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(54) DEVICE FOR MEASURING A FORCE EXERTED ON AN OBJECT

(57) The present invention relates to a device for
measuring a contact force exerted by an object on a
probe comprising a lever and said probe for contacting
the object. The lever is pivotably coupled to a body by
coupling means. The device comprising a fixed frame
coupled to the body. The body is designed to be moved
with respect to the object to put the probe in contact with
the object to create a force pivoting said lever with respect
to the body around a pivot axis, for instance a torque
rotating said lever. The device comprising a sensor for

measuring the displacement of the lever with respect to
the body upon pivoting. The coupling means comprise
control stiffness means, for instance an elastic element,
so that when the probe contacts the object, the displace-
ment of the lever is proportional to the force exerted by
the probe on the object. Such control stiffness means are
tunable so that the accuracy and sensitivity of the meas-
ured force is controlled.

The invention further relates to a method for using
the device according to the invention.
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Description

Technical Field

[0001] The present invention relates to a device for
measuring a contact force exerted by a probe on an ob-
ject. The invention also concerns methods using said de-
vice.

Background of the art

[0002] Various approaches using a robotic system
have been reported to control the contact between a
probe and an object, (also called automated probe land-
ing) notably for operating semiconductor or biological
material.
[0003] The first approaches developed were adapted
from known mechanical macro scale technologies. In the
document from Y.F. Li., "A sensor-based robot transition
control strategy", The International Journal of Robotics
Research, 15, 128-136, 1996, the authors combined the
proximity sensors with a force sensor placed close to the
probe’s tip. In the document from P.H.J. Schellekens et
al., "A silicon-etched probe for 3-D coordinate measure-
ments with an uncertainty below 0.1 um", IEEE Trans.
Instrumentation and Measurement, 50, 1519-1523,
2001, a flexure mechanism was manufactured to meas-
ure 3D deflection of the probe in contact with a sample.
However, these technologies were not adapted for ad-
vanced micro and nano operations that require better
precision.
[0004] Another method based on electrical contact
was developed. This method requires an electric poten-
tial difference between the probe and the landing point
on the sample. When the probe touches the sample, and
good ohmic contact is established, the current starts to
flow between the sample and the probe needle. When
the stable current is detected, the probe is stopped.
[0005] These methods only allow obtaining either me-
chanical or electrical contact between a probe and a sam-
ple without assessing its parameters. They do not handle
the second phase of probe landing, which is contact
maintenance that is an important feature when designing
an efficient and robust automated probing system.
[0006] Solutions of automated probe landing based on
force control do not necessarily have to be equipped with
a sensor providing continuous force measurement. In-
teresting alternatives are constant force mechanisms
(CFM). For instance, in the document from Q. Xu. et al.,
"Design and simulation of a passive-type constant force
MEMS microgripper", 1-6, 2018, the authors present a
flexure-based micro-gripper that maintains a constant
force/displacement characteristic over the working
space. In the case of probe landing, the use of such a
mechanism ensures that the contact force will not exceed
a certain level, even if the arm continues lowering. The
advantage of such a solution is that the system does not
require the displacement sensor, and its behavior is

tuned only by mechanical parameters of the mechanism.
However, CFM has some weaknesses: firstly it is not
suitable for applications where force characterization is
needed and secondly the CFM also does not allow con-
tact detection.
[0007] Alternatively, the development of Atomic Force
Microscopy (AFM) is particularly relevant for force meas-
urements in micro/nanoscale operations. In these micro-
scopes, the sample is scanned line by line by sliding ul-
trasensitive probes on the surface and creating a topol-
ogy image of the specimen. In the document from
H.Hashimoto et al., "Two-dimensional fine particle posi-
tioning under an optical microscope using a piezoresis-
tive cantilever as a manipulator", 1, 09, 2000, the piezo-
resistive cantilever from AFM is used as a probe control-
led in a closed loop with force feedback. However, ap-
plications based on probes dedicated to AFM are not
directly compatible with standard probe needles used for
instance in electrical or mechanical probing.
[0008] Another vast group of force sensors in micro/na-
no-applications are microelectromechanical systems
(MEMS). These mechanisms are usually deployed at the
tip of the manipulator’s arm. They consist of an integrated
probe needle, a compliant frame, sensing part and op-
tionally actuators allowing for fine movement of the
probe. In the document from S. Muntwyler et.al, "Mono-
lithically integrated two-axis micro tensile tester for the
mechanical characterization of microscopic samples",
Journal of Microelectromechanical Systems, 19, 5,
1223-1233, 2010, the mechanism contains capacitive
sensors allowing displacement measurements with sin-
gle nanometer precision. In addition, the same structures
are used to actuate the probe using electrostatic forces
between the capacitor’s plates. MEMS gives very satis-
fying results in terms of precision, sensitivity and force
range, but the user is limited by a probe needle integrated
within the MEMS. That limitation becomes an important
disadvantage in case of multi-scaled applications or
when the probe gets damaged or contaminated. Addi-
tionally, the measurement range provided by MEMS is
often strictly limited by the size of the mechanism, which
may be a problem while switching from nano- to micro-
probe.
[0009] Another group of sensors used for sub-millinew-
ton force measurements is optical based solutions. Light
interferometry is widely used in applications demanding
very precise displacement measurements. In principle,
the light beam transported through an optical fiber re-
flects from the measured object and goes back to the
interferometer for further analysis. Relatively small di-
mensions of optical fibers make the solution very com-
pact so that it can be used in thin needle structures. The
optical methods are superior to previously mentioned
sensors in terms of signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) and in-
sensitivity to the environmental factors, for instance, vac-
uum or electric field. On the other hand, they require a
sensitive signal conditioner and an optical fiber integrated
into a custom probe needle which is less flexible than
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electrical connections.
[0010] Overall, when it comes to micro/nano-applica-
tions for sub-millinewton force measurements, the exist-
ing technologies do not provide satisfying solutions no-
tably because they require the use of a specific needle
or because they imply handling complex instruments lim-
ited to specific applications.
[0011] Therefore, there is a need for a device easier
to use and to manufacture, adaptable and compatible
with conventional probe needle rather than requiring spe-
cific needles.

Summary of the invention

[0012] The above problems are solved by the device
and the method according to the present invention.
[0013] The invention concerns a device for measuring
a contact force exerted by a probe on an object, the de-
vice comprising :

- a lever and said probe, said probe being fixed to the
lever and being designed for contacting the object,

- the lever being pivotably coupled to a body by cou-
pling means,

- a fixed frame coupled to the body, the fixed frame
being immobile with respect to the object,

- said body being designed to be moved with respect
to the object so as to put the probe in contact with
the object to create a contact force, said contact force
thereby pivoting said lever with respect to the body
around a pivot axis,

- a sensor for measuring the displacement of the lever
with respect to the body upon pivoting,

the device being characterized in that the coupling means
comprise control stiffness means adapted to control, in
other words to tune, the rotational stiffness of the lever,
preferably during its pivoting, around the pivot axis, so
that when the probe contacts the object, the displace-
ment of the lever measured by the sensor is proportional
to the contact force exerted by the probe on the object,
in other words to proportional to the force between the
probe and the object.
[0014] The claimed device comprises a probe mount-
ed on a lever and designed for contacting an object. The
lever is an amplification lever allowing to amplify the dis-
placement proportional to the contact force between the
probe and the object. When the probe contacts the object,
a force is created between the object and the probe
named contact force. The contact force imposes a torque
to pivot the lever with respect to the body around a pivot
axis. The invention allows to impose a known precise
force to an object.
[0015] Upon contact with the probe, the lever pivots

about the pivot axis and this pivoting is measured by a
sensor. In other words, the contact between the object
and the probe triggers the pivoting motion of the lever.
The sensor permits to measure a displacement induces
by the lever’s pivoting. Thus, the device allows converting
the contact force into a displacement, so as to detect and
quantify the contact force between the object and the
probe.
[0016] The device comprises control stiffness means
for controlling the stiffness of the lever during its pivoting.
The control stiffness means aim at minimizing the rota-
tional stiffness of the lever so that, upon contact between
the probe and the object, there is an improved correlation
between the pivoting of the lever and the displacement
measured by the sensor. Controlling the stiffness pro-
vides a device with an improved accuracy and sensitivity.
As the stiffness of the mechanism is reduced, the dis-
placement due to a given force increases and this en-
hances the sensitivity of our device. Advantageously, the
device becomes less noise immune.
[0017] Control stiffness means also provide a modifi-
able signal to noise ratio (SNR) compared to devices that
do not comprise control stiffness means. Preferably, said
signal to noise ratio is improved.
[0018] Advantageously, the control stiffness means
are arranged for achieving pivoting of the lever with zero
stiffness during the pivoting. In the present invention, "ze-
ro stiffness" means a stiffness inferior to a few nN/m
range, for instance below 5nN/m.
[0019] Contrary to the known solutions, the device ac-
cording to the present invention is adaptable on various
objects: from millimeter to micro or nanometer dimen-
sions, biological samples, semiconductor element, wa-
fer, micromechanics pieces such as components of a
watch movement, biological material.
[0020] In an embodiment, the control stiffness means
comprise at least an actuator and at least an elastic el-
ement said actuator controlling, other words modifying,
the stiffness of said elastic element. Thus, the rotational
stiffness of the lever can be tuned by operating the ac-
tuator.
[0021] According to an embodiment, the control stiff-
ness means comprise at least one module, each module
comprising at least one actuator and at least one elastic
element. The module is coupled to the body on one hand
and on the other hand to the lever. If the device comprises
two or more modules, each module can be positioned to
actuate a distinct portion of the lever. Each module con-
tributes to the regulation of the rotational stiffness of the
lever.
[0022] For instance, if the control stiffness means com-
prise two modules or more, each module can be set up
independently thereby increasing the stiffness setup
range of the device, allowing a more accurate setup.
[0023] In an embodiment, the actuator is chosen
among piezo electric actuator, electrostatic actuator,
comb drive actuator, electro-thermal actuator, magneto-
elastic actuator, voice coil actuator, mechanical actuator,
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and a combination thereof.
[0024] According to an embodiment, the elastic ele-
ment is chosen among spring, pre-loaded spring, leaf
spring, blade and a combination thereof.
[0025] In an embodiment, the lever is statically bal-
anced so that its center of mass lies on the pivoting axis.
In other words, the center of mass of the lever lies on the
pivot axis so that the lever is insensitive to gravity or linear
accelerations.
[0026] In an embodiment, the force is in the nano-New-
ton range. This can be applied to for example to electrical
contact characterization, nano structures characteriza-
tion, biological materials or chemical compounds analy-
sis.
[0027] In an embodiment, the body is actuated with
respect to the fixed frame by a second actuator for moving
the body with respect to the fixed frame, for instance in
translation along an axis extending in the direction of the
gravity. Thus the fixed frame is movable with respect to
the body to adjust the position of the said fixed frame with
respect to the object.
[0028] According to an embodiment, the device further
comprises a second sensor for indicating the position of
the body with respect to the fixed frame.
[0029] In an embodiment, the sensor comprises a first
mark on the lever and a second mark on the body, the
position of the first mark with respect to the second mark
indicating the relative position of the lever with respect
to the body, so that, when the probe is contacting the
object, the main lever is pivoting around the pivot axis,
said pivoting motion inducing a displacement of the first
mark of the lever with respect to the second mark, said
displacement being proportional to the contact force ex-
erted by the probe on the object. Advantageously, mon-
itoring the displacement between the first mark and the
second mark can be achieved via image processing tech-
niques.
[0030] According to an embodiment, the sensor is cho-
sen amongst optical sensor, electro static sensor, voice
coil sensor, electro thermal sensor, electromagnetic sen-
sor, piezo electric sensor and a combination thereof.
[0031] In an embodiment, the elastic element compris-
es an elastic element having more than one stable state,
preferably bistable elastic element. Such elastic ele-
ments are designed for switching at least from a first po-
sition to a second position (i.e. at least two stable posi-
tions) when the contact force exceeds a determined
threshold. These elastic elements allow protecting fragile
object.
[0032] According to an embodiment, the device is a
load cell.
[0033] In an embodiment, the device is at least partially
made of conductive or semi conductive material.
[0034] According to an embodiment, the device is
made of a material compatible with microfabrication tech-
niques, for instance, silicon or fused silica for instance
glass.
[0035] The invention also concerns a method for meas-

uring a contact force exerted by a probe on an object,
the method comprising:

- i) providing a device according to the invention;

- ii) moving the body with respect to the object so as
to put the probe in contact with the object to create
a contact force, said contact force thereby pivoting
said lever with respect to the body around a pivot
axis;

- iii) measuring the displacement of the sensor in-
duced by the pivoting of the lever;

- iv) determining the contact force exerted by the
probe on the object based on the displacement
measured by the sensor;

[0036] In this method, the device is in a passive mode,
meaning that device is passive and does not exert a force
on the sample. In other words, the deflection amplitude
of the lever correlates with the contact force between the
probe and the object.
[0037] Advantageously, the claimed device also allows
to detect contact between the probe and the object when
the sensor shows a displacement of the lever.
[0038] The invention further concerns a method for
maintaining a contact force between a probe and an ob-
ject, the method comprising:

- i) providing a device according to the present inven-
tion, wherein the control stiffness means comprise
at least an actuator and at least an elastic element,
the actuator controlling the stiffness of the elastic
element,

- ii) moving the body with respect to the object so as
to put the probe in contact with the object to create
a contact force, said contact force thereby pivoting
said lever with respect to the body around a pivot
axis;

- iii) when the probe is in contact with the object, ac-
tuating the actuator of the coupling means to create
a balance force counteracting the contact force
thereby maintaining the contact between the probe
and the object;

[0039] The particular advantages of the methods are
similar to the ones of the device of the invention and will
thus not be repeated here.
[0040] This method addresses the issue of maintaining
contact between the probe and the object. To that end,
the device is in an active mode: the actuator of the actu-
ation means actuates the lever to counterbalance the
contact force. This method is particularly advantageous
when it comes to maintain the contact between the probe
and a fragile object, for instance.
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[0041] In an embodiment, the elastic elements have
more than one stable state, said elastic element being
arranged for switching at least from a first stable position
to a second stable position when the contact force exert-
ed on the probe exceeds a threshold, so that when the
contact force between the probe and the object exceeds
the threshold, the elastic element switches from the first
stable position to the second stable position, the lever
acting as a balance to maintain the contact between the
probe and the object. The contact force is limited by a
threshold corresponding to the maximum of the contact
force between the probe and the object. The control stiff-
ness means can be tuned to adjust the threshold depend-
ing on the object. Elastic elements with more than one
stable state are advantageous since the contact between
the object and the probe is maintained between the var-
ious stable states. The advantage of multistable elastic
elements, i.e. multistable pivots, is overload protection
of both the probe and the object to be measured.
[0042] According to an embodiment, the control stiff-
ness means are arranged for adjusting the stiffness of
the coupling means when the actuator is actuated to cre-
ate the balance force, so as to maintain a constant con-
tact force between the probe and the object over a de-
termined movement of the lever. In this embodiment, the
control stiffness is arranged for adapting the balance
force to the contact force to ensure a constant force be-
tween the object and the probe.
[0043] In an embodiment, wherein the method com-
prises, prior to step ii), a step of operating the control
stiffness means to set a determined stiffness.
[0044] The embodiments describe for the device also
apply to the methods according to the present invention
mutatis mutandis and vice versa.

Brief description of the drawings

[0045] Further particular advantages and features of
the invention will become more apparent from the follow-
ing non-limitative description of at least one embodiment
of the invention which will refer to the accompanying
drawings, wherein

- Figure 1 represents a first embodiment of the device
according to the invention;

- Figure 2 represents a second embodiment of the de-
vice according to the invention;

- Figure 3 represents a third embodiment of the device
according to the invention;

Detailed description of the invention

[0046] The present detailed description is intended to
illustrate the invention in a non-limitative manner since
any feature of an embodiment may be combined with
any other feature of a different embodiment in an advan-
tageous manner.
[0047] Figures 1 to 3 represent various embodiments

of a device 100,200,300 according to the present inven-
tion. First, a general description of the device
100,200,300 will be provided, before describing each em-
bodiment in details.
[0048] The device 100,200,300 comprises a lever
101,201,301 with a probe 102,202,302 fixed thereon,
said probe being designed for contacting an object
103,203,303 and exerted a force on it, named contact
force. The lever 101,202,301 is pivotably coupled to a
body 104,204,304 said body being coupled to a fixed
frame 105,205,305. The body 104,204,304 and the lever
101,202,301 are moveable with respect to the fixed frame
105,205,305 whereas said the fixed frame is immobile
with respect to the object 103,203,303.
[0049] The body 104,204,304 is designed for being
moved with respect to the object 103,203,303 to put the
probe 102,202,302in contact with said object. When the
probe 102,202,302 contacts the object 103,203,303 the
lever 101,202,301 pivots around a pivot axis P1,P2,P3
with respect to the body 104,204,304. The displacement
of the lever 101,202,301 is measured by a sensor
106,206,306 said displacement allowing to compute the
contact force exerted by the probe 102,202,302 on the
object 103,203,303. The pivoting of the lever
101,202,301 with respect to the body 104,204,304 is en-
sured by coupling means 107,207,307. The coupling
means 107,207,307 further comprises control stiffness
means 108,208,308 to control the stiffness of the lever
101,202,301 during pivoting. The stiffness means can be
organized in modules, each modules contributing to the
stiffness of the lever, in other words to the overall stiffness
of the lever.
[0050] In the embodiment represented in figure 1, the
control stiffness means 108 of the coupling means 107
are organized in two modules 109: a first module 109a
coupling the central portion of the lever 101 with the body
104, and a second module 109b coupling the distal por-
tion of the lever 101, i.e. in proximity of the probe 102,
with the body 104.
[0051] The first module 109a comprises a preload
spring 110, acting as an elastic element, and two slides
111,112 (or sliding blocks), each extremity of said spring
110 being attached to one slide 111,112, the spring 110
being designed for modulating the distance between the
slides 111,112. One of said slide 111 is attached to the
body 104, the other one being attached to the lever 101
via a link arm 113 so that the compression/decompres-
sion of the spring 110 modulates the distance between
the lever 101 and the body 104. Each slide 111,112 is
actuated by an actuator 114 fixed on the body 104: the
slide 111 is actuated by a piezoelectric actuator 115
whereas the slide 112 is actuated by a screw 116. The
rotational stiffness of the lever can be tuned by setting
the actuators 114 of the first module 109a.
[0052] The first module 109a further comprises a stiff-
ness sensor 117 for indicating the stiffness of the first
module 109a.
[0053] The second module 109b comprises a finger
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118 attached both on the lever and on the body 104:

- The finger 118 is coupled to the lever 101 on a pivot
point of the pivot axis P1 via a spiral spring 119 whose
extremities are fixed respectively on said finger and
on said lever;

- The finger 118 comprises a pin 120 received in a
guide 121 of the body 104, the module 109b com-
prising a screw 122 screwed in the body 104 for ac-
tuating the displacement of the pin of the finger in
the guide 120;

[0054] Actuation of the screw 122 drives the displace-
ment of the pin 120 in the guide 121 to charge or dis-
charge the spiral spring so as to modulate the stiffness
of the second module 109b.
[0055] The sensor 106 of the device 100 comprises a
first mark 123 on the lever 101 and a second mark 124
on the body 104, the position of the first mark 123 with
respect to the second mark 124 indicating the relative
position of the lever 101 with respect to the body 104.
For instance, when the first mark 123 is aligned with the
second mark 124, there is no force exerted by the probe
102 on the object 103. When the probe 102 contacts the
object 103, the pivoting of the lever 101 induces a shift
or displacement of the first mark 123 with respect to the
second mark 124.
[0056] In the first embodiment, the device 100 further
comprises a second actuator 125 for actuating the body
104 with respect to the fixed frame 105, for instance, a
piezo electric actuator. The device 100 further comprises
a second sensor 126 for indicating the position of the
body 104 with respect to the fixed frame 105. In the
present embodiment, the second sensor 126 is similar
to the sensor 106.
[0057] The device 100 can operate on two modes, a
passive mode and an active mode.
[0058] In passive mode, the body 104 is moved by the
coupling means 107 to put the probe 102 in contact with
the object 103 and create the contact force. For instance,
the second actuator 126 is actuated to move the body
with respect to the object (and with respect to the fixed
frame 105). This displacement is indicated on the second
sensor 127. The contact between the probe 102 and the
object 103 drives the pivoting of the lever 101 around the
pivot point of the pivot axis P1, said pivoting inducing a
displacement of the first mark 124 with respect to the
second mark 125 proportional to the contact force be-
tween the probe 102 and the object 103.
[0059] In the active mode, the coupling means 107 are
arranged to actuate the lever 101 with a balance force
to counteract the contact force. For instance, in this em-
bodiment, the coupling means 107 further comprise an
additional actuator 127 for actuating the lever 101 with a
balance force. Alternatively, actuators form the first
and/or second modules can also be used.
[0060] The device 100 further comprises two stoppers

128,129 to limit the motion of displacement of the lever
101. This feature is also present in the embodiments rep-
resented in figures 2 and 3.
[0061] Figure 2 represents a device 200 according to
a second embodiment. The features of the device 200
according to the second embodiment already describe
for the device 100 according to the first embodiment will
not be repeated here below.
[0062] The main difference between the device 100
represented in figure 1 and the one of figure 2 concerns
the second module 209b of the coupling means 209. The
second module comprises :

- a protrusion 230 extending from the body 204 toward
the lever 201 said protrusion being attached to the
lever 201 on a pivot point P2 with a spiral spring;

- a preload spring 231 whose extremities are respec-
tively attached to the lever 201 and to a base 232
coupled to the body, said base being mobile with
respect to the body and actuated by a screw to
charge or discharge said preloaded spring 231;

[0063] The stiffness of the second module 209b can
be tuned by actuating the screw 222 of the second mod-
ule 209b.
[0064] Upon contact between the probe 102 and the
object 103, the lever 101 pivots about the pivot axis P1.
[0065] The device 200 can be operated either in active
or in passive mode similarly to the device 100 according
to the first embodiment.
[0066] Upon contact between the probe 202 and the
object 203, the lever 201 pivots about the pivot point P2.
[0067] Figure 3 represents a device 300 according to
a third embodiment. The features of the device 300 (ac-
cording to the third embodiment) already describe for the
device 100 or 200 (according to the first or second em-
bodiment) will not be repeated here below.
[0068] The control stiffness means 308 of the device
300 comprise a first module 309a and a second module
309b.
[0069] The first module 309a comprises a slide 311
attached to:

- The body 304 via two blades 333;

- A link arm 313 via two other blades 333, said link
arm 313 being connected to the lever;

[0070] The first module 309a further comprising an ac-
tuator 314 and a screw 316 for charging/discharging the
load of the blades thereby modulating the stiffness of the
first module 309a.
[0071] The second module 309b is also based on the
blade’s coupling similarly to the first module 309a. The
second module 309b comprises a base 332 suspended
between the body 304 and the lever 301 by blades 334,
wherein the base being attached to:
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- the lever 301 on a pivot point P3 with crossed blades
335;

- the body 304 by two blades 334;

[0072] The second module 309b further comprises a
screw 322 screwed in the body 304 for displacing the
base 332 and thus charge or discharge the load of the
blades 334,335 thereby modulating the stiffness of the
second module 309b.
[0073] In device 300, the body 304 is coupled to the
fixed frame with additional blade 336 to facilitate the po-
sitioning of the body 304 with respect to the fixed frame
305. While the embodiments have been described in con-
junction with a number of embodiments, it is evident that
many alternatives, modifications, and variations would
be or are apparent to those of ordinary skill in the appli-
cable arts. Accordingly, this disclosure is intended to em-
brace all such alternatives, modifications, equivalents,
and variations that are within the scope of this disclosure.
This for example particularly the case regarding the dif-
ferent apparatuses which can be used.

Reference numbers

[0074]

100 Device according to a first embodiment
101 lever
102 probe
103 object
104 body
105 Fixed frame
106 Sensor
107 Coupling means
108 Control stiffness means
109a First module of the coupling means
109b Second module of the coupling means
110 Preload spring
111 Slide of the first module
112 slide of the first module
113 link of the first module
114 actuator of the first module
115 Piezo electric actuator of the first module
116 Screw of the first module
117 Stiffness sensor of the first module
118 finger of the second module
119 Spiral spring of the second module
120 Pin of the finger
121 Guide of the pin
122 Screw of the second module
123 First mark of the sensor
124 second mark of the sensor
125 Second actuator
126 Second sensor
127 Additional actuator
128 stopper
129 stopper

200 Device according to a second embodiment
201 lever
202 probe
203 object
204 body
205 Fixed frame
206 Sensor
207 Coupling means
208 Control stiffness means
209a First module of the coupling means
209b Second module of the coupling means
210 Preload spring of the first module
211 Slide of the first module
212 slide of the first module
213 link of the first module
214 actuator of the first module
215 Piezo electric actuator of the first module
216 Screw of the first module
217 Stiffness sensor of the first module
219 Spiral spring of the second module
222 Screw of the second module
223 First mark
224 second mark
225 Second actuator
226 Second sensor
227 Additional actuator
228 Stopper
229 Stopper
230 Protrusion of the second module
231 Preloaded spring of the second module
232 Base of the second module

300 Device according to a third embodiment
301 lever
302 probe
303 object
304 body
305 Fixed frame
306 Sensor
307 Coupling means
308 Control stiffness means
309a First module of the coupling means
309b Second module of the coupling means
311 Slide of the first module
313 Link arm of the first module
314 Actuator of the first module
316 Screw of the first module
317 Stiffness sensor of the first module
322 Screw of the second module
323 First mark of the sensor
324 second mark of the sensor
325 Second actuator
326 Second sensor
327 Additional actuator
328 stopper
329 stopper
332 Base of the second module
333 Blade of the first module
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334 Blades of the second module
335 Crossed blades of the second module
336 Additional blades

Claims

1. Device (100,200,300) for measuring a contact force
exerted by a probe (102,202,302) on an object
(103,203,303), the device (100,200,300)
comprising :

- a lever (101,201,301) and said probe
(102,202,302), said probe (102,202,302) being
fixed to the lever (101,201,301) and being de-
signed for contacting the object (103,203,303),
- the lever (101,201,301) being pivotably cou-
pled to a body (104,204,304) by coupling means
(107,207,307),
- a fixed frame (105,205,305) coupled to the
body (104,204,304), the fixed frame
(105,205,305) being immobile with respect to
the object (103,203,303),
- said body (104,204,304) being designed to be
moved with respect to the object (103,203,303)
so as to put the probe (102,202,302) in contact
with the object (103,203,303) to create a contact
force, said contact force thereby pivoting said
lever (101,201,301) with respect to the body
(104,204,304) around a pivot axis (P1,P2,P3),
- a sensor (106,206,306) for measuring the dis-
placement of the lever (101,201,301) with re-
spect to the body (104,204,304) upon pivoting,
the device (100,200,300) being characterized
in that the coupling means (107,207,307) com-
prise control stiffness means (108,208,308)
adapted to tune the rotational stiffness of the
lever (101,201,301) around the pivot axis
(P1,P2,P3), when the probe (102,202,302) con-
tacts the object (103,203,303), the displacement
of the lever (101,201,301) measured by the sen-
sor (106,206,306) is proportional to the contact
force between the probe (102,202,302) and the
object (103,203,303).

2. Device (100,200,300) according to claim 1, wherein
the control stiffness means (108,208,308) comprise
at least an actuator (114,214,314) and at least an
elastic element (110,210,310), said actuator
(114,214,314) modifying the stiffness of said elastic
element (110,210,310).

3. Device (100,200,300) according to claim 2, wherein
the actuator (114,214,314) is chosen among piezo
electric actuator, electrostatic actuator, comb drive
actuator, electro-thermal actuator, magneto-elastic
actuator, voice coil actuator, mechanical actuator,
and a combination thereof.

4. Device (100,200,300) according to claims 2 or 3,
wherein the elastic element (110,210,310) is chosen
among spring, pre-loaded spring, leaf spring, blade
and a combination thereof.

5. Device (100,200,300) according to any one of claims
1 to 4, wherein the contact force is in the nano-New-
ton range.

6. Device (100,200,300) according to any one of claims
1 to 5, wherein the lever (101,201,301) is statically
balanced so that its center of mass lies on the pivot
axis (P1, P2, P3).

7. Device (100,200,300) according to any one of claims
1 to 6, wherein the body (104,204,304) is actuated
with respect to the fixed frame (105,205,305) by a
second actuator for moving the body (104,204,304)
with respect to the fixed frame (105,205,305).

8. Device (100,200,300) according to any one of claims
2 to 7, wherein the elastic element (110,210,310)
comprises at least one elastic element having more
than one stable state, preferably bistable elastic el-
ement.

9. Device (100,200,300) according to any one of claims
1 to 8, wherein the device (100,200,300) is a load
cell.

10. Method for measuring a contact force exerted on by
a probe (102,202,302) on an object (103,203,303),
the method comprising:

- i) providing a device (100,200,300) according
to any one of claim 1 to 9;
- ii) moving the body (104,204,304) with respect
to the object (103,203,303) so as to put the probe
(102,202,302) in contact with the object
(103,203,303) to create a contact force, said
contact force thereby pivoting said lever
(101,201,301) with respect to the body
(104,204,304) around a pivot axis (P1,P2,P3);
- iii) measuring the displacement of the sensor
(106,206,306) induced by the pivoting of the le-
ver (101,201,301);
- iv) determining the contact force exerted by the
probe (102,202,302) on the object
(103,203,303) based on the displacement
measured by the sensor (106,206,306);

11. Method according to claim 10, wherein the method
comprises the step of:

- Prior to step ii), operating the control stiffness
means (108,208,308) to set a determined rota-
tional stiffness of the lever (101,201,301);
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12. Method for maintaining a contact force between a
probe (102,202,302) and an object (103,203,303),
the method comprising:

- i) providing a device (100,200,300) according
to any one of claim 1 to 9, wherein the control
stiffness means (108,208,308) comprise at least
an actuator (114,214,314) and at least an elastic
element (110,210,310), the actuator
(114,214,314) controlling the stiffness of the
elastic element (110,210,310),
- ii) moving the body (104,204,304) with respect
to the object so as to put the probe (102,202,302)
in contact with the object (103,203,303) to create
a contact force, said contact force thereby piv-
oting said lever (101,201,301) with respect to
the body (104,204,304) around a pivot axis
(P1,P2,P3);
- iii) when the probe (102,202,302) is in contact
with the object (103,203,303), actuating the ac-
tuator (114,214,314) of the coupling
means(107,207,307) to create a balance force
counteracting the contact force thereby main-
taining the contact between the probe
(102,202,302) and the object (103,203,303);

13. Method according to claim 12, wherein the elastic
element (110,210,310) has more than one stable
state, said elastic element (110,210,310) being ar-
ranged for switching at least from a first stable posi-
tion to a second stable position when the contact
force exerted on the probe (102,202,302) exceeds
a threshold, so that when the contact force between
the probe (102,202,302) and the object
(103,203,303) exceeds the threshold, the elastic el-
ement (110,210,310) switches from the first stable
position to the second stable position, the lever
(101,201,301) acting as a balance to maintain the
contact between the probe (102,202,302) and the
object (103,203,303).

14. Method according to claims 12 or 13, wherein the
control stiffness means (106,206,306) are arranged
for adjusting the stiffness of the coupling means
(107,207,307) when the actuator (114,214,314) is
actuated to create the balance force, so as to main-
tain a constant contact force between the probe
(102,202,302) and the object (103,203,303) over a
determined movement of the lever (101,201,301).

15. Method according to any one of claims 12 to 14,
wherein the method comprises the step of :

- Prior to step ii), operating the control stiffness
means (108,208,308) to set a determined rota-
tional stiffness of the lever (101,201,301);
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