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(54) Locomotion system and method of controlling a robotic device

(57) A locomotion system for use with a robotic de-
vice is provided. The locomotion system includes a first
micropillar array including at least a first micropillar, a
second micropillar array including at least a second mi-
cropillar, a control circuit associated with each micropillar

of the first and second micropillar arrays, and a controller
operatively coupled to each control circuit. The controller
is configured to selectively activate the first and second
micropillars in a sequence that causes the robotic device
to move in a predetermined direction.
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Description

BACKGROUND

[0001] The present disclosure relates generally to the
field of robotics and, more specifically to locomotive sys-
tems for use in propelling a robotic device.
[0002] Robotics generally refers to the design, con-
struction, and operation of electro-mechanical machines,
or robots. At least some known robots include electrical
circuitry configured to control mechanical elements of the
robot, and robots may be designed to perform undesir-
able and/or dangerous functions that humans may be
unable or do not wish to perform. Recent advances in
micro and nano-sized electro-mechanical systems ena-
ble robots to be fabricated in increasingly smaller sizes.
At least some known miniature robots may be sized to
operate in environments that are inaccessible to humans,
such as tight passages and/or in situations where the
use of heavy equipment would be undesirable or may
not be possible.
[0003] Known miniature robots are generally mobile
and may be propelled by a variety of means. For example,
at least some known miniature robots are propelled by a
tank-tread system or by an automated leg system. While
these systems are generally suitable for moving a mini-
ature robot, such means of propulsion may be dispropor-
tionately large when compared to the robot being moved,
may consume a disproportionate amount of power,
and/or may be susceptible to wear and break down. For
example, at least some known propulsion systems in-
clude a plurality of moving parts such as motors, levers,
and belts. Fabricating these known moving parts in in-
creasingly small sizes to accommodate use of such pro-
pulsion systems in miniature robots may result in an in-
creased frequency of break down of parts used therein.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION

[0004] In one aspect, a locomotion system for use with
a robotic device is provided. The locomotion system in-
cludes a first micropillar array including at least a first
micropillar, a second micropillar array including at least
a second micropillar, a control circuit associated with
each micropillar of the first and second micropillar arrays,
and a controller operatively coupled to each control cir-
cuit. The controller is configured to selectively activate
the first and second micropillars in a sequence that caus-
es the robotic device to move in a predetermined direc-
tion.
[0005] In another aspect, a robotic device is provided.
The robotic device includes a platform and a locomotion
system coupled to the platform. The locomotion system
includes a plurality of micropillar arrays that each include
at least one micropillar, a control circuit associated with
each micropillar of the plurality of micropillar arrays, and
a controller operatively coupled to the control circuits.
The controller is configured to selectively activate the mi-

cropillars in a sequence that causes said platform to
move in a predetermined direction.
[0006] In yet another aspect, a method for controlling
a robotic device is provided. The robotic device includes
a platform and a locomotion system coupled to the plat-
form. The locomotion system includes a plurality of mi-
cropillar arrays that each include at least one micropillar,
a control circuit associated with each micropillar of the
plurality of micropillar arrays, and a controller operatively
coupled to the control circuits. The method includes se-
lecting at least one of the micropillars of the plurality of
micropillar arrays, and activating the at least one of the
micropillars to move the robotic device in a predeter-
mined direction.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0007]

Figure 1 is a perspective schematic view of an ex-
emplary robotic device.
Figure 2 is a schematic illustration of an exemplary
control system that may be used with the robotic de-
vice shown in Figure 1.
Figure 3 is a schematic illustration of an exemplary
selection matrix that may be used with the control
system shown in Figure 2.
Figure 4 is an enlarged side view of an exemplary
micropillar that may be used with the robotic device
shown in Figure 1 in a first operational position.
Figure 5 is an enlarged side view of the micropillar
shown in Figure 4 in a second operational position.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0008] Implementations of the present disclosure re-
late to a locomotion system that may be used to propel
a robotic device, and methods of controlling the robotic
device. As used herein, the term "robotic device" refers
to a robotic device of any suitable size such as, but not
limited to, robotic devices with characteristic dimensions
less than about 10 centimeters (minirobot), robotic de-
vices with characteristic dimensions less than about 1
centimeter (minirobot), robotic devices with characteris-
tic dimensions less than about 1 millimeter (microrobot),
and robotic devices with characteristic dimensions less
than about 1 micrometer (nanorobot).
[0009] In the exemplary implementation, the locomo-
tion system described herein includes a plurality of mi-
cropillars coupled to the robotic device, and the micro-
pillars are used to propel the robotic device in a prede-
termined direction when activated. In the exemplary im-
plementation, the micropillars are activated when sub-
jected to stimuli and are deactivated when the stimuli is
removed. In some implementations, the micropillars are
fabricated from a piezoelectric material and/or a shape
memory alloy (SMA). Accordingly, a micropillar fabricat-
ed from piezoelectric material is activated when a voltage
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is applied, and is deactivated when the voltage is re-
moved, and a micropillar fabricated from SMA material
is activated as the SMA material cools and is deactivated
when the SMA is heated. Activation bends the micropil-
lars in a predetermined direction, and deactivation ena-
bles them to straighten to their original orientation where-
in the micropillars are reset for further use in propelling
the robotic device. As such, the present disclosure pro-
vides a locomotion system that facilitates reducing the
number of moving parts required to propel a robotic de-
vice as compared to known locomotion systems.
[0010] Figure 1 is a perspective schematic view of an
exemplary robotic device 100. In the exemplary imple-
mentation, robotic device 100 includes a body 102 and
a locomotion system 104 coupled to body 102. Locomo-
tion system 104 includes a first array and/or row 110 of
micropillars 106 and a second and/or row 120 of micro-
pillars 106 that are coupled, either directly or indirectly,
to body 102. While shown as including two rows of mi-
cropillars, any suitable number of rows of micropillars
may be coupled to body 102 that enables robotic device
100 to function as described herein. Moreover, micropil-
lars 106 may be arranged in any suitable configuration
that enables robotic device 100 to function as described
herein. In alternative implementations, body 102 has a
substantially cylindrical shape, and micropillars 106 are
spaced circumferentially about body 102.
[0011] Micropillars 106 may be fabricated from any
suitable material that enables locomotion system 104 to
function as described herein. More specifically, micropil-
lars 106 may be fabricated from any suitable material
that enables micropillars 106 to bend when subjected to
stimuli, such as electricity or heat. For example, micro-
pillars 106 may be fabricated from piezoelectric material
or shape memory alloy (SMA) material. Examples of suit-
able piezoelectric material include, but are not limited to,
naturally-occurring crystalline material, synthetic crystal-
line material, and synthetic ceramic material. Examples
of suitable SMA material include, but are not limited to,
silver-cadmium alloys, copper-zinc alloys, nickel-titani-
um alloys, copper-tin alloys, and copper-aluminum-nick-
el alloys. In the exemplary implementation, micropillars
106 are fabricated from piezoelectric material. Further,
micropillars 106 may have any suitable dimensions that
enable locomotion system 104 to function as described
herein. More specifically, micropillars 106 may be fabri-
cated in the micrometer and sub-micrometer ranges. Fur-
ther, the dimensions of micropillars 106 may be depend-
ent on the size and weight of robotic device 100, and the
load that can be supported by the material used to fab-
ricate micropillars 106.
[0012] In operation, micropillars 106 may be activated
and deactivated in any suitable sequence that enables
robotic device 100 to be propelled in a predetermined
direction. More specifically, micropillars 106 in first row
110 and micropillars 106 in second row 120 may be ac-
tivated and deactivated in a continuous series that ex-
tends longitudinally along the length of robotic device

100. In one implementation, robotic device 100 is pro-
pelled by simultaneously activating at least one micropil-
lar 106 in first row 110 and at least one micropillar 106
in second row 120. In another implementation, robotic
device 100 is propelled by only activating micropillars
106 in either first row 110 or second row 120 at a time.
In yet another implementation, robotic device 100 is pro-
pelled by activating and deactivating all micropillars 106
in first row 110 followed by activating and deactivating
all micropillars 106 in second row 120. As such, the se-
quential activation and deactivation of micropillars 106
is continuously repeated until robotic device 100 reaches
its desired destination.
[0013] In the exemplary implementation, robotic de-
vice 100 also includes an instrument 108 coupled to body
102 and a cable 130 extending from robotic device 100.
In some implementations, instrument 108 collects data
relating to the conditions surrounding robotic device 100
during operation, and cable 130 transfers the data to any
suitable receiving device (not shown) or to an operator
of robotic device 100. Exemplary suitable instruments
108 include, but are not limited to, sensors that measure
conditions such as temperature and pressure, and/or a
camera. In one implementation, cable 130 is fabricated
from optical fibers that enable light shining therethrough
to be reflected back to the operator to provide a visual
representation of the surrounding environment. In alter-
native implementations, instrument 108 provides feed-
back to the operator through a wireless link.
[0014] Figure 2 is a schematic illustration of an exem-
plary control system 200 that may be used with robotic
device 100 (shown in Figure 1), and Figure 3 is a sche-
matic illustration of an exemplary selection matrix 210
that may be used with control system 200. In the exem-
plary implementations, locomotion system 104 uses con-
trol system 200 to selectively activate and deactivate mi-
cropillars 106 (shown in Figure 1). More specifically,
when micropillars 106 are fabricated from piezoelectric
material, control system 200 includes a selection matrix
210, and a controller 202 that is coupled to selection ma-
trix 210. As such, controller 202 selectively activates mi-
cropillars 106 in a sequence that propels robotic device
100 in a predetermined direction.
[0015] In some implementations, controller 202 in-
cludes a memory device 204 and a processor 206 cou-
pled to memory device 204 for use in executing operating
instructions for use by robotic device 100. More specifi-
cally, in the exemplary implementation, memory device
204 and/or processor 206 are programmed to perform
one or more operations described herein, such as con-
trolling propulsion of robotic device 100. For example,
processor 206 may be programmed by encoding an op-
eration as one or more executable instructions and by
providing the executable instructions in memory device
204. In an alternative implementation, the propulsion of
robotic device 100 is controlled by a remote device (not
shown).
[0016] Processor 206 may include one or more
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processing units (e.g., in a multi-core configuration). As
used herein, the term "processor" is not limited to inte-
grated circuits referred to in the art as a computer, but
rather broadly refers to a controller, a microcontroller, a
microcomputer, a programmable logic controller (PLC),
an application specific integrated circuit, and other pro-
grammable circuits.
[0017] In the exemplary implementation, memory de-
vice 204 includes one or more devices (not shown) that
enable information such as executable instructions
and/or other data to be selectively stored and retrieved.
In the exemplary implementation, such data may include,
but is not limited to, positional data, directional data, GPS
data, map data, blueprint data, floor plan data, operation-
al data, and/or control algorithms. Alternatively, control
system 200 may be configured to use any algorithm
and/or method that enable the methods and systems to
function as described herein. Memory device 204 may
also include one or more computer readable media, such
as, without limitation, dynamic random access memory
(DRAM), static random access memory (SRAM), a solid
state disk, and/or a hard disk.
[0018] In the exemplary implementation, selection ma-
trix 210 includes a control circuit 212 associated with
each micropillar 106, and controller 202 is coupled to
control circuits 212 to enable robotic device 100 to be
propelled in a predetermined direction. More specifically,
selection matrix 210 includes a first array and/or row 216
of control circuits 212 associated with the first array
and/or row 110 of micropillars 106, and a second array
and/or row 218 of control circuits 212 associated with the
second array and/or row 120 of micropillars 106. In the
exemplary implementation, control circuits 212 are volt-
age control circuits as described below. Selection matrix
210 also includes a plurality of longitudinal conductive
lines 220 and a plurality of traversing conductive lines
230 that intersect at respective control circuits 212. Ac-
cordingly, the number of conductive lines 220 and 230
used in selection matrix 210 correspond to the number
of control circuits 212 used to operate micropillars 106.
[0019] In operation, selection matrix 210 selectively
applies voltages across longitudinal conductive lines
220, and selectively applies grounds across traversing
conductive lines 230. As such, voltages and grounds are
selectively applied across conductive lines 220 and 230
to activate micropillars 106 coupled to respective control
circuits 212. For example, a first control circuit 214 is
activated when voltage is applied across a first longitu-
dinal conductive line 222 and when a first traversing con-
ductive line 232 is grounded. As such, selection matrix
210 provides a suitable voltage to control circuits 212 to
activate associated micropillars 106 in any suitable se-
quence that propels robotic device 100. In one imple-
mentation, selection matrix 210 is an active matrix array.
[0020] In the exemplary implementation, a power
source 208 supplies power to robotic device 100. More
specifically, power source 208 may be used to supply
power to at least one instrument 108 (shown in Figure 1)

or to control circuits 212. Power source 208 may be any
suitable power supply that enables robotic device 100 to
function as described herein. In some implementations,
power source 208 may be coupled to, or remote from,
robotic device 100. A power source 208 coupled to ro-
botic device 100 may be any suitable power supply such
as, but not limited to, a solar panel, and a lithium-ion
battery. A power source 208 that is remote from robotic
device 100 may be any suitable power supply, and may
supply power to robotic device 100 through either a wired
or wireless link.
[0021] In one implementation, cable 130 (shown in Fig-
ure 1) transfers power from power source 208 to robotic
device 100. More specifically, in one implementation, ca-
ble 130 includes one or more optical fibers, and light is
directed through cable 130 towards a solar panel (not
shown) coupled to robotic device 100. The solar panel
then converts the light energy into the power used to
activate control circuits 212. In an alternative implemen-
tation, power may be provided to robotic device 100
through a radiofrequency transmission. Further, in the
exemplary implementation, the voltage required to acti-
vate micropillars 106 is defined within a range of from
about 0.5 millivolts per Newton (mV/N) to about 2.0 mV/N,
and current required to activate micropillars 106 is de-
fined within a range of from about 10 milliamps (mA) to
about 30 mA.
[0022] Figure 4 is an enlarged side view of an exem-
plary micropillar 106 in a first operational position, and
Figure 5 is an enlarged side view of micropillar 106 in a
second operational position. In the exemplary implemen-
tations, micropillar 106 is coupled to and extends from a
substrate 240, and control circuit 212 is coupled to sub-
strate 240 adjacent to micropillar 106. In some imple-
mentations, control circuit 212 includes one or more thin
film transistors (TFT) (not shown) deposited onto sub-
strate 240 by an electron beam-lithographic or photolith-
ographic process. Substrate 240 is then coupled to body
102 (shown in Figure 1) such that micropillars 106 are
arranged in any suitable configuration.
[0023] In the exemplary implementation, micropillars
106 are selectively activated in a sequence that propels
robotic device 100 in a predetermined direction. For ex-
ample, when robotic device 100 is at rest as shown in
Figure 1, micropillars 106 have a substantially straight
orientation. To propel robotic device 100, micropillars 106
are configured to bend when activated, and configured
to return to the substantially straight orientation when de-
activated. As such, in one implementation, body 102
shifts towards the activated, bent micropillar 106 to move
robotic device 100 in that direction.
[0024] Micropillars 106 are activated and deactivated
by applying and removing any suitable stimuli thereto.
For example, in the exemplary implementation, micropil-
lar 106 is fabricated from piezoelectric material, and mi-
cropillar 106 is activated by applying a voltage to control
circuit 212 as described above. More specifically, the pi-
ezoelectric material responds to the applied voltage,
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which bends micropillars 106 in a direction opposite the
applied voltage in the second operational position. Mi-
cropillars 106 then return to the substantially straight first
operational position when the voltage is removed.
[0025] The locomotion system described herein ena-
bles a robotic device to be propelled easily and efficiently
in a predetermined direction. More specifically, the loco-
motion system includes rows of micropillars that function
as legs for the robotic device. The micropillars are selec-
tively activated in a sequence that facilitates propelling
the robotic device in the predetermined direction. More
specifically, the micropillars are activated when subject-
ed any suitable stimuli and, in the exemplary implemen-
tation, bend when activated to cause the robotic device
to shift towards the bent micropillar. By sequentially con-
trolling the activation of each micropillar, the robotic de-
vice may be directed to travel in any direction. As such,
robotic devices of increasingly small sizes may be pro-
pelled using the locomotion system described herein that
is simplified, includes less moving parts, and thus is more
reliable than other known forms of locomotive propulsion
used in robotic devices.
[0026] This written description uses examples to dis-
close various implementations, including the best mode,
and also to enable any person skilled in the art to practice
the various implementations, including making and using
any devices or systems and performing any incorporated
methods. The patentable scope of the disclosure is de-
fined by the claims, and may include other examples that
occur to those skilled in the art. Such other examples are
intended to be within the scope of the claims if they have
structural elements that do not differ from the literal lan-
guage of the claims, or if they include equivalent struc-
tural elements with insubstantial differences from the lit-
eral language of the claims.

Clause 1. A locomotion system for use with a robotic
device, said locomotion system comprising: a first
micropillar array comprising at least a first micropil-
lar; a second micropillar array comprising at least a
second micropillar; a control circuit associated with
each said micropillar of said first and said second
micropillar arrays; and a controller operatively cou-
pled to each said control circuit, said controller con-
figured to selectively activate said first and said sec-
ond micropillar in a sequence that causes the robotic
device to move in a predetermined direction.
Clause 2. The locomotion system in accordance with
Clause 1, wherein said control circuit comprises a
voltage control circuit, wherein a voltage is applied
to said voltage control circuit to activate said micro-
pillars.
Clause 3. The locomotion system in accordance with
Clause 2, wherein said first and said second micro-
pillar bend in a direction opposite the applied voltage
when activated and straighten when deactivated.
Clause 4. The locomotion system in accordance with
Clause 1, wherein said first and said second micro-

pillar are fabricated from at least one of a piezoelec-
tric material and a shape memory alloy.
Clause 5. The locomotion system in accordance with
Clause 1, wherein at least one micropillar of said first
micropillar array and at least one micropillar of said
second micropillar array are activated simultaneous-
ly to cause the robotic device to move in the prede-
termined direction.
Clause 6. The locomotion system in accordance with
Clause 1, wherein each control circuit is coupled to
a plurality of conductive lines arranged in a matrix,
wherein voltages and grounds are selectively ap-
plied across the plurality of conductive lines to acti-
vate said first and said second micropillar.
Clause 7. The locomotion system in accordance with
Clause 6, wherein the matrix comprises an active
matrix array.
Clause 8. A robotic device comprising: a platform;
and a locomotion system coupled to said platform,
said locomotion system comprising: a plurality of mi-
cropillar arrays that each comprise at least one mi-
cropillar; a control circuit associated with each said
micropillar of said plurality of micropillar arrays; and
a controller operatively coupled to said control cir-
cuits, said controller configured to selectively acti-
vate each said micropillar in a sequence that causes
said platform to move in a predetermined direction.
Clause 9. The robotic device in accordance with
Clause 8, wherein said micropillars are activated in
a continuous series down a length of said platform.
Clause 10. The robotic device in accordance with
Clause 8 further comprising a power source config-
ured to apply a voltage to said control circuits to ac-
tivate at least one predetermined micropillar.
Clause 11. The robotic device in accordance with
Clause 10, wherein said power source is remote from
said platform and provides power to the robotic de-
vice through at least one of a wired link and a wireless
link.
Clause 12. The robotic device in accordance with
Clause 11, wherein power is supplied to the robotic
device with a radiofrequency transmission.
Clause 13. The robotic device in accordance with
Clause 10, wherein said micropillars bend in a direc-
tion opposite the applied voltage when activated and
straighten when deactivated.
Clause 14. The robotic device in accordance with
Clause 8 further comprising an instrument coupled
to said platform that is configured to collect data on
conditions surrounding the robotic device.
Clause 15. The robotic device in accordance with
Clause 8, wherein each said control circuit is coupled
to a plurality of conductive lines arranged in a matrix,
wherein voltages and grounds are selectively ap-
plied across the plurality of conductive lines to acti-
vate said micropillars.
Clause 16. A method for controlling a robotic device
that includes a platform and a locomotion system
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coupled to the platform, wherein the locomotion sys-
tem includes a plurality of micropillar arrays that each
include at least one micropillar, a control circuit as-
sociated with each micropillar of the plurality of mi-
cropillar arrays, and a controller operatively coupled
to the control circuits, said method comprising: se-
lecting at least one of the micropillars of the plurality
of micropillar arrays; and activating the at least one
of the micropillars to move the robotic device in a
predetermined direction.
Clause 17. The method in accordance with Clause
16, wherein activating the at least one of the micro-
pillars comprises applying a voltage to the control
circuit such that the at least one of the micropillars
bend in a direction opposite the applied voltage.
Clause 18. The method in accordance with Clause
17, wherein applying a voltage comprises supplying
the voltage from a power source that is remote from
the platform and at least one of wired and wirelessly
linked with the platform.
Clause 19. The method in accordance with Clause
16, wherein activating the at least one of the micro-
pillars comprises selectively applying voltages and
grounds to a plurality of conductive lines associated
with each control circuit.
Clause 20. The method in accordance with Clause
16, wherein selecting at least one of the micropillars
comprises selecting a micropillar from each array of
the plurality of micropillar arrays simultaneously.

Claims

1. A locomotion system (104) for use with a robotic de-
vice (100), said locomotion system comprising:

a first micropillar array (110) comprising at least
a first micropillar (106);
a second micropillar array (120) comprising at
least a second micropillar (106);
a control circuit (212) associated with each said
micropillar of said first and said second micro-
pillar arrays; and
a controller (202) operatively coupled to each
said control circuit, said controller configured to
selectively activate said first and said second
micropillar in a sequence that causes the robotic
device to move in a predetermined direction.

2. The locomotion system (104) in accordance with
Claim 1, wherein said control circuit (212) comprises
a voltage control circuit, wherein a voltage is applied
to said voltage control circuit to activate said micro-
pillars (106).

3. The locomotion system (104) in accordance with
Claim 2, wherein said first and said second micro-
pillars (106) bend in a direction opposite the applied

voltage when activated and straighten when deacti-
vated.

4. The locomotion system in accordance with any of
Claims 1-3, wherein said first and said second mi-
cropillars (106) are fabricated from at least one of a
piezoelectric material and a shape memory alloy.

5. The locomotion system (104) in accordance with any
of Claims 1-4, wherein at least one micropillar (106)
of said first micropillar array (110) and at least one
micropillar (106) of said second micropillar array
(120) are activated simultaneously to cause the ro-
botic device (100) to move in the predetermined di-
rection.

6. The locomotion system (104) in accordance with any
of Claims 1-5, wherein each control circuit (212) is
coupled to a plurality of conductive lines (220, 230)
arranged in a selection matrix (210), wherein voltag-
es and grounds are selectively applied across the
plurality of conductive lines to activate said first and
said second micropillars (106).

7. The locomotion system (104) in accordance with any
of Claims 1-6, wherein the robotic device (100) com-
prises a body (102), said locomotion system coupled
to said body.

8. The location system (104) in accordance with Claim
7, wherein said micropillars (106) are activated in a
continuous series down a length of said body (102).

9. The locomotion system (104) in accordance with any
of Claims 1-8 further comprising a power source
(208) configured to apply a voltage to said control
circuits (212) to activate at least one predetermined
micropillar (106).

10. The locomotion system (104) in accordance with
Claim 9, wherein said power source (208) is remote
from said body (102) and provides power to the ro-
botic device (100) through at least one of a wired link
and a wireless link.

11. The locomotion system (104) in accordance with any
of Claims 7-10 further comprising an instrument
(108) coupled to said body (102) that is configured
to collect data on conditions surrounding the robotic
device (100).

12. A method for controlling a robotic device (100) that
includes a body (102) and a locomotion system (104)
coupled to the body, wherein the locomotion system
includes a plurality of micropillar arrays (110, 120)
that each include at least one micropillar (106), a
control circuit (212) associated with each micropillar
of the plurality of micropillar arrays, and a controller
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(202) operatively coupled to the control circuits, said
method comprising:

selecting at least one of the micropillars of the
plurality of micropillar arrays; and
activating the at least one of the micropillars to
move the robotic device in a predetermined di-
rection.

13. The method in accordance with Claim 12, wherein
activating the at least one of the micropillars (106)
comprises applying a voltage to the control circuit
(212) such that the at least one of the micropillars
bend in a direction opposite the applied voltage.

14. The method in accordance with Claim 12 or 13,
wherein activating the at least one of the micropillars
(106) comprises selectively applying voltages and
grounds to a plurality of conductive lines (220, 230)
associated with each control circuit (212).

15. The method in accordance with any of Claims 12-14,
wherein selecting at least one of the micropillars
(106) comprises selecting a micropillar from each
array of the plurality of micropillar arrays (110, 120)
simultaneously.
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