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A B S T R A C T   

Marine propellers made of fibre-reinforced composites have demonstrated the potential to 
outperform metallic propellers in terms of efficiency and under-water noise radiation. For full 
realisation of this potential in a tailored design process with realistic constraints, accurate in-
formation on the hydrodynamic loads acting on composite marine propellers and the structural 
integrity is of key importance. It is conceptualised that this information can be acquired without 
disturbing propeller hydrodynamics using a network of piezoelectric sensors embedded inside the 
blade. In this paper, feasibility of this concept has been investigated numerically and experi-
mentally. Hydrodynamic loads on a composite propeller obtained from numerical simulations 
were used to assess the sensitivity of piezoelectric sensors in measuring the dynamic strain field 
due to the blade deformation. Subsequently, 25 small-scale carbon-epoxy composite samples were 
manufactured with embedded piezoelectric wafer sensors of different sizes, and subjected to non- 
destructive and destructive loading scenarios. Feasibility of measuring strains at different fre-
quency ranges and damage-induced acoustic emissions was quantitatively assessed from these 
experiments. Furthermore, the influence of the embedded sensors on the ultimate strength and 
toughness of the specimens was investigated. It was found that at least 92% of the studied pro-
peller blade would have dynamic strains measurable up to the first four harmonics by the 
considered piezoelectric sensors. In a four-point bending setup, it was additionally demonstrated 
that the embedded piezoelectric sensor captured damage-induced acoustic emissions up to 
specimen failure with an average signal to noise ratio of 17 dB. The results indicate that 
embedded piezoelectric sensor networks can have the capability to measure both low-frequency 
dynamic strains in composite marine propeller blades and damage-related acoustic emissions.   

1. Introduction 

Within the shipbuilding industry there is a widespread interest in the development of fibre-reinforced composite marine propellers. 
Compared to their metallic counterparts, composite propellers can have advantages such as improved efficiency, reduced underwater 
noise, smaller electromagnetic signature, and lower weight [1,2]. In order to assess and improve the design of composite marine 
propellers, measurement of the structural response have so far primarily been performed in cavitation tunnel, for example by Maljaars 
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et al. [3] and Garg et al. [4]. A notable progress is the work of Maljaars et al. [3] wherein a full-scale propeller, driving a ship in calm 
water, was monitored using Digital Image Correlation (DIC). However, open-water application of this method is hindered by the 
reduced visibility and increased scattering of light. Alternative measurement methods are highly desirable in this regard. 

The layered nature of fibre-reinforced composite materials provides a unique opportunity to embed measurement devices such as 
Fibre-Bragg Gratings (FBG) and thin piezoelectric sensors [5–7]. Measurement of hydrodynamic loads, deformations, vibrations, and 
structural integrity with embedded sensors can lead to improvement in the design and assessment of future propellers, as well as in the 
maintenance of the in-service propeller. 

Application of FBGs has shown promising outlook for strain and vibration measurement in composites. For embedding, FBGs are 
small in diameter and therefore their influence on the structural integrity of the host can be limited [8]. Seaver et al. [9] investigated 
measuring strains near the surface of a rotating carbon-fibre reinforced composite (CFRP) marine propeller in a water tunnel using 
FBGs. On stationary blades, progress is shown for alloy marine propeller blades [10], composite aeronautic propeller blades [11] and 
composite wind turbine blades [12]. Tian et al. [13] placed strain gauges on marine propeller models and were able to retrieve dy-
namic strains through a data acquisition system (DAQ) integrated in the hub. Zetterlind et al. [11] compared their FBG results to 
readouts of strain gauges placed on the blade and noted broad agreement between the two methods. 

For more complex shapes, such as propeller blades, additional challenges with embedding optical fibres due to the large curvatures 
have been reported by Seaver et al. [14]. Also it is reported the directionality of FBGs might restrict guided wave capture [15]. With 
conventional strain gauges, the maximum recordable frequency is limited [16]. Piezoelectric sensors are a promising alternative. They 
can support a wider range of sampling frequencies [15], are less challenging to handle than optical fibres during the embedding 
process, and therefore are highly suitable for both dynamic strain measurement and ultrasonic-based structural health monitoring. 

Song et al. [17] excited and measured guided waves using piezoelectric transducers to assess the structural health of rotating wind 
turbine blades. The piezoelectric sensors were embedded on and inside the blade. During a wind tunnel test and via a wireless DAQ the 
attenuating effect of damage on measuring excited guided waves was successfully detected. With thin piezoelectric polyvinylidene 
difluoride (PVDF) sensors, Sullivan and Mueller [18,19] measured aerodynamic pressures on an aluminium marine propeller and 
noted the need to correct the sensors for possible thermal effects in their application. 

On small-scale coupon specimens, dynamic strain measurements using piezoelectric sensors were performed by Shin et al. [20] and 
Lin et al. [21] on vibrating composite specimens. In their research, experimental results were compared to analytic models to 
reconstruct dynamic strains. Their approach to model sensor response relies on predetermined strains, which is also the case in the 
works of Gopalakrishnan et al. [22] and Erturk et al. [23,24]. Ultrasonic elastic waves originating from fatigue damage have been 
passively recorded by Masmoudi et al. [25,26] in glass fibre specimens with piezoelectric sensors embedded inside. Multiple embedded 
sensors allow the localisation of damage, demonstrated by Dziendzikowski et al. [27], Yang et al. [28], Zamorano et al. [29] and 
Osmont et al. [30]. It should also be mentioned that piezoelectric sensors do not directly lend themselves for static strain measurement 
due to electrical discharge effects. Also, when embedding piezoelectric sensors, structural integrity of the composite is of concern since 
the sensor forms an inclusion between composite plies [25,27,28,31–38] or within plies [33–35,39], causing stress concentrations. In 
both glass-fibre reinforced plastics (GFRP) and CFRP specimens, the reported experimental results are case-specific due to variations in 
fibre lay-up, sensor geometry, insulation material (in the case of CFRP) and the type of loading applied. Therefore when other ma-
terials, lay-ups and loadings are considered, the effect on structural integrity is to be assessed. 

Given the abovementioned advantages of piezoelectric wafer sensors in terms of embedding procedure and ability to measure at 
both low- and high-frequency regimes, they are believed to have great potential for application in composite marine propellers. This 
research aims to evaluate the feasibility of this concept with focus on measurement of strains and passive ultrasound. To the authors’ 
knowledge, investigations with similar methods and application have not been published before. The ability of embedded piezoelectric 
sensors to measure dynamic strains acting on a real propeller blade is evaluated. The strain field is estimated from finite element 
simulation of a rotating composite marine propeller blade. An electro-mechanically-coupled model of the piezoelectric sensors has 
been constructed for translation of the input strain field to output voltage. Furthermore, coupon CFRP specimens with embedded 
piezoelectric sensors were designed and manufactured. These coupons are considered as the start of a step-by-step approach towards 
full-scale propeller assessment. The measured and modelled output voltage of the sensors are compared to load cell results and strain 
gauge results. To additionally evaluate the sensors effect on the composite structural integrity and to detect damage-related guided 
waves, the same specimens were subjected to four-point bending up to failure. The differences in flexural stiffness, strength, maximum 
strain and toughness of the specimens compared to specimens without sensors are presented. Also the amount and nature of damage- 
related guided waves recorded by the embedded sensor are compared to those recorded by surface-bonded piezoelectric sensors. 

Regarding the organization of the paper, section 2 covers the modelling of a composite marine propeller blade in operation. Section 
3 includes piezoelectric sensor modelling. In section 4 the experiments related to the dynamic strain measurements, damage-related 
guided waves, and structural integrity assessment are described. Results of the experiments and simulations are presented and dis-
cussed in section 5. The paper ends with conclusions and recommendations for the future work. 

2. Modelling deformation of composite marine propellers 

The dynamic behaviour of a composite marine propeller is simulated based on Maljaars et al. [2]. The deformation and strain 
behaviour is considered prospective for a flexible marine propeller, irrespective of fibre material. First the propeller material and 
geometry are described, followed by the load case and the method to retrieve a strain field. 
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2.1. Propeller description 

The composite marine propeller presented and considered in this paper is a four-blade propeller with a diameter of 1 m. The blades 
are of sandwich construction and a section is shown in Fig. 1. Detailed specifics on the propeller blade may be found in Table 6.2 of the 
work of Maljaars [2]. The blade faces on the pressure and suction sides are made of composite laminates, and the core between the 
blade laminates is a polymat/resin rich material. The blade laminate consists of one ply of woven GFRP fabric and multiple unidi-
rectional (UD) GFRP laminae. The woven fabric protects the blade surface against impact loads. The load carrying laminae consist out 
of E-glass fibres with a 600 gm− 2 specific mass, infused with epoxy resin. Average lamina thickness is 0.5 mm. For the blade to attain a 
tapered thickness ply drops were introduced at regular intervals. It is considered that the strain behaviour of this propeller is repre-
sentative for a typical flexible composite propeller blade, regardless of fibre material. 

Elastic moduli E, Poisson ratios ν and shear moduli G of the isotropic core material, the woven GFRP fabric, and the UD GFRP 
lamina are listed in Table 1 [2]. The subscripts L, T and H in the elastic constants denote the longitudinal, the transverse and the 
thickness direction relative to the fibre direction, respectively. 

2.2. Propeller load case 

A non-uniform wake field is considered. The wake field is based on the Nautilus diving support vessel sailing a straight path in calm 
water at 10.4 knots (5.35 m/s) [2]. The propeller experiences the wake field with a rotational speed of 600 rpm. 

2.3. Discretization and solving 

A single blade is modelled using a finite element (FE) method with isotropic three-dimensional (3D) 20-node solid elements (type 
21) for the core, and 3D 20-node composite brick elements (type 150) for the blade faces. The latter elements accommodate for the 
different fibre directions of the laminae and the varying amount of laminae. Marc/Mentat software was used for implementation of the 
model. 

The different colours of the face element in Fig. 2 represent the different zones of the blade laminate, due to the regular ply drops, 
with the layups proposed by Maljaars [2]. For doubly curved composite structures, proper definition of material orientations is a key 
aspect in the modelling process [40]. A user-developed approach has been implemented to define the element-dependent (local) 
material orientations in the blade model (Fig. 3): direction 3 is the normal to the element surface tangent plane, direction 2 is the 
intersection between the element surface tangent plane and the (global) x-y plane, and direction 1 is therefore defined as the outer 
product of directions 1 and 2. In each ply of the blade laminates, the fibre orientation is defined as the angle with respect to direction 2 
[41]. 

For spatial discretization of the entire blade, a mesh density of 29 × 30 × 4 was applied. As shown in Figs. 1 and 2, 29 elements were 
placed along the chord, 30 elements in radial direction, and 4 elements in through-thickness direction. In through-thickness direction, 
the outer elements represent the face sheets of the blade on pressure and suction side, while the inner two elements describe the core 
material. From the perspective of convergence it was shown that this mesh density can provide an accurate estimation [41]. 
Considering that the stiffness of the hub is much higher than the blade, the blade model is fully clamped at the blade-hub interface 
(Fig. 4). Note that at this stage, no piezoelectric sensors are modelled into this discretization. Hence potential changes in local stiffness 
in the blade due to the embedded piezoelectric sensor are not taken into account. 

For temporal discretization, a full revolution of the propeller in the non-uniform wake field is divided into 60 time steps, and the 
fluid pressures have been computed for each step. Each pressure distribution snapshot was then transformed to nodal forces, and 

Fig. 1. Cross-section of the composite marine propeller blade: blade faces (magenta) and core (white).  
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applied to the centroid of elements at blade faces (Fig. 4). The resulting loads were employed in the FE analysis. 
For every time step individually, a linear static analysis was performed. After solving, stresses were extracted for each ply at each 

time step. Using the stiffness matrix, these were converted to strains. The obtained strains were used in the feasibility analysis in the 
results.  

3. Modelling piezoelectric sensor behaviour 

The sensors considered in this research are piezoelectric wafers. In piezoelectric material, mechanical deformation of a crystal 
results in physical separation of positively-charged and negatively-charged parts. When a group of crystals are correctly structured, a 
macroscopic electric field is generated. Next to piezoelectric properties, the sensor material has elastic and dielectric properties as well. 
Taking these properties into account gives a set of constitutive equations, given in Eq. (1) [42]. Note that temperature effects (py-
roelectricity) are neglected here. 

S = sET + dE

D = dtT + εE
(1) 

Here, sE denotes the mechanical compliance matrix relating stress tensor T to strain tensor S. Dielectric properties are represented 

Table 1 
Elastic properties of the polymath/resin rich material, the woven GFRP fabric, and the UD GFRP lamina [2].  

Elastic properties polymat/resin rich material woven GFRP fabric UD GFRP lamina 

EL, ET, EH [MPa] 4000 21,584, 21,584, 3500 34,624, 5000, 3500 
νTL, νLH, νHT [− ] 0.3 0.192, 0.1, 0.1 0.0426, 0.1, 0.1 
GTL, GLH, GHT [MPa] 1538 3000, 2200, 2200 3100, 2200, 2200  

Fig. 2. The solid FE model of the composite blade: pressure side (left), suction side (right).  

Fig. 3. Defining material orientations (Image taken from Ref. [2] with permission of the author).  
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by ε, relating electric field intensity E to electric flux intensity D. Piezoelectric behaviour is modelled by d and dt relating electric field 
intensity to strain and stress to electric flux intensity respectively. Full tensors in Voigt notation are used in the calculation. Material 
properties of the considered piezoelectric material are given in Table 2. 

The performance of the sensor can be represented by the circuit laid out in Fig. 5 and obeys Kirchhoff’s current law [23] given in Eq. 
(2). 

Elements of this circuit are the piezoelectric sensor (with current Is, Eq. (3)), an external capacitor and an external resistor (Im, Eq. 
(4)), all placed in parallel to each other. The latter two indicate capacitive and resistive effects originating from wiring and the 
measurement device. 

∑
I = 0 → Is + Im = 0 (2)  

Is =
d
dt

∫

DdA → Is =
d
dt

∫ (
dtsE − 1S − dtsE − 1dE+ εE

)
dA (3)  

Im =
U
Rm

+ Cm
dU
dt

(4) 

In Eq. (3) electric flux density D is substituted by the piezoelectric constitutive relations from Eq. (1). Electrode surface area is 
defined by A, in the form of [0 0 Ael] and d

dt represents differentiation with respect to time. Electric field intensity is related to voltage U, 
assuming a linear distribution over sensor thickness h, through E = [E1 E2 U/h]t [22]. Electrical resistance and capacitance are denoted 
by Rm and Cm respectively. Solving the differential equation resulting from Eq. (2), sensor voltage U can be recovered from a known 
strain field S. 

For low-frequency excitation, the terms dependent on a time derivative become relatively small compared to the resistance term. 
This leads to a leakage in voltage compared to the strain field amplitude and is known as electrical discharge [23,43]. In higher 
frequencies, electromechanical resonance occurs as well, which is linked to the integration of the strain field over the electrode area. 
With proper description of the strain field as a function of the driving voltage electromechanical resonance and antiresonance 
behaviour can be reproduced by the method presented [5]. 

3. Experiments 

3.1. Manufacturing of test samples 

It is anticipated that many future flexible marine propeller blades would be manufactured out of CFRP. Hence, twenty-five beam- 

Fig. 4. The boundary condition and the loads: pressure side (left), suction side (right). The clamped boundary condition is given in pink, whereas 
the nodal loads are orange-coloured. The direction of the arrow implies the direction of the constraint and load. The length of the arrows is unitary 
and not related to load magnitude. 

Table 2 
Electromechanical, mechanical and electrical material properties of PZ27 piezoceramic. Taken from Ref. [44]. Permittivity εT

r is relative to the 
permittivity of vacuum and determined at zero stress T. Subscript 1 relates to both in-plane directions, while subscript 3 refers to the out-of-plane 
direction.  

name d31 , d33, d15 [×10− 9 C/m] sE
11 , sE

12, sE
13, sE

33 , sE
44=55 , sE

66 [×10− 12 m2/N] εT
11,r, εT

33,r [× 103] 

PZ27 − 17,42.5,50.6 17, − 6.6, − 8.61, 23.2, 43.5, 47.1 1.8, 1.8  
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shaped specimens were made out of this material. In twelve specimens, small sensors of 7 mm diameter and 0.24 mm thickness were 
embedded. Six specimens contained larger sensors, with a diameter and thickness of 20 mm and 0.29 mm. As a baseline, seven 
specimens did not host sensors. The number of specimens and sensor specifics are elaborated in Table 3. Views of the specimen and its 
manufacture are given in Figs. 6 and 7 [45,46]. 

The piezoelectric material used for the sensors were of the PZ-27 type, which has a depolarisation and maximum working tem-
perature (350 ◦ C and 250◦ C) higher than the curing temperature of the host material (180◦ C) [44,47]. To achieve an omnidirectional 
sensitivity, the sensor was circular in shape. The thicknesses of 0.24 mm and 0.29 mm were chosen such that the host material would 
be affected minimally by the sensor’s presence. 

As the host material is electrically conductive, an insulation layer is applied between the piezoelectric sensor and the host. It is 
opted to use a thin layer of glass-fibre with epoxy resin (HexForce 00106 and Araldite LY 5052), following similar designs of [32,48]. 
The sensor was covered with insulation using a wet lay-up method, leading to a total thickness between 0.7 mm and 1.2 mm. 

Bifilar enamelled copper wiring of 0.15 mm diameter was used, connected to an SMC connector to link the sensor to the data 
acquisition system. The sensor, wiring and connector were embedded parallel to the plane of the host material layers. The connector 
was further insulated using thin Kapton tape. 

The host material was an AS4/8552 carbon fibre epoxy resin prepreg, laid-up in a [[0,90]7,0]s symmetric cross-ply sequence. 
Resulting specimen thickness was 5.4 mm ± 0.1 mm. From the 20th to the 25th layer, up to five drop shaped cut-outs were made to 
accommodate sensors. This thickness location was considered representative for a future propeller blade. The sensors would not be 
placed inside the uppermost or lowest plies as any stress concentrations could have a detrimental effect on failure. However, when 
placed at the neutral axis, the piezoelectric sensor would not be able to measure linear bending behaviour. Placing the sensors at ¾ of 
the laminate thickness, or between the 20th and 25th plies of the 30 plies in total, is considered a representative trade-off. 

Plies were cut from a roll with 150 mm width, giving square plates. The plates, with sensors and wiring embedded, were cured 
according to the manufacturers recommended procedure [47]. Afterwards, from these plates specimens were cut with a length of 150 
mm and a width of 27 mm. 

3.2. Description of experiments 

Low-frequency strain measurements were performed by exciting the described specimens under four-point bending by means of a 
Zwick/Roell 1455 universal testing machine. Details of the set-up can be seen in Fig. 8 and Fig. 9. Piezoelectric sensor response, 
measured through a NI-USB6002 data acquisition system, was compared to the load measured by the testing machine itself, as well as 
by strain gauges (5 mm gauge length and 120.2 Ω resistance [49] connected to a Peekel Picas processing system) placed on the top and 
bottom of the specimens, at the location of the sensor. The load applied FLC had a mean of 10.25 N, an amplitude of 9.75 N and was 
recorded using the load cell of the testing machine (Fig. 10). The loading generated a strain amplitude in the same order of magnitude 
as anticipated inside a propeller blade. For each specimen, the load was applied with three crosshead velocities vm: 10 mm/min, 1 
mm/min and 0.1 mm/min and with 20,20 and 5 cycles respectively. This approximately corresponds to 0.018 Hz, 0.18 Hz and 1.8 Hz 
respectively and is used to define a lower bound for measurable frequencies. The sample rate for the piezoelectric sensor was 100 Hz 
and no additional filters were applied. 

To both measure damage-related acoustic emissions as well as to determine the influence of embedded sensors on flexural prop-
erties and mechanical strength of the specimen, the same bending set-up was used and the specimen was monotonically loaded up to 
failure (vm =1 mm/min). Failure was defined as the moment the reaction force at each reaction point is less than half the maximum 
force encountered. To prevent local transverse matrix cracking at the loading pins, which was expected through analytical 

Fig. 5. Circuit representation of a piezoelectric sensor with current Is and measurement system with current Im.  

Table 3 
Specifics of the test samples produced.  

Amount of specimens Specimen name Sensor material Sensor diameter [mm] Sensor thickness [mm] 

12 s PZ-27 7 0.24 
6 L PZ-27 20 0.29 
7 N – – –  
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formulations [50] given the material properties [47], AL6082 tabs of 15 mm width and 3 mm thickness were placed between the 
specimen and the loading pins (steel ø10mm). The piezoelectric sensor read-out was amplified by 40 dB with a AEP5H preamplifier and 
connected to a Vallen AMSY6 data acquisition system. Furthermore, two commercial sensors, Mistras R15I-AST, were attached to the 
bottom side of the specimen, 35 mm away from the centre of the specimen, to compare results, as shown in Fig. 8. Signals were 

Fig. 6. Cut-through drawing of the test sample, showing different components.  

Fig. 7. The embedding of piezoelectric sensor 4s. Note the drop-shaped cut-out in the CFRP and the lighter coloured glass fibre insulation [46].  

Fig. 8. Details of the four-point bending set-up, showing specimen, piezoelectric sensor on the compression side, strain gauges on top and bottom of 
the specimen and the loading pins. The left figure shows the set-up during low-frequency experiments, while the right figure shows (half of) the 
additions made for the destructive tests. 
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recorded when their amplitude exceeded a threshold set by the AMSY6 system. This threshold was set at 70 dB for the embedded sensor 
and 35 dB for the commercial sensors. Acquired signals were stored at a sampling rate of 10 MHz and included a pre trigger and post 
duration time of 200 μ s and 100μ s respectively. Signals were digitally filtered using a band pass filter to a domain of 20 kHz–960 kHz. 
In total, four baseline specimens were tested, together with two specimens with small sensors embedded on the compression side of the 
specimen, two specimens with large sensors on the compression side and two specimens with small sensors on the tension side. 

4. Results 

4.1. Feasibility of measuring dynamic strains on a propeller blade 

As a case study the strains of a full propeller blade, derived in Section 2, were considered for the determining feasibility of 
measuring dynamic strains. Similarly, the geometry and material properties of the piezoelectric sensor used in experiments (Section 4) 
were adopted. Using the theory of Section 3 and the material properties of the sensor manufacturer [44], voltage amplitude U(f , x) at 
frequency f and location x was obtained. Location x is based on the lamina closest to the core for both pressure and suction side of the 
blade. Each nodal location x is treated as to contain a piezoelectric sensor, with the size and properties equal to the ‘small’ sensor in the 
experiments (Table 2, Table 3). Strains acting in the nodal location are then regarded uniform over the sensor area. 

A reference threshold amplitude Uref is defined as 0.1 V, based on Wheeler et al. [51]. A feasibility index for measuring dynamic 
strains is introduced as follows (Eq. (5)): 

FIf (f , x) =
|U(f , x)|
⃒
⃒Uref

⃒
⃒
. (5) 

Here, performing a measurement is considered feasible if FIf ≥ 1. No upper limit in voltage amplitude is introduced since it is 
expected issues with high voltage measurements can be mitigated with a proper design of a data acquisition system. 

Ten periods, or 1 s, were modelled using the midpoint method to solve Eq. (2). A resistance of Rm = 109 Ω was applied. No external 
capacitance Cm is applied. These values are representative for what was observed during the experiments described in Section 4.2. 
Resulting sensor voltages U for each location were evaluated for base frequency f = 10 Hz (established by the 600 rpm rotational 
speed) and its harmonics 20, 30, 40–50 Hz by means of a fast Fourier transform. The harmonics are assessed to provide a full view of 
the measurability of dynamic strains experienced by the propeller blade. Fig. 10 shows FIf for the smaller sensor. For an overview of the 
coverage over the propeller blade, in Table 4 the percentage is given of evaluated locations that passed the failure criterion FIf ≥ 1. 

The table shows that the base frequency is well captured, with a slight descend over the harmonics. The pressure side is better 
covered than the suction side, which can be attributed to higher strain magnitudes of the former respective to the latter. Analogous to 
the experimental observations, the larger sensor returns a higher coverage, which is due to the larger sensor thickness. 

In Fig. 10 it is visible that particularly the tip of the propeller has a low feasibility index. The dominant strain components, being in- 
plane normal strain Sxx and Syy, in this region are not of notably low magnitude but they appear of opposite sign. This local behaviour 
of compression in one direction and expansion in the other direction counteracts the build-up of voltage in the sensor, resulting in a 
relatively low feasibility index. In this context, it is relevant to note that the piezoelectric material (Table 2) has in-plane isotropic 
electromechanical properties. 

Fig. 9. General arrangement of the specimen in the testing machine during low-frequency data acquisition. Numbers 1 to 4 mark the Zwick/Roell 
1455 universal testing machine, load cell, NI-USB6002 data acquisition system and the measurement laptop respectively. Letters ‘a’ to ‘e’ denote 
respectively a loading pin, the upper strain gauge location, lower strain gauge location and a support pin. 

A. Huijer et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                         



Marine Structures 84 (2022) 103231

9

Fig. 10. Feasibility index for the smaller sensor on both the pressure and suction side of the marine propeller from 10, 20, 30,40–50 Hz from top to 
bottom. Note that the feasibility index is displayed from a value of one and is cut off at twenty. 
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Altogether, at least 92% of the propeller blade allows for dynamic strain measurement up to the fourth harmonic with sufficient 
quality, given the sensors used in the experiment. 

4.2. Experimental measurement of dynamic strains 

To evaluate the capability of the manufactured embedded piezoelectric sensors to measure low-frequency dynamic strains, as well 
as to compare measurements to the modelling presented in Section 3, low-frequency strains measurements were performed as 
described in Section 4. Results are shown here. 

Out of 18 embedded piezoelectric sensors, 10 were able to detect low-frequency strains. Other sensors either were short-circuited or 
had a broken connection. The results for specimen 3 L, in terms of applied force FLC, strain gauge strain SSG and piezoelectric sensor 
output voltage UPZT are given in Fig. 11 for vm = 10 mm/min, 1 mm/min and 0.1 mm/min. 

A number of observations are made from Fig. 11. Firstly, at higher crosshead velocities vm = 10 mm/min and 1 mm/min, the 
applied load does not perfectly follow the imposed minimum and maximum of 0.5 N and 20 N. Secondly, the strain gauge results show 
instability, which is possibly due to the quarter Wheatstone bridge used [52]. Thirdly, with the piezoelectric sensor, the offset 
characterised by the other results decreases over time. Also, for vm = 0.1 mm/min, the signal is more distorted and generally of a lower 
amplitude. These last three anomalies are related to electrical discharge, as described in Section 3. 

To accurately compare sensors and results, the peak values (subscript , a) of the sensor voltage UPZT,a were divided by the peak 
values of the applied force FLC,a for each period. For a measure of comparison, the coefficient of variance is used. This is defined as the 
standard deviation of a dataset divided by its mean. When comparing results between different sensors, it turns out that for small 
sensors, the coefficient of variation of UPZT,a/FLC,a for vm = 10 mm/min, 1 mm/min and 0.1 mm/min is 25%, 21% and 42%. The 
corresponding coefficients of variation for large sensors are 14%, 14% and 19%, respectively. For analogy, the variation in specimen 
thickness alone would create a coefficient of variation of 1.6%, based on a quadratic relation between specimen thickness and UPZT,a/

FLC,a . The seemingly-large coefficients of variation may firstly be attributed to local differences in embedding the sensor: Variation in 
the height location of the sensor, variation in glass-fibre insulation geometry and fibre-volume content and variation in cut-out size 
cause a variation in the strain field that is experience by the sensor. Secondly, variations in resistance and the small mean value of the 

Table 4 
Coverage of the feasibility criterion over the propeller blade in per cents, for two types of sensors.  

f [Hz] Small sensor coverage [%] Large sensor coverage [%] 

Pressure side Suction side Pressure side Suction side 

10 98.7 98.3 99.1 98.8 
20 96.7 94.3 96.9 95.0 
30 96.1 93.5 96.5 94.1 
40 95.4 92.6 95.8 93.3 
50 94.5 92.1 95.3 93.2  

Fig. 11. Applied force FLC, strain gauge read-out strain SSG and piezoelectric sensor voltage UPZT for vm = 10 mm/min, 1 mm/min and 0.1 mm/min 
from left to right. In the strain gauge results, the black line denotes the topside strain gauge (in compression) and the red line gives the bottom-side 
strain result. 
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output voltage at low velocities can be further sources of variation. 
To simulate the strains encountered during the experiment, a 3D FEM model of a quarter of the specimen, including insulation, 

sensor and applied load was made in ANSYS [53]. Solid elements of type SOLID 186 and average length and thickness of 1 mm and 
0.18 mm were used to model each lamina separately. To prevent skewing elements in thickness direction, all model thicknesses were 
chosen to match single or multiple lamina thicknesses. The small sensor was modelled with a thickness of one ply, whereas the large 
sensor had a two-ply thickness. The chosen thicknesses for the sensors closely approximate the values given in Table 3. The sensor was 
placed into five ply thicknesses of glass fibre. This corresponds to measured thicknesses from Section 4.1. The diameters of the small 
and large modelled sensors match exactly with the values in Table 3. Around the circumference of the sensor, the glass fibre insulation 
and a region of neat resin were modelled as elliptical in shape, each adding 1.5 mm and 3 mm in the width and length of the inset 
respectively. These dimensions may be compared to Fig. 7. A view of the discretised model is given in Fig. 12. The material properties 
were based on the data provided by Hexcel, Huntsman and Meggit [44,47,54,55] and are given in Table 5. The parameters related to 
the CFRP were updated to match the experimental results of the baseline specimens. More details on this approach may be found in 
Zhang et al. [53]. The Poisson’s ratio and shear modulus of the GFRP were unknown and estimated. A load of 20 N was distributed over 
the contact location of the top loading pins. The lower support pins were modelled as a boundary condition allowing no deflection in 
the out-of-plane and transverse directions. A linear static analysis was performed. Fig. 13 shows the resulting strain in longitudinal 
direction (along the length of the specimen) for the larger sensor. Averaged over the sensor thickness and surface, values for the 
longitudinal strain were 16.5 μ m/m and 16.7 μ m/m for the small and large simulated sensor. Interpolating strain gauge measure-
ments suggested a value of ≈ 20 μ m/m, which would be similar to the extreme value of what may be seen in Fig. 13. 

The strains obtained on the sensor elements were averaged over the sensor thickness and subsequently used as input for the theory 
of Section 3, wherein the true sensor thickness and the material properties of the manufacturer [44] were applied. Evaluation of Eq. (2) 
gives a voltage signal dependent on the frequency of the applied load and resistance Rm in the system. Comparisons of 
experimentally-obtained UPZT,a/FLC,a data to simulated results with Rm = 108 Ω and Rm = 1010 Ω are shown in Fig. 14 for the small and 
large sensor respectively. From the loading velocity v_m, representative frequencies are derived and shown on the logarithmic axis of 
Fig. 14. Relative voltage amplitude U_(PZT,a)⁄F_(LC,a) is shown in boxplots for these frequencies. For low frequencies and low 
resistance R_m, voltage amplitude becomes low. For higher frequencies and higher resistance R_m, voltage amplitude reaches a 
constant value. In the experimental boxplots and the simulated lines alike, increase and stabilisation behaviour in voltage amplitude 
over frequency may be seen. 

The absolute voltage values from the simulation are 40%–65% lower than the experimental values for the small and large sensors, 
respectively. It is considered that sources of variation can also be sources of this discrepancy. A discrepancy in material properties may 
occur between the experimental reality and the finite element model of the specimen. The material properties expected would be resin 
and glass fibre insulation stiffness and local CFRP stiffness. These discrepancies, in combination with differences in geometry of the 
cut-out and resin insulation and the height of the sensor location in the laminate may lead to an underestimation of the strains 
experienced by the sensor and will be the subject of further research. 

Fig. 12. Discretization of the sensor region for the larger embedded sensor. Note the circular shape of the sensor and the elliptical shapes of the glass 
insulation and neat resin. 

Table 5 
Elastic properties of the CFRP, sensor, insulation GFRP and neat resin, as used in the linear elastic modelling of the low-frequency experiment.  

Elastic properties CFRP AS4/8552 [47,53] PZ 27 sensor [44,55] GFRP insulation [54] Neat resin [47,53] 

EL, ET, EH [GPa] 138.2, 9.8, 9.8 66, 66, 84 21, 21, 11.8 4.67 
νTL, νLH, νHT [− ] 0.35, 0.35, 0.4 0.389, 0.371, 0.371 0.17, 0.07, 0.07 0.35 
GTL, GLH, GHT [MPa] 4.1, 4.1, 1.96 41, 41, 41 3.5, 3.5, 3.5 1.73  
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5. Experimental measurement of damage-related guided waves 

As described in Section 4, during failure testing, damage-related acoustic emissions were monitored by the embedded piezoelectric 
sensor in the specimen as well as by two attached R15I-AST sensors. With one specimen, the embedded piezoelectric sensor was able to 
record direct acoustic emissions, even up to the point of gross failure of the specimen. In Fig. 15 one of the signals of a damage-related 
acoustic emission is given, which are measured by both the embedded piezoelectric sensor (3 L, black) and the two commercial sensors 
(red and blue). In the figure the voltages U are corrected for their pre-amplification. 

Fig. 13. Strain in longitudinal direction for the larger sensor at a load of 20 N on the specimen.  

Fig. 14. UPZT,a/FLC,a of the experimental results in the boxplot, the simulation is given in red for Rm = 1010 Ω and in blue for Rm = 108 Ω. The left 
figure shows the results for the small sensor, and the right figure shows results for the large sensor. 
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From the bulk of recorded signals, a hit rate analysis is defined, where the amount of signals recorded per sensor was accumulated 
in a window 5 s before and after a 1 s timestep. To remove bias from burst-type noise, only hits were taken into account that were 
measured near-simultaneously (within 10 μs) by at least two sensors. Results are shown relative to the applied load FLC and for signals 

Fig. 15. Acoustic emission signal captured by all three sensors at time t = 596s since the start of the test [46].  

Fig. 16. Hit rate of signals measured by the embedded piezoelectric sensor (3 L) and a commercial sensor, and measured by both commer-
cial sensors. 

Fig. 17. Boxplots showing the SNR values captured by either both embedded piezoelectric sensor 3 L, in the first and third boxplots, and a 
commercial R15-AST sensor (second and fourth boxplot, red and blue for the two different commercial sensors) or by both commercial sensors, 
in green. 
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that were recorded by either the embedded piezoelectric sensor and at least a single commercial sensor (Fig. 16), or by at least the two 
commercial sensors. The hit rate of signals recorded by the embedded sensor is approximately an order of magnitude lower than the hit 
rate of the R15I-AST sensors. Nevertheless, it is visible that the trend in the rate of signals recorded by the embedded piezoelectric 
sensor is in line with that of the commercial sensors, up to around FLC = 7500 N, after which the commercial sensors show a sudden 
increase in signals that is not covered by the embedded piezoelectric sensor. This might indicate a failure in the sensor or around the 
embedded sensor, blocking the propagation of elastic waves towards or through the sensor. 

During the measurement of passive damage-related acoustic emissions, the transient signal is measured, as well as a pretrigger 
signal, being the reference signal acquired prior to the incoming of the acoustic emission. The signal to noise ratio SNR in dB, given in 
Eq. (6), is used as feasibility index FIAE for measuring acoustic emissions. 

FIAE = SNR = 10log 10

∑
tsignal

U2

∑
tpretrigger

U2 (6) 

To demonstrate feasibility in measuring acoustic emissions, a minimum value of 1 dB is envisaged, based on comparable values 
from Horowitz et al. and Zhang et al. [56,57]. Fig. 17 shows boxplots of the SNR for signals captured by embedded sensor 3 L and by at 
least one of the commercial sensors. From these plots, it may be read the mean SNR of embedded sensor 3 L is at 17 dB, whereas the 
commercial sensors have a mean around 42 dB for the same hits. Hits that were captured by the commercial sensor but not necessarily 
by 3 L, show a mean SNR of 22 dB. This may be attributed to the lower threshold given to the commercial sensor compared to the 
embedded sensor. It can be said the embedded piezoelectric sensor 3 L is less sensitive than the commercial sensors. Nevertheless the 
SNR of the embedded piezoelectric sensor is considered sufficient, given the guideline of 1 db as described. 

In a marine propeller in operation sources of ultrasonic elastic waves may not be limited to fatigue or failure related acoustic 
emissions. Cavitation implosion may create shock waves [58]. It is envisioned that readings from different source types have distinct 
waveform characteristics. In that situation, classification or clustering methods could be used to distinguish between cavitation-related 
ultrasonic waves and multiple types of damage-related acoustic emissions. These methods may use specific key parameters [26] or 
treat the waveform as a whole [46]. 

5.1. Influence of embedding sensors on structural integrity 

In all specimens tested, failure was first noticed between FLC ≈ 6000 N and 7000 N at parts of the upper lamina, which was loaded in 

Fig. 18. Failed specimens, from top to bottom: 4 N, 2L, 5s(T) [46].  
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compression. Above FLC ≈ 7000 N, for baseline (N) specimens, the failure extended up to the four uppermost laminae and led to gross 
failure in one specimen. The other three baseline specimens experienced final tensile rupture, between 8 mm and 21 mm from the 
specimen centerline. Final tensile failure can be seen in the top photograph of Fig. 18 [46]. 

For specimens with sensors embedded in the compressive side the failure in the compressive upper laminae continued towards the 
cut-out laminae, typically near the interface between the sensor and glass fibre insulation or more towards the centre of the sensor 
(Fig. 18, middle picture). 

Failure similar to the baseline specimens occurred for the specimens with sensors embedded on the tensile side, albeit 4.5 mm–8 
mm from the centerline. This corresponds to failure through the sensor or through the insulating glass fibre (Fig. 18, bottom picture). 

During the tests, both crosshead displacement wm and load FLC were monitored, giving the load-displacement data shown in Fig. 19. 
Based on these measurement data, specimen geometry and the procedure given by ASTM standard D6272 [59], specimen flexural 
stiffness E, maximum strain Smax, strength T and toughness W values were retrieved, given in Table 6. What stands out is that, on 
average, the stiffness of specimens with embedded sensors is 8% lower than their baseline counterparts, with an average of 6.6% for 
small sensors and 11% for large sensors. Ultimate strain dropped on average 11% (20% in small sensors on compressive side, 3.3% for 
small sensors on tensile side and 9.3% in large sensors) whereas flexural strength remained largely similar. Taking the entire 
load-displacement history into account, toughness decreased on average 20% due to embedding a sensor, with a 34% drop for small 
sensors on the compressive side, 8.1% in small sensors on the tensile side and 19% for large sensors. From these values, it seems 
embedding a piezoelectric sensor in the tensile side of a specimen loaded in bending is less damaging than when placed in the 
compressive side. The size of the sensor appears to be of minor influence, when placed in the compressive side. However it should be 
noted that the variation in the data is relatively large and the sample size is relatively small, making it premature to reach a general 
conclusion on the matter. 

In application to the composite propeller, this preliminary data may hint towards further consideration on the locations inside the 
blade for the embedded sensors to be placed in view of structurally critical areas. 

6. Conclusions 

Feasibility of measuring dynamic strains and damage-induced ultrasound signals in composite marine propellers was investigated. 
By combining finite element simulation of a specific composite marine propeller in operation and electromechanically-coupled 
modelling of piezoelectric wafer sensors, the study suggests that 92% of the propeller blade area allows for measurements of dy-
namic strains with sufficient quality up to the fourth harmonic (50 Hz) of the blade using the considered embedded sensors. 

It is furthermore confirmed experimentally that piezoelectric sensors embedded in a CFRP laminate are able to recover dynamic 

Fig. 19. Force-displacement results during failure testing. In the more focussed right figure, the markers indicate the maximum load resisted by 
the specimens. 

Table 6 
Stiffness, ultimate strain, strength and toughness, derived from the force-displacement data and specimen dimensions using ASTM D6272.  

Specimen 1 N 2 N 4 N 7 N 2S 9S 4S(T) 5S(T) 2 L 3 L 

E [GPa] 84.7 78.2 80.5 87.1 76.1 78.2 74.0 80.5 74.8 72.1 
Smax [mm/m] 20.5 22.0 18.0 19.8 16.3 15.8 19.2 19.6 17.5 18.9 
T [GPa] 1.19 1.16 1.12 1.10 1.10 1.09 1.28 1.12 1.16 1.21 
W [MPa] 13.7 15.9 10.8 12.5 8.92 8.52 12.4 11.9 10.1 11.3  
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strains. With the set-up used, small-amplitude strains in the order of 20 με were measured at frequencies as low as 0.018 Hz. Variation 
in signal amplitude between the utilized sensors was relatively large (14%–42%) and is mainly attributed to dissimilarities obtained 
during embedding. To be used in an independent dynamic strain measurement, an improvement in embedding procedure is considered 
for the future research. 

In another experiment, damage-induced ultrasonic guided waves were successfully recorded using an embedded piezoelectric 
wafer sensor almost all the way up to final failure of the CFRP laminate. This was verified by comparison with two surface-bonded 
commercial sensors. The achieved signal-to-noise ratio of 17 dB shows the capability of the embedded sensor in recording the ul-
trasound guided-wave signals. 

The influence of embedded piezoelectric sensors on the structural integrity of the CFRP laminate when loaded under four-point 
bending was preparatorily investigated as well. On average, the effect turned out to be limited to 3.3% drop in ultimate strain and 
8.1% drop in toughness when the sensor was embedded on the tensile side. When embedded on the compressive side, ultimate strain 
and toughness were on average reduced further to ranges of 9.3%–20% and 19%–34% respectively, depending on the sensor size. It 
should be mentioned that the sample size demands further experimental research. The presented research may be seen as a preliminary 
work for the further development of self-sensing composite marine propellers using piezoelectric sensors. Topics of fatigue perfor-
mance of the propeller, influence of the embedded sensor on full propeller flexibility and strength, preferred locations for the 
embedded sensors from a practical and structural perspective and measurement of cavitation damage with embedded sensors are 
considered as important next steps in this line of research. 
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