of the distance modulation array, and (i) the structure
of the Steiner chain section.

and 4 mm away from each other into the plastic sensor base. Each steel
spring that was able to smoothly slide around the surrounded needle, was
embedded into a U-shaped plastic mechano-optical coupler. Each coupler
linked a passive cable with its associated fiber optic pair. This mechanism
is shown in Figure 7.5d. Note that Figure 7.5c shows the cross-section of the
distance modulation array, highlighting its internal structure.

7.3 Fabrication and Assembly of the Pose-sensing System

The sensorized arm in its finished configuration is shown in Figures 7.5e
and f. The structure of the mechano-optical coupler is shown in Figure 7.5g.
It comprises a U-shaped 3D printed part with a U-shaped housing for an
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optical fiber, and a connection module which connects a 2 mm outer diameter
extension spring (Lee Spring Ltd., United States), with a 0.27 mm thick
steel wire rope (Carl Stahl, Germany), used as the passive cable. The 2 mm
extension springs are in charge of cables position recovery and therefore
are referred to as recovery springs. In order to increase the pulling force,
an initial stretch of 5 mm for the recovery springs was considered. Finally,
Figures 7.5h and i describe the full assembled structure of the main Steiner
chain, and distance modulation array parts of the flexible arm. All plastic parts
were manufactured using 3D printing (Projet HD-3000 Plus 3D Systems).

7.4 Sensor Calibration and Benchmarking

A set of experiments were performed to validate the design and implemen-
tation of the two-segment pose sensor in which either one or both of the
segments were actuated at a time. Two high-definition (HD) cameras were
placed at the top and side of the arm to record ground truth flex information.
The middle and tip of the arm were attached to fixed points on the wall,
using steel wires to generate stable shape patterns, as our experimental
prototype was not yet equipped with motors or any other actuation system.
Subsequently we have recorded the light intensity (and respective voltage
values) from KEYENCE optical convertors and HD cameras.

To convert voltage values to corresponding values of distance between
optical fiber tips h, the calibration relationships for all six fiber optic chan-
nels were extracted. The averaged calibration data, presented in Figure 7.6,
was splined using MATLAB (MathWorks, Inc., Natick, MA, United States)
software to form the calibration curve (over five trials).

After the calibration of sensors, the arm was forced into various 3D
shapes, as shown in Figure 7.7, and the sensor voltage signals were recorded
for analysis. In order to use the constant curvature bending model, the
acquired voltage signals were fed into the splined calibration curve of
Figure 7.6 to back-calculate the tip-to-tip fiber optic distances. Then, these
distances were substituted into Equations (7.2) and (7.3) to calculate the
flexion of the arm. Figure 7.8b shows the experimental results compared with
their respective ground truth information extracted from HD camera images
using a custom MATLAB code.

Figure 7.8a, si,j represents the tip-to-tip distance between the optical
fiber pair, where i = {1,2,3} is the pair number and j = {1,2,3,4,5} is the
trial number. The trend in α = si,j/Vi,j implies that the arm was bent
approximately symmetric with respect to cables b1 and b3, where these
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Figure 7.6 The averaged calibration curve and error bars.

Figure 7.7 Examples of key experimental configurations: (a) independent activation of base
segment, (b) independent activation of the tip segment (note that the intersegment link is
clamed to produce a stationary base), and (c) simultaneous activation of two segments.

two cables are virtually stretched (note that only the length portion of the
cables inside the arm can change physically). The cable b2 was only slightly
compressed, with respect to the length change in the other two cables which
confirms the design assumption that led to Equation (7.6).

Figure 7.8b shows the experimental results where segments of the arm
were bent individually, which implies a maximum tracking error of around
7◦ in the tip segment when the arm was bent with ground truth value of 40◦.
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Figure 7.8 (a) The α = si,j/Vi,j values for the base segment experiment, bn is a cable
number, and (b) the experimental results of flex sensing in individual segments.

This error was decreased to 5◦ as the arm reached a ground truth flexion of
63◦ and around 2◦ for ground truth value of 122◦. A similar behavior can
be seen in the flex data of the base segment, also presented in Figure 7.7b.
The finer function of the sensor for large amounts of flexion can be relevant
for better positioning of cables inside the spring channels. The channels have
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an internal diameter of around 0.8 mm and house two 0.27 mm-thick cables
along the length of the base segment, and only one of them along the length
of the tip segment, which gives some room for the cables to play radially, if
they are not pulled tightly using extension springs. The experimental results
imply that the error can be reduced if this initial stretch is increased from the
5mm (the original amount of initial stretch in our design).

7.5 Calculation of the Bending Curvature in a
Two-segment Arm Based on Collocated Cables

To simplify the multi-segment flexion sensing, this work used a method
referred to as “collocated cables.” This sensing arrangement uses only 3
Steiner channels out of the 12 for sensing. There are two passive cables
sliding inside each of these three channels; one fixed between two segments
and the other one at the tip of the arm. This arrangement enables measuring
the flex angle in multi-segment arms in a modular way and with minimal
amendment in the cables’ length computation. When the arm undergoes a
complex two-segment movement, the change in the length of cables passing
through the whole length of the arm to the tip (t-type cables t1, t2, and t3), is
only partially because of the flexion of the tip segment. However, the change
in the length of the fibers fixed at the tip of the base segment (b-type cables
b1, b2, and b3) is purely due to the flexion in this segment. In our sensing
arrangement, each t-type cable is accompanied by a b-type cable, as shown
in Figure 7.9. This method allows calculating the share of each segment from
the total length change.

To intuitively evaluate this method, the segments of the arm were forced
into a complex S-shape configuration, as shown in Figure 7.6c. Using cam-
era ground truth information, we have calculated the flexion angle in two
segments as θGround,1 = 91.2◦, θGround,2 = 95.1◦.

Figure 7.9 The cross-section of the distance modulation array, showing the collocated
arrangement of passive cables used for sensing.
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Table 7.1 Calculation of the pure length change in each segment based on collocated cables
approach

Voltage (V) Vb1 Vb2 Vb3 Vt1 Vt2 Vt3

3.99 2.92 1.93 1.89 2.27 1.93
Length (mm) sb1 sb2 sb3 st1 st2 st3

5.34 7.04 10.87 11.11 9.01 10.87
Length (mm) sp1 sp2 sp3

5.77 1.96 0

Table 7.1 summarizes the calculation of length change in each segment
based on the collocated cables’ lengths; Vbi values, i = {1,2,3}, represent
FS-N11MN voltage readings associated with cables that are fixed between
two segments; Vti are readings associated with cables passed through the
whole length of the arm and fixed at the tip. Mapping into the splined voltage-
distance relationship (Figure 7.6), the corresponding fibers’ mutual distances
sbi and sti were calculated. Whilst values of sbi represent the pure length
change in the base segment, the pure length change of the tip segment can be
computed through spi = sti − sbi.

By substituting pure distance values into Equations (7.1) to (7.3), the flex-
ion angles are computed as θSensor,1 = 89.2◦ and θSensor,2 = 92.4◦, implying
an error of less than 3◦ in each segment.

7.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have presented the design and implementation of a pose-
sensing system for soft robot arms. Starting from theoretical design, the radial
location of the passive cables used for sensing along the periphery of the
arm were optimized. This optimization work presents a trade-off between
maximum compactness of the sensing system and using the full resolution
of the optical measurement system. In the next step, we have presented
a Steiner chain design for the flexible part of the sensor system. Three
(out of twelve) Steiner chain channels were used for pose-sensing in the
two-segment flexible arm. Subsequently, a low-friction fiber-optic distance
modulation array based on a new spring-needle double slider we designed
and implemented to precisely measure the change in the length of cables
embedded in the periphery of the arm. The sensing system also features a
loopback optical design to keep all electronics away from of the sensing site.

The sensing system is experimentally validated resulting in a maximum
error of 6◦, with respect to the camera ground truth information in measuring
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the flexion angle in individual segments. From the experimental results, it
can be implied that the sensor’s error can be reduced by increasing the
initial stretch length of recovery springs, to make a tighter cabling system
in low flexion. We have also demonstrated and discussed multi-segment flex
sensing using collocation of passive cables in mutually-tangent (successive)
segments. This sensing system can be regarded as complementary to the
two-segment soft actuation system presented in [20].
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Abstract

The use of new soft robots in minimally invasive surgery offers exciting new
possibilities while it generates new challenges for the technical implemen-
tation. This chapter presents methods for the detection of the STIFF-FLOP
arm using visual sensing means. Based on the image information of an endo-
scopic camera, the visible sections are evaluated to determine the position
of the manipulator. A variety of algorithms for the detection of the STIFF-
FLOP arm as well as for the detection of its module connectors will be
described.

A stereo camera is used to register all components in a common frame.
A transformation tree is set up to refer the position of the STIFF-FLOP arm
in the endoscopic camera image to the base of the STIFF-FLOP arm.

All methods have been integrated and tested in the newly developed
system.

8.1 Introduction

To monitor and to control the STIFF-FLOP arm, the video data of the
surgeon’s endoscope is processed and evaluated. The biggest challenge lies
in the reliable detection of the STIFF-FLOP arm. The nature of the object
itself and the conditions in the workspace as well as the equipment available
for minimally invasive surgery (MIS) leads to several restrictions in the
implementation strategies.
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Established methods are not applicable in the examined scenario, as these
are generally either based on the detection of a known and trained outline,
a clear, well-known texture or on the pronounced differences in contrast of
foreground and background. None of these conditions are given here: The
manipulator is flexible throughout and can change its shape and length. In
addition, texture recognition is difficult to implement, since any fitted pattern
is distorted significantly with increasing curvature of the arm.

The challenge here is in the detection of a flexible arm, capable of
changing its shape and size during the movement, as well as the fact that
the visible section of the arm can vary in the endoscope image. With the aim
to develop a high-performance automated learning and recognition method, a
two-step algorithm has been designed. On the one hand a texture-based pat-
tern recognition and classification method based on Support Vector Machines
(SVMs) [1–3] has been implemented [4]. The second step is the detection of
optical circular markers with a modified circle detection algorithm.

8.2 Optical Tracking of the STIFF-FLOP Arm

The vision system for the tracking of the STIFF-FLOP arm consists of
a 3D-tracking system (Axios, Cambar B2, Germany) and two endoscopic
camera systems (Richard Wolf, Endocam 5509 and Richard Wolf, Endocam
Performance HD, Germany).

In order to process the image data of the endoscopic camera, the video
is streamed to ROS using a frame grabber (Intensity Pro, Blackmagic,
Australia).

In the first step the endoscopic cameras will monitor and detect the
STIFF-FLOP arm. In the second step the 3D-tracking system will track
locators mounted on the endoscopic camera systems. Based on this data a
transformation tree is set up which allows registering the position of the
endoscopic camera to the base of the STIFF-FLOP arm. Figure 8.1 shows
the setup for the operating room.

8.2.1 Axios Measurement System Cambar B2

The tracking system Cambar B2 is a stereo imaging system for highly accu-
rate measurement of 3D coordinates of signalized points within a specified
measurement volume. It consists of hardware components as well as software
parts controlling the system.
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Figure 8.1 The endoscopic camera is used to detect the STIFF-FLOP arm at its destination
while it is monitored by the stereo camera.

Figure 8.2 Stereo camera Axios Cambar B2, Axios 3D, Oldenburg, Germany.

The Cambar imaging system, which is shown in Figure 8.2, detects
and measures passive, i.e., retroreflective points. These markers are either
measured as single points or – if they fulfill a pre-defined marker geome-
try – as locators or rigid bodies. Measured points are classified according
to their image characteristics and geometry. Afterwards, they are assigned
to accuracy classes to describe and evaluate their influence on the maxi-
mum achievable measurement accuracy. The locators should meet several
requirements that are summarized in Table 8.1.
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Table 8.1 Specifications for the locator design
Minimum Requirements Recommended Specifications

Minimum number of
markers

3 ≥4

Marker shape and marker
surface

Sphere, dot (flat circle)
(retro-reflective)

Sphere (retro-reflective)

Marker diameter 10–12 mm (depends on
distance from camera to
measured object)

10 mm

Minimum distance
between marker centers

Twice the minimum marker
diameter

Twice the actual marker
diameter

Distance of segments
between markers to other
segments within a locator.

> Minimum diameter > Marker diameter

Requirements regarding
rigid body geometry

Points must not be aligned
in a straight line.

Points should be spread-out
in space (in x-, y-, and z-
direction), not be on the same
plane.

Figure 8.3 Pre-defined measurement volume of the Axios camera Cambar B2 [5].

It is advisable to use markers of the recommended specifications in
order to achieve maximum accuracy. The system is capable of tracking and
measuring points in a pre-defined measurement volume, which is displayed
in Figure 8.3.

8.2.2 The Endoscopic Camera System

In order to find and to prove the pose and orientation of the developed
STIFF-FLOP manipulator, two endoscopic cameras were ordered as shown
in Figure 8.4. Each camera system consists of a light module with a xenon
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Figure 8.4 The endoscopic camera system.

light source (Light Projector 5124 and 5132, Richard Wolf, Germany) and a
camera module (HD Endocam 5509 and Endocam performance HD, Richard
Wolf, Germany), which is the interface to the camera on the laparoscope. The
laparoscope connects the lens and the camera as well as the fiber of the light
source.

The aim is to observe the STIFF-FLOP arm while it is operated by
the surgeon. The laparoscopic cameras provide a video stream in full HD
resolution (1920*1080, @50 Hz), in medical HD resolution (1280*1024,
@50 Hz) or in HD ready resolution (1280*720, @50 Hz). To enable clinical
use, all parts of the system are autoclavable (except the disposable reflectors).
The video streams will be analyzed using image processing algorithms in
order to detect the STIFF-FLOP arm.

8.2.3 Image Processing on Endoscopic Camera Images

The video stream of the endoscopic camera is captured with a frame grab-
ber and streamed to ROS afterwards. Here the integrated image processing
functions can be used to calibrate the camera and correct the image distortion
which is displayed in Figure 8.5.
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Figure 8.5 The left image shows the original image, the right shows the undistorted image.

8.2.3.1 Removal of specular reflections
Specular reflections occur if light shines on a surface. According to the laws
of reflection, the reflected light beam has the same angle as the incident light
beam relative to the normal of the surface. Based on the physical structure
of the endoscopic cameras it is nearly impossible to get an image without
specularities. These areas of overexposure lead to a corrupted filter mask, so
that the algorithm could not detect the observed structure reliably. In order
to remove these highlights and to reconstruct the original color, different
methods were compared.

Shen and Cai [6] introduced an effective method to separate specu-
lar reflections and diffuse reflection components in multi-colored textured
surfaces using a single image.

The first procedure in this method includes scanning the image to deter-
mine the minimum value of RGB components of each pixel. Each minimum
value is subtracted from all three RGB components in the corresponding pixel
to produce the specular-free image. After that, a threshold is added to each
pixel to compensate the loss of the chromaticity that occurred because of
the subtraction performed earlier to produce what Shen and Cai called the
Modified Specular Free Image.

Another promising method was described by Miyazaki et al. [7], which
is applied on single images. It does not apply any region segmentation or
consider any relations between the neighbor pixels. This makes the execution
time dependent only on the size of the image. The geometry of textures in the
image is maintained and it does not affect the execution time either. The hue
and saturation of the image do not change after the process, but the intensity
does. The color changes slightly as well, but it remains similar to the color in
the original image.
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The method obtains the specular-free image by transforming the orig-
inal image from its RGB color space into another customized color space
introduced by Miayazki et al. In that color space, a filter is applied on the
image data to eliminate the specular reflection components. The image is
then transferred back into the RGB color space.

Both methods were implemented and tested. A comparison between the
images with highlights and the result after applying both methods are shown
in Figures 8.6 to 8.8.

In different tests, the method described by Miyazaki performed about
20% faster than the method described by Shen and Cai. By applying these
methods on the video stream, large specular reflections were removed com-
pletely in almost all procedures. Restoring the original surface color behind
large specular reflections is still problematic and as a result, those areas
appear grey after the specular reflection removal was applied.

Figure 8.6 (a) Sphere with four different colors and a spot of highlights almost in the middle;
(b) the result image after applying Shen and Cai’s method; and (c) the result image after
applying Miyazaki’s method.

Figure 8.7 (a) Highlights on a fish; (b) the result image after applying Shen and Cai’s
method, and (c) the result image after applying Miyazaki’s method.
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Figure 8.8 (a) Highlights on various toys; (b) the result image after applying Shen and Cai’s
method, and (c) the result image after applying Miyazaki’s method.

8.2.3.2 Improvement of the dynamic range
Another approach that became popular in the last years is to extend the
dynamic range of images. Typically this procedure requires a huge number
of computations, so it is not applicable for real-time applications.

Inspired by this approach, a light-weight high dynamic range method
was implemented. Hereby, one image taken with a long exposure time is
combined with an image taken with a short exposure time (Figure 8.9).

After converting both images to an HSV (hue, saturation, value) color
space, white areas of the lighter image are detected. These areas are also
identified in the darker image, where the brightness value of the darkest pixel
is subtracted from all pixels of the image. In a second step, the brightness
channel of both images is added up to a new image. This newly gener-
ated image unfortunately exceeds the limits of HSV specifications, so the
brightness layer has to be shrunk back into valid borders.

Figure 8.9 (a) Image taken with long exposure time, (b) image taken with short exposure
time, and (c) the combined image with an improved dynamic range.
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The resulting data works quite well as an input stream for the object-
detection algorithms. Unfortunately switching from one aperture to another
causes an unexpected delay, so the resulting frame rate is not satisfying.

8.2.4 Detection of the STIFF-FLOP Arm in the Camera Image
using Machine Learning Algorithms

In this section, the detection of the STIFF-FLOP arm in the endoscopic
camera image is described. In the first approach, it was assumed to color-
code the STIFF-FLOP manipulator in an equal color and apply a color filter
to detect it. Following this approach it was possible to detect the colored
arm. But as soon as the color on the STIFF-FLOP arm would become
contaminated the detection would fail. In the second approach, a machine
learning algorithm was used to detect the STIFF-FLOP arm.

The methodology which provided the most reliable results is based on
the usage of SVMs. For the use of those, a set of training samples is
needed, where the searched object (i.e., the STIFF-FLOP arm), as well as
the background are labeled correspondingly. The model of SVM represents
the samples as points in space. They are mapped in a way that the categories
are separated by a gap. For the largest gap, the recognition will provide the
most stable results. This idea of data classification can be applied to images.
By analyzing images, they can be classified into categories.

For this application the idea is to divide the camera image into small
squares, sized about 25 × 25 pixels, which are analyzed and classified as
background or as object (i.e., the STIFF-FLOP manipulator), labeled with
the variable yi ∈ {−1, 1}.

D = {(xi, yi) |xi ∈ <p, yi ∈ {−1, 1}}ni=1 (8.1)

where D represents the number n of quadratic parts xi of the initial image.
In Figure 8.10 a simplified visualization of the previous equation is shown,
whereby the red squares represent one classification and the blue circles
represent the other classification (i.e., background and object).

Assuming a dataset as observed in Figure 8.10, a hyperplane can be
defined which separates both classes. The green line in Figure 8.10 represents
an optimal hyperplane, which separates both classes with the maximum
margin. This hyperplane will act as a classifier to recognize the object in
the camera image.
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Figure 8.10 Here the different parts of the image are visualized according to their char-
acteristics, whereby the red squares represent the first class and the blue circles the second
class.

Following the procedure described by [8] and [4], a hyperplane can be
constructed as the set of points x satisfying the equation:

w′ · x+ b = 0 (8.2)

Where w is the normal vector of the hyperplane and b is the bias. The sample
points can be either found above the upper or below the lower side of the
hyperplane:

w′ · x+ b ≥ 1 for yi = +1

w′ · x+ b ≤ 1 for yi = −1 (8.3)

The samples on the upper and lower margin are the support vectors.
Considering yi they are defined as:

yi(w
′ · x+ b)− 1 = 0 (8.4)

In order to find the maximum margin, the distance between the support
vectors on the upper and lower border has to be calculated.

The points on the border are defined as:

x+ =
1− b
w

for yi = +1

x− =
1− b
w

for yi = −1
(8.5)
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Figure 8.11 The distance between the point x− on the lower margin and the point x+ on
the upper border is visualized.

Considering the geometry, the width is calculated by subtracting the points
on the border, as displayed in Figure 8.11.

width = (x+ − x−) ·
w

‖w‖
=

2

‖w‖
(8.6)

In order to maximize the margin, the minimum of w has to be determined.
Therefore, the minimum of w can be substituted:

substitute : min ‖w‖ by min 1
2 ‖w‖

2 (8.7)

In order to minimize w the argument is extended with the support vectors
yi(w

′ · x+ b)− 1 = 0 multiplied by the Lagrangian α:

L = argmin
w,b

max
α≥0

{
1

2
‖w‖2 −

n∑
i=1

αi
[
yi(w

′ · x+ b)− 1
]}

(8.8)

The minimum is found by setting the first derivative to zero. The resulting
w is found as a linear combination of the samples with xi as support vector.

w =
n∑
i=1

αiyixi
n∑
i=1

αiyi = 0
(8.9)

If the classes cannot be separated linearly, the argument can be extended
by a polynomial or a radial basis function, allowing a more complex
separation [2]. For this application, the best results were obtained with a
polynomial approach of third order.
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Figure 8.12 (a) Detected parts of the STIFF-FLOP arm using the prior calculated hyperplane
(b) corresponding camera image with the highlighted centerline (red) and perpendicular to it
the diameter is calculated (violet).

After the hyperplane is identified, it can be used for a real-time application
providing the possibility to process the acquired camera images directly.
During the real-time application, the same idea is pursued. The camera
image is grained into small parts with the same size that was used dur-
ing the learning process. Afterwards these small parts are classified using
the calculated hyperplane. As result, the detected contour is visualized in
Figure 8.12.

The next step is to calculate the spatial position of the manipulator in the
camera coordinates. Therefore, the center line of the detected STIFF-FLOP
arm is determined and the diameter is calculated accordingly. Based on the
information, the planar coordinates (i.e., x and y) can be extracted from the
pixel coordinates and the distance of the STIFF-FLOP arm to the camera’s
optical center is calculated based on the determined diameter.

In Figure 8.12, the usage of the implemented machine learning STIFF-
FLOP arm detection algorithm is demonstrated, allowing an estimation of
the position of the STIFF-FLOP arm in camera coordinates.
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8.2.5 Detection of the Module Connection Points of the
STIFF-FLOP Arm

To achieve a reliable and robust tracking result, in particular when the
STIFF-FLOP arm is being maneuvered in front of unknown and challenging
backgrounds inside the abdominal area, unambiguous green ring markers are
placed on the STIFF-FLOP manipulator at distinct locations as shown in
Figure 8.13.

The color is chosen due to the high contrast with respect to the expected
color scheme (mainly in the red spectrum) during surgical interventions
inside the abdomen. The ring markers are fixed on the force/torque sen-
sor structures that are placed between segments and at the end of the
STIFF-FLOP manipulator.

The detection of these circular markers has several advantages. Firstly,
the figure remains almost distortion-free with sufficiently narrow markings.
On the other hand, a possibly occurring system-related radial extension of
the arm solely affects the accuracy of the distance measurement between the
camera plane and the central axis of the manipulator. The presented method
is also robust against noise or smaller highlights, as long as the contour of the
ring is not interrupted over larger sections.

Figure 8.13 Two-segment STIFF-FLOP manipulator with green marker rings placed at the
base of the STIFF-FLOP arm and at the module connectors.
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Reproducible results were achieved by the application of green ring
markers as displayed in Figure 8.13. The idea is based on an algorithm for
camera calibration with two arbitrary coplanar circles [9].

The detection process is visualized in Figure 8.14. As a first step, a mask
containing all the green colored areas of the video image is generated (2).
This mask is the source for a standard contour detection algorithm. The
detected contours are filtered based on a set of rules eliminating noise and
other unsuitable objects so that only sections of ring-like objects of a suitable
size should reach the next step (3).

The remaining contours are split into a concave (4, blue curve) and a
convex (4, red curve) part. Each of them is now treated like the visible part

Figure 8.14 Ring marker detection sequence, (1) shows the camera image of the ring marker
on the module connector, (2) visualizes the detected mask of the ring marker, (3) highlights
the contour of the mask, in (4) this contour is divided into a concave (blue) and in a convex
(red) part of an ellipse. In (5) the RANSAC approach to fit an ellipse into the detected shape
is demonstrated, while (6) shows the finally determined ellipses with their center positions.
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of a closed elliptical shape. Unfortunately, these contours cannot be used
directly to determine the parameters of an ellipse, because they contain too
much noise and therefore the ellipse parameters are oscillating in a wide
range.

A RANSAC [10] approach seems suitable to improve the results, where
10% of each contour’s points are selected and fed into a least-square-error
algorithm to define the ellipse’s parameters. The resulting ellipse is compared
with the contour as a whole and the average error is evaluated. If the ellipse
fits well, the parameters are stored. If not, another set of points is generated
as a basis for the parameter calculation. The results can be seen in (5).

The determined ellipses can be seen as projections of circles. Knowing the
circles’ diameters, the calculation of those circles’ poses in space is possible
(6). As an ellipse is effectively a projection of a circle, the position of the
midpoint can be determined which is equivalent with the center position of
the force/torque sensor. The green ring markers are detected in the camera’s
coordinate system and are transformed in the manipulator’s base system.

8.2.6 Registration of the Endoscopic Camera Image
to the STIFF-FLOP Arm

In order to connect the image plane of the endoscopic camera with the
world coordinates of the STIFF-FLOP arm, both the endoscopic camera
and the base of the STIFF-FLOP arm were equipped with infrared markers,
which are tracked by an optical 3D localization system (Axios 3D, Cambar
B2, Germany). Using this, a transformation tree was determined to register
the image plane of the endoscopic camera in the world coordinates of the
STIFF-FLOP arm.

The ring markers are detected in the camera’s coordinate system and have
to be transformed in the manipulator’s base system. Therefore the camera
coordinate system has to be integrated into the transformation tree of the
whole system by using the output of the Cambar B2 tracking system. An
overview of the complete transformation tree can be seen in Figure 8.15.

The transformation tree shows that the world coordinates of the STIFF-
FLOP arm are connected to the STIFF-FLOP base (SF BASE). Through
the stereo camera, the transformation of the endoscopic camera (ENDO) is
known and connected to the STIFF-FLOP base.

The position of the detected ring markers are known in the frame
of the endoscopic camera and are connected below in the transformation
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tree. Thereby the transformation of each detected position relative to the
STIFF-FLOP base is known.

8.3 Integration and Validation of the Implemented Methods

Both the calculated centerline and the identified module connection points
were determined in the image plane of the endoscopic camera. Using the
transformation tree, those positions were transferred to the world coordinate
frame of the STIFF-FLOP arm.

The vision system takes over the function of a second-level observation
system – therefore an independent ROS node with an alert function was
implemented. This node compares the connector’s frames sent by the control
algorithm with the detected frames published by the vision system and calcu-
lates a normalized warning level (0.0–1.0, the absolute value for inacceptable
displacements of the manipulator can be reconfigured dynamically). The
integration of the vision system into the open loop control is visualized in
Figure 8.16.

The position of the used coordinate systems is visualized in the 3D
visualization tool for ROS (rviz) (Figure 8.16). The vision system supplies
a second-level observation system and optimizes the position data obtained

Figure 8.16 Visualization of the transformation tree, showing the matching of the detected
positions of the ring markers (white bulbs) with the position provided by the control system
(green line connections between ring connections).
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Figure 8.17 Experimental setup, demonstrating the integration of the implemented method,
by detecting a deviation between the position detected by the vision system (real arm in the
center and the corresponding image on the left screen) and the position of the model of the
STIFF-FLOP arm (right screen) which is visualized using the ROS visualization tool (rviz).
The deviation is highlighted by coloring the arm in red (right screen).

from calculations using force/torque sensor data and bending sensor informa-
tion. Figure 8.17 shows the experimental setup: A 2-segment STIFF-FLOP
manipulator is mounted on a rack with three green ring markers attached to
the base of the robot arm and at the tip of each segment. On the left screen,
the video screen of the endoscopic camera is shown. The previously described
image processing algorithm detects the markers. A spline interpolation (red)
exposes the backbone of the manipulator. The right screen shows this data
within the 3D visualization tool.

Both algorithms have been verified in an experimental setup, which is
shown in Figure 8.17. The manipulator is located in the middle; the left
monitor shows the recorded video stream. The right monitor shows a sim-
ulation of the manipulator based upon the model that is used for controlling
the manipulator.

The detected position of the connectors is compared to the positions of the
control model. If a deviation – which might be caused by external forces – is
detected, the deformation is recognized by the optical tracking system and an
alarm signal is displayed by coloring the simulated arm in red.

A comparison of the detected positions of the STIFF-FLOP arm and the
location given by the control model is possible after transforming all data into
a common frame. Afterwards an evaluation of the detection error is possible
and the control parameters can be adjusted accordingly.
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8.4 Conclusion

The detection of these circular markers has several advantages. Firstly, the
figure remains almost distortion-free with sufficiently narrow markings; on
the other hand, a possibly occurring system-related radial extension of the
arm solely affects the accuracy of the distance measurement between the
camera plane and the central axis of the manipulator. The presented method
is also robust against noise or smaller highlights, as long as the contour of the
ring is not interrupted over larger sections.

The detection of the STIFF-FLOP arm with the implemented SVM
method allows a trainable approach to adapt the detection of the STIFF-FLOP
arm to the given scenario.

The redundancy of the two methods used (SVM and Ring Marker Detec-
tion) essentially offers two advantages: First, it allows a plausibility check
of the detected marker positions; on the other hand the calculation of a
continuous center line is possible. In addition, this center line can be used for
a simple collision detection, if 3D models of the working space are provided.

Acknowledgements

The work described in this paper is funded by the Seventh Framework
Programme of the European Commission under grant agreement 287728 in
the framework of EU project STIFF-FLOP.

References

[1] Vapnik, W., and Chervonenkis, A. (1974). Theory of Pattern Recognition
[in Russian] (USSR: Nauka).

[2] Boser, B. E., Guyon, I. M., and Vapnik, V. N. (1992). “A training
algorithm for optimal margin classifiers,” in Proceedings of the Fifth
Annual Workshop on Computational Learning Theory, Pittsburgh, PA,
144–152.

[3] Winston, P. H. 6.034 Artificial Intelligence: Support Vector Machines,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology: MIT OpenCourseWare. Avail-
able at: http://ocw.mit.edu/courses/electrical-engineering-and-computer-
science/6-034-artificial-intelligence-fall-2010

[4] Chang, C.-C., and Lin, C.-J. (2011). LIBSVM: a library for support
vector machines. ACM Trans. Intell. Syst. Technol. 2:27.



148 The STIFF-FLOP Vision System

[5] Axios 3D services (2014). Optisches Messsystem CamBar B2 C8,
Datasheet, Mai 2014.

[6] Shen, H. L., and Cai, Q. Y. (2009). Simple and efficient method for
specularity removal in an image. Appl. Opt. 48, 2711–2719.

[7] Miyazaki, D. (2013). Specular-Free Image. Hiroshima: Hiroshima City
University. Available at: http://www.cg.info.hiroshima-cu.ac.jp/∼miyaz
aki/knowledge/teche40.html

[8] Ben-Hur, A., and Weston, J. (2010). A User’s Guide to Support Vector
Machines, Methods in Molecular Biology. Clifton, NJ: Humana Press.
Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/41896604

[9] Chen, Q., Wu, H., and Wada, T. (2004). Camera calibration with
two arbitrary coplanar circles. Computer Vision—ECCV 2004. Lecture
Notes in Computer Science, Vol. 3023 (Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer),
521–532.

[10] Fischler M. A., and Bolles, R. C. (1981). Random sample consensus:
a paradigm for model fitting with applications to image analysis and
automated cartography. Comm. ACM. 24, 381–395.



PART III

Control, Kinematics and Navigation





9
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Abstract

Traditional minimally invasive robots provide to the surgeon an interface for
controlling the tip of the endoscopic arm in Cartesian space. We proposed
therefore a similar interface for the STIFF-FLOP robot. The direct control of
the tip pose was provided by an inverse kinematics component, computing
the appropriate STIFF-FLOP robot configuration. Due to the flexibility of the
arm modules, we have organized the inverse kinematics into two layers. The
first one handles the inverse kinematics in a generic way. It is based on a
numerical estimation of the robot. This layer is generic in the sense that it can
incorporate any module representation, as long as the module representation
provides a forward kinematics mechanism. The second layer concerns the
kinematic modeling of the flexible modules, and has to provide forward
kinematics functionalities for the upper model. Instead of the standard con-
stant curvature parameters, we are proposing two other representations, one
using each module tip position, and the other one directly using the chamber
lengths. The flexible modules are connected to a robotic arm through a rigid
rod, to extend the operational space of the system. The robotic arm pose is
encoded with an adaptation of the spherical coordinate system to ensure that
the rod entering the human body respects the single insertion point constraint.
By defining a forward kinematics for the rod pose, the external robot end
effector is implicitly embedded into the general inverse kinematics scheme,
so that the estimation of the flexible modules’ configurations and the pose of
the robot end-effector are all computed together to follow the motion requests
provided by the surgeon.
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9.1 Introduction

9.1.1 On the Inverse Kinematics Problem for Continuum Robots

The design of a user interface for controlling a (piecewise) continuum robot
like the STIFF-FLOP arm is challenging, since such robot presents many
more control parameters than can be provided through a traditional haptic
device such as the one presented in Figure 9.1 (for description of haptic
device refer to Chapter 16). Such conventional surgeon interfaces are used for
providing the desired six DOF pose of the surgical tool tip, while the actuation
space of the robot is much higher. In the case of the STIFF-FLOP robot,
each flexible module is controlled with three parameters (pressure in each
chamber), so that the flexible arm requires defining 3n parameters, n being
the number of modules used within the arm. If the flexible arm is mounted
onto a rigid robot to extend the actuation envelope (Figure 9.2 and section
9.2.4), the positioning of this additional robot needs also to be controlled.

This problem is classical in robotics theory, and is related to Inverse
Kinematics. As stated in [1] it consists of finding all the geometric parameters
of the manipulator given the desired position and orientation of the end-
effector. Considering our robot’s specificities, the work of Webster et al.
is particularly relevant since it provides key kinematics models for piece-
wise constant curvature continuum robots [2]. Under the piecewise constant
curvature assumption, the modeling of such robotic structures can be seen

Figure 9.1 Example of a haptic device used to receive the motion request for the robotic tool
(Omega 7 from Force Dimension1). For description refer to Chapter 16.

1http://www.forcedimension.com
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Figure 9.2 Real STIFF-FLOP system (left) vs. the simulated version used in this chapter
(right). A rigid section (green on the right) is connecting the set of flexible modules to the
SCHUNK arm. The connection with the first module is what we call the base in this chapter.
On the right picture, only the rigid components are displayed. All modules are started and
finished by a rigid section (respectively gray and purple). Once the flexible modules are
inserted into the body, the motion of the SCHUNK arm must maintain a unique insertion
location. In simulations involving the motion of the base, the red disc (top right) represents
that constraint.

as a composition of robot-specific mapping and robot-independent mapping
(Figure 9.3). The forward kinematics consists of the operations described on
the upper side of the figure (going from the actuator space to the task space),
while the inverse kinematics focuses on the lower operations (going from the
task space to the actuator space).

Figure 9.3 Spaces and mappings of constant curvature robots, as described in [2].
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The use of arc parameters in the configuration space (κ, φ, l, respectively
for the curvature, the angle of the plane containing the arc, and the arc length)
to represent the state of a continuum flexible module respecting the constant
curvature model makes sense. Nevertheless, the constant curvature model
may lead to some kinematic singularities, e.g., when a flexible module is
purely extended so that its curvature κ is equal to 0. Furthermore, it does not
allow taking into account the potential deviations from the theoretical model,
due, for example, to the external forces acting on each module. In the latter
case, a Jacobian formulation in closed form of the independent mapping, as
proposed in [2], may not be easily obtained.

Following the suggestions of our colleagues in [3], we propose to relax
the central role of the constant curvature parameter in modeling, and pro-
pose a generic model of the configuration space. We combine this with a
numerical computation of the Jacobian. The advantage of using a Jacobian
estimated numerically is that it allows considering any configuration space
that provides a forward kinematics mapping. This approach is also used to
deduce, simultaneous to the estimation of the appropriate configuration of
the flexible modules, the motion of the robotic arm holding the STIFF-FLOP
flexible modules, while respecting the single insertion point constraint that is
described in the following section.

9.1.2 Single Insertion Point Constraint in Minimally
Invasive Surgery

In the context of robotic surgery and minimally invasive surgery (MIS), the
main purpose of using a tool composed of flexible modules is to permit
accessing spaces that cannot be directly reached by a rigid structure, limiting
thus the multiplication of insertion points and the number of needed incisions
into the human body. Nevertheless, it is still preferable to mount the flexible
modules onto a standard robotic arm to augment the reachable space, and only
employ the bending properties of the modules when complex displacements
are required. Naturally, the combination of the robotic arm with the flexible
modules increases the number of actuation parameters, and an automatic
control of that robotic arm is required to maintain the classical interface used
by surgeons.

Any robotic system involved in MIS must respect the single insertion
constraint. The instrument held by the robot is inserted into the human
body through a trocar at the incision point, and the trocar position needs
to be maintained throughout the surgery. This constraint can be solved by
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the design of dedicated mechanical structures that inherently respect the
remote center of motion, such as the well-known Da Vinci [4], or endoscope
maintainers directly placed onto the body, such as [5]. Another approach
consists in equipping the robot with passive joints at the wrist so that the
instrument naturally rotates around the fulcrum point [6, 7], but backlash may
appear in some configurations leading to a lack of control of the instrument
motion.

The use of more regular six-DOF robots can be seen as a more versatile
solution involving a light robotic system that facilitates its displacement
during surgery (in particular when being moved from a trocar to another [8]).
The insertion point constraint is ensured by dedicated controllers, leading
to a programmable remote center of motion. In [8], the trocar constraint
is modeled as a variable point along a given robot link, and is considered
as an additional joint added to the arm configuration space ones during the
inverse kinematics process. In [9], the task space is extended with the trocar
position to produce movements that restrict its motion. In [10], a force sensor
is placed at the end effector of the arm to adjust the lateral motion of the
arm for limiting the forces applied at the trocar site. Other works based on
visual servoing directly adjust the interaction matrix linking the motions of a
camera to the image point motion for taking into account the trocar constraint
that reduce the displacement of the endoscope [11, 12].

In the context of programmable remote center of motion, the modeling
of the trocar constraint with spherical coordinates seems to be particularly
appropriate since, per se, spherical coordinates can only describe directions
going through the origin (which is placed at the trocar frame, as illustrated in
Figure 9.4) [10, 13, 14].

We propose in this chapter to embed the robotic arm in the inverse
kinematics framework by inserting a component defining the location of the
rigid connector between the end effector of the arm and the first flexible
module. The pose of the rigid connector is defined with spherical coordinates
in which the origin frame is placed at the insertion point of the trocar.

9.1.3 Contributions Presented

The present chapter presents how we propose to simultaneously estimate the
appropriate configuration of the flexible modules together with the needed
robotic arm end-effector pose for reaching a desired tip location provided
by the surgeon. The next section describes the generic inverse kinematics
framework that is used. It is generic in the sense that it is independent of the



156 Inverse Kinematics Methods for Flexible Arm Control

Figure 9.4 Spherical coordinates used for expressing the pose of an endoscope with respect
to the insertion point, as proposed in [13].

configuration space selected for representing the state of the flexible modules
(several configuration spaces are considered in section 9.2.3), and it can be
applied for any number of flexible modules. Furthermore, it also enables
to consider the external robotic arm onto which the flexible modules are
mounted, and to deduce the appropriate pose of this arm end-effector while
ensuring the trocar constraint. Section 9.2.4 will show how the traditional
spherical coordinates can be adjusted to better fit with the surgical context.
We will then show in section 9.2.5 that the redundancy of our global system
can be used to consider secondary tasks improving the behavior of the flexible
modules in the patient body. Finally several simulations will be detailed in
section 9.3 to demonstrate the validity of the contributions proposed.

9.2 Inverse Kinematics Framework

9.2.1 General Framework

We consider that we know the current pose of the STIFF-FLOP tip with
respect to a world frame W . We note it:

WMt =

[
WRt

W tt
0 1

]
, (9.1)

and we consider that a desired tip pose is defined, as WM∗
t . In the spirit of

the formalization proposed in [3], the control of the complete STIFF-FLOP
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system relies on the definition of a task function e representing the error
between the current tip pose and the desired one. The task error is defined as:

e = [∆t, θu]
T, (9.2)

where the first three entries ∆t are related to the difference between the
current tool tip position and the desired one:

∆t =
W tt−W t∗t , (9.3)

and θu is the axis-angle representation of the orientation difference between
the current tip frame and the desired one. In [3], the orientation error was
only considering the x and y components of the rotation vector. To be more
general, we extended the error model to contain as well the rotation around
the z-axis, so that the error model represents the complete pose of the tip.

The task function variation can be related to the system parameteriza-
tion q:

de

dt
=
∂e

∂q

dq

dt
= J

dq

dt
, (9.4)

where J is the Jacobian that links the evolution of the task function to the
variation of the variables contained in q, so that:

q̇ = J+ė (9.5)

The usual models used for the task error evolution ė along time are either
affine or exponential. In an affine model ė = −λ, while in a model with an
exponential decrease ė = −λe.

In the context of the STIFF-FLOP project, we proposed to compute the
Jacobian numerically. The advantage of such an approach is that we can
seamlessly investigate new module models, by adjusting accordingly the
related parameters in q, and by providing the related forward kinematics for
each piecewise component. The numerical estimation of the Jacobian is based
on its structure:

J =
[

∂e
∂q0

. . . ∂e
∂qn

]
, (9.6)

So that each column of the Jacobian can be estimated in the following way:

∂e

∂qi
=
e (q+δqi)−e (q)

δ
(9.7)
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9.2.2 Application to the STIFF-FLOP Structure

The generic formulation of the structure configuration q is defined as a
stacking of the configuration of each sub-component constituting the STIFF-
FLOP robot: a configuration qb of the base of the flexible modules (the
position of which is adjusted using the standard robotic arm holders), and n
sub-configurations specification for each of the n flexible modules considered
(three are presented in Figure 9.5, but the principle is generic).

In the above example, the pose of the tip of the STIFF-FLOP structure can
be obtained by the composition of the pose of each successive component.
Following the notation used in the previous section, we can write:

wMt=
wMb.

bM1.
1M2.

2M3 (9.8)

The first transform is the definition of the pose of the base of the flexible
modules, handled with the standard robotic arm. The following transforms
are obtained by applying the forward kinematics mapping from the related
module configuration qi (and including the connecting rigid sections that are
skipped for notation simplicities).

As previously stated, the choice of the parameterization format of each
module and of the base is transparent for the inverse kinematics model based
on a numerical estimation of the Jacobian. It is only necessary to have a

Figure 9.5 Relation between the parameterization of the STIFF-FLOP structure and the tip
pose. qb refers to the configuration of the base of the flexible structure, which is controlled
through the robotic holder not depicted here. Each module is equipped with two rigid
connections to allow inter-module attachments.



9.2 Inverse Kinematics Framework 159

forward kinematic mapping from this configuration space, to provide by
composition the expression of the tip location with respect to a reference
world frame. In particular, the expression of the base location qb is different
from the one used for the flexible modules qi, since they correspond to
components which are totally different. But they can be stacked in a common
vector to produce the global configuration space of the STIFF-FLOP robot.

9.2.3 Configuration Space of the Flexible Modules

In [2], and as illustrated in Figure 9.3, the configuration space chosen for
the flexible modules is directly the constant curvature parameterization, so
that each module will be represented by the feature qi = [κi, φi, li]

>. Such
parameterization suffers from a representation singularity when a module is
purely extended: the curvature is null, and the plane angle φ can have any
value.

In [3], it is proposed to use the position of the tip of each flexible module
with respect to its base (notedQi). This means that the parameterization q is
defined as (omitting the base pose):

q = [Q0, . . . ,Qk−1 ]>. (9.9)

The forward kinematics of a module from such configuration requires the
computation of the module orientation Ri, which is under the constant
curvature assumption [3], assumingQi = [xi, yi, zi]

>:

Ri =
1

Q>i Qi

−x2 + y2 + z2 −2xy 2xz
−2xy x2 + z2 − y2 2yz
−2xz −2yz z2 − x2 − y2

 (9.10)

As stated, other models can be considered in this generic inverse kinematics
framework. For instance, instead of the tip position, one can use the length of
the pressured chambers, i.e., qi = [l1, l2, l3]

>. In that case, the forward
kinematics requires computing the constant curvature parameters of each
module (noting here the constant curvature with the bending angle α, the
orientation angle β and the chamber length L as in [15]):

L =
1

3
(l1+l2+l3)

α = a tan 2
(√

3 (l3−l2) , l2+l3−2l1
)

β =
2
√
l21+l

2
2+l

2
3−l1l2−l1l3−l2l3
3r
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with r being the radial distance of the chamber from the module center. From
the constant curvature model, the pose of the tip of a module with respect to
its base is:

btt =
L

β

 cos α (1− cos β )
sin α (1− cos β )

cos β

 . (9.11)

And the orientation is obtained through:

bRt =

 cos2α (cosβ − 1) + 1 sin α cos α (cosβ − 1) cos α sinβ
sin α cos α (cosβ − 1) cos2α (1− cosβ ) + cosβ sin α sinβ

−cos α sinβ −sin α sinβ cosβ


(9.12)

The two previous module models rely on the constant curvature assumption.
Even though it is not demonstrated here, it is possible to use models relaxing
that hypothesis, as it is done in the work of [16]. In this beam theory-
based model, the forces measured at each module junction are taken into
account to better estimate the deformation of each flexible module (which
in this case does not follow the constant curvature hypothesis). With this
model, the configuration space of q would be equivalent to the actuator
space, i.e., the pressures being applied in the chamber. The forward kine-
matic model proposed in [16] is compatible with our numerical estimation
of the Jacobian. The only difference is that forward kinematics is com-
puted for all flexible modules simultaneously, while in the two previous
models introduced here (based on module tip poses and based on chamber
lengths), forward kinematics is computed per module independently and then
composed.

9.2.4 STIFF-FLOP Base Motion with Single Insertion Point
Constraint

As already stated in section 9.1.2, mounting the flexible manipulator onto
a standard robotic arm enables extending the reachable workspace, while
focusing the use of the bending capabilities of the flexible manipulator to
areas not reachable to rigid structures with a linear motion. In the context of
the STIFF-FLOP project, the flexible manipulator was fixed with a rigid rod
at the end-effector of a SCHUNK LWA (as illustrated in Figure 9.2). In the
rest of the section, we define the position of the SCHUNK arm by the location
of the base of the first flexible module (i.e., just after the green rigid section
presented in Figures 9.2 and 9.6). We assume that the standard robotic arm
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Figure 9.6 Illustration of the representation of the flexible STIFF-FLOP arm fixed onto a
movable structure. (a) The flexible modules are mounted onto a rigid rod (green cylinder),
which must respect a fulcrum point (at the center of the red disc). The red dot indicates the tip
of the rigid rod that is expressed using spherical coordinates. (b) Spherical coordinate model
used to express the pose of the rigid rod tip with respect to an origin placed at the fulcrum
point. The red-green-blue vectors represent the reference frame.

is equipped with inverse kinematics means to directly control the pose of the
end-effector.

In Figure 9.6, the green cylinder emulates the rigid component onto which
the base of the first flexible module is mounted. Again, this rigid component
is mounted itself at the end effector of a robotic arm (which would be placed
at the bottom left end of the green cylinder on Figure 9.6) providing motion
capabilities to the base of the STIFF-FLOP arm. The red disc emulates the
insertion point (i.e., the trocar port). Any generated motion of the global
system should go through that point. Using spherical coordinates for the robot
base, the fulcrum constraint can easily be computed and ensured.

It is straightforward to take the base motion into account within the
inverse kinematic model previously defined. Indeed, one can define a specific
feature, B, gathering the needed parameters to define the base pose with
respect to a world frame. If the base would be totally free of motion (the so-
called free-flying base), then the base model could be chosen to be a vector of
six components:

qb =

[
W tb

euler
(
WRb

) ] , (9.13)
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Figure 9.7 Spherical coordinates (a) parameters ρ, θ, ϕ stand respectively for the radial
distance, the azimuthal angle and the polar angle. (b) Frames generated by a spherical
parameterization. Green: standard frame derived from the coordinates. Gray: adding a fourth
dimension to model the orientation along the z-axis.

where the Euler function provides the three Euler angles related to a rotation
matrix. In that case, the whole joint vector is defined as:

q =
[
q>b ,Q0, . . . Qk−1

]>
, (9.14)

and the inverse kinematics is handled following the same methodology as
previously defined.

Nevertheless, the robotic arm motion must be constrained to make
sure that the single point insertion constraint is respected. As illustrated in
Figures 9.6 and 9.7, this insertion point denoted by I (located on the abdom-
inal wall) acts as a pivot point or fulcrum, and spherical coordinates can be
used to specify the position of the rigid rod P with respect to the reference
frame located at I.

The use of spherical coordinates [ρ, θ, ϕ]> is a convenient way to restrict
the possible rotations of a frame attached to P to the ones that can be generated
by the pivot point I. As can be seen in Figure 9.7(b), the two angles θ and ϕ
define the orientation of the green frame with respect to the blue reference
one. Note that the green frame has its z-axis aligned with the vector

−→
IP .

The related frame orientation can be deduced from the spherical coordi-
nates:

IRB =

 cos θ cos ϕ −sin θ cos θ sin ϕ
sin θ cos ϕ cos θ sin θ sin ϕ
−sin ϕ 0 cos ϕ

 (9.15)
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Considering that the rotation matrix column refers to the expression of
−→
bz in

the reference frame I, the position of point P in frame I is directly deduced as:

ItB = ρ
−→
bz = ρ

 cos θ sin ϕ
cos θ sin ϕ

cos ϕ

 . (9.16)

Thus, the configuration of the base can be defined by the spherical coordinates
(i.e., qb = [ρ, θ, ϕ]>), and the two previous relations correspond to the
forward kinematics relations needed for the Jacobian estimation.

In Figure 9.7(b), another dimension is added to the spherical coordi-
nates to model the rotation along the z-axis (gray frame). In that case, the
orientation of the obtained frame can be defined as:

IRC = IRBRψ

=

 cos θ cosϕ −sin θ cos θ sinϕ
sin θ cosϕ cos θ sin θ sinϕ
−sinϕ 0 cosϕ

 cosψ −sinψ 0
sinψ cosψ 0
0 0 1


(9.17)

IRC =

 cθ cϕ cψ − sθsψ −cθ cϕ sψ − sθ cψ cθ sϕ
sθ cϕ cψ + cθsψ −sθ cϕ sψ + cθ cψ sθ sϕ

−sϕ cψ −sϕ sψ cϕ


with c, s standing respectively for cos and sin operators.

As expected, the position of the point P (third column) in the reference
frame remains unchanged.

Once more, this model, qb = [ρ, θ, ϕ, ψ]>, can be included within
our inverse kinematics, considering the forward kinematics provided by the
relations previously introduced.

In [17], we have proposed an adjustment of the traditional spherical
coordinates to get a better behavior in the context of the trocar constraint
within MIS. Looking at the rotation described in Equation (9.17), we can
note that the orientation induced by the extended spherical coordinates is
similar to Euler angles in the ZYZ configuration of the rotations. It turns
out that the system cannot thus directly handle pure rotations around the x-
axis, but has to combine rotations around the z- and y-axes to produce them.
The proposed adjustment consists of changing the reference angle to switch
to a XYZ model instead. As stated in [17], it also enables the elimination
of a representation singularity occurring with the traditional model when the
green rigid component is aligned with the reference z-axis of the insertion
frame. Readers may refer to [17] for further details on this model adjustment.
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9.2.5 Secondary Tasks through Redundancy

Redundant robotic systems permit considering additional tasks while sat-
isfying a main task. Our robotic system, controlled by 4+3n parameters
(considering the mobile base, and n flexible modules), operates in a 6-
dimensional task space and is, thus, highly redundant. A secondary task can
thus be applied in the null space of the first task. This null space can be
derived from the Jacobian matrix:

Pe = I6−J+J. (9.18)

Any secondary task projected onto this null space can thus be taken into
account without affecting the main task completion. The term “secondary”
is used considering that the main task remains the tip positioning, and the
second one is only applied onto the null-space left by the primary task, i.e.,
the secondary task is applied only as long as it does not affect the main one.

The null space can be used to try maintaining the modules around their
mean length (to avoid too large an extension in a single module) for instance,
or to limit the contact with the environment which could be sensed, for
example, by tactile sensors.

9.2.5.1 Control of the chamber lengths
The redundancy is frequently used for joint limit avoidance. In our case,
the joint limits are related to the rest of the length of the module (since we
cannot reduce the chamber length any further) and the maximum chamber
extension. We can then define a secondary task to maintain each module,
as much as possible, at its mean size, L. L can be defined for example as
L = L0

(
1 + α

2

)
where L0 is the length when the module is at rest and α

is an elongation factor. We can thus define another task function W2 relating
the distance of the modules to their mean size:

W2=

∑∣∣Li−L∣∣
nL

. (9.19)

Employing a gradient projection approach, we compute the gradient of the
original task function W2,

∇qW2 =
∂W2

∂qi
=

W2 (q + δqi)−W2 (q)

δ
. (9.20)

and we project the gradient onto the null space of the primary task, so that:

q̇ = J+ė + Pe ∇qW2, (9.21)
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which ensures that the resolution of the second task will be obtained as long
as it does not interfere with the primary task.

9.2.5.2 Control of the interaction with the environment
The robot’s redundancy can also be used to handle and resolve undesirable
interactions with the environment. A control feature optimizes the overall
configuration based on input from tactile sensors mounted along the arm or
through distributed force/torque sensors. Obstacle avoidance is then activated
when the sensed interaction with surrounding soft tissue reaches a defined
threshold – to limit the magnitude of the physical interaction with sensitive
organs, for instance.

In order to conduct experiments for such a potential extension, we
equipped the virtual STIFF-FLOP arm model with distributed tactile sensors
as illustrated in Figure 9.8.

When contact is detected, the strategy we propose here is to request a
motion of the module in the opposite direction with respect to the central
line. The direction of this motion depends thus on the sensors which have
been activated (as illustrated in Figure 9.9). Note that such repulsion strategy

Figure 9.8 Virtual tactile sensors placed along the STIFF-FLOP arm. The tactile sensors are
emulated at the locations depicted in purple (middle figure). The right figure shows sensors
being equally distributed along the outer layer of the flexible structure, operating like a tactile
sensor ring.



166 Inverse Kinematics Methods for Flexible Arm Control

Figure 9.9 Motion request generated after contact detection by a single (left) or by multiple
sensors (right).

is a proposition, and could be changed with any other function. We could,
for example, accept contacts if the contact force goes beyond a predefined
threshold. Any reaction strategy can be considered as long as it can be
formulated as a function.

The design of a secondary task related to obstacle avoidance works as
follows: Let us consider the positioning task as the priority task, and the
obstacle avoidance as a secondary task. This can be formulated as:

q̇ = J+ė+(Jo Pe)
+ (q̇o−Jo

(
J+ė

))
, (9.22)

where {q̇o,Jo} refers to the secondary task obstacle avoidance. The first
component is set as the desired velocity to move away from the contact (as
illustrated in Figure 9.9), and Jo = ∂Xo

∂q is the Jacobian relating the motion
of the joint variables to the motion of the central point of the tactile ring. In
the global equation previously described, the component Jo (J

+ė) permits
taking into account the motion induced by the primary task that is likely
to interfere with the secondary task when combined. Therefore, since the
motion direction is defined by the sensor sensing the contact (as explained in
Figure 9.9), the insertion of the task for obstacle avoidance only requires
defining an appropriate magnitude for the motion generated, and to be able to
compute the Jacobian all along the virtual central length (assuming the tactile
ring can be placed anywhere along each STIFF-FLOP module).
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9.3 Inverse Kinematic Experimentations

This section demonstrates with simulations the inverse kinematics frame-
works previously defined. In all experiments, the inverse kinematics model
is requested to produce a bigger motion than what should be effectively
requested with the real system. When controlling the real system, the
requested motion is always a small displacement (in position and/or orien-
tation) with respect to the current pose, and therefore the underlying motion
request is likely to be quite small between successive motion commands.
Nevertheless, for the purpose of this chapter, it is more convenient to show
the inverse kinematics behavior considering larger motions.

9.3.1 Fixed Base, Various Module Representation

In these first experiments, we consider that the base is not active, i.e., the base
of the first module remains fixed, and only the flexible modules are controlled
to reach the target pose. The STIFF-FLOP structure considered is composed
of three flexible modules.

The first illustrated experiment is a pure translational motion along the
x- and y-axes. Figure 9.10 presents the initial configuration of the arm
(left), and the desired final pose (right). In order to compute the appropriate

Figure 9.10 Experiment 1: Motion experiments with three modules and a fixed base,
keeping a fixed orientation of the tip. (a) Initial configuration of the system. (b) Desired final
configuration. The pressurized chambers are visualized through small dots between the rigid
sections (gray: bottom rigid section of a module, purple: upper rigid section of a flexible
module).
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configuration, the information provided to the inverse kinematics is the pose
of the tip frame as observed in the right figure. In the figures, the frame
placed at the middle of the top pink disc corresponds to the tip location of
the arm. The desired motion is a pure translation, being [0.1, −0.1, 0.25]>
with respect to the reference world frame.

In the first experimentation presented in Figure 9.11, the configuration of
each module is encoded in q with the coordinates of each module tip position.
Figure 9.11 presents details of the related minimization process by showing
the evolution of the pose (position and orientation) error in the upper row,
and the evolution of the tip pose along the iteration in the lower row. In
all experiments (unless stated otherwise), the convergence is set to get an
affine evolution of the error along the iterative minimization process, which
is clearly observed with respect to the position, in the two left figures. To do
so, the initial pose error is computed and, at each iteration, the algorithm is
requested to compensate for a part of this error. In this experiment, the system
was requested to converge within 100 iterations. Note that the completion of
the requested motion can only be obtained within the pre-specified number
of iterations if the Jacobian is well-conditioned.

Figure 9.11 Inverse kinematic output: Upper graphs show the tip position and orientation
error along the minimization process. Lower graphs present the tip position and orientation
during the minimization. In the bottom graphs, the bold lines show the current values at each
iteration, and the horizontal light lines show the desired values (only observable here on the
position graph since the initial tip orientation is to be maintained in this example).
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The evolution of the orientation error does not seem to respect the desired
affine decrease along time. Looking at the magnitude of the vertical axis,
we can see that the error depicted is negligible (4 × 10−6 rad, or around
0.2 millidegree), and hence can be considered to be null.

While in the experiment of Figure 9.11, the configuration of each flexible
module was encoded with the module tip position, the feature used in the
experiment presented in Figure 9.12 is the length of each chamber. As it can
be observed, despite the use of a different feature, the minimization process
is not affected, and the same pose can be obtained as well. Once more, the
orientation error is sufficiently small as to be neglected.

The next experiment requires mainly an orientation adjustment of the
instrument tip, which can only be obtained by bending the modules.
Figure 9.13 presents the initial and final configuration considered. The tar-
geted motion involves a rotation of around 0.6 rad (34◦) around the x-axis
and 0.25 rad (14◦) along the y-axis. In Figures 9.14 and 9.15, we can see
that both module configuration encoding methods (tip position and chamber
length respectively) allow performing the desired motion. In both cases, we
can see some variation of the error in position, but the observed error values
are quite small (maximum of 0.04 mm and 0.20 mm) and can be neglected.

Figure 9.12 Performance of task shown in Figure 9.10 using the chamber length as model
of a module configuration.



170 Inverse Kinematics Methods for Flexible Arm Control

Figure 9.13 Experiment 2: Motion experiment with three modules and a fixed base.
(a) Initial position. (b) Target pose, requiring only adjustment of the tip orientation.

Figure 9.14 Results of Experiment 2 using tip position as a feature.

Nevertheless, we can also observe that the complete convergence towards
the desired orientation is not obtained. In the tip position case (Figure 9.14),
an error of around 0.1 rad (5.7◦) remains for the rotation around y-axis. A
similar error along the x-axis is also observed for the case concerning the
chamber length (Figure 9.15). On the one hand, we can consider that the
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Figure 9.15 Results of Experiment 2 using chamber length as a feature.

remaining error is quite small. On the other hand, such an experiment shows
the limitations of the affine convergence model. Indeed, the error value is kept
constant during the whole minimization process, and a perfect convergence
can only be obtained if the Jacobian is well-conditioned. Perfect convergence
may thus not be observed in the bounded number of iterations. Such an issue
will be commented on again when discussing the next set of experiments.

Note, finally, that in the previous experiments, where the base of the
structure is fixed, we do not control the error of orientation around the
z-axis, since the modules cannot directly compensate such a motion. There-
fore the error function is of dimension 5. All six dimensions are considered
when the arm is mounted onto a moveable base, as presented in the
experiments described in the next sections.

9.3.2 Inverse Kinematics Involving the Base under Single Point
Insertion Constraint

In the following experiments, we consider that the flexible modules are fixed
to a rigid component which itself is connected to a robotic arm, extending the
motion capabilities of the whole system. In Figure 9.16, and in the following
experiments, the green component represents the connecting component that
would link the STIFF-FLOP arm to a standard robotic arm. In that case,
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Figure 9.16 Experiment 3: Inverse kinematics considering an additional four DOF by
introducing a moveable base, through motion of the green rigid rod, under the insertion point
constraint. (a) Initial position (b, c) two views of the desired configuration.

the end effector of the arm would be connected to the lower section of
the green cylinder (as shown in the bottom of the figure). As previously
described in section 9.1.2, the system is envisioned to enter the human body
through an insertion point, and the produced motion should be so that the
arm always respects the virtual pivot point related to the insertion frame. In
Figure 9.16, the horizontal red line represents that critical location, being the
image projection of the red disc presented previously in Figure 9.6.

In the following experiments, the inverse kinematics will deduce the
appropriate configuration of the flexible modules as well as the appropriate
pose of the green cylinder, expressed as an extended spherical coordinate of
its tip section (connected to the modules) with respect to the insertion frame.
We assume then that the robotic arm will produce the appropriate motion to
move the whole structure according to the computed desired pose. Note that
in the following experiments the flexible module configurations are modeled
with their local tip position; i.e., the joint variable q contains for each module
its tip position Qi expressed at its base.

The first experiment presented in Figure 9.16 is mainly a rotation motion.
It is quite large as we can see in Figure 9.17: 0.9 rad (51◦) around the x-axis
and 0.2 rad (11◦) around the y- and z-axes. Once more, the motion in position
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Figure 9.17 Convergence details for Experiment 3 with the moving base and the flexible
module configuration encoded with the tip position.

is negligible during the minimization process (maximum of 0.40 mm). The
orientation globally converges towards the desired values; nevertheless, the
desired orientation is not exactly reached within the specified number of
iterations. We can indeed observe a remaining error of around 0.4 rad (23◦)
around the x-axis and 0.2 (11◦) around the y- and z-axes.

The non-completion of the task in the given timeframe is even more
visible in the following experiment illustrated by Figures 9.18 and 9.19, in
which the targeted displacement involves a large motion along the z-axis and
a rotation around that same axis. In that case, the requested rotation is a bit
more than 1.9 rad (109◦).

If the error in position gets minimized on time, the error in rotation is not
compensated on time. Once more the affine model shows its limit. Note that,
when controlling both the base and module motions, different weights are
applied to the different components, to give higher weight to the base. This
indirectly affects the error minimized at each iteration and results in making
the convergence impossible within the fixed number of iterations.

The most appropriate way to handle such an issue is to switch from the
affine error model to an exponential model, in which the error observed is
updated at each step and in which the number of iterations to convergence is
not fixed. This is what has been introduced in the next experiments.
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Figure 9.18 Experiment 4: Motion task involving translation along the z-axis and rotation
along the z-axis. (a) Initial position. (b) Target position.

Figure 9.19 Convergence details for Experiment 4.
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As mentioned in section 9.2.1, different models of error evolution can
be used as part of the minimization process. All previous experiments were
done with an affine error decrease (ė = −λ). Such an error model explains
the evolution of the error along a straight line as observed in the previous con-
vergence details presented. The following experiments are done considering
an exponential decrease of the error (ė = −λe).

Figures 9.20 and 9.21, respectively, show the evolution of the error for
the two experiments with the active base described earlier (Experiments 3
and 4) – however, this time we consider an exponential decrease of the error.
In this case, the minimization process continues until the error reaches a given
precision threshold or until a maximum number of iteration is reached. In
both cases, we can observe the standard exponential evolution of the error.
Furthermore, the system is now able to converge more precisely to the desired
poses. In such a framework, particular care has to be taken when tuning the
gain parameter. A high value permits quicker convergence, but may produce
an oscillation around the desired pose. A small value may reduce or even
avoid the potential oscillations, but may require a much larger number of
iterations to converge.

Figure 9.20 Convergence details for Experiment 3 (initial and desired poses presented in
Figure 9.16), exponential evolution of the error.
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Figure 9.21 Convergence details for Experiment 4 (Figure 9.18) with an exponential
evolution of the error.

9.3.3 Illustration of the Secondary Tasks

The following set of experiments illustrates the potential use of the system
redundancy to control other constraints in the null space of the main task,
which is the positioning one as described in section ı9.2.5. The secondary
tasks considered in the next experiments attempt to maintain the chambers
at their mean length. Figure 9.22 presents the initial configuration and three
final configurations after convergence towards the same target tip pose, but
with different minimization settings for the secondary task. The three cases
considered are the following ones:

• Case 1: No secondary task used,
• Case 2: Maximum elongation (α) set to 1,
• Case 3: Maximum elongation (α) set to 0.8.

The first case (1) has already been presented, and the convergence details can
be seen in Figure 9.20. For completion, the convergence data are presented
in Figures 9.23 and 9.24 – it is noted that the overall behavior is very similar.
As expected, the secondary task is applied in the space that does not affect
the first one and is related to the control of the tip of the global structure.
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Figure 9.22 Experiment 4: Length control experimentation: (a) initial configuration, (b)
obtained configuration after minimization without length control, (c) obtained configuration
with first parameterization (α = 1), (d) obtained configuration with second parameterization
(α = 0.8).

Figure 9.23 Convergence details for Experiment 4 with length control, maximum elongation
set to α = 0.8.
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Figure 9.24 Convergence details for Experiment 4 with length control, maximum elongation
set to α=1.0.

Nevertheless, the final configurations of each module are slightly different, as
can be seen from Table 9.1. The introduction of the secondary task to control
the module length allows us to maintain the length of the modules to their
mean dimensions as much as possible. Note that the proposed task function
is designed with respect to the mean length of each module, and not directly
with regard to the length of each chamber individually.

Since the modules extend their respective chambers less with regard to
the overall elongation or bending of the robot, the base contributes more to
the overall robot motion. This can be observed in Figure 9.22, by looking
carefully at the location of the bottom extremity of the green rigid rod with
respect to the red insertion disc. We can see that the base component is
moving up more when the module length is being controlled. The reduced
extension of the chamber length is being compensated by a larger motion of
the base.

The next experiment illustrates the use of the secondary task for obstacle
avoidance. The obstacle is avoided as soon as it is detected. The main
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Table 9.1 Comparison of the chamber lengths obtained using the secondary task (the length
at rest is 0.04 m)

Experiment Component Module 1 Module 2 Module 3
Case 1 (no secondary task) Chamber 1 0.067 m 0.057 m 0.059 m

Chamber 2 0.065 m 0.065 m 0.055 m
Chamber 3 0.059 m 0.076 m 0.076 m
Mean extension 58% 58.33% 58%

Case 2 α = 1 Chamber 1 0.06 m 0.049 m 0.052 m
Chamber 2 0.057 m 0.058 m 0.047 m
Chamber 3 0.051 m 0.061 m 0.069 m
Mean extension 39.33% 39.66% 39.33%

Case 3 α = 0.8 Chamber 1 0.064 m 0.053 m 0.056 m
Chamber 2 0.061 m 0.062 m 0.052 m
Chamber 3 0.055 m 0.065 m 0.073 m
Mean extension 49.33% 49.33% 49.66%

difference to the previous experiments is that the inverse kinematics is now
computed in a closed-loop fashion: at each iteration, a motion request is sent
to the module controllers, and the updated configuration is fed in to compute
the next iteration of the minimization.

The experimental setting is similar to that of Figures 9.16 and 9.17. The
convergence details obtained for this closed-loop mode, when no obstacle
is detected, are presented in Figure 9.25. We can see that the trajectories
are less smooth. This is mainly due to closed-loop implementation, since
the dynamics of the controllers affect the minimization process (and the
simulator may not be tuned sufficiently well to get a sufficiently reactive
system). Nevertheless, the disturbances generated are quite small (magnitude
of approximately 1 mm) and are mainly due to the fact that the emulation
of the pressure variation as a function of time in the simulator may not be
sufficiently well-tuned.

Figure 9.26 illustrates the settings of a similar experiment: an obstacle has
been virtually placed above a tactile sensor and the system is required to move
along the vertical z-axis. Figure 9.27 presents the behavior of the inverse
kinematics in this case. The system moves freely along z until the tactile
sensor detects the obstacle (iteration 10). The motion variation from iteration
10 to iteration 37 is related to the contribution of the obstacle avoidance task
that pushes the robot modules away from the obstacle. Once avoided, the
system is still able to converge towards the desired pose of the distal robot
element, as we can see at the right snapshot of Figure 9.26.
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Figure 9.25 Convergence details using a closed-loop mechanism. No obstacle avoidance
activated.

Figure 9.26 Target reaching with obstacle avoidance activated. (a) Initial configuration. An
obstacle is placed just above a tactile sensor. (b) Zoom in on to the first module, the obstacle
is represented through the cube. (c) Final configuration after convergence.
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Figure 9.27 Minimization with the obstacle avoidance constraint. The lower graphic
presents the activation of the secondary task, when the contact is detected.

9.4 Conclusion

This section has presented how the flexible modules can be automatically
controlled to reach a target tip pose provided by the surgeon operator through
a regular haptic device. Contrary to the standard configuration space using the
constant curvature model, we demonstrate that the generic inverse kinematic
framework proposed, based on a numerical estimation of the robot Jacobian,
is able to consider other configuration spaces, such as the module tip pose or
directly the chamber length. Such a framework could even be used for taking
into account flexible module models that do not assume the constant curvature
preservation, which seems necessary for taking into account external forces
acting on the modules.

We have also shown how the inclusion of an additional standard robot
could be used to extend the work space, and how it can be easily added to the
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inverse kinematics model. Assuming that such a robot provides position con-
trol of its end effector, we propose to embed it within the inverse kinematics
framework using extended spherical coordinates that per se are suitable for
representing the motion constraint due to the trocar location. We also mention
that the traditional spherical model can be adjusted to be better shaped for
surgical application, and without adding any complexity to the minimization
process.

Finally, we illustrate with two specific tasks that the redundancy of the
system can be used for applying, like with standard rigid-link robots, addi-
tional tasks to improve the behavior of the robot, while keeping the priority
on the positioning task, that is the main request of the surgeon operator.
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Abstract

This chapter presents the numerical kinematics model of the manipulator
developed during the STIFF-FLOP project. The model is based on the Euler-
Bernoulli beam theory and Hooke’s law and provides the manipulator shape
approximation based on the sensor readings and pressure input values. The
described model has been numerically inverted and used for model-based
position and orientation control for the manipulator.

10.1 Introduction

The STIFF-FLOP manipulator is designed to operate in tight spaces in which
the appearance of external forces is highly probable. Therefore the constant
curvature model is no longer applicable since its results are non-satisfactory
(see Figure 10.1) in terms of manipulator shape assessment and control. The
shape of the manipulator can be simulated and controlled using complex
algorithms like the Finite Element Method, but methods like this are very
computationally expensive and are also not applicable in our case. Because
of this, a new shape calculation method has been developed [1]. The solution
is based on physical principles like Hooke’s Law and Euler-Bernoulli beam
theory. It simulates the module shape using combined information about its
elongation, bending, and twist along the module axis. The model (also called
Bending Model) assumes that those parameters can vary along the module
shape.

185
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Figure 10.1 Cases where the constant curvature model is not valid. External forces make
the module bend and its shape does not resemble a fragment of the circle. The blue vector
represents the applied external force, the red line is an approximation of module shape using
the constant curvature model, and the green line is an approximation of module shape.

10.2 Assumptions

For modeling purposes, simplifying assumptions have been made as follows:

• Pressures in each chamber and the values of external forces acting on
the module are measured at any point of the module;
• Module is made of homogeneous material of known stiffness, with three

pressure chambers hollowed out;
• The dimensions of the cross-section of the pressure chambers are

constant (achieved through braiding);
• Pressures in chambers are constant at any point.

We have also neglected the influence of the reinforcement structure and other
components that might be embedded into the module construction such as
sensors, etc. Still the influence of the omitted factors exists and may introduce
some errors into the shape approximation. The STIFF-FLOP manipulator is
built from three identical modules. Equations and calculation are presented
for a single module. The model could be applied to all segments of the
manipulator allowing the final shape of the structure to be estimated.

10.3 Single Segment Model

The STIFF-FLOP manipulator is driven by pneumatic pressure delivered
into its actuation chambers. As the chambers are relatively small, in the
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static conditions the pressure in each chamber has almost constant value at
any point of its volume. The pressure inside the considered chamber can
be treated as an internal stress and described by Equation (10.1), where p
denotes the pressure value, F a force value acting on a part of cross-sectional
area A.

p =
F

A
(10.1)

An integral of such stress over the chamber cross-section gives the value
of an overall force acting in the center of the chamber and perpendicular
to such a cross-section. Integrating pressures from all the chambers, all the
pressure-related forces acting in the cross-section can be calculated. Since
in our assumptions the module geometry is constant throughout its length
and the pressure is constant as well, the resulting forces have the same
value in any cross-section perpendicular to the module axis. To better present
the idea, the cross-section of the module is presented in Figure 10.2. As
the location and direction of force values is known, the bending moment
acting in the cross-section and the stretching force can be calculated. As all
the forces are parallel to the manipulator central axis, the resulting bending
moment z-component equals zero, which indicates that no twisting force is
present. The bending moment acting in the considered cross-section k can be
assessed as Equation (10.2), where Cki denotes a vector from the geometrical
cross-section center to the center of i-th chamber cross-section center for
the k-th cross-section. Fki stands for the force acting on the i-th chamber
cross-section.

Mkp = ~Ck1 × ~Fk1 + ~Ck2 × ~Fk2 + ~Ck3 × ~Fk3 (10.2)

Figure 10.2 Cross-section of the module.
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Deformation related to the bending moment Equation (10.2) can be expressed
using Euler-Bernoulli formula Equation (10.3).

κ =
1

ρ
=
M

EI
(10.3)

where E is the Young’s modulus constant of the silicone, and I is the second
moment of inertia of the module at cross section k.

If no external force is acting on the module, the bending moment has the
same value at every cross section. In such case the curvature value is equal
for each cross-section Equation (10.4).

∀k, κk = κ0, κ0 =
M0

EI
(10.4)

where κk=1
ρk

stands for the curvature at the cross-section k.
Such situation is presented in Figure 10.3 and can be described by the

constant curvature model that assumes the module axis shape to be a part of
a circle [2].

Forces resulting from internal applied pressures also influence the mod-
ule’s length. Elongation at any point along the module’s axis can be described
using the Hooke’s Law Equation (10.5).

∆dl =
Fp
AE

dl (10.5)

Figure 10.3 Bending of the module caused by internal pressures.
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(a) (b)

Figure 10.4 Elongation and bending of small section of the manipulator.

where Fp stands for the overall pressure-related force acting in the consid-
ered cross-section that is equal to the sum of individual forces acting in
chambers. As mentioned, this force only has a z component. Any radial
deformation related to the pressure is constrained by the manipulator struc-
ture and reinforcement (Chapter 3). A denotes the area of the silicone part
of the cross section (cross section area minus the area of chambers). In
Figure 10.4(a) a part of the manipulator elongated by pressures is pre-
sented. The overall module elongation can be calculated by integrating
Equation (10.5) from 0 to l0: Equation (10.6), where l0 is the length of
non-actuated module.

∆l =

∫ l0

o
∆dl =

∫ l0

0

Fp
AE

dl (10.6)

In order to calculate the overall bending angle α the integral of curvature from
0 to l + ∆l can be used Equation (10.7) – see Figure 10.4(b).

α =

∫ l0+∆l

0
dα =

∫ l0+∆l

0

1

ρ
dl (10.7)

10.4 External Forces

If there are any external forces acting on the manipulator, the equations
given above (10.1) to (10.7) have to be modified to take those forces into
account. It is important to note that the constant curvature model does not
apply any longer, since the bending moment resulting from forces (internal
and external) may vary in different cross-sections. The updated equation for
the bending moment would be Equation (10.8).

~Mk = ~Mkp + ~Mk ext (10.8)
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where Mk ext is the bending moment component present in kth cross-section
resulting from the external forces Equation (10.9).

~Mkext = ~Fext × ~rk (10.9)

where ~rk is a vector form the center of the kth cross-section to the point the
force Fext is applied.

Considering the pressure and the external forces, impact on the manipu-
lator, the aggregated deformation can be expressed as Equation (10.10),

~κk =
1

~ρk
=

~Mk

EI
(10.10)

where:
~Mk = ~Mkp + ~Fext × ~rk

and overall elongation as Equation (10.11)

∆dlk =
Fk
AE

dl (10.11)

where:
Fk = Fp + ~Fk ext,z

Fk ext,z stands for the external z axis component of the external force
expressed in the kth cross-section reference frame, Figure 10.5.

In the general case, apart form the bending moment and stretching force,
the module could also be affected by a twisting moment coming from external

(a) (b)

Figure 10.5 Bending and torison in respect to the k cross-section.
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Figure 10.6 Torsion of the module fragment dl.

forces. Deformation resulting from such a moment can be expressed as
Equation (10.12)

d
θ

dl
=

T

GI0
(10.12)

where T stands for the torque moment, G denotes Kirchhoff module, and I0

is the polar second moment of inertia of the module cross-section.
The elementary twist in kth cross-section has been presented in

Figure 10.6.

10.5 Analytical Issues

Solving the above integrals is not trivial. General mechanical methods for
calculating the deflection of loaded objects assume that the deflection is small
(like α1 in Figure 10.7). Assumption of small deflection allows us to integrate
over the length of the undeformed object, i.e., from l to 0 by dx, Equation
(10.13). This is because for small deflections α = α1 lengths dx and dl1
are approximately the same Equation (10.14), however, when the deflection
gets bigger (α = α2) such a relationship does not apply [Equation (10.15)].
Thus, when the deflection is not small such methods do not perform well.
The assumption of small deflection is obviously not fulfilled in case of the
soft STIFF-FLOP manipulator and for that reason such methods can not be
easily applied.

Thus in our case the manipulator module is divided into an arbitrary num-
ber of cross-sections and the overall deformation can be efficiently modeled
by integrating deformations in each of the cross-sections.
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Figure 10.7 Integration of deflection, standard strength of materials approach. The assump-
tion of small deflection is required, so that integration by dl equals to integration by dx and
dl||dx.

y(x) = −
∫ [∫

Mg(x)dx

EIz

]
dx+ Cx+D (10.13)

where C and D are constants

dl1 =
dx

cos(α1)
≈ dx

1
= dx, α1 ≈ 0 (10.14)

dl2 =
dx

cos(α2)
>
dx

1
= dx, |α2| � 0 (10.15)

The described model has been implemented in MATLAB and Python. The
calculations are done in the direction from the module’s tip to its base. In
each iteration, bending moments and forces acting on the particular cross-
section are calculated in the cross-section reference frame. Based on those
values, the elongation, bending, and twist of the corresponding module slice
is calculated as Equations (10.16) and (10.18).

∆l =
L

N

(
1 +

Fnz
AE

)
(10.16)

∆θ = ∆l
Mnxy

EIxy
(10.17)
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∆β = ∆l
Mnz

GI0
(10.18)

where:

• ∆l - length of the considered manipulator slice
• ∆β - deflection corresponding to the slice,
• ∆β - twist corresponding to the slice,
• N - arbitrary number of slices – the more the more precise the result,
• L - rest length of the module,
• Fnz - z component of the force acting on nth cross-section,
• A - cross-section area, E – Young’s modulus,
• Mnxy - length of bending moment vector projected on XY plane in the

cross-section reference frame,
• Ixy - second moment of inertia of the module cross-section,
• Mnz - z component of the bending moment in the cross-section

reference frame,
• G - Kirchhoff module,
• I0 - polar second moment of inertia of the module cross-section.

The direction of the bending can be asessed using Equation (10.19).

θ = a tan 2(My,Mz) (10.19)

Using the above equations the transformation from an nth cross-section to
cross-section (n+ 1)th can be obtained.

10.6 Inverse Kinematics

Since the constant curvature assumption is not valid in case of any external
forces acting on the manipulator (Figure 10.1), the inverse kinematics based
on such assumption also can not provide accurate results. We would like to
introduce another approach based on the Bending Model, which has been
presented earlier in Section 10.3. Since the model is numerical, it is not simple
to find its inverse function. The solution we propose is to use numerical
optimization algorithms in order to find module configuration which fulfils
the required tip position and orientation. The algorithm takes the position
and the values of external forces as input, and calculates pressures which
guarantee reaching the goal position in these specific conditions. The cal-
culations can be performed for any number of modules. The principle of
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the algorithm is minimization of the cost function which is the tip-to-goal
distance [Equation (10.20)]. The minimization is carried out in several steps,
in which a different set of pressures is tested. The algorithm stops when
the tested set of pressures guarantees that the achieved tip position is close
enough to the desired goal.

The most important issue in such an approach is the method of deduction
of the pressure values to be tested in the upcoming step. The efficiency of the
whole algorithm depends on the number of iterations required to be executed
to find a satisfying solution. The proposed method for minimization of the
tip position error is adjusting the current pressure values based on gradient
descent algorithm.

In general, the method starts at some point in the pressure space. Next,
the pressure values for the next step are calculated using the current gradient
value [Equations (10.21)] and 10.22]. For the calculation, the gradient of
the manipulator tip position error is estimated for relatively small pressure
changes.

f(x) = dist(M(p1, p2...p3, f1, f2...f3), x0, y0, z0),
where : x = [p1...pn, f1...fn, x0, y0, z0]

(10.20)

pi+1 = pi + ∆p = pi + [∆p1∆p2 · · ·∆pn] = pi +
f(x)

|∇(f(x))|
· ~∇(f(x))

(10.21)

~∇(f(x)) =

[
df(x)

dx1

df(x)

dx2
· · ·df(x)

dxn

]T
(10.22)

The distance function (which is the cost function in the described case) is
not linear in terms of the value of the pressure change. Therefore, in most
cases several steps have to be evaluated to find the solution. Moreover, in
some areas the pressures calculated using [Equation (10.21)], changes the tip
position too much, which can be the reason for the algorithm instability.

Based on the experimental results, the additional factor a has been intro-
duced [Equation (10.23)]. Keeping this factor value between 0 and 1 makes
the convergence slower at the beginning, but more stable in close goal areas,
and finally reduces the required number of steps.
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(a) (b) (c)

Figure 10.8 Inverse Kinematics algorithm visualization. The blue arrow denotes the path
followed by the tip of the manipulator, the red one denotes a force acting on the manipulator’s
body.

pi+1 = pi + ∆p · a,
where 0 < a < 1

(10.23)

The results of the inverse kinematics applied to a manipulator build from
three identical modules are shown in the Figure 10.8. In Figures 10.8(a)
and 10.8(b) the manipulator’s tip linear movement is presented and in the
Figure 10.8(c) the manipulator’s response to the changing external force value
which is acting on its surface.

Since there are many solutions to this issue, the algorithm finds the nearest
one in the solution space. There is a possibility that the algorithm will not find
the solution even if one exists. That is because local minima can occur.

10.7 Conclusion

The modeling strategy presented in this chapter has been successfully used for
reconstruction of the STIFF-FLOP spatial configuration. The proposed solu-
tion provides better results than the basic strength of materials methods and
is far less computationally complex than methods based on finite elements.
It takes both the internal and external factors into account and calculates
deformation of the STIFF-FLOP robot that includes elongation, bending, and
twist. We were able to successfully utilize the proposed model for real-time
inverse kinematics of the manipulator embedded into the robot controller. The
final structure of the manipulator used in the project was a bit different from
the one assumed in this chapter (see Chapter 3); however, adjusting the model
was as simple as adjusting moment of inertia values for corresponding cross-
sections. The developed modeling and control strategy can be easily adapted
to any continuum manipulator.
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Abstract

Navigating continuum robots, such as STIFF-FLOP manipulator [7], to reach
a certain configuration without colliding with its surrounding environments
tends to be an ongoing research area as the inherent complexity of this
class of robots poses new challenges in this field compared to rigid-link
robots. In this chapter, we describe the reactive navigation algorithm for
guiding the tip of continuum robot toward the goal while, at the same time,
avoiding the robot body from collision with the surrounding environment. We
limit the navigation problem in this chapter to the case where the information
of the environment is unknown before movement execution and the robot
can rely only on the most updated sensory information. Two navigation
algorithms, both inspired by the physical phenomena of electromagnetism,
are implemented in the kinematic model of multisegment continuum manip-
ulator. The pose estimation strategy needed to estimate the position of the
manipulator body is also presented.

11.1 Introduction

Inspiration from certain species in nature such as the octopus [1] has sparked
a new trend in robotics which aims at enhancing robotic maneuverability and
dexterity compared to the conventional rigid-link robots, giving birth to the
new breed of continuum robots. Many continuum robotic systems have been
developed during the recent years [2–4] using a variety of designs both for the
structure and for the actuation methods, such as tendon driven systems [5],
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pneumatically actuated robots [6], or stiffness-controllable manipulators [4].
A recent example of this new type of robot has been presented in [7], where
the STIFF-FLOP manipulator, built upon soft material, is designed to be used
for a surgical purpose. Although developments in this field show potential
improvement in the features which aim to resemble biology, yet the structural
flexibility of this new class of robots poses new challenges in areas such as
modeling, control, pose estimation, and navigation.

The subject of robot navigation continues to be the focus of many research
works. Yet, with regard to continuum manipulators, research in this area
is still in its early stages and therefore not fully conclusive. A common
drawback witnessed in a majority of works based on optimization-based
planning [1, 3, 4, 6, 8] and sampling-based planning [9–13] is the lack of
capability in dealing with unknown obstacles. In [14], an inverse kinematic
method is described for a steerable needle. However, due to the assumption of
a static and well-defined environment, this method falls short of dealing with
unknown obstacles. Some other studies which aim to tackle dynamic and
unknown environments, although provide interesting solutions, are yet con-
strained to specific geometries and/or applications. For instance, an adaptive
motion planning algorithm is discussed in [12] for the OctArm manipulator,
but is limited to a planar scenario. The inverse-Jacobian method proposed in
[15] specifically addresses guidance inside a tubular environment. In [16], the
null space of a redundant continuum manipulator is exploited for navigating
the robot. However, the method is not computationally cost efficient due to
successive matrix multiplications.

One of the prominent trends in robot navigation is taking inspiration
from natural physical phenomena such as the electric potential field [17].
Being relatively simple and straightforward, this method has been exten-
sively applied for mobile robots, rigid manipulators, and even continuum
manipulators [18, 19]. The global convergence is not guaranteed in this
algorithm. However, since this method does not rely on the global map of
the environment, it can be used in unknown and dynamic environments, and
hence applied in a reactive manner.

Other physics-inspired works applied the properties of an artificially
induced magnetic field for navigating rigid-link manipulators, such as
[20, 21]. Although this method claims to resolve the problem of entrapment
in local minima observed in the electric potential field case, this method still
requires the geometry and location of obstacles to be known beforehand thus
being impractical for unknown and/or dynamic obstacles. The effort to make
the magnetic-field-inspired approach more reactive is set forward in [22]



11.2 Modeling and Pose Estimation 199

by defining the concept of circular fields which can be applied to partially
unknown environments. This method, however, requires a prior knowledge
of the location of the center of the obstacles, which would not be possible to
implement in real-world scenarios with unknown obstacles.

In this article, we present our recent works on continuum manipulator
navigation which is inspired by the physical phenomena of electromagnetism.
The use of electric field to keep manipulator body from collision is based on
our works in [18]. Another method presented here is the use of magnetic
field to avoid the collision, in which the backbone of the manipulator is
considered as the means for current flow, resembling an electrical wire which
induces a field on nearby objects. It assumes an artificial current flowing
continuously along the segment of the continuum manipulator which induces
“shadow” current on the surface of the nearby obstacle in such a way that
the system behavior will resemble the physical behavior of the two current-
carrying wires. Combined with attractive potential function at the tip and the
pose estimation strategy to estimate the pose of any point along the body
of the manipulator as presented in [19, 23], both methods will guide the
manipulator’s tip at a desired target location while at the same time prevent
the manipulator body from colliding with unknown environment in a reactive
manner.

11.2 Modeling and Pose Estimation

11.2.1 Kinematic Model

The constant curvature kinematic model is used in this research. The under-
lying assumption is that each manipulator’s segment can be mathematically
described by the equation of circular arc with a constant radius of curvature.
Therefore, every segment can be fully characterized by configuration space
variables ki =

[
κi φi si

]T , denoting the curvature (κi), rotational deflection
angle (φi), and arc length (si) of segment-i, respectively, as illustrated in
Figure 11.1a. The tip of segment-i with respect to the base, i

i−1T(ki)∈ SE(3),
will depend solely on variable ki as explained at length in [11]. In this chapter,
we assume that the manipulator’s base is fixed. Hence, the pose of the end
effector with respect to the world frame attached to the base of the first
segment for manipulator with N segments is described as

N
0 T(k) =

N

∏
i=1

i
i−1T(ki), (11.1)

where k =
[
k1 k2 ... kN

]T .
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(a) (b)
Figure 11.1 (a) The frame definition attached to each individual segment. (b) Illustration of
a three -segment continuum manipulator with a movable base.

These configuration space variables k are normally different from the
real controllable parameters of the actuator and generally very robot-specific
due to the wide range of choices in design and actuating mechanism. For
a tendon-driven robot like the one used in [18], the actuator space vari-
ables are the tendon length and can be written as qi =

[
li1 li2 li3

]T in
which li j denotes the length deviation of tendon- j in segment-i from normal
length L. For N-segment manipulator, the whole actuator space is expressed
as q =

[
q1 q2 ... qN

]T . The mapping between configuration space vari-
ables of segment-i, ki, and tendon length in segment-i, qi, depends on the
manipulator’s cross-section radius d as has been derived in [11].

To help expressing the pose of any point along the body of the manipula-
tor, the scalar coefficient vector is employed as illustrated in Figure 11.1b. To
specify a point in segment-i, a continuous scalar ξi ∈ [0,1] is used which cov-
ers all the point from the base (ξi = 0) to the tip (ξi = 1) of the segment. The
set of scalars from all segments constitutes a vector, ξ =

[
ξ1 ξ2 ... ξN

]T
defined as ξ = {ξr = 1 : ∀r < i,ξi,ξr = 0 : ∀r > i} [16].

Using the above formulation, the forward kinematic is written as

N
0 T(q,ξ ) =

[
R(q,ξ ) p(q,ξ )

01×3 1

]
(11.2)

where R(q,ξ ) ∈ SO(3) and p(q,ξ ) ∈ R3, respectively, express the ori-
entation and position of any point along the body of the manipulator.
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A Jacobian matrix, J(q,ξ )∈R3×(3N)= ∂p(q,ξ )
∂q , transforms the velocity vector

as follows
ṗ(q,ξ ) = J(q,ξ )q̇⇔ q̇ = J(q,ξ )−1ṗ(q,ξ ). (11.3)

Another way of describing the kinematic model of continuum manipulator is
by using the state space representation described by the following equations

xk+1 = f (xk,uk), (11.4)

yk = g(xk), (11.5)

where xk ∈ X , uk ∈ U , and yk ∈ Y , respectively, denote the state variable,
input, and output value at iteration-k, X , U , and Y , respectively, denote the
state space, input space, and output space, while f : X×U→X and g : X→Y ,
respectively, map the current state and input value to the next state and the
current state to the output value. Here we define the term active segments to
denote n ≤ N number of segments which will be analyzed using state space
representation.

To transform the kinematic model into a state space equation, the tendon’s
actuator space q∈R3n is chosen as state variables x while the tendon length’s
rate of change q̇ ∈ R3n, proportional to the rotational speed of the motor to
which the tendon is connected, is the input u. The state and input variables
are expressed as

x = q =
[
q1 q2 ... qn

]T
, (11.6)

u = q̇ =
[
q̇1 q̇2 ... q̇n

]T
, (11.7)

in which qi =
[
li1 li2 li3

]T . Therefore, using this definition, the state
equation in Equation (11.4) describing the kinematic model of continuum
manipulator is written as

xk+1 = f (xk,uk) = xk +∆tuk, (11.8)

where the time sampling is denoted by ∆t.
The output variable y ∈ R3n in Equation (11.5) is represented by the

tip position of each active segment retrieved from a 3-DOF position sensor
embedded in the tip of each segment.

yk = g(xk) =
[
p(xk,ξ = χ1) ... p(xk,ξ = χn)

]T
, (11.9)

in which χi =
[
ξ1 = 1 ... ξi = 1 ξi+1 = 0 ... ξn = 0

]T while p(xk,ξ )
is taken from Equation (11.2).
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11.2.2 Pose Estimation

In order to avoid the manipulator body from collision, the pose of any point
along the body of the robot needs to be known at every iteration. This
is not directly possible without the sensing capability of each segment’s
tendon length. The state space representation of the continuum robot model
described in the previous subsection is beneficial to estimate the pose of any
point along the body of the manipulator with only position sensor available
embedded in the tip of each segment.

The well-known extended Kalman filter (EKF) is modified to estimate
the tendon’s length of each segment using the kinematic model and the
measured position data of the tip of each segment. The state space equations
expressed in Equations (11.8) and (11.9) enable us to estimate the next
tendon length value x̂k+1|k+1 based on the current estimate x̂k|k, input uk, and
sensor data yk using the information of the estimation covariance Pk|k, process
noise variance Qk, measurement noise variance Rk, and linearized model of
state Equations (11.8) and (11.9) characterized by matrix Ak =

∂ f (xk,uk)
∂xk

and

Ck =
∂g(xk)

∂xk
.

As explained in more detail in our previous work [23], implementing the
standard EKF could make the state estimate arrives at physically impossible
state values, for instance, a negative tendon length, caused by the multiple
mathematically possible states for a certain segment tip position. Therefore, a
multistage implementation of EKF, as illustrated in Figure 11.2, is employed.
The underlying principle of this approach is by taking a segment into the
estimation process only when the tip pose estimation error of the previous
segment is smaller than a threshold δ . The full description of the algorithm

Figure 11.2 Illustration of the multistage extended Kalman filter for the case of three-
segment continuum manipulator.
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is shown in Algorithm 1 and described at length in [23]. The state estimate
which represents the estimated tendon length x̂ produced by EKF can then
be used in Equation (11.2) to determine the estimated pose of every point
along the manipulator body needed by the navigation algorithm which will
be explained in the next section.

11.3 Reactive Navigation

In this section, we present the reactive navigation algorithm inspired by the
phenomena of electromagnetism. The underlying principle of this approach
is that the manipulator moves in space filled with an artificial vector field
F(q) designed to make the manipulator behave in an intended way to avoid
collision with surrounding obstacle. Besides that, the end effector of the
manipulator will also be influenced by an artificial attractive vector field
toward the intended goal position.

Algorithm 1 Multistage pose estimation.
1: n← 1, k← 0
2: loop
3: qn← InitState()
4: x̂k|k← Add(qn)
5: (Pk|k, Q, R)← Initialize(n)
6: loop
7: uk← GetInputSignal(n)
8: yk← GetSensorData(n)
9: Ak← ∂ f (xk,uk)

∂xk

10: Ck← ∂g(xk)
∂xk

11: (x̂k+1|k+1, Pk+1|k+1)← EKF(x̂k|k, Pk|k, uk, yk, Ak, Ck)
12: ŷk|k ← Equation (11.9)
13: e← DetermineError(ŷk|k, yk)
14: k← k+1
15: if norm(e) < δ and n < N then
16: break
17: end if
18: end loop
19: n← n+1
20: end loop
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A quadratic potential analogous with the spring-mass system is used to
guide the end effector to a desired configuration qd as follows

Ud(q) =
1
2

k(q−qd)
T (q−qd), (11.10)

where k stands for a positive constant. The use of the kinematic model of
continuum manipulator leads to the modification of a generalized vector field
F into the task-space velocity of the manipulator ṗ as follows

ṗpd =−∇Ud(p) =−k(p−pd). (11.11)

This task-space velocity ṗ can then be mapped into actuator-space velocity
q̇ via Equation (11.3). The vector field used to ensure the manipulator body
safe from collision will be explained in more detail.

11.3.1 Electric-field-based Navigation

In the first part of this section, we present the modified version of the classical
electric-field-based navigation based on our previous works in [18] to do
obstacle avoidance. Each obstacle will produce a repulsive vector field as
follows

ṗO =

{
η( 1

ρ
− 1

ρ0
) 1

ρ2
∂ρ

∂p if ρ < ρ0

0 if ρ ≥ ρ0
. (11.12)

ρ =
√
(p−pO)T (p−pO) represents the closest distance between the point

on manipulator’s body and the obstacle surface, while η and ρ0 stand for
positive constant and the limit distance of influence, respectively.

Several points along the manipulator body, called “point subjected to
potentials” (PSP), are chosen to be a working point of the proposed vector
field to ensure that the body of the manipulator is safe from collision. The
pose of a PSP in segment-i is given by p(q,ξ = λi), where

λi =
[
ξ1 = 1 ... ξi ∈ [0,1] ξi+1 = 0 ... ξN = 0

]T
. (11.13)

It is noted that only the closest pair of obstacle-PSP will contribute to the
motion at a time. Only manipulator’s end effector will be influenced by the
combined attractive and repulsive vector fields while the rest of the body is
influenced only by the obstacle repulsion. The task-space velocities of the
end effector and the closest PSP to the obstacle are then transformed to the



11.3 Reactive Navigation 205

actuator space, manifested as an input signal for the kinematic model and the
pose estimation, uk.

uk = q̇ = J+e ṗpd +J+a ṗO . (11.14)

Here the terms Je and Ja, respectively, represent the end-effector’s Jacobian
and the PSP Jacobian, ṗO is a repulsive vector field generated by the closest
obstacle to the PSP, while the (+) operation is defined as J+ = JT (JJT )−1 [4].

11.3.2 Magnetic-field-based Navigation

One of the fundamental formulas on the magnetic field generation is the Biot-
Savart equation describing the magnetic field generated by a current-carrying
wire. An electrical current io flowing on the wire of infinitesimal length dlo
as illustrated in Figure 11.3.2 will generate an infinitesimal magnetic field dB
given by the following equation [25]

dB =
µ0

4π

iodlo× r
|r|3

. (11.15)

Here, r, µ0, and ×, respectively, stand for the position of a point with
respect to the wire, the permeability constant, and the vector cross-product
operation. This magnetic field will produce a force dF on any other current-
carrying wire with an infinitesimal length dla and current ia, as depicted in
Figure 11.3.2, as described by the following equation

dF = iadla×B. (11.16)

Figure 11.3 (a) An illustration of current-carrying wire with electrical current flows in
the direction of dlo inducing magnetic field dB which points inside toward the paper. (b)
Two current-carrying wires with currents flow opposite to each other, la and lo, will produce
repulsion force F on both wires.
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From the previous equations, we can then derive the force interaction
between two current-carrying wires. After some simplification and dropping
all the infinitesimal notation, we can write down the interaction force as
follows

F =
µ0iaio

4π

la× (lo× r)
|r|3

. (11.17)

Inspired by this physical phenomena, we can see continuum manipulator as
a current-carrying wire with current direction la which will induce artificial
current vector lo on the obstacle surface located at position ro with respect to
the manipulator. This induced current on the obstacle will produce magnetic
field B which will produce force on the robot current in such a way that the
force F will avoid the robot body from colliding with the obstacle. Using the
fact that ro =−r by definition, Equation (11.17) can be expressed as follows

F(ro) = c la× (ro× lo) f (|ro|). (11.18)

Here, c > 0 and f (|ro|) ≥ 0 denote a scalar constant and positive scalar
function, respectively. To simplify the cross-product operation, we introduce
a skew-symmetric matrix l̂ as a substitution to the vector cross-product
operation l× of vector l =

[
lx ly lz

]T defined as

l̂ =

 0 −lz ly
lz 0 −lx
−ly lx 0

 . (11.19)

The magnetic-field-based navigation extends the formulation presented in
Equation (11.18). An artificial current ia is assumed to flow continuously
along the body of the continuum manipulators from the base to the tip. At
every point on the robot’s body, the current direction, specified by la, is always
tangential to the robot’s curvature as illustrated in Figure 11.4. Once the parts
of the robot body are close enough to the obstacle, the closest obstacle point
to the robot will induce a shadow current io with the current direction lo.
We designed this current direction lo in such a way that the interaction force
results in a repulsive behavior. For that purpose, we take inspiration from
the repulsion phenomena observed in the case of two parallel wires carrying
current in the opposite direction as shown in Figure 11.3.2. Hence, the current
direction on the obstacle is defined as

lo =−la. (11.20)

The characteristic of the produced force will be described further in the
following lemmas.
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Figure 11.4 The definition of the current direction la, drew as orange arrows, on the
manipulator’s body.

Lemma 1. For every obstacle point with current direction lo as defined in
Equation (11.20) and located at position ro with respect to the robot, vector
lo, la, and ro are coplanar.

Proof. Three vectors are coplanar if and only if they are not linearly indepen-
dent, i.e., we can write down one vector as a linear combination of two other
vectors. We can write down

lo = a la +b ro, (11.21)

where a and b are scalar. If we choose a =−1 and b = 0, the above equation
will simply become Equation (11.20), thus proofing the lemma.

Lemma 2. For every obstacle point with current direction lo as defined in
Equation (11.20) and located at position ro with respect to the robot, the
produced force defined in Equation (11.18) will always be repulsive except
when lo, la, and ro lie on the same line.

Proof. Lemma 1 concludes that lo, la, and ro are coplanar; hence, each vector
can be described using a pair of unit vectors of this plane: la =

[
lax lay

]T ,
ro =

[
rox roy

]T . Assuming c f (|ro|) = 1, the produced force on the robot F
can be derived from Equations (11.18) to (11.20) as

F =

[
−l2

ayrox + laxlayroy

−l2
axroy + laxlayrox

]
. (11.22)

A dot-product between the force F and position vector of obstacle ro can be
simplified as follows

FT ro = 2laxlayroxroy− l2
ayr2

ox− l2
axr2

oy =−(layrox− laxroy)
2. (11.23)



208 Reactive Navigation for Continuum Manipulator in Unknown Environments

la

ro

Figure 11.5 Configuration where the standard continuous current algorithm fails, i.e., when
the current la and vector ro toward polygonal obstacle illustrated as a black object lie on the
same line.

From Equation (11.23), it can be concluded that FT ro ≤ 0. This implies that
in the case of FT ro < 0, the force F will always have component in the
opposite direction of ro, thus, producing a repulsive behavior (away from
the obstacle). The exception occurs when FT ro =−layrox + laxroy = 0, which
is the implication of l̂aro = 0. It means that ro is in the same or opposite
direction of la, which will occur only when la (and consequently lo) lies on
the same line as ro.

Lemma 3. The produced force F in Equation (11.18) has no component
along the line tangential to the continuum manipulator’s curvature.

Proof. Suppose we define B as follows

B = c(ro× lo) f (|ro|), (11.24)

the dot product between la and F can be written as

lTa F = lTa l̂aB. (11.25)

From the definition of the skew-symmetric matrix in Equation (11.19), it can
be shown that lTa l̂ = 0T and thus it produces a zero product between la and F,
meaning that the two vectors are perpendicular. By choosing la to flow along
the curvature of the continuum manipulator, it can be concluded that the force
F will have no component in this direction.

This proposed algorithm is advantageous for the continuum manipulator
due to the fact that it has no force component in the direction tangential to the
manipulators curvature, as has been proven in Lemma 3. Hence, it is suitable
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for manipulators with more dominant bending than extension ability, like the
case for most of the current designs [10]. Compared to the works proposed in
[18], where several points along the backbone of the manipulator are used as
subject to the repulsive field, this method is superior since it will have little
contribution to the manipulator’s extension, and thus, help avoiding length
constraint in such a manipulator.

However, this method as it also has a drawback. As mentioned in
Lemma 2, it has zero force for the case when the robot current la and the
obstacle relative position vector ro lie on the same line. This will happen
when an obstacle is located at exactly above the distal tip, as illustrated in
Figure 11.5. Although this practically never happens in reality, in order to
make sure that it is solved, we can add a special condition when l̂aro = 0. In
this case, the current direction lo can be chosen as any 90◦ rotation of robot
current direction la.

Finally, the scalar function f (|ro|) can be chosen to have the following
form

f (|ro|) =


(

1
|ro|
− 1

rb

)
1
|ro|2

if |ro|< rb

0 if |ro| ≥ rb

, (11.26)

where rb specifies a limit distance of the potential influence. Hence, the
proposed method has been fully described.

11.3.3 The Complete Algorithm

The pose estimation stage is combined to the navigation stage as illustrated in
Figure 11.6. Here, the pose estimation stage provides information on the end-
effector pose estimate p(xk,ξ = χN) along with the pose estimate of closest
point on the robot body to the obstacle p(xk,ξ = λi) at every iteration for the
navigation purpose. This is done by applying the forward kinematics equation
to the state estimate from the EKF as follows

p̂k(ξ ) = p(x̂k|k,ξ ). (11.27)

The produced control signal uk from the navigation stage is then used as an
input to the estimation stage to estimate the state value for the next iteration.
Lastly, as explained in more detail in our previous work [23], due to the
early error of the estimation stage, the navigation stage will be activated only
when a certain condition relating to the tip position estimation errors for all
segments is fulfilled. In short, we have combined the pose estimation and
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Figure 11.6 The way the pose estimator is combined with the obstacle avoidance algorithm.

navigation algorithm to ensure collision-free movement of the manipulator’s
body.

11.4 Results and Discussion

Some simulation results to confirm the performance of the algorithm are
presented in this section. All presented simulations use the Robot Operating
System (ROS) framework. The model of a three-segment continuum manip-
ulator was used to test the algorithm. Five points per segment, distributed
uniformly along the backbone of each segment, are chosen to be the working
point of the navigation field. A spherical obstacle with varying dimension
and behavior is placed in the vicinity of the manipulator to test the proposed
method. For the pose estimation stage, the measurement data of the tip pose yk
of each segment are generated via ideal kinematic model added with Gaussian
noise to replace a 3-DOF position tracker assumed to be embedded in the tip
of each segment. A more detail description on the value of parameters used in
the pose estimation and electric-field-based navigation can be referred back
to our work in [23] and [18].

The first part of simulation shows the performance of the pose estimation
stage in the absence of obstacle. In this case, a circular trajectory is used as a
reference path for the end effector. We can see from Figures 11.7a and 11.7b
how the multistage EKF is able to cope with the varying input signal and
sensory data and successfully track the real state value.

In the second part of simulation, a moving spherical obstacle with varying
size is assumed to move in the proximity of the manipulator body. For all
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(a)

(b)
Figure 11.7 The performance of the pose estimation when the manipulator’s end effector is
given a circular trajectory shows (a) the true state (red line) and the estimated state (blue line)
comparison and (b) the true pose with Gaussian noise (red line) and the estimated pose (blue
line) comparison, respectively.

figures, the order of the subfigures is from the upper left picture to the upper
right picture and then the lower left picture to the lower right picture.

We first implemented the electric-field-based navigation. Here, we
assume two cases: the one in which the obstacle is close to the bottom seg-
ment drawn in red as shown in Figure 11.8 and the one in which the obstacle
is close to the middle segment drawn in green as shown in Figure 11.9.
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Figure 11.8 The movement of a three-segment continuum manipulator avoiding moving
obstacle drawn in black in the proximity of the bottom segment drawn in red. The order of
subfigures is from the upper left picture to the upper right picture and then the lower left
picture to the lower right picture.

Figure 11.9 The movement of a three-segment continuum manipulator avoiding moving
obstacle drawn in black in the proximity of the middle segment drawn in green. The order
of subfigures is from the upper left picture to the upper right picture, and then the lower left
picture to the lower right picture.
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Figure 11.10 Simulation of the magnetic-field-based navigation working to avoid moving
obstacle drew in black sphere. The order of movement is from the upper left to the upper right
and then the lower left to the lower right.

The results demonstrate how the combined pose estimation and electric-
field-based navigation is able to make the body of the manipulator safe from
colliding with unknown and even dynamic spherical obstacle.

We then implement the magnetic-field-based navigation to the robot
model. In the first scenario, shown in Figure 11.10, the desired end-effector
position is fixed while the obstacle, with 5 cm radius, is able to move in the
vicinity of the manipulator’s body. While, in the second scenario, shown in
Figure 11.11, the obstacle, with 3 cm radius, is made to be fixed while the
end effector starts from a position located at some distance from the target
point. After the end effector reaches the target, the target’s position is moved
immediately so that the manipulator starts to move to the new target position.

In Figure 11.10, we can see that the spherical obstacle drew in black
moves toward the manipulator’s body. The force produced by the magnetic
interaction of current flowing along the backbone of the manipulator and
shadow current flowing on the surface of the obstacle produces a repulsive
behavior which makes the manipulator body moves away from the approach-
ing obstacle. We can see that the closest point on the manipulator to the
obstacle tends to move in the direction opposite of the vector connecting
the robot and the obstacle, as has been proven in Lemma 2. The figure
also shows how the manipulator behaves in such a way that the bending
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Figure 11.11 Simulation of the magnetic-field-based navigation working to avoid static
obstacle (black sphere) while moving toward the goal (red dot). The order of movement is
from the upper left to the upper right and then the lower left to the lower right.

movement is more dominant than the extension, as can be observed that the
segments’ lengths do not change a lot during the whole movement. This has
also been proven in Lemma 3 and becomes a major advantage of this method
to be implemented for the continuum manipulator compared to the standard
potential field. Figure 11.11 shows how the manipulator can avoid the static
obstacle on the way toward the target (shown in the upper figures). This is also
the case when the target is moved back to the end-effector’s initial position
(shown in the lower figures).

11.4.1 Discussion

From the simulation results, it can be seen that in general both the electric-
field-based navigation and the magnetic-field-based navigation work success-
fully in avoiding the obstacle. The implementation of the multistage EKF as
a pose estimator is useful to estimate the pose of any point along the manipu-
lator’s body such that collision with surrounding the obstacle can be avoided.
The reactive nature of the navigation algorithm also enables the manipulator
to avoid collision with dynamically moving and unknown obstacle without
prior information of the surrounding environment. The magnetic-field-based
navigation is also superior due to the fact that it is designed to comply with
the continuum manipulator’s limitation especially on its extension capability.
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However, the repulsive nature of the algorithm makes it still susceptible to
local minima when the manipulator moves in a complex environment. This
problem is left to be investigated further in future works.

11.5 Conclusion

In this article, we present our recent works on reactive navigation for the case
of the continuum manipulator. The navigation problem we are trying to deal
with in this chapter is that in which the information of the environment is
unknown prior to the robot movement, which makes the robot have to rely
on local sensory information and response in a reactive manner. The two
presented algorithms, one inspired by the electric field phenomena while
the other inspired by the magnetic field, are shown to successfully avoid
the continuum manipulator body from colliding with the environment. The
magnetic-field-based navigation is shown to be more suitable for navigating
the class of the continuum manipulator robot due to the fact that it mainly
works to bend, rather than extend, the segment of manipulator. In the future,
the practical implementation of the algorithm will be explored along with the
effort to overcome the current limitations. Implementation of the method on
other continuum manipulators such as a snake-like robot, or a more complex
dynamic model of the continuum manipulator will also be investigated.
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Abstract

The chapter presents the development of a human–machine interface devel-
oped within the framework of the STIFF-FLOP project. The workstation
concept of a surgeon is based on the assumption that the tool control method
is consistent with the natural work of the surgeon. An integrated central unit
(console) prototype was developed with several channels of bi-directional
information flow between the robot and an operator. The STIFF-FLOP con-
trol console – Robin Heart – is equipped with two monitors, a haptic device
with force feedback, and a foot-controlled button.

12.1 Introduction

The STIFF-FLOP robot consists of mechanical units, actuators, sensors,
effectors, and a control unit. An important element of the proposed surgeon–
machine interface is the introduction of the haptic feedback which provides
the surgeon with sensations of touch and resistance to the tool tip, as they
operate inside the body (Figure 12.1).

The Foundation of Cardiac Surgery Development (FCSD) team devel-
oped and implemented a control system of the console according to the
requirements of medical systems and their safety (robust systems), as well
as optimized the system of communication between the operator (surgeon)
and the robot [1–3].

The specificity of the task lies in the limited space for the tool manipula-
tion inside the human body. The user interface must not only meet the criteria
of technical efficiency, but also accommodate the skills and experience of the
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Figure 12.1 STIFF-FLOP console – design concept.

surgeon, typically acquired during the use of classical or laparoscopic tools.
The moves made by the surgeon using the motion controller are mirrored by
the robot. While during operations with a surgical tool (such as opening and
closing scissors), as well as adding extra degrees of freedom and additional
tasks (e.g., coagulation) of the end effector is performed by pressing a specific
button or changing the position of the input controller.

The console model developed consists of a user interface, which allows
the operator to control the position of the end effector. This is implemented
by monitoring position and force feedback, obtained during the interaction
between the robot and the environment. The action of the robot is visualized
on a set of monitors in an ergonomic position for the operator. The operator
can monitor and select the individual control parameters, such as scaling the
motion, force, or the number of active sensors (Figure 12.1) [4–6].

12.2 Design of Improved Haptic Console

The control console is based on a user interface. The user controls the position
of the end effector of the STIFF-FLOP robot arm. The haptic feedback
information regarding the position and the operating forces is obtained during
robot tool–environment interaction, using sleeves integrated with pneumatic
or vibrating actuators to relay collisions between the robot’s arm and the envi-
ronment to the surgeon. The main console concept and the technical structure
of the operator control unit are presented in Figure 12.2. Additionally, the
operator can use a touchpad to set certain control parameters, such as scaling
the motion or force, as well as adjusting the number of active sensors. The
user interface RiH Delta RobinHand F haptic console was designed and
developed using FCSD’s experience from the previously conducted Robin
Heart projects (Chapter 16): the interface allows the digital mapping of the
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Figure 12.2 STIFF-FLOP console – (a) sketches of design concept and (b) modular
prototype with components’ description.
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free movement of the surgeon’s hands and lets the surgeon feel the force
impact from the working tip (tools) of the robot operating in the environment
of the patient by transferring it to his or her palm [7].
The STIFF-FLOP console includes:

1. Computer unit – with Linux and ROS (Robot Operating System);
2. Mechanical structure of the console body made from aluminum profiles’

system;
3. Power supply and control rack system;
4. Two monitors;
5. Delta haptic device;
6. Haptic sleeve integrated with pneumatic/vibrating actuators

(Chapter 14).

The STIFF-FLOP control console has a modular design based on a modular
(rack) system. There are three different modules: power rack, vibro rack, and
haptic rack (Figure 12.3).

Figure 12.3 STIFF-FLOP console – Rack system: (a) power module diagram, (b) vibro
module diagram, and (c) haptic module diagram.
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12.2.1 Second Version of STIFF-FLOP Console

Further on, a second version of the console was developed. In order to reduce
the dimensions of the console (Figure 12.4), the FCSD console has been mod-
ernized. In the first version of the console, desktop PCs are used to interface
with the system using ROS. The amount of data processed was evaluated. To
introduce a more cost-effective solution, a modular console using Raspberry
Pi microcomputers was developed. The Robin STIFF-FLOP console has two
of Raspberry Pi’s microcomputers with ROS on board. Communication is
established via TCP/IP protocol. One of the microcomputers communicates
with the microcontrollers of the motion controller, while the second one
controls the actuators of the robot. The whole system is designed to control
the motion of the actuators, to analyze data from the sensors, and to control
the force feedback.

The haptic control unit precisely determines the location and orientation
of the tool tip in the three-dimensional space. The haptic control unit collects
information about the positions of the arms of the integrated Delta interface,
which is determined based on the voltage on the robot’s motors. Motor
controllers collect this information and convert it into position values in the
Cartesian space. The reference point (origin) of the controller (0, 0, 0) was
assumed for the minimum position on the Z-axis.

The microcontroller performs data acquisition of the force vector resul-
tant from the interaction between the tissue and the STIFF-FLOP manipulator

Figure 12.4 STIFF-FLOP console made by the Foundation of Cardiac Surgery Development
(FCSD) (first version).
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Figure 12.5 Control system (console and haptic) for the STIFF-FLOP arm, developed by
the FCSD.

from the ROS environment. Further on, the force vector is transmitted to
the haptic console. The console is ready to accommodate a vibration glove
to enhance the haptic feedback on the surgeon’s hand. The control struc-
ture of the STIFF-FLOP console for the STIFF-FLOP arm is shown in
Figure 12.5.

12.3 Conclusion

The motion controller is a separate electromechanical system converting intu-
itive hand movements to continuous digital signal which enables controlling
the robot’s tools. The system may be equipped with modules which record,
process, and transmit feedback data to the operator. The haptic feedback
reflects, in a number of ways, the manner of interaction (force, optical,
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thermal, vibratory, etc.) between the tool/the entire arm and objects within the
operating field. Signals carrying information about the operator’s movements
as well as feedback signals may be scaled and filtered, which is a great
advantage of tele-manipulated devices. The control system of such devices
must ensure the required accuracy and resolution of movement, rescaling the
range of hand movements to the range of the robot’s arms movement, and
eliminate the effect of the operator’s shaking hands.

It is assumed during console development that the tool tip actuation is
performed intuitively and that the robot operator receives both visual and
haptic feedback, which enables accurate control of the robot. The challenge
of the STIFF-FLOP project was to allow the control of the tool tip mounted
on an arm with a variable, controllable stiffness, and geometry. The operator
of this type of robot, in addition to supervising the tool, should also have
information about the position of the flexible, octopus-inspired arm. A set of
sensors on the surface of the tool’s arm (described in Part II of this book)
transmits the information regarding contact or collision with other elements.
For this reason, the FCSD team has developed a specially equipped console –
an ergonomic surgeon’s workstation. The console has been technically tested
in the laboratory environment, as well as during experimental tele-operations
– when the robot was remotely controlled from various distances. The work
on the optimization of the console and the motion controllers, as well as the
development of suitable software depending on the type of robot, tool, and
surgical procedure are continued by the Zabrze team [6–11].
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Abstract

Sense of touch is critical for surgeons to perform tissue palpation, and there
are several tactile sensing that can be used to translate this information
(Chapter 5). To overcome the loss of touch, which occurs during robotic-
assisted surgical procedures, methods capable of providing partial haptic
feedback and mimicking the physical interaction that takes place between
surgical tools and human tissue during surgery have been proposed. This
chapter introduces haptic feedback modalities for robot-assisted minimally
invasive surgical platforms, such as STIFF-FLOP.

13.1 Introduction

During open surgery, which is performed using a single large incision, haptic
information can be easily acquired by the surgeons using their hands. In
recent years, robot-assisted minimally invasive surgery (RMIS) was widely
applied. However, the physical contact between the surgeon and the soft tissue
is cut off, which makes acquisition of haptic information during surgeries
difficult [1]. Haptic information can be obtained if direct force feedback is
provided via a surgical tele-manipulator [2]. However, most current robotic
surgical systems, including da Vinci and Titan Medical Amadeus, do not
provide haptic feedback.
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Alternatively, a graphical display of soft tissue stiffness distribution can
be used to show the locations of tumors [3–5]. The benefit of such an
approach in comparison to direct force feedback is that it can be applied in
combination with complex surgical manipulation when it is undesirable to
disturb the performed manipulation. Visualization methods of stiffness dis-
tribution the TSS (tactile sensing system) [6–8] and the TIS (tactile imaging
system) [9], were developed. However, the visual representation shows only
the pressure distribution information within the sensing area. There is no
pressure distribution map for the entire organ surface.

Pseudo-haptics is a feedback method attempting to create the illusion of
actual haptic feedback through appropriately adapted visual cues without the
need for the use of haptic devices [3]. The modification of speed or size of the
computer cursor for simulating bumps and holes using a computer mouse and
a desktop computer was proposed by previous researchers [4]. A resistance to
motion when the cursor approaches an embedded hard nodule in soft tissue
during sliding palpation can be simulated by reducing the ratio between the
cursor displacement and the computer mouse displacement [5].

Distributed haptics has been introduced for tumor identification in MIS,
for instance, the application of tactile sensors and tactile actuators [10].
However, the current application is limited by the complexity and high cost
of tactile devices. Multi-fingered haptic feedback conveys more haptic infor-
mation than single-point force feedback and requires less actuator elements
compared to tactile haptic methods.

In this chapter, haptic feedback modalities for minimally invasive surgery
are introduced, including force feedback, visual stiffness feedback, pseudo-
haptic feedback, and haptic feedback actuators for fingertips.

13.2 Force Feedback

The most common haptic feedback modality is force feedback. Normally,
force feedback is provided via a haptic device and conveyed via kinesthetic
sensation. In this section we describe the use of force feedback for RMIS. An
experimental tele-manipulator and force feedback platform were developed
and validated, as part of the STIFF-FLOP project.

13.2.1 Experimental Setup to Validate the Experimental
Tele-manipulator and the Force Feedback Platform

The force feedback system consisted of tele-manipulation setup (a slave robot
and a master robot) and a vision system. Figure 13.1 displays the schematic
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Figure 13.1 Schematic diagram of the haptic manipulator.

diagram of the system design. The right column shows the hardware at the
slave side: a camera, a robot arm, a rolling indentation probe [11–13], and a
silicone phantom tissue. The left column shows the configuration at the mas-
ter side: live camera image and force feedback via a haptic device. The middle
column lists the software used here. According to the different functions,
software was classified into camera image viewer and tele-manipulation.
Sensor measurements including force and position were transmitted from the
slave side to enable the force feedback on the master side. Real-time images
of operational site were also provided using a camera.

A master–slave tele-manipulation configuration was created to simulate
the tele-manipulation environment of RMIS. PHANToM Omni (Geomagic
Touch) and FANUC robot arm (M-6iB, FANUC Corporation) were used
as the master robot and slave robot, respectively, with TCP/IP communica-
tion. The main loops of the master and slave sides were synchronized at a
frequency of 21.3 Hz. The position of the master robot end-effector was trans-
mitted to the salve side as a control input of the slave robot. The haptic device
servo thread ran at a frequency of 1000 Hz. A force sensor was placed at the
slave side. FANUC was equipped with an R-J3iC controller with embedded
kinematic and dynamic controller. The sequence of the positions provided by
the master (PHANToM Omni) was passed directly to the trajectory generator
of the robot. In order to avoid discontinuity between the points, the trajectory
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generator was set to work in a linear interpolation mode following the hermite
curve.

Force measurement used an ATI Nano 17 force sensor (SI-12-0.12, reso-
lution 0.003 N with 16-bit data acquisition card). In order to rapidly scan over
a large tissue area [11], a sliding indentation probe [14] was used. In order
to reduce the friction during sliding over the tissue, the tissue surface was
lubricated with Boots Pharmaceuticals Intrasound Gel. A force distribution
matrix can be obtained using the sliding indentation probe, which shows the
tissue’s Young’s modulus at a given indentation depth [15]. It was also found
that the indentation speed did not have significant impact on the estimated
elastic modulus [15].

Force feedback was applied via a haptic device according to the force
sensor measurements at the slave side. The maximum executable force at
nominal position of this 3-DOF of force feedback device, PHANToM Omni,
was 3.3 N. Force data have three components fx, fy, and fz . The perpendicular
reaction force was generated from fz . The horizontal force was generated
from the resultant of fx and fy, and the force direction was acquired based on
the difference between the previous updated position and the current position
(Equation 13.1). The horizontal component vector of the force direction
was then transformed to a unit vector with the same direction. The tangent
force was provided in the same direction of that tangent unit vector [see
Equation (13.2)].

Vh ≡
−−→
PlPc, (13.1)

V̂h =
Vh
|Vh|

, (13.2)

where Pl is the previous position (xl, yl), Pc is the current position (xc, yc), and
is the force direction unit vector. If the force value exceeded the maximum
output (3.3 N), it was kept at this value.

With the increase in the transparency of the system, jitters generated from
small delays and errors in the system often cause unacceptable oscillation of
the tele-manipulator. The trade-off between system stability and transparency
(matching level of the feedback forces and the forces applied at the tool tip)
is a limitation of direct force feedback [16].

In order to validate the proposed experimental tele-manipulator and force
feedback platform, a silicone phantom was fabricated (Figure 13.2). The
motivation behind this approach is to develop a haptic feedback method that
can be used by surgeons during robotic surgery and would assist detection and



13.3 Visual Stiffness Feedback 233

Figure 13.2 Soft tissue silicone phantom with embedded hard nodules to simulate tumors.

localization of stiffer malignant formations. Hard nodules simulating tumors
of different sizes were embedded at different depths in the silicone phantom.

13.2.2 Evaluation of the Experimental Tele-manipulator
and Force Feedback Platform

Ten human subjects (age range from 23 to 42) were asked to perform a
palpation task with tele-operation system using force feedback. All tests
were performed by human subjects controlling the slave robot to palpate a
silicone phantom tissue with three nodules embedded through the stylus of
the PHANToM Omni.

Sensitivity Se [17], which represents the test’s ability to identify positive
results, was defined as:

Se =

n∑
i=1

TPi

/ n∑
i=1

(TPi + FNi), (13.3)

where TP is true positives and FN is false negatives.
Nodules could be detected using the experimental tele-manipulator and

force feedback platform. The nodule detection sensitivity value was 76.7%
(95% confidence interval: 59.1–88.2%).

13.3 Visual Stiffness Feedback

Alternative approach to standard haptic feedback methods via kinesthetic
sensation is the use of visual modalities. In this section, we describe the
use of visual stiffness feedback for RMIS. The benefit of such an approach
in comparison to kinesthetic-based methods is that it can be applied in
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Figure 13.3 Stiffness distribution acquired from the surface of an organ.

combination with complex surgical manipulation when it is undesirable to
disturb the performed manipulation. Alternatively, this method can be applied
for the use on surgical simulator as a form of assessment. For instance, it is
desirable to access the performance of training for a surgeon for a system that
is not equipped with force and stiffness measurement devices.

Visual haptic feedback is used to represent the real-time distribution of
stiffness acquired from the surface of an organ (Figure 13.3). RGB color-
coded map is used to represent the relative stiffness of the tissue, thus,
highlighting the areas of high stiffness that are likely to correspond to the
location of tumors.

13.3.1 Experimental Setup to Validate the Concept of Visual
Stiffness Feedback

To validate the feasibility of visual stiffness feedback, a tele-manipulation
setup mimicking the arrangement of surgical robot for minimally invasive
surgery was developed (see Figure 13.4). Fanuc robotic arm was used to
represent surgical robot with a force sensitive probe for soft tissue palpation.
Robotic arm (slave) was controlled by a user using commercially available
haptic device (PHANToM Omni). Thus, a trajectory of a robot was defined
and controlled by a user via PHANToM Omni device. As in this setting the
target was to study visual stiffness feedback only, force feedback option of
the haptic device was disabled, and it was used to control the robot position
only. Robot trajectory was controlled in a tool coordinate space using position
control. Control of a robot was implemented using Ethernet communication.
To measure tissue stiffness, a probe with a spherical indenter and force and
torque sensor was attached to the end effector of the robot.



13.3 Visual Stiffness Feedback 235

Figure 13.4 Components of tele-manipulation setup: Phantom Omni (master device) is used
for position control; Fanuc robot arm (slave device) implements user-defined trajectory; force
and torque sensor is embedded in the palpation tool and is used to measure tool and tissue
phantom interaction forces; stiffness distribution map displays real-time results of palpation.

In order to validate the proposed approach, the same silicone phantom
as described in the previous section was used. The motivation behind this
approach is to develop a haptic feedback method that can be used by surgeons
during robotic surgery and would assist detection and localization of stiffer
malignant formations. The surface of the silicone was modeled on the screen
and stiffness distribution was shown after palpation of the certain area. Sub-
ject performing remote palpation is facing screen with the simulated organ.
Stiffness information was calculated in real time using force magnitude and
displacement information of the tool of the robot. The characteristic feature
of this algorithm is that the stiffness distribution is displayed as a relative
value. An algorithm stores relative minimum and relative maximum values
of stiffness. Further on, as soon as a harder region is encountered during
palpation, the local maximum value is updated. Harder (stiffer) areas are
displayed with higher intensity values of the RGB color map. This approach
is feasible for real surgical application, as in most cases, alike during finger
palpation, the knowledge about the value of stiffness is not required. More
importantly, it is necessary to detect and localize areas of higher stiffness.
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The limitation of this method is the need of a tissue model to cre-
ate realistic stiffness distribution. However, an alternative approach is to
employ three-dimensional visual information from endoscopic camera that
is typically used together with surgical tools during keyhole surgery.

13.3.2 Evaluation of Visual Stiffness Feedback

Visual stiffness feedback was evaluated during experimental trials with
human subjects. Participants were given a task to remotely palpate soft tissue
phantom (Figure 13.2) and to explore the surface of a silicone organ using
global palpation. Global palpation is a technique used to examine the whole
surface of an organ and to define the areas that require thorough examination
to determine the presence of abnormalities, such as tumors. This method
is very useful to reduce the risk of missing any suspicious regions and
can give general information about the state of an organ. As a standard
palpation method, it is performed using fingers. In this section, we present
the feasibility of the use of global palpation method for tele-manipulated
surgery using visual stiffness feedback. There are several ways to perform
global palpation technique depending on the type of organ [18, 19].

In the evaluation studies, subjects were first given freedom to apply
any desired pattern, and then they were asked to execute the specific pat-
tern of global palpation that is designed to improve palpation performance
(Figure 13.7). The second pattern involved scanning of the organ surface from
top to bottom using parallel paths, as well as applying circular palpation for
the locations where abnormalities are suspected. In addition, circular patterns

Figure 13.5 Schematic palpation trajectory pattern used to scan the whole surface of the
target area with concentric circles applied in the areas of possible inclusions [20].
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can give an indication of the stiffness and dimensions of an inclusion in case
it is present. Ten subjects were given a task to identify the presence of three
simulated abnormalities.

The results of experimental studies shown that subject can reliably use
tele-manipulation setup to perform palpation and to identify the presence
of hard abnormalities. Average performance of palpation for unrestricted
pattern was 73%, while the use of prescribed pattern leads to a higher nodule
detection rate with 90% of success. In addition, most subjects indicated
that the use of prescribed pattern is easier to apply to detect hard nodules.
The involved subjects had little or no palpation experience; however, no
difficulties were reported in interpretation of haptic feedback. Therefore, this
experiment demonstrates the feasibility of visual stiffness feedback for haptic
information in minimally invasive surgery.

13.4 Pseudo-haptic Tissue Stiffness Feedback

Pseudo-haptic feedback combines visual feedback with the resistance of an
isometric device [21]. Pseudoforce feedback is generated by changing the
pressure on the isometric device [22]. For example, if the user is pressing
a spring simulated by an isometric stick, the spring on the screen becomes
shorter so that the user has an illusion that the stick is compressed by the
user’s hand. The stick itself is not compressed. Pseudo-haptic feedback was
used to simulate several haptic properties [21], including friction [3], stiffness
[3], 22], mass [23], texture [4], and force [24]. In this section, we describe the
concept of pseudo-haptic tissue stiffness feedback.

13.4.1 The Concept of Pseudo-haptic Tissue Stiffness Feedback

Pseudo-haptic feedback technique is used to simulate tissue stiffness by
changing the ratio of the speed of cursor movement to the speed of finger
movement [5, 25]. The user then experiences a corresponding resistance when
the cursor speed slows down. Tissue stiffness can also be estimated via visual
feedback of the tissue deformation when the applied force is controlled.
Visual feedback of tissue surface deformation is required to provide to the
user a more realistic feedback of the tissue behavior during palpation. Non-
homogeneous stiffness property of soft tissue can be expressed by integrating
the sliding behavior simulated by pseudo-haptic feedback with visualization
of soft tissue deformation (see Figure 13.6).
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Figure 13.6 Combined pseudo-haptic feedback and visualization of tissue surface
deformation [25].

13.4.2 The Combined Pseudo-haptic and Force Feedback

Since the mechanisms of pseudo-haptic feedback and force feedback are
fundamentally different, they can be easily combined and will not adversely
affect each other [26]. Force feedback was fed to the hand of the user
through a haptic device, while the pseudo-haptic feedback information was
fed via a graphical interface (see Figure 13.7). The force perception of the
user was expected to come from a combination of sensations based on the
proprioceptive and visual sensing of the user.

13.4.3 Evaluation of Pseudo-haptic Stiffness Feedback

An experimental validation study aiming at assessing the benefits of the
proposed method was performed with the aim to define the efficiency of
the proposed methods and to explore the advantages of using a combined
pseudo-haptic and force feedback method.

Twenty participants were involved in the experiment: 6 women and 14
men (age range: 23–42). For each test, the same stiffness distribution was
used, but the orientation of the silicone block or silicone block model was
changed randomly from time to time. During the test, a stopwatch was used
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Figure 13.7 Combined pseudo-haptic and force feedback: the left panel is a haptic device,
whose stylus is moved from Po to P, and the right panel is a virtual environment, in which the
cursor is supposed to move from Po to P but actually moved to P′ to create a virtual force.

in order to measure the time required by the participant to detect the hard
nodules. The instrument allowed a precision of the time measurement of ±1
second.

For the test of pseudo-haptic feedback, participants were asked to do a
practice run with visible hard nodule locations. Then, they were asked to look
for hard nodules in the virtual soft object using pseudo-haptic feedback. The
time taken to detect all nodules was recorded. For the test of the combination
of pseudo-haptic feedback and force feedback, a practice run of the test was
also first conducted. Then, participants were asked to examine the virtual soft
object with embedded nodules by using the combined feedback to look for
hard nodules. The time needed to detect all nodules was recorded for each
participant. These two tests were conducted in a pseudo-random order.

The significance of the difference of sensitivity Se between the tests was
examined. It was conducted by comparing the observed probabilities (p1 and
p2) with a combined interval CI [27]:

CI =
√
(P1 − P1)2 + (P2 − P2)2, (13.4)

where if p1 < p2, P1 is the upper bound of p1 and P2 is the lower bound of
p2. If |p1 – p2|> CI, there is a significant difference between the two tests.
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Wilson score intervals [28] were calculated at a 95% confidence level.

1

1 + z2

n

[
p̂+

z2

2n
± z

√
p̂(1− p̂)

n
+

z2

4n2

]
(13.5)

where p̂ is the proportion of successes estimated from the statistical sample;
z is the 1 − α/2 percentile of a standard normal distribution; α is the error
percentile; and n is the sample size. Here, since the confidence level was 95%,
the error α was 5%.

Positive predictive value (PPV) [29], which is a measure of the perfor-
mance of the diagnostic method, was defined as:

PPV =
n∑

i=1

TP
/ n∑

i=1

(TP + FP )

The technique using only pseudo-haptic feedback had a sensitivity Se of 50%
(37.7–62.3%) overall while the combined technique utilizing both pseudo-
haptic feedback and force feedback achieved a sensitivity Se of 83.3% with
95% confidential interval 71.9–90.7%. Compared to pseudo-haptic feedback,
the PPV of the combination method was larger (94% versus 83.3%). Sensi-
tivities Se and PPV were tested in difference significance. Table 13.1 shows
the test results.

As shown in Figure 13.8, the combination method needed less time than
the pseudo-haptic feedback test. A Wilcoxon signed-rank test was conducted

Table 13.1 Comparison of nodule detection sensitivities and positive predictive values
CI ∆p Significance?

Se 0.167 0.333 Yes
PPV 0.098 0.107 Yes

Figure 13.8 Time needed to find nodules using pseudo-haptic feedback and combination
technique of pseudo-haptic feedback and force feedback.
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Table 13.2 Wilcoxon signed-rank tests for consumed time
nr W Wcritical Significance
19 4 46 W < Wcritical,

Yes

to test the significance of time difference. As shown in Table 13.2, the time
difference was significant.

13.5 Haptic Feedback Actuators

Multi-fingered interaction is more common than single-fingered interaction
in daily life, and is considered more efficient than single-fingered interaction
when conveying haptic information [30]. While multi-fingered haptic feed-
back conveys more haptic information than single-point force feedback, the
actuator elements in a multi-fingered force system can be much reduced com-
pared to tactile haptic methods as, for example, described in [31] and [32].
There are some reports about multi-fingered force feedback for palpation
[33–36]. Nevertheless, those devices are relatively expensive. In this section,
we describe the use of fingertip haptic feedback actuators for RMIS.

13.5.1 Experimental Setup to Validate the Finger-tip Haptic
Feedback Actuators

A pneumatic actuator was used to convey soft tissue stiffness information.
Figure 13.10 shows the proposed pneumatic haptic feedback actuator. This
actuator is consisted of a deformable surface [including a soft silicone layer
(RTV6166 A:B = 1:2, thickness: 3 mm), a silicone rubber membrane (SILEX
Ltd., HT6240, thickness: 0.25 mm, tensile strength: 11 N/mm2, elongation at
break: 440%, tear strength: 24 N/mm [37])], a non-deformable PDMS (poly-
di-methyl-siloxane) substrate with a cylindrical hole (diameter of 4 mm), air

Figure 13.9 Multifinger interaction.
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Figure 13.10 A pneumatic haptic feedback actuator: schematic diagram of the components
shown in (a) and the prototype shown in (b) [38].

tubing, and a pressure-controllable air supply. When it is in use, air can be
injected into the cavity and causes the silicone rubber membrane to inflate.
The actuator creates a stress change on the user’s fingertip and gives an
impression of the stiffness change. The top soft silicone layer was applied
to simulate the touch impression of soft tissue and limit the deformation of
the silicone rubber film. Translucent silicone rubber adhesive E41 bounded
the silicone rubber membrane and the substrate together. The air tubing was
connected to the PDMS substrate by using RTV108 clear silicone rubber
adhesive sealant. The PDMS substrate was fabricated using 3D prototyped
molds.

Figure 13.11 illustrates the control of the proposed pneumatic haptic
feedback actuator. The calculation of the three channels of air pressure
values relates to the tactile sensing input (e.g., from a tele-manipulator).
Data from the tactile sensor elements can be divided into three groups and
the average values can be used as the input of a haptic feedback channel.
Two NI USB-6211cards were used to generate analog signals for the pres-
sure regulators (ITV0010, SMC). The air compressor (Compact 106, FIAC
Air-Compressors) output was set to be 1500 kPa. The pressure regulators
decreased the air pressure and inflated each of the actuators with proportional
pressures to the analog signals ranging from 0 to 100 kPa. As shown in
Figure 13.12, the proposed multi-fingered palpation can be used in RMIS.

To prove the efficiency of the proposed actuator, a user study on pal-
pation using a premeasured stiffness distribution map was conducted. The
experimental setup is shown in Figure 13.13. A pressure-sensitive touchpad
(Wacom BAMBOO Pen & Touch) was used as an input device of position
and normal force. The graphical feedback of the interaction on the tissue
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Figure 13.11 Multifingered palpation system [38].

Figure 13.12 Schematic diagram of the applications of the proposed multi-fingered palpa-
tion in robot-assisted minimally invasive surgery (RMIS).

surface through computer graphics and the multi-fingered haptic feedback
were provided. Three colored spheres displayed on the graphical interface
were used to represent three fingers. These three spheres were aligned in
a right-angled triangular shape and were set to follow the motion of the
pen. The output forces via the pneumatic actuators to the three fingers were
translated independently from each other according to the applied palpation
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Figure 13.13 Stiffness map and experimental setup for evaluation test [38].

force on the touchpad and the local stiffness value. In this way, users were
able to explore three neighboring properties simultaneously.

13.5.2 Evaluation Results of Finger-tip Haptic Feedback
Actuators

Nine subjects were involved in this study (age range: 23–36, Ã: 4; ♂: 8).
None of them had any palpation experience. In the experiment, all partic-
ipants could feel the simulated stiffness differences. The measured stiffness
distribution came from a silicone phantom soft tissue embedded with artificial
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tumors A, B, and C (see Figure 13.13). Tumors were represented as plastic
cubes with thicknesses of 4, 12 and 8 mm. The detection sensitivities Se
of simulated tumor A, B, and C were 66.7, 100, and 88.9%, respectively.
There was a positive correlation between the nodule detection sensitivities
and nodule sizes.

13.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, haptic feedback modalities for minimally invasive surgery
to compensate the loss of physical contact between the surgeon and the
soft tissue were introduced and validated, including force feedback from
an experimental tele-manipulator and the force feedback platform, visual
stiffness feedback representing stiffness distribution of soft tissue, pseudo-
haptic feedback expressing haptic perception through a visual display, and
finger-tip haptic feedback actuators enabling multi-fingered haptic feedback.
Those proposed methods can also be adopted for other applications where
sensory substitution is required, including VR-based games and general
robotic manipulation.
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Abstract

The search for the best solution from the point of view of achieving a
construction imitating the contact between the operator of the surgical device
and the obstacle resulted in the origin of a concept involving the use of a
special armband or a sleeve.

This chapter presents two types of haptic feedback concepts that can be
used to translate force feedback from the sensors of STIFF-FLOP system.
The first concept is based on the design concept of a pneumatic feedback
system, and on the working principles of a blood pressure measuring sleeve
used in medical diagnostics.

The second concept includes the use of miniature seismic inductors. In
addition, this chapter reviews a design of various inductors. This interesting
area of human–machine interface can significantly increase the amount of
information coming to the operator allowing for more precise and safe con-
trol. This solution may help to reduce the risk of operation with the robot in
the surgical robot control console.

14.1 Introduction

When discussing human–machine communication, force feedback is one of
the main discussed issues. It is believed that feedback is one of the essential
elements needed in order for humans to control machines effectively. Feed-
back can simply be defined as providing the operator with information about
the results of his/her work. Development of feedback defined in such a way
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Figure 14.1 The concept of an armband for surgeon’s forearm (a) arrangement; (b) concept
of pneumatic airbags; and (c) application of electric motors.

focuses on increasing the amount and the quality of the information trans-
fer between the device and its operator [1–3]. Introducing tactile feedback
during surgical procedures performed by surgical robots can help surgeons
to sense the characteristics of specific tissues, recognizing pathological states
or applying precise surgical suture tension. The application of feedback in
robotic surgery can also have a positive effect on the learning curve associated
with robot operation [4–8]. The search for the best solution from the point of
view of achieving the construction that can imitate the contact between the
operator of the surgical device and the obstacle resulted in the origin of a con-
cept involving the use of a special armband (sleeve). This armband is placed
by the surgeon on his/her forearm and it provides additional information from
the operating field (Figure 14.1). Between the skin and the armband, there
are mechanisms which can produce tactile stimuli. Mechanic solutions based
on pneumatic and electric vibration motors were chosen as a mean of the
interaction factor.

14.2 Application of the Pneumatic Impact Interaction

The STIFF-FLOP project involved the construction of pneumatic actuators
along the forearm and around it. Figure 14.2 presents the 4 × 5 matrix of
55 × 30-mm pneumatic actuators.

The design concept of a pneumatic feedback system is based on the
working principles of a blood pressure measuring sleeve used in medical
diagnostics. The elastic airbags are made of two layers of vulcanized (or
adhesive) rubber (see Figure 14.3). Before the process of vulcanization,
plastic tubes are placed between the layers in such a way that each tube is



14.3 Control 253

Figure 14.2 Design concept of the matrix of airbags’ dimensions.

Figure 14.3 Design concept of the pneumatic sleeve [9].

able to feed the airbag created in the process of vulcanization. The tubes exit
through the packets feeding the airbags along the forearm. The airbags are
covered with a layer of elastic fabric from the side of the contact with the
skin of the hand and with a more stiff fabric on the outer side which prevents
the pressure exerted by the airbags working in the opposite direction than
desired (hand). Fixing the sleeve on a hand and adjusting it to the individual
characteristics of the operator can be done with the help of Velcro straps.

14.3 Control

In order to make things easier for the operator, the control unit and power
supply module were removed from the sleeve. Only the airbags and pneu-
matic leads were left. The first concept involved controlling the pneumatic
sleeve in a continuous manner. The value of airbag’s impact on the operator
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Figure 14.4 Concept of the continuously sleeve control system [9].

depended on the current flowing in the coil of the electro-pneumatic trans-
ducer.
The coil’s pulse-width modulation (PWM) signal controlled the pressure
generated by the transducer. This concept does not require compressed air
supply, and the pneumatic system does not generate any noise. Figure 14.4
presents the concept of controlling two airbags. Eventually, it is replicated
(4 × 5) times.

The second type of sleeve control was discrete. The operator could feel
or not the impact of the airbag – the so-called two-state control. After fixing
the sleeve with the Velcro straps, the airbags were pumped so that the sleeve
is in close contact with the skin of the operator but would not cause too much
pressure and the resulting discomfort (Figure 14.5a).

During evaluation tests (Figure 14.6), it was observed that the second type
of control was more easily perceptible to the operator. However, it was later
modified to the form presented in the drawing in Figure 14.5b. Simplification
of the pneumatic system resulted in more favorable subjective perceptions
experienced by the testing group.

Loud operation of the pneumatic system, the elaborate control system,
the necessity of providing each individual airbag with a lead, and a limited
movement of the operator required a change of concept. Therefore, the next
version of the sleeve was built using the electro-mechanical vibration motors.

14.4 Applications of Electric Vibration Motors

Another concept involved equipping the sleeve with micro seismic vibration
motors as devices mechanically interacting with a human. This solution
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Figure 14.5 The concept of a sleeve discrete control system (a) before and (b) after the
modifications.

Figure 14.6 Operation tests andpneumatic sleeve control.

includes fixing some vibration motors on the operator’s forearm with the
purpose of mechanically signaling the interactions in the operating field. The
motors are arranged as a 4 × 4 matrix in the sleeve worn by the operator
during his/her work. Choosing the right construction of the motor is a difficult
task as the offered micro motors differ in size, mass, manner of work, and
generated power. Therefore, the solution is a compromise between mass
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and size (the smaller the better) and generated power (the more the better)
[10, 11]. The solutions of the most popular constructions of mechanical micro
motors are shown in Figure 14.8. The principle of operation of the first one
is based on the VCM (voice coil motor) (Figures 14.7a and b). It operates
by generating vibrations through seismic mass set in reciprocating motion
by means of electromotive force. Figures14.7c–f show motors generating
vibrations through eccentric mass mounted on the rotor of a DC motor.

Figure 14.7 Construction of micro motors: (a, b) a linear resonant actuator (LRA) and (c–f)
an eccentric rotating mass vibration motor (ERM) [12].
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Figure 14.8 Micro motors with DC motors: (a) coin motor and (b) cylindrical motor.

Motors with vibrating mass can have two types of constructions, the
first of which is associated with motor type and the other with dimension
variant. Figure 14.7f presents a motor built on a conventional DC motor and
Figures 14.7d and e based on a brushless motor. The main distinguishing
feature of these structures is their control and durability. Brushless motors
are cheaper and easier to control but they are less durable. The operating
parameters of the two solutions are similar [12].

Other division of the dimension variant involves splitting the motors into
coin motors (Figures 14.7a–d) and cylindrical motors (Figures 14.7e and f).
The main difference is associated with the motor case. In this regard, the coin
motor (shown in Figure 14.8a) is more favorable because it does not require
additional safety casing.

The functionality of the sleeve dictates the mounting method of the
selected motors, so for the coin motor (Figure 14.8a) the XY surface should
be parallel to the body surface. The cylindrical motor (Figure 14.8b), on the
other hand, should be mounted on the ZX or ZY surface parallel to the body
surface. The sleeve design uses the coin type. This motor generates vibrations
in the YX plane (Figure 14.8a).

The sleeve prototype was made in two versions. Both versions were made
of elastic fabric. The first version (Figure 14.9) was too rigid and limited
operator’s range of motion. Moreover, it turned out that vibrations were less
perceptible compared to the second version.

The second version of the sleeve was based on the same motors. However,
other fabrics (polyamide and elastane) were used to improve the ergonomics
when using the sleeve and increase the perceptibility to a certain degree
(Figure 14.10). The control system was also modified by introducing a
gradation of vibration intensity.

The first prototypes were equipped with a PCB placed in the sleeve and
powered by an external power supply and connected to a computer with an
RS 232 cable. Next, an application for computers was made using the RAD
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Figure 14.9 Sleeve design version 1: (a) sleeve; (b) crosssection of layers of fabric; (c) test
bench; and (d) control board based on thecortex F4 microcontroller.

Figure 14.10 Sleeve design version 2: (a) sleeve being worn; (b) inside of the sleeve;
(c) arrangement of motors; and (d) material used in the outer layer.
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Studio software that allows the user to set different functions. In the first
version, the sleeve motors’ control system was discrete (on/off). In the second
version of the sleeve, the control was based on the PWM signal.

Changing the performance of the motor is difficult and possible only to
a small extent. Therefore, the experimental value of PWM control signal
frequency with subcarrier was set to approximately 2 Hz. This value is closely
related to the start and stop characteristics of the motor. Accepted discrete
values are as follows:

• 100% defined as “strong”
• 50% defined as “average”
• 20% defined as “weak.”

Subjective tests using the above values were conducted with people. Tests
on the subjective perception of the location and the intensity of the sensation
caused by a single motor were run in a group of seven people. During the
tests, the user was positioned in the same position as the operator of the surgi-
cal robot console during the operation with arms outstretched and supported
at the elbows. The purpose of the test was for the group to determine the
most user-friendly and most perceptible (effective) motor-control systems. In
order to achieve that, three types of motor signals were set: weak, average
(pulsating), and strong. The motors were switched individually in a random
order.

During the test, the operator was asked to indicate the number of the
motor switched on and to determine the vibration intensity. After indicating
the correct number of the working motor and the vibration intensity, the
answer was accepted.

The motors were placed on the operator’s hand in such a way as to
maintain maximum distance between the neighboring motors (Figure 14.11).

The preferred control signal was a high-amplitude, continuous signal. In
this case, the average accuracy of indicating the vibrating motor was 95%.
The sensitivity matrix can be seen in Figure 14.12.

14.5 Conclusion

After the initial testing of the pneumatic sleeve and the modifications of the
control system, it was decided to change the concept.

Further work was carried out using the electro-mechanical vibration
motors.
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Figure 14.11 View of the motors’ arrangement on the operator’s forearm [13].

Figure 14.12 Test results – operator’s subjective response to the third control signal [13].

A 16-vibrator matrix deployed in four cross-sections and four longitudi-
nal sections of the sleeve has been placed in the sleeve to simulate the feeling
of interaction between the hand and the environment. In the first prototype
of the sleeve, it was difficult to indicate the place of the vibration due to the
stiffness of the fabric used. The steering of a single vibrator was realized in a
discrete manner – the vibrator was either on or off. Further research provided
the information necessary for building the next version. Changes made in the
next version of the prototype allowed us to achieve three levels of intensity
of the sensation. The accuracy of the subjective identification of the area of
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vibration by the testing group was over 80% in general, while in the case of
the medium and strong intensity level, it was over 95%.

Based on the results of the tests, it can be concluded that the use of electro-
mechanical vibration motors with an acceleration value of about 1 g and a
frequency in the range of 100–200 Hz might be an innovative way of gaining
device-operator feedback. It is possible to identify the location of interaction
but it depends mostly on the physiological characteristics of the operator [13].
This interesting area of human–machine interface may significantly increase
the amount of information reaching the operator and thus allow for more
precise and safe control. The use of this solution in a surgical robot control
console may help to reduce the risks of operating with the usage of robots.
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Abstract

There are many studies to suggest that the human motor system adaptively
combines motor primitives to control limb movements. However, little is
known about whether the somatosensory system too uses a similar strategy to
efficiently represent haptic experiences. Since it has been shown that humans
learn movements through flexible combination of primitives that can be mod-
eled using Gaussian-like functions, we try to explore whether human brain
uses similar primitives to represent haptic memory too. We tested whether
haptic memory is localized and magnitude specific along the arm. Therefore,
experiments were conducted to understand how humans trained in primitive
haptic patterns given using a wearable sleeve can recognize their shifts and
linear combinations. A wearable sleeve was used that consisted of seven
vibro-actuators to convey the primitive patterns. We found that (1) subjects
find it easier to recognize uni-modal haptic templates. When they are given
bi-modal patterns, subjects tend to generalize them to uni-modal patterns; (2)
haptic memory is location specific. When the same template is shifted along
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the arm, the original template interferes with the shifted pattern. (3) subjects
can recognize linear combinations of previously trained haptic templates.
In addition to the prototype presented in Chapter 14, this chapter provides
guidelines to design haptic feedback system for STIFF-FLOP continuum
manipulator. The scenarios can include separation of force and torque into
different distributed haptic feedback templates, and recognition of tissue
contact forces at multiple points along the arm using optimally designed
feedback templates using vibro-tactile actuator arrays.

15.1 Introduction

Haptics would be the best way to convey messages in critical tasks to provide
spatial information where vision and audition are less reliable [1]. Therefore,
as a first step, we try to understand how distributed haptic feedback is
generalized at the somatosensory system. In human motor control studies, it
has been shown that humans learn movements through a flexible combination
of primitives that can be modeled using Gaussian-like functions [2]. How
the somatosensory system represents distributed haptic patterns is not well
known. In this paper, we address the question as to how a trained Gaussian
template is recognized when it is scaled and shifted along the arm. The used
primitive haptic patterns are the Gaussian template (T), T shifted right (TR),
T shifted left (TL), half amplitude of T (THA), and half standard deviation of
T (THS) hereafter referred to be templates. This approach will inform us to
design new training protocols of a new device to provide haptic feedback.

There have been some studies demonstrating that haptic feedback can
be used to assist humans [3–5]. Moreover, there have been many studies on
using vibro-actuators for different purposes to convey messages to humans.
For example, the study in [5] presented an active belt which is a wearable
tactile display that can transmit multiple directional information in combi-
nation with a global positioning system (GPS) directional sensor and Seven
vibro-actuators.

Another research on cooperative human robot haptic navigation in [6]
used a wrist belt with vibro-tactile sensors to guide a human to a target
location recently. Moreover, haptic feedback was used to navigate people by
using a mobile phone in [7]. Furthermore, vibro-tactile way-point navigation
was presented in [8] in pedestrian navigation. Vibration stimulation was used
to convey different types of messages to the users in guiding with and without
vision in [5] and [7], respectively. Mobile devices were used to provide
pedestrian navigation systems in low visibility conditions [8–10].
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In some studies, vibro-tactile displays have used to improve the
quality of life in different ways such as reading devices for those with visual
impairments [11] to provide feedback of body tilt [12], balance control and
postural stability [13], and navigation aid in unfamiliar environments [14].
Until now, there have been many studies that used vibro-actuator belts for
different purposes. However, this paper attempts to understand how to use
vibro-tactile actuator arrays to understand representation of distributed haptic
feedback.

Different studies introduced various design criteria of the vibro-actuator
arrays depending on the objectives/hypothesis of the tests. For example,
considering the location of vibro-actuators, it is noted that the accuracy was
only 53% when subjects were asked to identify the location of vibro-tactile
stimulation on the skin in [15]. Since the localization accuracy is low as
noticed in [15], it is important to study how humans would generalize haptic
feedback patterns to a given set of discrete locations of the skin, because an
attempt to generalize may change the level of error at individual locations.
Moreover, the two-point resolution varies across the body according to the
study in [16]. For example, two-point resolution for the forearm is more than
35 mm [16]. Therefore, the gap between the vibro-actuators was maintained
more than 35 mm to avoid unnecessary ambidextrous crosstalks in our
experiments.

The experimental results in [17] show that the accuracy of tactile per-
ception significantly improves when the duration of tactile stimulation lies in
the range of 80–320 ms. Studies on stimulation time period in [18] showed
that people prefer that the stimulus is between 50 and 200 ms and longer
durations are perceived to be annoying. The study in [16] experienced that
shorter length of vibrating time reduces the level of adaptation. Therefore,
the durations of these experimental trials are limited to 80 ms.

Amplitude has been widely used to stimulate the human skin in most
of the previous studies [19–22]. However, we argue that frequency would
be better for persistent perception. The monotonic nature in amplitude could
affect humans’ responses. For example, humans feel more comfortable to
clocks tick-tock than a hump because of the discrete nature of the former. The
frequency was chosen in the most power-efficient region of the vibro-actuator.

Apart from previous studies on using vibro-actuator arrays mainly in
navigation and health care, they were widely used to understand how
somatosensory receptors work on haptic pattern recognition [23–25]. The
ability of humans to identify patterns of vibro-tactile stimulation was tested
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using tactile displays mounted on the arm and torso [23]. The results in [23]
indicated that the identification of the vibro-tactile patterns was superior on
the torso compared to the forearm, with participants achieving higher accu-
racy with seven of the eight presented patterns. Haptic recognition of familiar
objects by the early blind, the late blind, and the sighted was investigated
with two-dimensional (2-D) and three-dimensional (3-D) stimuli produced by
small tactor-pins in [24]. The results show that the haptic legibility of the 3-D
stimuli was significantly higher than that of the 2-D stimuli for all the groups
suggesting that 3-D presentation seems to promise a way to overcome the lim-
itation of 2-D graphic display. Moreover, participants were trained to varying
degrees of accuracy on tactile identification of two-dimensional patterns in
[25]. Recognition of these patterns, of inverted versions of these patterns,
and of subparts of these patterns was then tested in [25]. Those results
in previous studies show the humans’ ability to recognize different haptic
feedback patterns in body location, and 2-D or 3-D when the stimulation was
given via vibro-tactile arrays.

The scientific questions tested in this paper are how the human
somatosensory system encodes Gaussian-like template haptic patterns and
whether these representations are localized (cannot be shifted along the skin)
and magnitude specific (cannot be scaled). Moreover, we ask whether humans
can recognize two humped haptic patterns. The results would show how
haptic perception is represented in the somatosensory neural circuits. i.e.,
how localized haptic memories are. These insights will helps to develop more
efficient haptic feedback systems using a small number of templates to be
learnt to encode complex haptic messages.

Therefore, to test those questions, the experiments were carried out to
study humans’ ability (1) to generalize (scaling/shifting) the trained primitive
vibro-actuator array templates [Gaussian template (T), T shifted right (TR),
T shifted left (TL), half amplitude of T (THA), and half standard deviation of
T (THS)], (2) to recognize trained these templates and their inverse even they
played randomly, and (3) to recognize these trained templates linear combina-
tions of those patterns given via a vibro-actuator array. Therefore, this is the
first paper that attempts to show how the primitive haptic-based patterns are
represented by humans. The results of this paper would give an idea as to how
humans construct the cutaneous feedback in different messages/scenarios.
The results would help us to understand what the sensitive geometrical shapes
are when we need to code haptic messages to humans in noisy crowded areas
such as factory, search, and rescue via cutaneous feedback.
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15.2 Materials and Methods

The results of three experiments would answer the following scientific ques-
tions: experiment 1: How humans generalize a Gaussian template in scaling
and shifting, experiment 2: How humans can recognize trained templates and
their inverse when they are presented in a random order, and experiment 3:
How humans can recognize random linear combinations of trained primitive
patterns given by a set of discrete vibro-actuators on the forearm.

A Pico Vibe 10-mm vibration motor – 3 mm type (Precision Micro-
drives) in Figure 15.1A was used to make a wearable haptic-based pattern
feedback system as shown in Figure 15.1B. There are seven Pico Vibe 10-
mm vibro-actuators (model 310-103) arranged in equal distance (7 cm) in
the array as shown in Figure 15.1B. The seven Pico Vibe 10-mm vibro-
actuators are attached to the seven belts which can be adjusted by strapping
securely to the arm of the different subjects. The different intensities for the
vibrators are generated by an Arduino Mega motherboard and the amplitude
was modulated by a simple power amplifier circuit as shown in Figure 15.1C.
We recalibrated the vibro-actuators at different voltage inputs by actuating
them on an ATI 6-axis Mini force sensor. We noticed that the linear regres-
sion between the measured frequency of vibration and input voltage had a
coefficient of determination (R2) of 0.94. The amplitude of vibration also had
a positive trend against the input voltage, but at R2 = 0.34. Therefore, in the
rest of the paper, we can reliably state that subjects felt a proportional change
of the frequency of vibration accompanied by a weak change of amplitude of
vibration. Moreover, frequency control in vibro-actuators helps to keep the
attention of the subject during persistent stimulation as opposed to using an
alternative like magnitude or pressure.

Figure 15.1 Hardware design for wearable haptic sleeve: (A) Pico Vibe 10-mm vibro-
actuator (model 310-103), (B) Wearable vibro-tactile actuator arrays with seven Pico Vibe
10-mm vibro-actuator motors, and (C) Arduino Mega motherboard and power amplifier circuit
to generate different intensity patterns.
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The experimental protocol was approved by the King’s College
London Biomedical Sciences, Medicine, Dentistry, and Natural & Mathe-
matical Sciences research ethics committee.

15.2.1 Haptic Primitive Templates Generation

The Gaussian templates were generated by the standard MATLAB function
(MATLAB 2014b),

y = gaussmf(x, [sig, c]) (15.1)

where sig = std, and c is the center of the distribution. The sig for pattern
T, TR, TL, and THA are 1 and 0.5 for THS, respectively. Moreover, the
amplitude of the THA was maintained at half of the rest of the templates.

15.2.2 Experimental Procedure

Subjects wore the haptic-based pattern feedback sleeve as shown in
Figure 15.2A. Subjects were asked to keep the arm outstretched during the

Figure 15.2 An experimental trial: (A) The subjects wear a wearable haptic sleeve with
seven Pico Vibe 10-mm vibration motors. The drawing area is demarcated and used hardware
is shown on Figure 15.2A, and (B) The subject drew the intensity felt from the vibro-tactile
actuator arrays was during the trial on ipad. Draw free app (Apple Inc.) software is used as a
drawing tool.
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Figure 15.3 The templates for experiment 1 and experiment 2: T-Gaussian template. The
patterns was generated by gaussmf (MATLAB R2012b) with a standard deviation 1 for T, TR,
TL, and THA. The standard deviation 0.5 was used for THS.

experiments. The smooth curves of Figure 15.3 were selected as templates
to generate different stimulation patterns. During a trial, all vibro-actuators
vibrate simultaneously. Single trial ran for an average of 80 ms. During the
first five trials, the template (T) in Figure 15.3 was played. Before playing
each template, subjects were shown the printed template. Subjects were asked
to draw a smooth curve representing what they perceive on an ipad sketching
app [Draw free app (Apple Inc.)] after each trial as shown in Figure 15.2B.
A drawing area on the ipad was clearly demarcated to match the size of
the printed template as shown in Figure 15.2B. Just after the drawing, the
next stimulation was given. On average, the inter-stimulus interval was 82
ms on average with 8.3 ms standard deviation. On average, the experiment
stimulation was limited to 80 ms. After that period, subjects were free to start
the drawing the estimated template.

15.2.3 Data Processing and Statistical Analysis

The same available pencil in the Draw free app was used for drawing
throughout the experiments. Get Data Graph Digitizer version 2.6 was used



270 Representation of Distributed Haptic Feedback Given via Vibro-tactile

to digitize the data (16 digits) on drawn lines. To obtain the regression coef-
ficients, the respective template was generated by MATLAB 2014a with the
exact length of the drawing curve for each trial. The regression coefficients
were calculated between humans’ sketch data (raw data) and the respective
templates.

15.2.4 Experiment 1: To Understand How Humans Generalize
a Gaussian Pattern in Scaling and Shifting

Ten healthy naive subjects (six male and two female) age between
24–39 participated in experiment 1. Experiment 1 was conducted to test how
humans generalize a primitive template pattern (T) with respect to scaling
and shifting. Shifting was done by left shift (TL) and right shift (TR), not
up or down and scaling was done by shrinking (THS), and half in magnitude
(THA) as shown in Figure 15.3.

In experiment 1, subjects were asked to wear the vibro-actuator belt. Sub-
jects were trained and shown only printed template T. They were informed
that the intensities of the vibro-actuators in the belt are directly proportional
to the height of the template T during the stimulation. Subjects were told
that they are supposed to draw a smooth curve with heights directly propor-
tional to the intensities of the vibro-actuators after the stimulation. During
the experiment, subjects were trained for only template T. Therefore, at
the beginning of the experiment, template T was played five times. Then
subjects were informed that trained and untrained templates would be played
pseudorandomly during the experiment. Therefore, after first five training
trials, TL, TR, THS, and THA patterns were played randomly. However,
there are training blocks in between other templates to train template T as
shown in Table 15.1. During the training blocks, subjects were informed
that the printed template was shown prior to the trial. For all training ses-
sions (when T played), the visual cue was provided. At the end of each
trial, subjects were asked to draw what they felt during the trial. Pattern
T repeated four times like in a block as shown in Table 15.1. Likewise,
four blocks of templates were played during the experiments after first five
trials. The rest of four intensity patterns (TR, TL, THA, and THS) played
six times each during the experiment randomly as shown in Table 15.1.
Therefore, subjects participated in 45 trials during the experiments. For
more clarity, the trial number and respective played patterns are shown in
Table 15.1.
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15.2.5 Experiment 2(a): To Understand How Humans can
Recognize Trained Templates When they are Presented in
a Random Order

The second experiment was conducted to test how subjects recognize all
trained haptic feedback patterns when they are presented in a random order.
Eight healthy naive subjects (six male and two female) aged 24–28 partici-
pated in the experiment 2(a). All instructions in experiment 1 were given to
the subjects. However, not only the template T but also the templates TR,
TL, and THA were shown to the subjects. Since the subjects were not able to
distinguish the pattern THS from other patterns in experiment 1, the pattern
THS was dropped and only patterns TL, TR, THA, and T were considered
for experiment 2(a). During the experiment, first 20 trials were designed to
train the subjects to learn the patterns T, TR, TL, and THA. Each training
pattern was played five times. During those 20 training trials, subjects were
shown the pattern to be played. Finally, the subjects were asked to draw a
smooth curve representing the vibro-actuator intensity pattern they felt on
an ipad screen. During the testing session, the four training templates were
played in pseudorandom order to achieve counter balancing. Each template
was played six times making the total number of trials experienced by each
subject to be 44. For more clarity, the order of the trials and the frequencies
of the vibro-actuators are shown in Table 15.1.

15.2.6 Experiment 2(b): To Understand How Humans Can
Recognize Trained Inverse Templates When They are
Presented in a Random Order

Experiment 2(b) was designed to test how subjects recognize inverse of the
trained templates in experiment 2(a). Eight healthy naive same group of
subjects in experiment 2(a) (six male and two female) aged 24–28 partici-
pated in the experiment 2(b). Subjects were informed that the inverse of the
templates in experiment 2(a) is used during the experiment 2(b). However,
for simplicity, only inverse templates of T, TL, and TR were used. Here after
we use IT, ITL, and ITR, respectively, for denoting the inverse templates of T,
TL, and TR. Again first 15 trials were designed to train the subjects to learn
the templates of IT, ITL, and ITR. Each training pattern was played five times.
The same procedure was followed as experiment 2(a). After the training
session, trained three inverse patterns were played four times randomly as
shown in Table 15.2. Therefore, subjects participated in 27 trials. For more
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Table 15.2 Experiment 2(b): Trial order for testing inverse templates of experiment 2(a)
Template Trial Order
IT 1–5, 17, 20, 24, 25
ITL 6–10, 16, 18, 21, 23
ITR 11–15, 19, 22, 26, 27

clarity, the order of the trials is shown in Table 15.2. However, counter
balanced was followed as experiment 2(a).

15.2.7 Experiment 3: To Understand How Humans can
Recognize Random Linear Combinations of Trained
Primitive Templates Given by a Set of Discrete
Vibro-Actuators on the Forearm

Experiment 3 was designed to understand how humans recognize linear
random combinations of trained primitive patterns given by a set of vibro-
actuators on the forearm. Subjects were informed that untrained new tem-
plates are played during the stimulation. The same group of subjects in
experiment 2 participated in experiment 3 just after experiment 2. Therefore,
no training sessions were conducted for experiment 3. The patterns were

Figure 15.4 The templates for experiment 3: Linear combination of two primitive patterns:
The combination of primitive patterns of T + TR, T + TL, and TL + TR is shown.
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Table 15.3 Experiment 3: Intensity (Hz) and pattern order for combined templates
Intensities (Hz): Vib. 1 Vib. 2 Vib. 3 Vib. 4 Vib. 5 Vib. 6 Vib. 7 Trial Order
T+TL 203.66 374.37 400.00 374.37 203.66 44.73 3.66 1, 5, 7, 12, 15
T+TR 3.66 44.73 203.66 374.37 400.00 374.37 203.66 3, 6, 8, 10, 14
TL+TR 242.53 400.00 246.97 108.23 246.97 400.00 242.53 2, 4, 9, 11, 13

selected as linear combinations of T + TL, T + TR, and TL + TR as shown in
Figure 15.4. Moreover, the frequencies of the combined patterns and order of
the played patterns are shown in Table 15.3. It was found that a perceptible
range by humans is 20–400 Hz [16]. Therefore, frequencies were normalized
to bring the maximum frequency to 400 Hz as shown in the values in Table
15.3 to attain maximum sensitivity.

15.3 Results

15.3.1 Experiment 1

The sketched raw data for the pattern T, TL, TR, THS, and THA in experi-
ment 1 are shown in Figure 15.5. The template patterns are shown by a black
dashed line. The sketched data in Figure 15.5 were regressed by respective
templates shown by a black dashed line for each template. The average regres-
sion coefficients are shown in Figure 15.6. The results in Figure 15.6A show
high correlationship between the data and template only when the template T
was played. For clarity, the variation of regression coefficients in each training
blocks of template T in Table 15.1 is shown in Figure 15.6B. For more clarity,
the fitted curves for each block are shown on top of the respective curves.
The results show that only block 1 has a negative trend while blocks 2–5
have positive trends in learning during the trials. The subsequent training
blocks (2–5), in Figure 15.6B show a positive trend indicating that there is a
relearning effect after being exposed to patterns other than T. The regression
coefficients of the first five trials in Figure 15.6A confirm that this training
block sets up a baseline. The negative trend from blocks 2–5 would come
from interference from other randomly played templates during the testing
trials.

Moving to the regression coefficients in templates TL, TR, THA, and
THS, regression coefficient values are relatively low when the sketched data
are regressed with respective templates as shown in Figure 15.6C. Moreover,
it is noticed that some regression values are less than 0 for templates TR
and TL in Figure 15.6C. The deviation can be noticed in humans’ sketched
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Figure 15.5 The raw data for experiment 1: The sketched data for pattern T, TL, TR, THS,
and THA for all trials. The all templates are shown by a black dashed line.

data in Figure 15.5 for templates TR and TL. However, the low and negative
regression coefficients and higher variability values in Figure 15.6C suggest
that subjects were not able to shift the pattern (TL and TR) they are trained in.
This might come from the fact that the memory of the pattern T interferes with
subjects’ perception as shown in raw data in Figure 15.5. For more clarity,
the data were regressed with template T as shown in Figure 15.6D. (Note that
in Figure 15.6C the regression was done against the actual pattern that was
played).

Figure 15.6D shows the improvement of the regression coefficients for the
patterns when the data are regressed with template T, with respect to Figure
15.6C for pattern TL and TR. The improvement of regression coefficient
might come from the interference of trained pattern T. Moreover, none of the
regression coefficients are < 0 in Figure 15.6D as noticed in Figure 15.6C.
This again suggests interference of the trained pattern T in subject’s memory
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Figure 15.6 Experiment 1: Average regression coefficients (in this experiment, subjects
were trained only for template T): (A) Regression coefficients for training template T over
the trials, (B) Average regression coefficient values for training blocks 1–5 in Table 15.1.
The fitted curves for each block are shown on top of the respective curve to understand the
positive (only block 1) and negative (from block 2–5) trends in learning during the trial, (C)
Testing session regression coefficients for templates TL, TR, THS, and THA when the data
are regressed with its respective templates. (D) Regression coefficients for templates TL, TR,
THS, and THA when the data are regressed with template T.

in shifting as noticed in Figure 15.6C. For more clarity, Mann-Whitney U
test (α = 0.05) was conducted to test whether the regression coefficients in
Figures 15.6C and 15.6D are statistically significantly different in all patterns
(Since data were not normally distributed, non-parametric Mann-Whitney U
test was used to test the significance). It is shown that regression coefficients
for pattern TR (p = 0.002) and TL (p = 0.002) are significantly different.
However, for THA, p = 0.055, and for THS, p = 0.132 suggesting that they
are not significantly different at 95% confidence level. The significance test
results in TL, and TR again provide an evidence of interference of the trained
pattern T in subject’s memory in shifting T to left or right. The regression
coefficients in Figures 15.6C and 15.6D for THS and THA suggest that THS
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and THA have different structures whereas the former two are of the same
structure of T other than the shift. However, experiment 2 was conducted to
train not only the template T but also all templates. Moreover, the inverse
templates of the experiment 1 were also trained. The higher significance test
value and regression coefficients of THS suggest that interference mostly
involved shifting than scaling. Moreover, it might suggest that THS is sta-
tistically independent. Therefore, for simplicity the pattern THS was dropped
in experiment 2.

15.3.2 Experiment 2(a)

The sketched raw data for the pattern T, TL, TR, and THA in experiment
2(a) are shown in Figure 15.7. The templates are shown by black dashed line.
The sketched data in Figure 15.7 were regressed against respective templates.
The average regression coefficients are shown in Figure 15.8 when subjects
were trained and tested in a random order of patterns T, THA, TL, and TR
in experiment 2(a). In general, in Figure 15.8A, all regression coefficients
have improved with respect to Figure 15.6C for all templates. The average

Figure 15.7 The raw data for experiment 2(a): The sketched data for pattern T, TL, TR, and
THA for all trials in experiment 2(a). The templates are shown by a black dashed line. The
template THS in experiment 1 was dropped in experiment 2(a).
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Figure 15.8 Experiment 2(a): Average regression coefficients when data regressed with
respective template in Figure 15.3. Standard deviations of the regression coefficients are shown
by error bars.

regression coefficients of training session are higher for T and THA with
respect to TL and TR as shown in Figure 15.8A. It implies that subjects
have a better ability to recognize scaled template than shifted ones as noticed
in experiment 1. Moreover, it can be seen in sketched data in Figure 15.7
too. Interestingly, subjects can recognize these four templates when they are
played in random order, provided they were trained earlier. Therefore, those
results show that subjects can recognize trained primitive patterns when the
vibro-actuator array generates different stimulations. The experiment 2(b)
was conducted to understand how subjects recognize inverse templates when
they are trained.

15.3.3 Experiment 2(b)

Average regression coefficients when subjects are trained for inverse tem-
plates of T, TL, and TR in experiment 2(a) are shown in Figure 15.9.
The regression coefficients for training and testing sessions are shown in
Figure 15.9 when they were regressed against by respective templates. The
results show that there is no any improvement in regression coefficients after
training the subjects as we noticed in experiment 1 and experiment 2(a). To
visualize actual data, the raw data were plotted as shown in Figure 15.10.
For more clarity, the corresponding experimental trials for its regression
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Figure 15.9 Experiment 2(b): Average regression coefficients when the sketched patterns
were regressed against templates IT, ITL, and ITR. Training and testing sessions are shown in
the figure.

Figure 15.10 The raw data for experiment 2(b) for templates IT, ITL, and ITR. Correspond-
ing regression coefficients <0.5 and >0.5 are shown by a red and blue colors respectively.
Templates are shown by a black dashed line.

coefficients <0.5 and >0.5 are shown by red and blue, respectively, in
Figure 15.10. Moreover, the templates are shown by a black dashed line.
Figure 15.10 shows that most of the regression coefficients values are <0.5
as shown by red confirming subjects were not able to recognize inverse
patterns as we noticed low regression coefficients in Figure 15.9. This might
come from subjects find it difficult to learn inverse patterns because they
are bimodal patterns [e.g., the shape of IT. (please refer template IT in
Figure 15.10 by black dashed line)].
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Figure 15.11 Experiment 3: The human sketched data for pattern T+TL, T+TR, and TL+TR
for all trials. The templates are shown by a black dashed line.

15.3.4 Experiment 3

The sketched raw data for the pattern T+TL, T+TR, and TL+TR in experiment
3 are shown in Figure 15.11. The templates are shown by a black dashed line.
The sketched data in Figure 15.11 were regressed by respective templates.
The results of experiment 3 are shown in Figure 15.12 when the sketched
data were regressed with the respective templates in Figure 15.4. The average
regression coefficient values are higher for T+TL and T+TR as shown in
Figure 15.12. This might come from the frequency values of T+TL and
T+TR patterns as shown in Table 15.3. In Table 15.3, five adjacent vibro-
actuators are in humans’ threshold frequency range. Subjects were not able

Figure 15.12 Experiment 3: Regression coefficients when data regressed with respective
template in Figure 15.4. Standard deviation of the regression coefficients are shown by a error
bars.
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to recognize when not enough vibro-actuators fall within the most sensitive
frequency range [16] as noticed in TL+TR. The low regression coefficients
and higher variability values suggest that activating sufficient adjacent vibro-
actuators together within the threshold frequency range is more appropriate
to convey spatial information. Moreover, subjects might be able to recognize
uni-model than bi-model as shown in Figure 15.11. These results in experi-
ment 3 suggest that the vibro-actuator array has the potential to convey spatial
information using uni-modal patterns to humans. The results in experiment
2(b) show that the efficiency of this mode of communication can be improved
by having a higher number of adjacent vibro-actuators as we observed in
results in experiment 3.

Significance test was carried out to see if each template was the best
predictor of the response compared to the other templates in the same set for
experiment 2(a) and experiment 3. This would provide an indication for how
distinguishable the patterns are. The results can be summarized as follows
for experiment 2: P(T,L) < 0.05, P(T,TR) < 0.05, P(THA,TL) < 0.05,
P(TR,THA) < 0.05, and P(THA,T ) > 0.05. The significance results in
experiment 2 suggest that except the pair (T, THA), all other pairs are
significantly different. Moreover, significance test results in experiments 3
show that P(TL+TR,T+TL) > 0.05 and P(T+TL,T+TR) > 0.05.

15.4 Discussion

This chapter presents experimental evidence of the capabilities and limita-
tions of the human somatosensory system to distinguish and recognize a class
of primitive haptic feedback patterns presented after prior training. Three
consecutive experiments that provide insights into how humans recognize
trained cutaneous feedback patterns as well as their shifts and combinations
have been discussed. The results in this paper provide new insights into an
important area of tactile input to inform shape recognition. The subjects’
drawings of stimulus waveforms were captured and regression coefficients
were used to understand humans’ ability to recognize the given stimulations
by different templates via a vibro-actuator array.

A deeper understanding of humans’ ability to generalize and recognize
trained templates is important to convey some messages via vibro-actuator
stimuli when humans have to work in noisy environments. Moreover, those
trained templates could be considered as primitives of a haptic-based lan-
guage. Those primitives and subjects’ responses would give an idea as to
how they can be used to increase humans’ perception when they are in noisy
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environments like factory, search, and rescue. The results of experiments 1–3
provide us the kind of primitive shapes that could be used to train humans to
use a template-based haptic-based communication language.

Results of experiment 1 show that even though subjects were able to scale,
they find it difficult shift a trained template T. This suggests that the trained
template T interferes with a shifted pattern. The raw data in experiment 1
show higher deviation from the played template. Even for the template T
in Figure 15.5 has a higher deviation from the trained template T. This
variability could come from physiological factors like muscle tension and
psychological factors like attention.

These evidence of interference raise further questions about how haptic
sensory memory can cause after effects as noticed in auditory sensory mem-
ory in previous studies [26, 27]. Therefore, future studies can investigate
the effect of longer intertril breaks and even the effect of an overnight
break on the ability of subjects to recognize a learned template as well as
the interference of a learned template on a different template. Studies on
motor memory consolidation suggest that the robustness of motor memories
increases for breaks longer than 5 min and that clear memory consolidation
effects can be seen after a 4-h break [28].

However, results in experiment 2(a) show that average regression coef-
ficients have improved with respect to experiment 1. These improvements
show that subjects have an ability to recognize the same distributed haptic
pattern (in this case T) even when it is shifted along the arm. Here TL
is more precise and less strongly shifted to the center of the TR. It could
come from more sensitivity bias in shoulder than elbow (please note vibro-
actuators labeled from 1 to 7 in Figure 15.3 are from the upper arm to the
lower arm) as shown in raw data in Figure 15.7. It would be useful to further
investigate the distribution of sensitivity to vibro-tactile feedback along the
human arm. Even though the same procedure was used for training for all
experiments, the low regression coefficients in Figures 15.6 and 15.8 suggest
that even if recognition of the tactile patterns were good, performance would
still be poor if drawing the visual representation was difficult. The degree of
drawing difficulty may be quantified in the future by asking the subjects to
draw a pattern visually presented to them immediately before sketching. The
regression values between the sketch and the template can be used to scale
the regression values obtained for sketched patterns and their corresponding
templates given on the skin.

From the results of experiment 2(b), together with the results for a linear
combination of two uni-modal patterns giving rise to a bi-modal pattern, we
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can conclude that subjects find it difficult to recognize bi-modal patterns even
if they are trained a priori. This may arise from a somatosensory mechanism
to interpolate bimodal patterns to uni-modal patterns even if a uni-modal
pattern was not trained before hand.

The combination of templates was simply a sum of two templates pre-
sented using the seven vibro-actuators in experiment 3. In terms of location,
the two constituent patterns that went into the combined pattern were not
shifted. Therefore, if the somatosensory memories of the two constituent
patterns can be retrieved and combined, the participants should be able
to reconstruct the combined pattern though it was not experienced before.
Instead, we see that the two humps in the combined pattern were not accu-
rately reconstructed. Our interpretation is that the two constituent templates
fell within a minimum distance needed to distinguish two distinct humps.
This provides useful design guidelines for a future attempt to use primitive
templates to construct complex messages.

Higher regression coefficients for combined primitive templates in exper-
iment 3 show that subjects could recognize linear combinations of patterns
T+TL and T+TR. In T+TL and T+TR, provided five adjacent vibro-actuators
are in humans’ threshold frequency range (humans’ most sensitive frequency
range is 200–400 Hz [16]). Subjects were not able to recognize linear combi-
nations of trained templates when not enough vibro-actuators fell within the
most sensitive frequency range [16] as noticed in TL+TR. These results also
show that bi-modal patterns resulting from linear combinations of trained uni-
modal patterns can interfere with trained uni-modal patterns falling between
the two peaks of the bi-modal pattern as we noticed in experiment 2(b). This
too can be explained by the locality of somatosensory representation seen in
the above results.

In summary, our results show that (1) subjects find it easier to recognize
unimodal haptic templates, (2) subjects tend to generalize bi-modal vibro-
tactile patterns to uni-modal patterns at least in the range of separation of the
two peaks in these experiments, and (3) haptic memory is location specific in
the sense that a template trained on a given area of the arm is best recognized
when played at the same location. When the same template is shifted along
the arm, the original template interferes with the shifted pattern. This allows
us to train different patterns in different areas of the arm; 4) subjects can
recognize linear combinations of previously trained haptic templates. This
provides the opportunity to build a haptic-based communication language that
can encode complex messages by linearly combining primitive templates like
“soft” + “obstacle.” The results explain as to how to use cutaneous feedback
to the humans to convey some messages when humans working in noisy
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environments. It would help them to mentally construct the message by their
training experiences as noticed in the results in experiments. In this paper, we
show how scaling/shifting of a Gaussian template is recognized. The findings
would give an insight about how special haptic memory is represented in the
brain, how they could be linearly combined, and how humans can be trained
for using multiple haptic patterns to decode complex messages.

In the future, it would be interesting to test whether subjects could decode
the messages from the wearable haptic sleeve when the user is mobile and
active. It will inform to develop a vocabulary to be used in a haptic language
for special information and to design training protocols. In this regard, stud-
ies in [29] show how different age groups differentiate tactile perceptions.
Therefore, future studies could try to identify differences across different age
groups, prior experience of doing similar tasks, and even gender in learning a
haptic template based language.
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Abstract

This chapter presents the stages of the design process and the working
principle of the RobinHand control device adapted for the needs of the
STIFF-FLOP project. The chapter also presents the concept and method of
transferring tactile sensations (force and vibro-tactile feedback) from a real
device or virtual reality to the user. The authors also discuss the structure,
the working principle, and the application of the interface. A number of
prototypes are developed and presented along with a brief description of their
structure.

16.1 Introduction

There is a great potential in using medical robots in surgery as they offer
increased precision and enable minimally invasive access to the operating
field. Medical surgery typically makes use of tele-manipulators, with a human
who takes decisions concerning the motion and tasks to be performed on
the one side of the robot and a surgical instrument executing tasks in the
working space inside a patient’s body on the other side. Control of the medical
robots takes place in real time. The trajectories are defined typically in the
Cartesian space or in the configuration space variables (coordinates). The
main problems involved in controlling a tracking motion include ensuring
the required precision and stability of motion.

While designing a control device and a control algorithm, it is neces-
sary to take into account variable working conditions that result from the
performance of different tasks [1–3]. The simplest control system may be
applied when the motion controller’s kinematics and the robot’s kinematics
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are similar; in this situation, the motion of the motion controller directly
corresponds to the robot’s motion. Optimal kinematics of the manipulator
(slave) typically differs from the kinematics of the motion controller (master).
It requires calculations of the control system based on forward and inverse
models of the tool robot and the motion controller. The system may be
equipped with detection, processing/conversion, and transmission modules,
which relay feedback information, reflecting the interaction of the tool with
objects in the operating field to the operator in a number of ways including
force feedback, optical, thermic, and vibratory sensations. Both signals carry
the information about the actions of the operator [4–6]. In surgical robots, a
lack of effective force feedback makes the surgeon’s work significantly more
difficult. The surgeon can rely only on visual feedback to safely interact with
the body’s tissues. In order to eliminate the deficiencies resulting from this
type of control, haptic (Greek: háptein – attach, grab) motion controllers are
developed, which allow controlling the robot while providing the operator
with subjective sensations of direct contact with the manipulated object at the
same time [5–9].

16.2 The User Interface RobinHand

For the purposes of the STIFF-FLOP project, three versions of the motion
controller called RobinHand have been developed and adapted. The first of
them was developed and made in 2015 by a group led by Krzysztof Lis. The
RobinHand H motion controller has three degrees of freedom and does not
offer any feedback. This motion controller is intended to control the visual
tracking robot and manipulating the robot in a virtual 3D reality. RobinHand
H interface is presented in Figure 16.1 [4, 5].

Figure 16.1 Haptic RobinHand H: CAD model, degrees of freedom, and system operation
in a virtual 3D environment [5].
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Figure 16.2 A perspective view of the manipulator RobinHand F [5, 10].

The second version – RobinHand F is equipped with drives which offer
force feedback in the first three degrees of freedom (DOF 1–3) and the third
version with a rotational degree of freedom (DOF 4) without force feedback
(Figure 16.2).

In this project (Figure 16.2), the manipulator comprises a fixing arm
(1) with any number of joints (2) enabling angular deflection and adjusting
individual parts of the mounting system. The fixing arm (1) is mounted to the
base (3) in any way on the one side, and to the fixed platform (4) on the other
side. There are three motors with built-in encoders (4) mounted on the fixed
platform (5). Lines comprising rotational axes of shafts (6) of the three motors
(5) intersect at one point at an angle of 120◦. There are first arched connectors
(7) fixed on the shafts (6) of the motors (5) with an angle range of 90◦. The
first arched connectors (7) are rigidly connected with their first ends to the
shafts (6) of the motors (5), thus enabling their rotation, which results in an
angular deflection of the second end of the connectors (7). The second ends
of the first arched connectors (7) are connected by means of joints (8) with
three degrees of freedom with the first ends of the second arched connectors
(9). The three degrees of freedom are a result of using a pivot-type joint (8)
between the first arched connector (7) and the second arched connector (9).
The angle range of 90◦ of the first arched connectors (7) requires such a
shape of the connector that the rotational axis of the joint (8) in relation to
the connector (7) is at an angle of 90◦ in relation to the rotational axis of the
shaft (6) (a top view of the fixed platform with an indicated working angle is
presented in Figure 16.3). The second ends of the second arched connectors
(9) have transverse arched arms (Figure 16.4) and are connected with the
arms by means of a pivot joint (10) to a mobile platform 11. On the mobile
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Figure 16.3 A top view of the fixed RobinHand F platform with an indicated work
angle [10].

Figure 16.4 A perspective view of the mobile platform with indicated rotational axes
RobinHand F [10].

platform (11), there is a motor mounted inside with a built-in encoder (12).
A control knob (14) for the operator or alternatively other sub-assemblies
of the controller allowing the operator to increase the number of degrees of
freedom is mounted to the shaft (13) of the motor (12). The rotational axes of
the second ends of the second arched connectors (9) intersect at one point on
the line comprising the rotational axis of the shaft (13) of the auxiliary motor
(12) mounted on the mobile platform (11). Figure 16.5 shows the kinematics
of motion of the individual kinematic pairs.

The STIFF-FLOP project was evolving along with the growing experi-
ence of the FCSD team. In the next version of the motion controller, the
design of the knob (held by the operator while using the controller) was
modified. RobinHand L version was adjusted to the needs of the project, offer-
ing 7 DOF, where the first three degrees used force feedback (Figure 16.6).
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Figure 16.5 A perspective view of the manipulator with indicated kinematics of motion of
individual kinematic pairs RobinHand F [10].

Figure 16.6 RobinHand L haptic platform.
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The additional degrees of freedom allow controlling the tools/robot with addi-
tional articulated joints. The ergonomics of the manipulator was improved
by adjusting it to the operator’s hand so that the lines going through the
articulated parts cross each other at the same point, just between the fingers of
the operator. This solution made the handling of the controller more intuitive.
To execute the construction of such a sophisticated form, it was necessary
to implement the most advanced 3D printing technology as well as systems
of joining different modules (metal-plastic and metal-composite). The use
of rapid prototyping (FDM 3D printing with PC-ABS material) resulted in
minimizing the weight of the component manipulated by the operator. This
solution also contributed to reducing the time needed to develop other pro-
totype versions to find the best match with the operator’s needs [11]. Figure
16.6 shows the components made with R1, R4, R6, R9, and R10 methods. The
electronics behind the control system were improved. This motion controller
was made in two versions: mobile – fixed on the articulated arm (Figure
16.7a) and in a version which allows installation on the brand-new version
of the STIFF-FLOP control console (Figure 16.7b). The above solutions
are legally protected in the form of patent applications: US 9393688, EP
2990005, PL W.124541 [10, 12, 13]. The controller is currently used to

Figure 16.7 Haptic RobinHand L – mobile version and the version adapter for the STIFF-
FLOP console.
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control the Robin Heart “Pelikan” robot in Foundation Cardiac Surgery
Development (FCSD) in Zabrze [14].

16.3 RobinHand in STIFF-FLOP Project

The implementation of the user interface RobinHand has been performed
exploiting requirements and specifications based on a previously conducted
Robin Heart project. Most importantly, we incorporated digital mapping
allowing free movement of the surgeon’s hand and providing haptic feed-
back to the surgeon’s palm, relaying back the interaction of the robot arm’s
working tip with the inside of the abdominal cavity of the patient.

The movement performed by the operator’s hand is captured by encoders
in the haptic RobinHand unit. Information from the encoder is processed by a
microcontroller (STM32) and is sent in the form of Cartesian coordinates
to the microcontroller which operates the pressure valves used to control
the robot arm’s movements. Feedback information from the STIFF-FLOP is
collected from the pressure sensors connected to each channel and is used to
calculate the position error and in turn to bring (in order to bring) the arm to
the desired position in the X, Y, Z space (Figure 16.8).

In order to check the haptic RobinHand functionality, FCSD tested and
evaluated the integrated haptic console system (Figures 16.9 to 16.12). The
system was launched and tested with force feedback acting both on the haptic
console and the vibrating sleeve described in Chapter 14 [3, 15].

The integrated system used for the testing comprises the following:

• Two pneumatically operated robot arms equipped with both lateral flexi
force sensor as well as frontal and circular lateral pressure sensor;

• A completely integrated system composed of the FCSD RobinHand
haptic, a haptic vibration sleeve, and a soft robot arm inspired by STIFF-
FLOP (made from Dacron –polyester fiber vessel prosthesis and Ecoflex
– 30 silicone).

16.4 Operator–Robot Cooperation through Teleoperation
and Haptic Feedback

In all the remote tests, a user (at the master site) provided input signals
through a user-input console. The provided inputs were then transmitted
via the Ethernet to a remote “receiver site” where the signals were used to
actuate and control the STIFF-FLOP arm. In some of the experiments, force
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Figure 16.8 RobinHand manipulator and main program loop.

and tactile sensor information was collected at the robot arm–environment
interface and fed back to the master system providing the user with appro-
priate resistance to their input movements when using the user input console,
achieving tactile feedback.

16.4.1 Telemanipulation FCSD-UoS RobinHand H

The main specifications of this experimental study can be summarized as
follows:

• Access to a private network can be obtained by using VPN server and
FCSD infrastructure provided by a public network such as the Internet
(University of Surrey, Dr. Tao Geng).
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Figure 16.9 The FCSD flexible manipulator inspired by STIFF-FLOP; the construction and
the first test of manipulator with pressure and force sensors.

Figure 16.10 The pneumatic driving test of the haptic system and flexible manipulator.
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Figure 16.11 The feedback evaluation test of the haptic system and flexible manipulator.

Figure 16.12 The full haptic – flexible manipulator – vibration sleeve test of feedback.

• A computer from FCSD operates as ROS MASTER and publishes Delta
coordinates X, Y, Z via the ROS topic, “/ sf delta pos.” After that,
the computer receives the published coordinates from Surrey Univer-
sity and converts those into the movement of the STIFF-FLOP arm
(Figure 16.13).

In the conducted experiments, the commands from the FCSD haptic
system FCSD Delta were sent to the robot controller at UoS actuating the
pneumatic actuators of one STIFF-FLOP arm module. The test was con-
ducted successfully and represents an important step in the development cycle
of STIFF-FLOP. As shown in Figure 16.13 and on the video (available at the
repository), when the Delta Haptic at FCSD is moving, the robot arm at UoS
moves accordingly.
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Figure 16.13 FCSD Haptic RobinHand H connection to the ROS system; performing tele-
manipulation between FCSD (at left) and UoS (at right).

16.4.2 Telemanipulation FCSD-PIAP RobinHand F

The first testing of the STIFF-FLOP control feedback console was carried out
via remote connection between FCSD (Zabrze) and PIAP (Warsaw). Figure
16.14 shows the Haptic RobinHand F manipulator during the connection,
prepared for the STIFF-FLOP robot – in this case, the console was equipped
with a force feedback mechanism. The console’s design is based on the
keypad Delta (i.e., parallel kinematics). The Delta man–machine interface
allows three DOF positions in space.

It is possible to increase the number of degrees of freedom to a maximum
of seven DOF. In order for this device to work as described, forward and

Figure 16.14 Remote telecontrol of STIFF-FLOP arm during FCSD-PIAP connection via
the Internet (VPN).
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inverse kinematic models are required. The main haptic algorithm enables
users to touch, feel, and manipulate STIFF-FLOP modules through the
force-feedback Delta device. The Delta parallel manipulator has large force
reflection and high stiffness due to its parallelogram-type structure. Our
Delta Haptic system was equipped with an electronic interface and soft-
ware libraries, allowing the control to be conducted in the general ROS
environment used in the framework of the STIFF-FLOP project. The com-
munications interface between the Delta Haptic system and ROS was coded
using a decimal format: XXX.X [mm], to achieve positions in the X, Y, Z
space. Through these tests conducted between FCSD and PIAP, we could
show that the connectivity between console and STIFF-FLOP arm prototype
via the Internet works satisfactory. The test was conducted successfully and
represents an important step in the development of STIFF-FLOP haptic
control interface.

During the workshop carried out in Warsaw, we had the opportunity to
integrate components of the control system. First, the preparation of all com-
ponents was started by individual teams. FCSD successfully demonstrated
the working of the Delta Haptic system, visualizing the motion of the user
input in a 3D virtual environment. The next step was a preliminary test of the
control console, taking into account the haptic feedback and evaluating the
feedback strength. The test was carried involving a STIFF-FLOP manipulator
prototype (Chapter 2), for improved actuation and force/torque sensing. Due
to lack of properly working force sensors, testing of haptic force feedback had
to be abandoned. In these experiments, the haptics were interfaced only with
the ROS system, and the transmission of position from the haptics device to
ROS was checked (Figure 16.15).

Additionally, a functional verification of the 2:1 scaled phantom model
in frontal plane of the abdominal area (described in Chapter 17) for new
STIFF-FLOP manipulator was carried out (Figure 16.16). This test provided
a means to check every sensor placed on the sacrum below the urinary bladder
and the colon (near the anus). Another three sensors were placed inside the
urinary bladder and iliac vessels to measure the force acting on the wall of this
body part.

16.4.3 Telemanipulation FCSD-KCL RobinHand F

During the project evaluation studies, the STIFF-FLOP arm was remotely
controlled using the FCSD Delta. The STIFF-FLOP manipulator was placed
above the up-scaled FCSD phantom model, allowing the robot tip to operate
in the frontal plane of the abdominal area (Figure 16.17).
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Figure 16.15 The STIFF-FLOP manipulator local control test.

Figure 16.16 Functional verification of 2:1 scaled phantom models in the frontal plane
(of abdominal area) for the new STIFF-FLOP manipulator (PIAP).

Figure 16.17 Telemanipulation evaluation studies at FCSD.

16.5 Integrating the Haptic Device RobinHand L with
STIFF-FLOP Console

The final version of the RobinHand L actuator with seven DOF was adapted
for STIFF-FLOP control console presented during the meeting in Torino
(Figure 16.18). The first tests of the software integrating the actuator, the
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Figure 16.18 Presentation and tests of the integrated system.

console, and the vibrating sleeve were very promising. Another stage of
development was presented during the meeting in London where the console
was modified in order to make it more user friendly. Modifications were
also made to the wiring, electronic components, and control software – to
scale the forces impacting the operator. Additionally, the electronic part was
equipped with cooling and ventilation systems to prevent it from overheating.
The full integration took place in London where the project was successfully
completed (Figure 16.19).

The actuator was also adapted for the brand-new version of the console
where the mechanical part was separated from the electronic module. Haptic
RobinHand L was modernized to meet the needs of INCITE project [15, 16].
Design and ergonomics were improved. The most recent Robin STIFF-FLOP
console is shown in Figure 16.20.

Figure 16.19 Final presentation of the STIFF-FLOP system.
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Figure 16.20 Robin STIFF-FLOP console: CAD model and integration with Robin
Heart [16].

16.6 Conclusion

Biocybernetics Laboratory of the Heart Prosthesis Institute at the Cardiac
Surgery Development Foundation is carrying out a Robin Heart medical robot
project. Several models of the robot have been designed, made, and tested.
The construction design and the control system, including the ergonomic
console and actuator/motion controller, are continuously improved. In this
regard, the greatest achievements of the Polish team include Robin Heart
Shell 1 console, Robin Heart Shell 2 console, and Robin STIFF-FLOP
console – with fully haptic motion actuator/motion controller and force
feedback.

Currently, further testing of RobinHand haptic system is being con-
ducted. All the results obtained so far indicate that it can meet customers’
expectations and be put on the market. We hope that the knowledge and expe-
rience we have gained will allow us to provide surgeons with a comfortable
workstation making remote operations safe and precise.
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[4] Mucha, Ł. (2015). Interfejs użytkownika robota – przegla̧d urza̧dzeñ
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Abstract

An increasing number of robotic surgery simulators can be used for validation
study of surgical education curricula, their functionality, and testing of their
proficiency. These simulators are equipped with a multilevel curriculum,
designed with different levels of difficulty for effectively advancing robotic
surgery abilities. The most important factor for obtaining an appropriate
surgical simulation is creating quasi-natural geometry of surgical scene and
physical characteristics of the used materials. In acquisition of classical
endoscopic surgery skills, many of the initial challenges are related to a loss of
depth perception, the fulcrum effect, and the use of new, different instruments.

Constructing simulators for a completely new type of tool, with variable
capacity and controlled geometry, the authors faced a new challenge. The
positions created were both research devices of new tools (for engineers) as
well as trainers (for surgeons) to discover the optimal use of new functional
features of tools for various types of operations.

To support the educational process, the virtual operating room for plan-
ning the surgery and training station has been prepared. In this article, the
authors show the process of producing the surgical training stations and few
examples of the latest realized specialized devices. This platform allows
a geometric modeling of the body anatomy, but also the modeling of the
physical properties of the living tissues.

Designed and implemented by the Foundation of Cardiac Surgery Devel-
opment Biocybernetics Laboratory team, special research station modeling
selected surgical scenes were used to study all versions of tools and a fully
functional robotic Stiff-Flop surgical system.
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17.1 Introduction

Minimally invasive surgical procedures are very complex motion sequences
that require a high level of preparation and surgical skills training. New tools
developed for the use of new medical procedures also require early testing.
Benchmarking is an essential part of the design of prototypes. There are
many types of simulators that are available for surgical skill training and
device testing. Simulators can be broken down into two different groups:
high-fidelity and low-fidelity. These models vary widely with respect to their
level of fidelity or realism, compared with a living human patient. The fidelity
of a simulator is determined by the extent to which it provides realism through
characteristics such as visual cues, tactile features, feedback capabilities, and
interaction with the trainee. There are a variety of simulators; the following
can be a way to categorize them [1, 2]:

• Synthetic models and box trainers;
• Live animal models;
• Cadaveric models;
• Ex vivo animal tissue models;
• Virtual reality (computer-based) models;
• Hybrid simulators;
• Procedure-specific trainers;
• Robotic simulators.

Synthetic model trainers using physical objects usually involve models of
plastic, rubber, silicone, and latex. These objects are used to render different
organs and pathologies and allow a trainee to perform specific tasks and
procedures [3]. A box trainer uses the clinically available instruments and
optical system to manipulate “synthetic” tissues. Some physical simulators
may also reproduce the feedback from the surgical environment. Artifi-
cial materials can effectively replace the natural bodies (anatomic sections
or tissues) from euthanized animals and may provide approximate haptic
feedback.

In general, benchmarking platforms are based on simulators which
describe the anatomy, in particular the geometry of the structures involved
in a surgical intervention. These platforms allow geometric modeling of the
body anatomy, but also the modeling of the physical properties of the living
tissues. The implementation of biomechanical properties is necessary to allow
realistic interactions between surgical instruments and soft tissues, including
deformations and cutting.
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Surgery simulators can be classified into three categories, as follows [4]:

• First-generation simulators describe only the anatomy, in particular the
geometry of the structures involved in a surgical intervention.

• Second-generation simulators additionally include the geometric mod-
eling of the physical properties of the living tissues to allow realistic
interactions between surgical instruments and soft tissues.

• Third-generation simulators combine anatomical, physical, and physio-
logical modeling, for modeling some organic systems’ function such as
the cardiovascular, respiratory, or digestive systems.

The modeling of biological tissues for second- and third-generation sim-
ulators is very difficult. The biological soft tissues have nonlinear force-
deformation properties and show viscous behavior. The properties of soft
tissues are often anisotropic and heterogeneous and show hysteresis, relax-
ation, and creep behaviors. Additionally, these properties strongly depend
on many factors, including temperature, pressure, and patient health. Dis-
sected tissue often changes its mechanical properties, so literature data may
greatly differ among themselves. It should also be noted that the shape and
mechanical properties of animal bodies also significantly differ from human
organs.

The Foundation of Cardiac Surgery Development is a well-known
research center for surgical robotics. The development Robin Heart robot
and mechatronic tools are underway for clinical application. The STIFF-
FLOP project focused on a new kind of robot, design bioinspired by octopus
anatomy. The benchmarking system equipped with a sensorized phantom of
chosen surgical scene allowed to assess the progress at each stage of the
design of these innovative surgeon’s tools under the STIFF FLOP project.

17.2 Testing and Training Station Description

17.2.1 The New Scaled Surgery Benchmarking Platforms

The Foundation of Cardiac Surgery Development (FCSD) prepared a surgery
benchmarking platform for the STIFF-FLOP robotics tools’ test and model-
ing of chosen surgical procedure. Based on some minimally invasive proce-
dures, essential benchmarking scenarios have been defined and designed, and
fabrication of special test rigs and objects (such as phantoms representing
organs with variable stiffness) has been carried out.

Figure 17.1 presents the different modules being connected with a central
computer control and a monitoring system. This system is also developed for
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Figure 17.1 STIFF-FLOP robot testing system diagram.

supporting educational activities, and provides, therefore, several components
enabling the control of various elements (such as the electromechanical,
electro-pneumatic, or electro-hydraulic modules). In addition, the virtual
module is envisioned to provide to the students a virtualized version of the
whole system (even though no interaction mean with the operation site is
currently implemented).

To model the functions of some organic systems such as the cardiovas-
cular or digestive systems, it is necessary to take into account anatomical,
physical, and physiological properties. There is an additional degree of com-
plexity due to the coupled nature of physiological and physical properties.
Two types of test stands are designed and manufactured:

• Benchmarking platform – mainly reflecting functional characteristics
for medical procedures including the obstacle track for training and
evaluation of surgical skills;

• Anatomical – mainly based on the anatomical model which reflects the
real geometry of the bodies.
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Due to the heterogeneity of the biological material, the modeling of mechan-
ical properties of human organs by artificial organs’ material is very difficult.
The selected artificial materials cover the basic range of variability of the
mechanical properties of the bodies used to simulate the surgical procedures.
Our platform fulfills the conditions of second-generation simulators as it
describes the anatomy, in particular the geometry of the structures involved in
a surgical intervention, and it includes the modeling of the physical properties
of the living tissues. The introduction of biomechanical properties to our plat-
forms is essential to allow realistic interactions between surgical instruments
and soft tissues, including deformations during basic manual operations like
cutting or sewing. Due to the large size of the STIFF-FLOP arm prototype at
the time, it was necessary to make the platforms in 2:1 scale.

The benchmarking platform (Figure17.2), like the anatomical model,
includes a flexible abdominal wall made from silicone. It is fixed by special

Figure 17.2 The multilayer benchmarking platform [5].



314 Benchmarking for Surgery Simulators

couplings to the chassis so that it can be freely configured (move and change
the number of layers). However, in contrast to the anatomical model, the test
platform enables research in 3D space, and is freely scalable (maximum scale
4:1). The frame of the platform and basis allows attachment of any organ
model and sensors for testing. In addition, we can change the workspace by
the movement of profiles in X, Y, and Z directions.

The operational area allows installation of flexible elements to simulate
abdominal organs, and can contain measuring sensors. Each element can
be easily adapted to the needs of the benchmark. The original solution to
our benchmarking platform is the usage of the so-called multi-story system
allowing the free distribution of platform elements in 3D space. This system
consists of a number (one to three) of additional flexible planes, stretched
at different heights and different widths. These planes can play functionality
features of a variety of abdominal organs by attaching the various testing
components and also properly formed organs of different shapes by cutting
(incision) of different shapes. Sensors may serve as additional test elements
on their own. In this way, an additional 3D plane (contours, the barrier track,
and horizontal and vertical curtains) makes easy modeling of any surgical
procedures.

17.2.2 Sensorized Operation Site

Technical benchmarking of the robotic arm performance will be realized by
measurements of the position of the end tools and the force acting on the
soft tissues. This apparatus is presented in Figures 17.3 and 17.4. The design
of this system is modular to enable an easy reconfiguration of the setup on
demand. Flexible elements installed on the apparatus permit emulating the
human cavity.

As illustrated in Figure 17.3, the sensors that were envisioned and
embedded were as follows:

• Flexi Force Sensor PHI-3100 0 with FlexiForce Adapter–1120
• Foil electrical resistance sensor Tz Fs-10/350 (Tenmex, Poland)
• Force Sensors Mark-10 (Mark-10 Corporation, United States)
• Plastic Fiber Optic Sensor– D10 Expert Sensor (Banner, United States)
• Simple displacement sensors (resistor) and push-buttons.

During the Surgical STIFF-FLOP Workshop in Zabrze (Figure 17.5), the
current advancement of these systems has been presented, and discussed with
the partners, surgeons, and medical students.
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Figure 17.3 Illustration of the instrumentation of the operational site. The figure illustrates
the current system that can be extended with some of the systems proposed within this section.

Figure 17.4 Illustration of the potential use of the phantom environment for capturing and
analyzing the action of the robotic arm. Experiments can use the STIFF-FLOP arm directly
inside such a system.

The results obtained during the workshop have been used to improve the
next version of this prototype (Figure 17.6).

Through a workshop with surgeon partners, the following decisions were
made to improve the system (Figure 17.6):
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Figure 17.5 Illustration of some evaluation platforms that could be extended to perform
some training of the STIFF-FLOP arm with surgeons and/or students: (a) presentation of
the platforms during the Zabrze workshop, (b) Robin Heart control system using vision,
(c) laparoscopy training stations requesting to perform some specific tasks, and (d) virtual
laparoscopy training session [6].

Figure 17.6 First analysis of the phantom hybrid system: suggestions provided by the
surgeons to improve the current setup during the Zabrze workshop.
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• The fixed points at the entry of the phantom (A) should be replaced with
non-rigid structures with embedded sensors in order to understand the
lateral pressures realized as well as the traction forces.

• More vertical nipples should be placed (B) in order to make specific
exercises of moving rubber circles from one pin to the other.

• These new pins should be placed close to the walls annotated (C). In
each of these walls, a pressure sensor should be placed to verify eventual
wrong movement.

It was concluded that due to the current module prototype module size, such
platform should be realized at a scale of two or three times the current size.
In addition, the esophageal model illustrated in Figure 17.7 was prepared.

17.2.3 The Scaled Surgery Benchmarking Platforms

Based on selected minimally invasive procedures (as proposed by STIFF-
FLOP medical partners), FCSD defined and built essential benchmarking
scenarios and designed and fabricated special test rigs and phantoms rep-
resenting organs with variable stiffness.

The phantoms combine anatomical, physical, and physiological modeling
of the functions of natural organs systems.

Figure 17.7 Anatomical phantom for otolaryngology. One objective is to study the integra-
tion of all the sensing elements within some elastic elements made of silicone and urethane
rubber that would enable the provision of a realistic emulation of human cavities.
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Figure 17.8 The design of a new anatomical phantom model of the lower gastrointestinal
tract (scale 2:1) in the frontal (a) and sagittal (b) plane.

To simulate surgical procedures in the quasi-3D platforms (in scale 2:1) of
the lower gastrointestinal tract (Figure17.8), a model based on the anatomical
shape of the gastrointestinal tract in the sagittal and frontal plane was created.

While building platforms, the authors paid special attention to the internal
geometry of the operating field and functionality of minimally invasive pro-
cedures. The generally available materials like silicone and urethane rubber
(Smooth-On, Inc., United States) with different mechanical properties have
been used.

Due to the heterogeneity of the biological material, the modeling of
mechanical properties of human organs using artificial organ material is
very difficult. Selected artificial materials that cover the basic range of
variability of the mechanical properties of the human organs tissue to sim-
ulate the selected surgical procedures have been used. The platform satisfies
the requirements which were proposed for this second-generation simulator
because it describes the anatomy, in particular the geometry, of the struc-
tures involved in a surgical intervention, and includes the modeling of the
physical properties of the living tissue. The introduction of biomechanical
properties to our platforms is essential to allow realistic interactions between
surgical instruments and soft tissue organs, including deformations during
basic manual operations like grasping, retraction, cutting, or suturing.

Due to the large size of the STIFF-FLOP robot arm prototype at the time,
it was necessary to realize the test platforms at a scale of 2:1. It is noted that
the quasi-2D phantom models of the lower gastrointestinal tract were made
only in two planes: sagittal and frontal.
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The anatomical areas of this model allow studying and benchmarking
surgical robot systems, as follows:

• Colonoscopy or sigmoidoscopy – for the endoscopic examination of
the large bowel and the distal part of the small bowel with a camera
passed through the anus for visual diagnosis and for biopsy or removal
of suspected colorectal cancer lesions;

• Proctocolectomy – for the surgical removal of the rectum and all or part
of the colon;

• Colectomy – for the surgical resection of any extent of the large intestine
(colon resection).

The phantom model includes a flexible abdominal wall made from silicone
(Figure 17.9). The operational area allows the installation of flexible elements
to simulate abdominal soft-tissue organs, and has been equipped with a suite
of sensors, including force and tactile sensors to reach the functionality
needed for minimally invasive test procedures.

The new (modernized) phantom model in the sagittal plane included
(Figure 17.10) the following:

Figure 17.9 The scaled phantom models in the sagittal plane.
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Figure 17.10 The scaled phantom models in the frontal plane.

• Reduced-width silicone walls;
• Replacement of pressure sensor and force sensors (originally

potentiometer-based sensors) with new highly sensitive force sensors;
• New electronics;
• New calibrated sensors;
• The possibility to change the mechanical properties of the wall;

The new force sensor was based on the Honeywell pressure sensor and pneu-
matic system with a balloon as the active element. The anatomical shape with
the abdominal surface was made from PET (polyethylene terephthalate, P.W.
Masterchem S.J., Poland) with different thicknesses and different numbers of
layers (transparent or opaque).

This phantom model can be used in two versions, the first with dome
containing one Trocar port and the second without a dome but with special
lateral clamping for mounting universal arms with ports, tools, and cameras.
The flexible artificial organs like colon, urinary bladder with ureters, iliac
vessels, and anus were made from silicone and urethane rubber (Smooth-On,
Inc.) through molding.

This phantom model was equipped with pressure sensors based on the
Honeywell 1PSI AXIAL sensors, similar to the sensors used in the phantom
model of the sagittal plane. However, instead of adjustable balloons as the
active elements, the sensor elements that are inflated to a fixed level are
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used. The sensors (for the measurement of the strength of up to 4 N with
an accuracy of 0.1 N) were placed below the bladder, on the sacrum, iliac
vessels, aorta, and the colon near the anus.

17.2.4 The Virtual Reality Model

Designing physical models of test devices should be preceded by projects in
the virtual space.

The 3D virtual-reality technology can verify the basic functional assump-
tions at the design stage of simulators, as well as possibly enhance surgeons’
learning experiences by providing them with a heuristic and highly interactive
simulated virtual environment. The created virtual models are independent
test objects that can be used to plan surgical operations or training strategies
(Figure 17.11).

In the design process, virtual phantom models were used to verify and
check the functionality of both the flexible STIFF-FLOP arm and the haptic
control system with haptic feedback.

Virtual reality technology is an interdisciplinary technology, integrating
CAD/CAM technology, artificial intelligence, computer networks, and sen-
sor technology. It is widely used in the design and testing of mechanical
models. EON Studio is the software tool using graphical interfaces and used
for research and development of real-time 3D-modeling applications. This
method has been used by FCSD for interactive virtual modeling of the flexible
STIFF-FLOP robot arm and motion simulation with interaction between the
model of the STIFF-FLOP arm and the surgical environment. The virtual
scene reflects the real phantom model of the abdomen in the frontal plane
with elements of flexible organs like colon, urinary bladder with ureters,
and iliac vessels. Using virtual reality technology to plan surgery procedures

Figure 17.11 The virtual reality phantom models.
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increases the efficacy of methods and helps to verify the design and concept
of STIFF-FLOP arm.

17.3 Conclusion

An increasing number of robotic surgery simulators can be used for the val-
idation study of surgical education curricula, their functionality, and testing
medical procedures.

The surgical simulator must not only accurately maps the anatomical
details and deformation of the organ, but also feed-back realistic tool-tissue
interaction forces. Therefore, development of realistic surgical simulation
systems requires accurate modeling of organs/tissues and their interactions
with the surgical tools.

However, to the heterogeneity of the biological material, the modeling
of mechanical properties of human organs by artificial organs material is
very difficult. Artificial materials selected by us cover the basic range of
variability of the mechanical properties of the bodies used to simulate the
surgical procedures.

The artificial surgical scene and described devices for testing tools and
surgeons create possibility of standardization for the educational and research
process. Thanks to various artificial surgical scenes, we can better and more
effectively assess the usefulness of new surgical instruments (mechanical,
mechatronic, and robotic) for use in various medical procedures.

Acknowledgments

The project of flexible tool was supported in part by the European Commis-
sion within the STIFF-FLOP FP7 European project FP7/ICT-2011-7-287728.
The authors thank M. Jakubowski and A. Klisowski from the Prof. Z. Religa
Foundation of Cardiac Surgery Development for their assistance with the
technical aspects of the study.

References

[1] Sturm, L., et al. (2007). Surgical Simulation for Training: Skills Transfer
to the Operating Room. ASERNIP-S Report, No. 61. Adelaide, SA:
ASERNIP-S.



References 323

[2] Tsuda, S., and Scott, D. (2009). Surgical skills training and simulation.
Curr. Probl. Surg. 46, 271–370.

[3] Cisler, J., and Cisler, J. (2006). Logistical Considerations for Endoscopy
Simulators. Gastrointest. Endosc. Clin. N. Am. 16, 565–575.

[4] Delingette, H., and Ayache, N. (2005). Hepatic surgery simulation.
Comun. ACM, 48, 31–36.

[5] Malota, Z., Nawrat, Z. and Sadowski, W. (2014). Minimal invasive
surgery simulation (symulatory chirurgii mal-oinwazyjnej). Eng. Biomat.
17, 2–11.

[6] Malota, Z., Nawrat, Z., Kostka, P., Sadowski, W., Rybka, P., and
Rohr, K. (2013). “Stanowiska treningowo-badawcze narzêdzi i robotów
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robotyki medycznej). Red.: L. Leniowska, Z. Nawrat, Rezszow, 151–163.





18
Miniaturized Version of the STIFF-FLOP

Manipulator for Cadaver Tests

Giada Gerboni, Margherita Brancadoro, Alessandro Diodato,
Matteo Cianchetti and Arianna Menciassi

The BioRobotics Institute, Scuola Superiore Sant’Anna,
Pontedera (PI), Italy

Abstract

The previous version of the STIFF-FLOP manipulator (reported in Chapters
2 and 3) has demonstrated to have all the capabilities to perform an effective
surgical operation, being able to bend in any direction, to sense the external
forces, and to elongate and to change its stiffness. On the other hand, its
size is not yet compatible with standard tools used for minimally invasive
surgery (i.e., standard trocar ports). The work described in this chapter has
focused on the development of a miniaturized version of the STIFF-FLOP
manipulator, with limited sensing and stiffening abilities. This manipulator
has been equipped with a camera and used in a realistic scenario, such as
cadaver tests. The STIFF-FLOP robotic optic arm seemed to acquire superior
angles of vision of the surgical field and neither intraoperative complications
nor technical failures were recorded.

18.1 Requirements for Manipulator Usability
in Cadaver Tests

The miniaturized version of the soft manipulator has been designed
taking advantage of the expertise gained in developing previous STIFF-FLOP
manipulator versions. Modularity, novel actuation technologies, and smart
geometries have been exploited to match the following specific requirements:

• The entire device has to fit the maximum size of traditional trocars, and
thus a diameter smaller than 15 mm is strictly required.

325
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• The manipulator should allow adjusting the position and direction of
the end-effector separately, by keeping the shaft stable; thus more than
four degrees of freedom (DOFs) are necessary to enable the required
flexibility. This means that at least two modules, each one integrating a
4-DOF flexible fluidic actuator (FFA), are required.
• The employed FFA must not generate free elastomeric deformation

phenomena (e.g., lateral chamber expansions, ballooning, etc.) during
its use. This would ensure a reduced risk of breakage and an efficient
use of fluidic actuation.
• The compliance of the soft modules must be preserved as much as

possible in order to squeeze out the deflated manipulator from tight
spaces in case of emergency.
• A free lumen of about 4–5 mm is required for feeding through surgical

tools (e.g., laparoscopic graspers, RF tools, etc.), or for allocating the
wires of a laparoscopic camera for vision, which can be fixed at the tip.
• The manipulator maneuverability must take into account the effect of

downline loads, including the weight of additional modules.
• The manipulator has to be able to exert forces and handle unwanted

contacts while maintaining the distal extremity (where the guided sur-
gical tool is located) at the required position for accomplishing the
surgical task.

For the STIFF-FLOP arm version used for cadaver tests, the efforts have
been mainly focused on replicating the mobility performances already
obtained with the previous large versions of the STIFF-FLOP arms, but at
a smaller scale.

18.2 System Adaptation

Figure 18.1 shows the design of the whole miniaturized STIFF-FLOP manip-
ulator system, which is composed of two pneumatically actuated hollow
modules. The manipulator is attached to a rigid shaft, which is also hollow
and serves as support during the MIS procedure. This rigid shaft connects
the flexible manipulator to the pressure-control system and it is necessary
to rigidly interact with the fulcrum at the entry port where the trocar is
placed. The shaft can be controlled either manually by the medical personnel
or by a robot.
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Figure 18.1 (Left) Envisaged system applied to a MIS scenario. (Right) Manipulator design
with two soft modules able to bend in every direction and elongate (4 DOF).

The two modules, as specified in Figure 18.1 – right, are both able
to perform omnidirectional bending and elongation motion in response to
the level of pressure applied to their inner chambers. A thin and hollow
connection merges the two modules while keeping the chambers of the two
modules aligned.

The first module is rigidly connected to the shaft in which the six fluidic
pipes are guided to reach the external pressure control system. The pipes
from the second module are guided along the outer walls of the first module
not to occupy the inner lumen, which must be preserved for feeding surgical
instruments or camera wires. Then all the pipes of all the modules are guided
through the hollow shaft connecting the chambers to the external pressure
control system.

Figure 18.2 shows a detailed view of a single module, which is 50 mm
in length and 14.5 mm in external diameter, making it suitable for MIS
applications employing standard trocars. The module contains three pairs
of pneumatic chambers measuring 3 mm in diameter, designed with the
approach detailed in Chapter 3.

As visible in Figures 18.1 and 18.2, a module is made up of six cylinders.
This is because for each DOF, a pair of chambers is engaged. This choice
is due to the fact that the module has to preserve a reasonably large hollow
lumen (4.5 mm in diameter) for feeding through instruments (or devices or
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Figure 18.2 Single-module design with relevant quotes. The section view in the middle
shows the inner arrangement of the chambers. The inset shows an exploded view of the thread
used for avoiding the lateral chamber expansion.

stiffening mechanisms), and thus the residual space left in the module limits
the maximum diameter of the chamber’s circular cross section. Hence, in
order to fill up the space available with cylindrical chambers, two cylinders
of a smaller diameter are used in parallel for each DOF. An internal pipe
connects the two chambers related to the same bending motion; so the pair of
chambers can be considered as a single larger chamber, which is inflated by
just one pipe from the central pressure-control system. Two end caps, made of
a stiffer silicone (depicted in blue in Figure 18.2), are included at the top and
bottom parts of the module, hermetically closing the chambers. The bottom
of the module is designed to embed also the three pipes for the pneumatic
pressure supply of each pair of cylindrical chambers.

In order to maintain the inner central lumen free, the module design
includes three little external grooves in the silicone body for allocating the
pipes coming from the distal module. In these grooves, the pipes can easily
slide longitudinally while the module is working (bending and elongating).
The grooves are shaped such that the pipes cannot escape from them. In case
of more than two modules, a more efficient management of pipes coming
from the distal modules should be identified.

The detailed manufacturing process of the small-sized modules of the
STIFF-FLOP arm for cadaver tests follows the same strategy of the large-
scale modules previously described in Chapter 3.



18.3 System Modeling and Characterization Methods 329

18.3 System Modeling and Characterization Methods

The miniaturized version of the manipulator intended for cadaver tests does
not include an active system for stiffening (i.e., the granular jamming cham-
bers). The elongation/bending actuation by itself produces some structure
stiffening, which can be quantified. For this reason, the manipulator was
modeled in order to characterize the stiffness of the single module when
actuated [1].

Thanks to this module analysis, it is possible to predict the behavior of the
entire manipulator when more modules are combined together: this can be
important information for improving the design. Indeed, with such a model,
the maneuverability limitations due to downline loads (i.e., the forces applied
to the top of the distal module) can be estimated. Therefore, every module can
be modeled in relation to the number of modules that follow it. In addition, the
fluidic actuation efficiency of the soft module with only cylindrical elongating
chambers’ design can be evaluated.

Concerning the elongation motion primitive (eMP), the module can be
seen as a spring, having constant KL, which can elongate thanks to the force
generated by the same pressure applied into all the six (2 × 3) chambers.
Hence, the balance of the forces acting on the module during the eMP can be
expressed as in Equation (18.1) (Figure 18.3 – left). The external loads are
expressed by Fe.

The bending motion primitive (bMP) envisages a balance of the torque
values around the base of the module. In this case, the module appears as
a torsional spring, having constant Kt, which rotates by an angle θ when a
single pair of chambers is inflated with pressure P. Considering the com-
plexity of precisely modeling the module’s actuation, a linear dependency of
the resulting torque from the imposed chamber pressure was assumed. The
balance of torque values, including the external torque (τ e), is expressed as
in Equation (18.2) (Figure 18.3).

Factor γ in Equation (18.1) represents the efficiency of the actuation. In
every actuator, not all the input energy is totally converted into the output
energy as part of this energy is dissipated through various phenomena (includ-
ing friction, defects, leakages, and heat). Parameter α in Equation (18.2) is an
unknown parameter, which takes into account the actuation efficiency and the
chambers’ contact area and arm with respect to the central axis.

In order to estimate the parameters of the model in Equations (18.1)
and (18.2) (i.e., elastic constants KL and Kt and factors γ and α), dedicated
experimental tests have been carried out.
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Figure 18.3 (Left) Model of the module during eMP in response to the pressure P supplied
to all the chambers. (Right) Model of the module during bMP in response to the pressure P
supplied to a single couple of chambers in the proximal module. Ac is the effective area of
a single chamber, m and L are, respectively, the mass and the length of a module, θ is the
bending angle, and δ is the angle described by the extremities of “external load.” The external
load is represented by another module having the same dimensions and weight of the first and
generates the torque τe.

For measuring the displacement of the modules, we used the tracking
system Aurora (by NDI medical), provided with small probes (Aurora Mini
6 DOF Sensor 1.8 mm × 9 mm) positioned on key points of the manipulator.

For the estimation of the parameters of Equation (18.1), two data sets
were collected, considering two different eMP conditions:

• eMP c1 The module can freely elongate in response to pressure P being
supplied to all the chambers (Figure 18.4 – left).
• eMP c2 Isometric condition: The module is constrained to its initial

length by positioning a ground-fixed load cell (ATI-Industrial Automa-
tion F/T sensor nano17) at its top (Figure 18.4 – right).

By applying Equation (18.1) to each of these conditions, the following system
holds: [

0
Fe

]
=

[
PA −∆z
PA 0

] [
γ
kL

]
(18.5)

For the estimation of the parameters of Equation (18.2), the following two
bending MPs (bMP) were considered:
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Figure 18.4 (Right) Bench test of the test evaluation of the displacement performed during
free elongation motion (eMP c1). (Left) Bench test of the test for measuring the force exerted
by the module in the longitudinal direction on the load cell (eMP c2).

• bMP c1 The module can freely bend in response to pressure P being
supplied to a single pair of chambers (Figure 18.5 – left).
• bMP c2 The module can bend in response to pressure P being supplied

to a single pair of chambers (Figure 18.5 – right). In this case, an external
torque is applied. In a realistic scenario, this external torque would be
generated by the presence of another module attached, for example, at
the top of the first module (Figure 18.5 – right).

By applying Equation (18.2) to each of the above conditions, the
following equation can be found:

[
0
τe

]
=

[
P −θ1
P −θ2

] [
α
kt

]
(18.6)

Equations (18.5) and (18.6) have the form:

Y = Ax (18.7)

These two equations can be solved by using the pseudo-inverse A† approach
(least squares method) for estimating the vector parameters.
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Figure 18.5 (Right) Bench test for the evaluation of the bending angle θ1 performed during
free bending motion (bMP c1). (Left) Bench test for the evaluation of the bending angle θ2
performed during loaded bending motion (bMP c2). In this case, another module, provided
with another six DOFs magnetic probe at the top, is used as load.

18.4 Results of Characterization

The results about the tests and model parameters estimation for eMP are
summarized in Table 18.1. The module is able to elongate up to 27% dur-
ing free body elongation, while the maximum force developed along the
main axis was recorded to be 3.6 N before buckling phenomenon appears.
Table 18.1 also reports the estimation reliability of the eMP model, expressed
by Equation (18.1), in predicting the force developed by the module in terms
of R2 and mean and standard deviation of residual errors.

Table 18.1 Test results and model parameter estimation for eMP
Maximum elongation 13.67 mm
Maximum force exerted 3.6 N
γ 0.91
kL 320.59 N/m
Mean ± std of residual errors −0.09±0.2 N
R2 0.96
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The same type of summary regarding the tests and model parameters esti-
mation during bMP is reported in Table 18.2. The maximum angle achieved
in unloaded condition (Figure 18.5, left) is 38.46◦, while when the load is
attached, it reaches 25.9◦ (Figure 18.5, right), and thus the angular difference
between the two conditions is 12.56◦. This difference is also reported for the
entire data set in Figure 18.6. The estimation reliability of the bMP model is
also reported in Table 18.2.

The models developed for the module in both eMP and bMP demon-
strated to correctly predict the behavior of the real module. In a sense, this
type of analysis allows to estimate the effective workspace of the manipulator,
because it considers the effects of all the downline loads possibly applied to
each module. In fact, Equations (18.1) and (18.2) could be recursively used
for evaluating the force and the torque applied to the tip of each module. The
modules are rigidly fixed one to another, and thus it is possible to assume

Table 18.2 Test results and model parameter estimation for bMP
Max free bending angle 38.46◦

Max loaded bending angle 25.9◦

α 8.15E−8 Nm/Pa
kT 2.27E−4 Nm
Mean ± std of residual errors −1.39E−4±3.84E−4 Nm
R2 0.85

Figure 18.6 Bending angle recorded under the two conditions shown in Figure 18.5:
unloaded (blue) and loaded state (orange).



334 Miniaturized Version of the STIFF-FLOP Manipulator for Cadaver Tests

Figure 18.7 The soft manipulator is articulated while carrying a flexible endoscopic
instrument (biopsy tool).

equilibrium of force and torque from the one module distal part to the base
of the following module. However, two modules are already enough to equip
the surgeon with the required flexibility to approach the target.

From Figure 18.6, it is possible to observe the effect of the load on the
progression of the bending angle. Indeed, all the values of the free bending
angle are bigger than the loaded angles. Furthermore, a relatively high force
can be exerted by the module in the axial direction (Table 18.1).

The results about the actuation efficiency γ, reported in Table 18.1,
confirm that the use of cylindrical chambers with thread, which do not expand
but only elongate, improves the performance of the overall STIFF-FLOP
robot system.

Finally, Figure 18.7 shows the manipulator provided with a commercially
available flexible biopsy tool for standard endoscopes, demonstrating that the
manipulator is able to articulate and withstand loads produced by the flexible
instrument inside. The soft manipulator can be therefore used to approach
difficult-to-reach targets during MIS procedures in a safe manner.

18.5 Prototype for Cadaver Test (with Integrated Camera)

The previously described two-module manipulator has been equipped with
an endoscopic camera and used for tests in human bodies (cadaver tests).
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Figure 18.8 shows this manipulator assembled for the cadaver tests and
lists the specifications regarding the selected endoscopic camera (by Misumi
Electronic Corp.).

In this case, even smaller fluidic pipes (size 1 mm of external diameter)
were employed and passed into the lumen of the device. This was to facilitate
the passage of the manipulator through the trocar port several times during the
operation. In this way, the pipes are more protected and the modules showed
an increased robustness.

The aluminum shaft, used for supporting the manipulator, has a diameter
of 10 mm, thus allowing easy sliding of the shaft into the 15 mm trocar during
the operation.

The entire device is firmly fixed to the operating table attached to an
articulated arm (the Martin’s Arm or Aurora arm) by means of a 3D printed
connection, which also embeds the connection of the pneumatic pipes con-
necting air chambers with the remote control system and the camera USB
connection. Figure 18.9 shows a panoramic view of the operating room,
depicting the assembled device attached to the Martin’s arm above the table.

Finally, the camera horizon is adjusted with respect to the upward
movements of both the modules, once the manipulator is positioned in the
appropriate operating configuration.

Figure 18.8 Soft two-module camera manipulator assembly and endoscopic camera details.
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Figure 18.9 Panoramic view of the operating room (OR).

Figures 18.10 and 18.11 show pictures taken during the operations via
laparoscopy on the human cadaver, performed at the Institute for Medical
Science and Technology (IMSaT), University of Dundee, on October 13th,
2015 (carried out to appropriate ethical standards [2]).

The soft manipulator as well as other operative instruments and a sup-
porting laparoscope have been inserted in the cadaver’s inflated abdomen
through a 15-mm trocar port. While one surgeon maneuvered the surgical

Figure 18.10 Surgeons controlling the soft camera manipulator and other laparoscopic
devices.
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Figure 18.11 (Left) Vision of the target region through the soft camera module. (Right)
Vision of the target region and soft manipulator through the laparoscope.

instruments, the other was using the joystick to control the STIFF-FLOP
arm using the images from the robot’s camera as feedback. Another surgeon
guided a standard laparoscope to document the effective behavior of the soft
manipulator underneath the abdominal wall (Figure 18.10). In Figure 18.11,
the images from the endoscope (on the right screen) are shown and the images
from the camera on the STIFF-FLOP manipulator (on the left screen) are also
illustrated.

The STIFF-FLOP manipulator with camera confirmed its effectiveness
in bringing a familiar endoscopic tool (as for example the camera) toward
body areas which would not be accessible by standard straight and rigid
laparoscopes. The soft and flexible nature of the manipulator demonstrated
to be the key elements for reaching remote areas and overcome anatomical
obstacles without damaging tissues and organs. Furthermore, thanks to the
stable control of the pressure in the manipulator’s pneumatic chambers, the
surgeons were able to accomplish the relevant steps of the planned surgical
procedure (the total mesorectal excision, TME).

Once the operation was complete, the camera was removed from the
STIFF-FLOP arm prototype and the soft silicone elements were discarded.
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Abstract

In this chapter, we discuss the perspectives related to the use of a soft
and flexible robotic camera during a series of rectal resections with total
mesorectal excision (TME) that were performed in two human cadaver mod-
els. The robotic prototype comprised two modules that are 60 mm long and
14.3 mm large. The robot is connected to a rigid shaft that is in turn attached
to an anthropomorphic robotic arm with six degrees of freedom. Briefly,
three standard laparoscopic tools were employed to perform the surgical
procedure. After the splenic flexure mobilization and the inferior mesenteric
vessel division, the mesorectum was entirely en bloc excised. Neither intra-
operative adverse effects nor technical issues were recorded. This preliminary
experience shows that the STIFF-FLOP soft and flexible robotic optic arm
is an effective tool that is characterized by a better vision of the surgical
field than the standard laparoscopic rigid camera. The implementation of new
soft and flexible robotic systems may help surgeons overcome the technical
issues that are encountered during challenging minimally invasive surgical
procedures performed using the standard rigid camera.

339
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19.1 Introduction

While the laparoscopic approach to colon cancer has been widely adopted
worldwide, with significantly better short-term outcomes than open surgery
and similar oncologic outcomes [1–4], the current evidence about the role of
laparoscopic resection for rectal cancer is controversial.

The introduction and rapid implementation of routine total mesorectal
excision (TME) during resection of the mid and low rectum for cancer has
led to a significant decrease in local recurrence rates [5] with subsequent
improvement of long-term survival [6]. However, the open approach still
represents the standard of care for the elective surgical treatment of rectal
cancer, based on controversial results of recently published randomized con-
trolled clinical trials. While the COLOR II trial showed that the minimally
invasive approach is not inferior to the open approach, reporting similar short-
term oncologic outcomes including resection margins and completeness of
the mesorectal excision [7], and no significant differences in local recurrence
rates and disease-free and overall survival at 3 years [8] between the two
approaches, both the ACOSOG [9] and the ALaCaRT [10] randomized
controlled trials (RCTs) failed to prove the non-inferiority of the minimally
invasive approach regarding the pathology results, including completeness of
TME and clearance of both radial and distal resection margin in stage 2 and
3 rectal cancer patients.

The current evidence from RCTs and prospective comparative studies
[11, 12] shows that the laparoscopic approach to selected patients with both
high and mid/lower resectable rectal cancer rectal resection has clinically
measurable short-term benefits over the open approach, resulting in a sig-
nificant decrease of 30-day mortality and faster recovery. In particular, the
minimally invasive approach is associated with significantly lower incidence
of overall surgical and medical postoperative complications. Based on these
high-quality data, it can be stated that minimally invasive rectal surgery is safe
with better short-term outcomes than open surgery. In addition, the laparo-
scopic approach does not jeopardize long-term survival as demonstrated by
several RCTs and non-RCTs [13].

However, laparoscopic surgery for mid and lower rectal cancer is a
complex and technically challenging procedure that requires a steep learning
curve. It has been advocated that the use of robotic technologies might
help reduce the technical difficulties encountered during the procedure and
might shorten the learning curve. Standard robotic platforms, including the
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Da Vinci Surgical System (Intuitive Surgical, Sunnyvale, CA, United States –
www.intuitivesurgical.com), have been developed aiming at increasing the
dexterity and improving the ergonomics of the surgeon. However, they are
very expensive and their potential benefits in the surgical treatment of rectal
cancer are not proved [14]. For instance, the RCT that compared RObotic and
LAparoscopic Resection for Rectal Cancer (ROLARR) failed to demonstrate
statistically significant differences in terms of rate of conversion to open
surgery, intraoperative complications, early post-operative morbidity, and in
the rate of positive radial margins after laparoscopic or robotic surgery [15].
Based on this evidence, the robotic technology currently available on the mar-
ket that uses rigid instruments does not facilitate the procedure and does not
further improve the outcomes achieved after standard laparoscopic surgery.
As a consequence, the research has recently focused on the development of
novel flexible devices for minimally invasive surgery [16–18]. In particular,
soft and stiffness-controllable robotic technology has proved to be effectively
used in different body districts, including heart, throat [19–21], brain [22,
23], and abdominal organs, through a single-port access [24, 25]. Following
the experience with flexible endoscopes with enhanced features that have
been used to guide tools into intra-abdominal organs through natural orifices
[26, 27], highly articulated and actively guided surgical instruments have
been conceived to reach the surgical site with very limited interaction with
the surrounding structures [28]. The ideal tool to achieve this goal should
be soft, with the ability to become stiff when considerable forces are needed
for tissue or organ retraction or to accomplish surgical tasks with the end-
effector [29, 30]. In 2011, these concepts and the close observation of the
tentacles of the octopus led to the conception of a novel robotic platform. The
project, which was funded by the European Commission within the Seventh
Framework Program, started in January 2012. During the following 4 years,
a robotic arm including a camera that was able to pass through a standard,
commercially available 15-mm trocar was designed. This chapter aims at
showing the feasibility of laparoscopic TME under the vision provided by
a soft and flexible robotic camera in human cadavers.

19.2 Methods

Building up the prototype model included assembling the flexible modules
and adding detecting abilities, force feedback, route control, and in addition,
a user interface (UI) and complex software to empower real-time dialog of
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all the components. Initially, large-scale prototyped models were produced
with the specific aim to verify the idea on benchtop models. A 24-mm-
diameter prototype of the STIFF-FLOP arm was made, comprising various
soft, pneumatically incited three-chamber sections [31]. Extra chambers were
incorporated inside the sections in order to permit their hardening, utiliz-
ing an approach based on the granular jamming principle (Figure 19.1).
Models with two or three sections were manufactured and some human
stomach phantom models were used in order to test the framework [32]

Figure 19.1 Computer model design of one STIFF-FLOP arm segment. From the left:
section view of the segment showing the arrangement of the chambers (pneumatic and
stiffening); segment in the rest position (no pressure is supplied to the chambers); bending
of the segment due to the pressurization of one pneumatic chamber (in dark blue); elongation
of the segment due to the simultaneous pressurization of all the chambers. The stiffening
mechanism can be activated by controlling the level of vacuum in all the stiffening chambers
(in red), once the desired position of the segment is reached.
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Figure 19.2 Six degrees of freedom (DoF) haptic input device, based on a Delta robot
design.

(Figures 19.2 and 19.3). The STIFF-FLOP sections were activated utiliz-
ing pressure controllers, which were managed by a RoNeX-board (Shadow
Robotics, London, United Kingdom). The stiffening of the three-chamber
sections was controlled through valves commanded by a RoNeX-boar. When
the valves were open, a vacuum is applied to the granules contained in the
three chambers, which thus transform the flexible segment of the STIFF-
FLOP arm into a stiff segment. Sensors were installed in the STIFF-FLOP
modules to quantify interaction forces (between the robot and its environ-
ment) and the robot’s setup. In this specific scenario, each section was
embedded with a three-pivot force/torque (F/T) sensor and a three-degrees-
of-freedom bending sensor. To increase the pose route, a laparoscopic camera,
two outer sensors, and an NDI Aurora magnetic tracker (NDI Interna-
tional Headquarters, Waterloo, ON, Canada) were used. In order to achieve
this purpose, various markers were appended at different areas along the
STIFF-FLOP arm. A Schunk mechanical arm (Schunk GmbH and Co. KG,
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Figure 19.3 Three-segments STIFF-FLOP arm with embedded sensors, connected to the
SCHUNK robot during invitro Tests done at UNITO

Hamburg, Germany) was then linked at the base of the STIFF-FLOP robotic
arm, out of the body of the patient, to allow the STIFF-FLOP arm to move
in and out through a trocar cannula and to position and orientate the base of
the STIFF-FLOP arm as required. Contribution from the magnetic sensors
guaranteed that the pivot point of the trocar and the mechanical arm were
always linked. This approach guaranteed that the STIFF-FLOP arm was
constantly embedded along the central longitudinal axis of the trocar cannula,
allowing the pitch and yaw on the trocar access point. Control and route
strategies were created to process the inverse kinematics for the extended
kinematic chain of the robotic arm and the STIFF-FLOP arm continuously
and in real time, thanks to the contributions from different sensors. Due to
this real-time control, the operator could control the position of the tip of
the STIFF-FLOP arm in the working space without the need to control the
movements of each arm segment. A recently created UI, derived from a Delta
robot [33], was used for moving and positioning the tip of the STIFF-FLOP
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arm inside the body (Figure 19.2). In the screens of the platform, the operator
could see the visual feedback derived from the camera with the addition of
a real-time 3D simulation demonstrating the 3D positioning of all STIFF-
FLOP modules. The inputs acquired from the F/T sensors were sent back
to the UI, giving to the surgeon real-time force feedback, opposing the
physician’s hand movements when the robot was in contact with an anatomic
structure of the patient. The tip effectors of these models were outfitted with
various surgical laparoscopic instruments, such as a gripper and a monopo-
lar hook. Successful utilization of these devices in realistic situations was
proven.

A thinner STIFF-FLOP model able to pass through a standard 15-mm
trocar was created for ex vivo human setting tests. This STIFF-FLOP model
has thin pneumatically activated sections, a camera that is positioned at the
distal tip of the last segment, and a positioning device. The consortium effec-
tively figured out how to downscale the entire soft robot framework to 14.3
mm diameter, equipped for being embedded into the human body through a
standard trocar cannula. Downsizing the STIFF-FLOP model constrained us
to renounce the detecting capacities aside from the camera; for this reason, the
control of the tip of the soft robot was conceivable by independently moving
the two robots’ segments with the two joystick inputs. This controlling system
permits each soft-robotic module to elongate along the central longitudinal
axis and also to bend in any direction.

The soft robot has a 4-mm free lumen along the center of its long
axis, which permits the electrical wires the passage that is required for the
laparoscopic visual module situated at the tip of the robotic arm. The MD-
T1003L-65 optics (Misumi, New Taipei City, Taiwan) is 12 mm long and
3.8 mm in diameter; the optics are incorporated with a light framework (four
LEDs) and are connected to a computer station by a USB connector. The
STIFF-FLOP camera robotic module was appended to an unbending shaft
10 mm in diameter, which was linked to the surgical table with an articulated
arm with three ball-shaped joints (KLS Martin GmbH and Co. KG, Freiburg,
Germany). This arm could be physically moved and adjusted in order to have
the correct positioning of the robot base during the intervention. The primary
goal of the test was to prove that the STIFF-FLOP robotic framework was
adequate to achieve a laparoscopic TME in a human model and to assess
if flexibility, softness, and dexterity of the STIFF-FLOP visual module may
represent an advantage when compared to standard unbending laparoscopic
tools.
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19.3 Operative Technique

The feasibility and effectiveness of the 14-mm robotic STIFF-FLOP camera
during a laparoscopic TME on a human cadaver model were tested at the
Institute for Medical Science and Technology (IMSaT), Dundee, Scotland.
The robotic system, including the software and the robotic STIFF-FLOP
camera, was installed by the engineers. The robot-assisted laparoscopic
TMEs were performed on two cadavers that were embalmed following the
Thiel method. According to this technique, salt compounds mixed to very
low quantities of volatile formaldehyde and formalin are used to fix tissues,
guaranteeing excellent antimicrobial properties, keeping a life-like flexibility
of the different segments of the cadaver, and preserving the natural color of
muscles, viscera, and vessels, with no detectable odor.

The suitability of the two human cadaver models had been tested by
surgeons in a previous lab session. After positioning and safely securing
each cadaver to a dedicated operating table, the entire instrumentation was
checked. Then, a 10-mm trocar was placed trans-umbilically to get access to
a 30◦ camera and to create a stable pneumoperitoneum. The intra-abdominal
organs and the abdominal wall compliance to the pneumoperitoneum were
assessed. The following step included the placement of three 5-mm trocars in
the right flank, right iliac fossa, and left flank. Then, the surgeon carefully
checked the thickness of both bowel and mesocolon. Lastly, the surgeon
mobilized the left colon from the abdominal wall and checked the feasibility
of mesenteric vessel dissection.

The surgical team included three surgeons. Before starting the laparo-
scopic TME, the cadaver was placed on and secured to the operating table,
and all operative tools were checked. Four trocars were used: one 15-mm
trocar was positioned on the midline about 2 cm above the umbilicus, and
the other three 5/12-mm trocars were positioned in the right flank, left flank,
and right iliac fossa, respectively. The consistence of bowel and mesocolic
fatty tissue was then checked under the vision of a standard 10-mm 30◦

laparoscopic camera positioned through the median trocar. Then, a fifth
10-mm trocar was inserted in the left upper quadrant, posterior to the median
trocar, aiming at achieving an overview by a standard 10-mm 30◦ laparo-
scopic camera and introducing under direct vision the flexible STIFF-FLOP
camera (Figure 19.4). The entire laparoscopic TME was followed on two
screens: one monitor was connected to the standard laparoscopic camera and
the second to the STIFF-FLOP optic. The surgical procedure was entirely



19.4 Results 347

Figure 19.4 Flexible STIFF FLOP camera during cadaver tests.

recorded at a standard 24-frame per second rate for subsequent review and
critical analysis.

During the first step of the surgical procedure, the medial dissection of
the sigmoid mesocolon was performed using standard laparoscopic tools.
Then, the inferior mesenteric vessels were identified, dissected, clipped, and
divided. The STIPP-FLOP camera helps the surgeon to clearly recognize the
inferior mesenteric vessels and the autonomic nerves that were successfully
spared. The operation continued with the identification of the iliac vessels
and both ureters, and with the posterior dissection of the mesorectum in the
presacral avascular plane down to the pelvic floor. Afterwards, the surgeon
completed the mesorectal excision laterally on both right and left rectal
sides. Lastly, the anterior dissection of the mesorectum was completed after
identifying the Denonvillers’ fascia and preserving the seminal vesicles and
the lateral pelvic nerves. At the end of the procedure, the rectum was cir-
cumferentially mobilized and prepared for transection. The quality of the
dissection was evaluated by assessing the integrity of the mesorectal fascia.

19.4 Results

A team including three surgeons performed both laparoscopic TME pro-
cedures. One of the three surgeons used a dedicated joystick to orient the
STIFF-FLOP camera by means of an X-BOX controller for each robotic
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module, thus allowing bending movements in the two axes and translation.
The elongation and retraction of the system were both assisted by an engineer.
One surgeon performed the operation, while the third surgeon drove the
standard 30◦ laparoscopic camera. The STIFF-FLOP camera was controlled
only by the visual feedback provided by the camera, without the help of any
other sensor.

As the first step of the laparoscopic TME, the sigmoid mesocolon was
medially dissected, and both inferior mesenteric artery and vein identified
and divided under the direct view given by the STIFF-FLOP camera. The
STIFF-FLOP camera also clearly showed the autonomic nerves, avoiding
the risk of nerve injuries. After the completion of the sigmoid mesocolon
dissection, the surgeon moved toward the pelvis to perform the mesorectal
excision under the direct vision provided by the STIFF-FLOP camera. The
mesorectal dissection was first started in the posterior avascular plane: the
enhanced and stable view provided by the STIFF-FLOP camera and its
flexibility facilitated this surgical step by allowing the surgeon to follow the
sacral curve very closely and perform the dissection precisely. After reaching
the pelvic floor posteriorly, the surgeon completed the mesorectal excision
laterally and anteriorly. Also, this step of the laparoscopic TME was not
difficult to carry out thanks to the magnification of the view of the surgical
field that was achieved by using the flexible STIFF-FLOP camera. At the end
of the operation, the mesorectal excision was complete and the mesorectal
fascia was intact. The overall operative time was 165 min for the first case and
145 min for the second case. There were no intra-operative adverse events.
From a technical point of view, no problems were encountered. At the begin-
ning of each procedure, the STIFF-FLOP robotic arm was inserted in the
abdomen through a 15-mm trocar without any difficulties; the surgeons did
not report any movement limitation during the navigation forward, backward,
and laterally. The cleaning of the STIFF-FLOP camera was required only
twice during each operation and was performed by taking out the arm from
the abdomen as is usually done with the standard rigid laparoscopic camera.
Only a few minutes of training were necessary to achieve the adequate ability
to manipulate the dual-joystick input device. Intra-abdominal navigation was
facilitated by a double check looking at the screen connected to the standard
laparoscopic camera.

The three surgeons performed the same surgical tasks on two human
cadavers showing the friendly use and robustness of this robotic camera for
several hours.



19.5 Discussion 349

19.5 Discussion

The minimally invasive approach to extra-peritoneal rectal cancer is safe
and feasible, even though it is technically demanding. Despite the obvious
advantages from the patient’s perspective [10, 11], the laparoscopic approach
has not gained wide acceptance and to date it is not routinely adopted. The
use of robots was conceived to improve the surgical outcomes in rectal cancer
patients. However, the currently available literature does not show clear
benefits from the robotic technology over the standard laparoscopy, in terms
of both ergonomics of the surgeon and outcomes of the patient [13]. Major
efforts have been made to improve surgical training for both laparoscopic
and robot-assisted surgery. We feel that the implementation of the new idea
of flexible robotic arms on top of the existing robotic technology may be key
to reducing the “human” factor that has a major impact on the outcomes of
surgical procedures performed using current “rigid” technology.

For these reasons, in 2011, we conceived a new soft and flexible robot
that was characterized by the ability to easily reach narrow spaces, including
the pelvis. During this 4-year project, we were able to develop a modular
technology, made of soft and flexible modules, able to bend under pneumatic
swelling of dedicated chambers, and also to become stiff when required using
the granular jamming technology of committed chambers incorporated in
the STIFF-FLOP arm prototypes. The UI that controls all the movements
consist of two separate joysticks derived from a modified Delta robot. The
STIFF-FLOP arm is designed in order to permit unconstrained and free
independent movements of every module in any direction, bending from the
major axis of the module, accomplishing an extensive variety of movements
and a large workspace. Moreover, lengthening can also be accomplished. The
UI controller leaves the operator the control in real time of the spatial position
of the end-effector tip. It assures the positioning of the system by setting the
correct spatial coordinates of where the tip of the arm should move to and its
orientation. In the meantime, in order to get the desired spatial position and
orientation of the arm, the arm will move, like an octopus tentacle, driven
from a software algorithm that will compare in real time the required position,
given from the UI, and the real position and automatically route the arm in
the best way to reach the target position and orientation. This routing is made
possible by the several sensors set along the arm, which permit a fine control
of the position of every module, and additionally, thanks also to the force
sensors that are able, in conjunction with the visual output, to give a haptic
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feedback to the operator through the UI input device. These unique charac-
teristics make this new robotic platform extremely innovative compared to
the currently available flexible surgical tools. Indeed, the flexibility of both
robotic and laparoscopic tools is restricted to the tip of the device, which
keeps a rigid stem that does not allow following the curved surfaces inside
the human body. The presence of a modular, stiff, but, at the same time, soft
and flexible arm when necessary, might allow easy reach of any target inside
the abdomen or the chest.

Theoretically, these characteristics should exceed the majority of the
drawbacks of the currently available surgical robots, which are limited by
a rigid architecture. With a specific end-goal of being able to insert the arm
into a standard trocar for the human cadaver study, we decided to cut off
the detecting abilities in order to be able to scale-down the arm and be
able to test the soft and flexible arm concept in a first sensorless fashion.
For testing, the miniaturized STIFF-FLOP robot was connected to a rigid
shaft in turn attached to the operative table by means of an anthropomorphic
arm. A double joystick was used to control the entire system. We tested this
robotic tool on two human cadavers, aiming at assessing and demonstrating
the feasibility, effectiveness, and adequacy of its geometry and function.

We were able to complete a TME procedure with the help of the
STIFF-FLOP camera in two consecutive human cadavers by using standard
laparoscopic rigid instruments. The operative time for both TMEs was shorter
than 180 min and neither complications nor technical issues were experi-
enced. We appreciated the ability of the STIFF-FLOP arm to enter the pelvis
getting very close to the sacral bone and the lateral walls of the rectum, thus
allowing a very precise mesorectal excision that is otherwise very difficult
during a laparoscopic TME. The ability to provide a magnified and close
view of this low and very limited surgical field has demonstrated the correct
concept and geometry of the robotic tool.

We have shown that a TME procedure performed under the direct vision
of a soft and flexible camera is feasible and safe in human cadaver models.
However, further cadaver test and possibly clinical studies are needed to
confirm these preliminary findings and studies comparing the STIFF-FLOP
camera with the last version of 3D high-definition cameras with flexible tip
are awaited to better define the possible impact of this robotic technology in
the clinical practice.

The STIFF-FLOP technology has some strengths and weaknesses.
Strengths include the magnified vision of the surgical field with good image
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quality and the steady control of the camera movements by using the ded-
icated joystick. Weaknesses include the reduced intuitiveness of the control
of the device, which might be improved by adopting the inverse kinematics-
based approach that was used in the large STIFF-FLOP arm prototype. The
insertion of sensors in the prototype used during the TME procedures and the
use of computing inverse kinematics in real time will permit the employment
of the modified Delta robot to control both orientation and position of the
robotic system. Consequently, the navigation of the robotic camera will
improve and become more user friendly. During the project period, we have
also developed a new robotic prototype with an embedded gripper on the
tip and a monopolar coagulator that will let us shortly attempt a complete
laparoscopic procedure by means of soft and flexible robotic tools.

19.6 Conclusions

This chapter reports the first two cases of laparoscopic surgical procedures
performed with the assistance of a flexible and soft robot. Based on this
preliminary experience, we feel that the optimized vision of the surgical
field along with the flexibility of the robotic camera might significantly help
the surgeon to perform a technically demanding surgical procedure, such as
laparoscopic TME, in a very precise way. However, further cadaver tests
are required to prove the safety of this very promising technology before
suggesting clinical trials.
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