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Some studies on combined feedforward and funnel control of underactuated multibody systems
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

1 Introduction

Underactuation occurs naturally in the design of many mechanical systems, such as light-weight machines, many types of cable-
driven manipulators or flexible joint robots. Such systems have more degrees of freedom than independent control inputs. With
advances in the mechanical design, there is also a need for new control strategies. However, it is usually not possible to control
all degrees of freedom independently due to lack of actuators. Therefore, control of underactuated systems is a challenging
problem [1].

This contribution analyzes a two degree of freedom control strategy for underactuated systems. The control strategy combines
funnel control with feedforward control based on servo-constraints. Simulation and experimental results are presented in order
to show the effects of the control methodology.

2 Control Methodology

For trajectory tracking, a two degree of freedom control structure is an efficient method for underactuated systems. A feedforward
controller moves it along a prescribed trajectory and a feedback controller rejects disturbances and reduces remaining tracking
errors.

In the approach taken here, the method of servo-constraints is applied to compute an inverse model of the underactuated sys-
tem [2]. The inverse model can be directly used in the feedforward control loop. This model-based control strategy has proven
to be an efficient method for complex underactuated systems [3].

In the feedback loop, funnel control is utilized, which is an adaptive output feedback control strategy originally designed in [5].
It is a model-free and therefore robust controller which is able to guarantee prescribed performance of the tracking error even in
the presence of uncertainties and disturbances. The tracking error stays within a defined performance funnel.

In the control approach taken here, both parts of the controller can first be designed and tested independently. Afterwards, they
are combined to retain the advantages of both methods.

3 Results

The methodology is validated for two application examples. Firstly, simulation results are presented for a mass-on-car system.
Secondly, experimental results are shown for a torsional oscillator.

Mass-on-car System. As first application example, the mass-on-car system shown in Fig. 1a is considered. It consists of two
masses connected by a linear spring-damper combination. The system input u is a force applied on the first mass and the output
is the horizontal position of the second mass. The system is therefore underactuated with one unactuated degree of freedom.
In order to show the influence of the feedback control, the inverse model is computed for a nominal model. The feedforward
control input is then applied to a model with disturbed parameters. The funnel feedback controller is applied in order to reduce
the tracking errors due to the disturbed parameters. The simulation results in Fig. 1b show that the funnel control itself, denoted
by uuufb experiences peaks in the control signal. These peaks can be reduced with the combination of funnel control and servo-
constraints, denoted by uuufb+uuuffw. In this case, a significant part of the control signal is due to the inverse model and noise effects
are reduced in the feedback loop [4].

Torsional Oscillator. As a second application example, the torsional oscillator shown in Fig. 2a is considered. It is an experimen-
tal setup with two rotating disks which are connected by a thin rod. The lower mass is actuated and is also considered as system
output in this example. Therefore, the second mass can be interpreted as a disturbance on the output. The desired trajectory is a
smooth transition from 0rad/s to 6.28rad/s (2 revolutions per second). Figure 2b shows the experimental results with the funnel
control by itself. There is a time lag and a steady state error of the signal with respect to the reference. The combination with an
inverse model can reduce both these effects, see Fig. 2c.
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(a) Model.
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(b) Simulation results.

Figure 1: Simulation results for the mass-on-car system.

(a) Experimental setup.
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(b) Experimental results for funnel feedback
control.
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(c) Experimental results for combined control
with servo-constraints and funnel feedback.

Figure 2: Experimental results for the torsional oscillator.

4 Conclusion

The simulation as well as experimental results show that the combination of servo-constraints with funnel control retains the
advantages of both individual methods. First of all, simulation results demonstrate that the feedforward control part reduces
peaks in the funnel feedback control signal. This reduces loads on the mechanical parts of the system. Moreover, experimental
results with a torsional oscillator show that the feedforward control part is necessary to obtain a small steady state error after
reaching the final position.
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