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Abstract In spite of the development of automated
tolerance inspection systems for manufactured parts
over the years, there are still processes that inevitably
require manual intervention making full automation
impossible in most cases; in particular when dealing
with deformable parts. In most current industrial in-
spection systems, a deformable part under inspection
must first be mechanically constrained on a rigid sup-
port or jig so as to be able to compare it with its nominal
shape. This paper presents a new system to perform
real-time surface inspection of deformable parts that
does not require fixturing. Instead, the proposed system
applies virtual forces to the part’s CAD model as if the
part was installed in the fixturing device. Normally, a
precise finite element method (FEM) simulation should
be used to approximate the deformation that appends
when the part is installed in the device. Even with a fast
parallel computer, FEM is far from being real-time and
cannot be used for on-line inspection. In the proposed
system, a radial basis function approximation of the
FEM simulation is trained off-line and used to speed-
up the simulation by an order of magnitude. Experi-
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mental evaluation of the proposed system is presented
for three plastic parts. Using the proposed scheme, an
approximation of 0.25 mm compared with the real de-
formation was obtained. In this paper, statistical results
are presented such as the average deviation, standard
deviation, and processing time between the approxima-
tions obtained with the proposed method and with the
finite element method applied to the full CAD model.
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1 Introduction

Inspection of manufactured parts is an essential factor
in today’s competitive industries, such as automotive
and aerospace, where high-quality products are re-
quired [1]. In these industries, there are already mea-
suring systems such as coordinate measuring machines,
photogrammetry systems, and laser probes, which can
perform inspection tasks at high speed and high preci-
sion (better than 25 μm) [2–4]. However, many of those
systems are typically large and bulky and cannot be
installed easily at the production line [5]. This limits the
dimensional inspection system to assessing tolerances
off-line on samples taken randomly from a batch of
parts [6].

Traditionally, the inspection of three-dimensional
(3-D) parts is done by performing a comparison be-
tween a reference model, or CAD model, and the
measurements of the part’s surface by a 3-D sensor.
The part to be inspected is mounted into a jig and
reference points are measured to determine the rigid
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transformation between the CAD model and the
part [7]. Following this registration, the measuring sys-
tem then acquires key points, in order to evaluate if the
part is in tolerance relative to the specifications defined
in advance by designers. Some of these tasks are man-
ual and difficult to automate. There have been many
attempts to perform inspection automatically. Under
some conditions, those systems could do automatic
dimensional validation [8, 9]. However, due to the de-
velopment of new materials as well as more complex
structural shapes, many parts are remarkably flexible.
In these cases, it is necessary to carry out a fixturing
process using a jig to fix the part to its nominal shape.
As with traditional inspection, this fixturing process is
time consuming and difficult to automate.

This paper presents a new system to perform real-
time surface inspection of deformable parts that does
not require fixturing. Instead, the proposed system ap-
plies to the part’s CAD model virtual forces as if the
part was installed in the fixturing device. Normally a
precise finite element method (FEM) simulation should
be used to approximate the deformation that appends
when the part is installed in the fixturing device. Even
with a fast parallel computer, FEM is far from being
real-time and cannot be used for on-line inspection.
In the proposed system, a radial basis function (RBF)
approximation of the FEM simulation is trained off-
line. In the training stage, deformations are simulated
by a precise FEM. Using these reference deformations,
a minimum set of control points is calculated approx-
imating the FEM deformation model by RBF inter-
polation, to approximate the deformation of the CAD
model under constraints. After the nonrigid alignment
between the CAD model and the part data, a compar-
ison is carried out and a tolerance evaluation report is
generated.

The paper is organized as follows. The next sec-
tion reviews related work. Section 3 briefly presents
the theoretical foundations involved in the proposed
approach. Section 4 describes the proposed system.
Section 5 presents various tests with industrial parts and
analyzes the results. Finally, we conclude and indicate
future research directions.

2 Literature review

Numerous research has been published in the litera-
ture relating to the development of new methods and
systems for the automation of part inspection. Some
of these works focus on specific inspection processes.
Suh et al. introduced a system for assessing the main
features of spiral bevel gears: tooth profile, tooth trace,

and pitch errors [10]. Thomas et al. developed a system
to detect defects in hardwood logs and stems [11]. Shao
et al. presented an inspection system for parts with large
areas, especially large sheet-metal pieces like those
for stamping for use in the automotive and aerospace
industries [12].

However, most of the research efforts in dimen-
sional inspection is devoted not to quality evalua-
tion of specific products, but rather to avoid steps
performed by human operators, or to develop inte-
grated systems that would allow the user to control
the whole inspection process. Germani et al. developed
such an integrated inspection system that permits the
designer to define the tolerances and supervise the
inspection process, from the planning phase to the
tolerance verification, using a specialized software en-
vironment [13]. This system includes a full information
database of the part design, an articulated robot system,
and 3-D scanners. The aim of that work is to connect
the design stage with the quality control process to
reduce time and cost associated with the inspection
process. Rodrigues et al. presented a system devoted
specifically to automate the measurement planning
stage of a part [14]. They propose a method to optimize
the number of views and paths for the movement of
the acquisition system based on information provided
by the part’s CAD model.

The process of registration or alignment of the part’s
CAD model with the measurements data is the most
important stage in the 3-D inspection. This is the sub-
ject of the work presented by Ravishankar et al. in [15].
The paper describes a fast algorithm to automate CAD-
data comparison for the inspection of curves and sur-
faces like the one found in aerospace. The proposed
registration method is based on the well-known iter-
ative closest point (ICP) algorithm to automate the
alignment step in the inspection process. Shi and Xi also
present a method based on ICP algorithm to automate
registration of views during the inspection of industrial
parts [16]. An algorithm to remove outliers so as to
preserve surface details was developed and used in a
multi-view registration process.

Some researchers have presented works which can
deal with deformable parts. Zhang et al. presented a
photogrammetric method to measure deformation of
flexible sheet-metal parts [17]. Kim proposed a mea-
surement system to calculate deformation and mis-
alignment of deformable peg-hole pairs to be assem-
bled [18]. Merkley et al. proposed a method to per-
form tolerance analysis in the assembly of deformable
parts [19].

However, to our knowledge, only Weckenmann et al.
have presented a system devoted to the automation
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of deformable parts inspection process [20, 21],
which has been recently validated by Lemes [22]. In
Weckenmann’s work, a 3-D inspection system for
sheet-metal parts is proposed. The system uses a
triangulation-based 3-D sensor to measure the part’s
surfaces. From these measurements, a smoothed and
optimized triangular mesh of a part’s visible surface is
generated. Then the system applies virtual forces to a
FEM representation of the part model create from the
measured data to compensate for its deformation. This
method requires taking data from the entire deformed
surface in order for the simulation to be accurate. This
is not ideal as it is rare that one can capture all the sur-
face elements of a complex part because of occlusions
and sensor access.

From this short review, one can conclude that au-
tomation of parts surface inspection is still an open
field of research, in particular when the inspected parts
are deformable in its assembly stage. In this paper, we
explore a novel way to automate the inspection process
by speeding up the computation of the deformations
involved in the alignment of virtual models with the
measured data. Preliminary ideas of this work were
presented in [23].

3 Surface inspection of deformable parts

The proposed system needs some theoretical elements
that are not present in traditional inspection systems.
This section briefly presents the mathematical foun-
dations of the most important elements. The general
scheme applied to industrial inspection of parts is also
reviewed.

3.1 Three-dimensional surface inspection of parts

In general, one can define the inspection process as
a measurement on how a part or a product deviates
from its given set of specifications [24]. In particular,
when one deals with 3-D surface inspection of parts,
specifications may refer to some surface features, such
as flatness, roundness, etc., or in general, to the whole
shape of the part.

In order to get more flexibility in industrial inspec-
tion systems, a scheme based on the CAD model of the
parts to inspect is used so that they can be applied to
parts of different shapes. This scheme is composed of
the following stages (Fig. 1):

1. A 3-D data acquisition process where the part
surface is measured by a 3-D sensor. This stage
includes the measurement system, the data process-

Fig. 1 Basic steps in CAD-based inspection

ing, and the construction of a polygonal model from
the measured data.

2. A data alignment process where the 3-D measure-
ments and the part’s CAD model are registered.
The alignment process is performed by computing
a rigid transformation to establish a common ref-
erence system for the CAD model and the part
measurements. The transformation is calculated it-
eratively on the entire part’s surface from a set of
corresponding points between the two models.

3. A comparison process where the deviations from
the measurements relative to the CAD model
are calculated. The results allow us to deter-
mine whether or not the part meets the required
specifications.

3.2 Alignment of deformable models

The method described in the previous section assumes
that the inspected parts did not change their shapes
when they were measured. Therefore, a rigid transfor-
mation is enough to align the measurements from the
inspected part with its CAD model. However, there are
many parts that only acquire their final shapes when
they are assembled. In those cases, to perform valida-
tion of a part using the current inspection system, it is
necessary to manually fix them on a mechanical device
prior to data acquisition. This paper proposes a new
approach where, instead of applying a true deformation
to the inspected part, a virtual deformation is applied
on the CAD model during the model alignment stage
(Fig. 2). In order to simulate a real-physical deforma-
tion, a FEM is used for the calculation of the physical
deformation, and RBFs are used to approximate the
deformation and to reduce the computational burden
to perform the nonrigid deformation on-line.

A general expression for the required nonrigid trans-
formation consists of a linear term, corresponding to a



Int J Adv Manuf Technol

Fig. 2 Alignment and
evaluation of a deformable
model

rigid transformation, and a nonlinear term correspond-
ing to a deformation. Let P = {pi}, with i = 1, ..., n, be
a set of points representing a given model, the overall
transformation F applied to this set of points can be
written as:

F(pi) = U(pi) + Mpi + t (1)

where U(·) is a nonlinear transformation, M is a rota-
tion matrix and t is a translation vector. The first term
represents the deformation and the others represent
the rigid transformation.

Since a rigid transformation is applied before align-
ing the models, only the deformation term is necessary
at this stage. The translation vector is set to zero and
the rotation matrix is the identity matrix, so Eq. 1 is
simplified to:

F(pi) = U(pi) + pi (2)

3.3 Physics-based deformation

Finite element methods are critical tools for the analysis
of stress and deformation in structures [25, 26]. In order
to use FEM, the part’s CAD model is divided into
a set of continuous computing units called elements,
for which it is possible to generate simple functions
that describe their behavior under stress with great
precision. For the sake of simplicity, the elements are
basic geometric shapes such as quads, triangles, and
tetrahedrons, etc., which are linked together to form
a 3-D mesh. FEM programs need to solve a set of
equations that represent continuous mechanics laws
between elements and their set boundary conditions.

We assume that the deformation law of the part ma-
terial can be solved by a simple shell element method.
A shell element can be defined as a thin body bounded
by two surfaces separated by a small distance. If the
bounding surfaces are not closed, then the shell has
edges and the distance between such edges is normally
large compared with their thickness. When an external
force is applied to a shell structure, mainly two types
of internal forces are produced: membrane forces and
bending forces. Membrane forces act tangentially to the
mid-plane of the element; therefore, axial forces and
membrane shear forces are part of this type of internal
force. On the other hand, flexing, twisting, and trans-
verse shear are bending forces. The Mindlin–Reissner
formulation for thick shell elements was chosen for our
simulations [27]. This is a more general formulation of
shell elements than the classical Kirchhoff plate and
more appropriate to simulate deformation of plastic
and stamping parts.

3.4 Radial basis functions

A radial basis function is a real-valued function whose
value depends only on the distance to a reference point
called the center or the control point [28]. Although
different distance functions are possible, Euclidean dis-
tance is usually used. A property of these functions is
that they form a basis, that is, any function that can
be approximated by a linear combination of RBFs. For
our purposes, linear combinations of RBFs are used
to approximate the final shapes of the deformed part’s
model.

Given a set of control points q j, with j = 1, ..., m,
take from a full set of points P and a distance function
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d(·). The nonlinear transformation U(·) obtained as the
linear combination of the RBFs is written as:

U(pi) =
∑

j

C jR(d(pi, q j)), (3)

where C j is the weight vector associated to each center
q j, and R represent the basis function. For this study,
multi-quadrics basis functions R(d) = (d2 + β2)1/2 were
used. These functions are time-efficient RBFs [29]. The
β parameter for each center q j is computed from the
minimum distance to the other centers qk [30]:

β j = min j�=kd j(qk). (4)

Other RBFs such as Gaussian R(d) = e−(d/β)2
as well

as the inverse multi-quadrics R(d) = 1/(d2 + β2)1/2

have been tested, but no significant advantages have
been found [31].

Since we are only interested at modeling the defor-
mation, an additional term is considered in the transfor-
mation. This term allows us to recover the original form
in the case where there is no movement of the control
points. According to Eq. 2, the transformation required
to be applied to the set P = {pi}, with i = 1, ..., n, can be
written as:

F(pi) =
∑

j

C jR(d(pi, q j)) + pi. (5)

In the calculation, the input domain is the set of
nodes of the CAD mesh, and the transformation C j

weights are determined by the specific displacements
of the control points.

4 Representation of FEM deformations using RBFs

As in CAD-based inspection systems, the proposed
system is based on the comparison of 3-D surface
data measurements taken from a part against its CAD
model. But, unlike traditional systems, in addition to
the rigid transformation a deformation is applied to
align the CAD model to the measured data. Both, rigid
and nonrigid transformations use correspondences be-
tween clamping points (specified in advance) in the
CAD model and the data set. This section describes the
general approach and the main ideas behind this work.

4.1 Inspection system

The proposed approach consists of two main steps. One
can see in Fig. 3 an overview of the inspection system.
In the first stage, prior to the tolerance inspection, a
training process is carried out. At this stage, from the
CAD model and material properties of the part, the
minimum number of control points of the full CAD
mesh is determined. This set of control points allows us
to approximate the FEM simulated deformation within
a certain error level using RBF interpolation. Then, a
simplified polygonal mesh of the part is built using the
minimum set of control points.

In the second stage, the evaluation process of the
inspected part is performed. The process begins with
the acquisition of 3-D measurements from the surface
of the part under inspection. The system only required
that the part is located in the acquisition space of the
sensor and does not need to be fixed on a jig. Contrary

Fig. 3 Overview of the
inspection system
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to the work of Weckenmann et al. [21], although, a
polygonal model from the measured data is built for
validation purposes, this step is not necessary since only
a rigid transformation and not deformation is applied
on the measured data. The rigid transformation is car-
ried out by taking into account the correspondences of
clamping points between the CAD model and the mea-
sured data. Once the alignment is performed, the de-
formation of the reduced mesh obtained in the training
stage is calculated. The displacements of the clamping
points are taken as constraints for the FEM calculation
of deformation. Then, the interpolation with RBFs
is performed on the resulting deformed mesh to get
the full set-of-points representing the deformed CAD
model. In this way, the nonrigid alignment between the
CAD model and measurement data is obtained.

Finally, the calculation of the deviations of the de-
formed CAD model to the measured data is carried
out and a final tolerance report is generated. This re-
port indicates the acceptance or rejection of the part
according to a predefined set of criteria. The closest
distance to the deformed CAD model was taken for the
calculation of deviations of the measured data, and as a
criterion for acceptance, it was established that a part
is in tolerance if 95% of all measured points are within
the chosen tolerance.

4.2 RBF deformation training

It was experimentally observed that the effect of the
tangential forces acting on the parts is not important.
Then, only displacements due to the normal forces
are considered in the training stage (Fig. 4). That is,
membrane behavior is neglected and only flexing and
twisting behaviors are taken into account in the RBF
training process (Fig. 5). In this way, only displacements
and not the moments of rotation of the clamping points,
are considered.

The bending deformations are simulated using FEM
analysis. Force loads and constraints applied in the
training stage are chosen based on the knowledge and

Fig. 4 Normal and tangential forces on a 3-D surface

(a) Bending deformation

(b) Twisting deformation

Fig. 5 Deformations applied during the training process

handling of a real part. The forces are applied to the
clamping points of the part. Directions are chosen in
such a way that bending and twisting deformations are
produced (see Fig. 5). Force magnitudes are set to
produce small displacements in order to respect the fact
that we are using linear FEM.

4.3 Iterative approach to error minimization

This is an off-line process. The goal of this process is to
determine a minimal set of points from the full CAD
mesh that will allow us to approximate the deformation
model using RBF interpolation. The quality of the
approximation is evaluated according to a maximum
acceptable deviation threshold δ defined by the user.
Training deformations provided by FEM simulation
are then used as reference deformation models.

The minimal set of center points for the RBF in-
terpolation is computed using an iterative algorithm
(Algorithm 1). The initial set corresponds to the clamp-
ing points locations. At each step the interpolation
with RBFs is performed (see Eq. 5). Then, deviation
between each node i from the training mesh pt and its
equivalent vertex in the CAD mesh pa, is computed.
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If the maximum deviation Ei_max exceeds the threshold
δ, then the corresponding node is added to the set of
control points and the RBF interpolation is performed
again. This iterative process will stop when the max-
imum deviation is smaller than the threshold defined
by the user or when the number of control points is
bigger than a predefined maximum number of control
points Q. In order to guarantee an important reduction
in the number of control points relative to the FEM
analysis, Q was set to be only 10% of the total number
of nodes in the CAD mesh. For the three parts, Table 2
shows the total number of nodes (first row) and the
number of control points (second row) at the end of the
iterative process. This result shows that the algorithm
converges before reaching the maximum number of
control points.

Algorithm 1 Computation of a minimal set of control
points
Require: Input data:

pa : vertex from CAD mesh.
pt : nodes from training deformed mesh.
ca : clamp the points.
δ : maximum deviation threshold.
Q : maximum number of control points.
Step 1. Set control points q = ca.
Step 2. Compute the RBF interpolated points pb ,
using pa as input points and q as centers.
Step 3. Calculate deviation for each node i, Ei =
|pbi − pti|, and find the maximum, Ei_max.
Step 4. IF Ei_max > δ AND the number of nodes in q
< Q THEN add pi_max node to the set q.
Step 5. IF Ei_max > δ return to Step 2.

Output: q, the minimum set of control points.

4.4 Simplified mesh

Since FEM simulation requires connectivity between
the nodes, a simplified mesh of the part model is gen-
erated from the final set of control points obtained in
the previous stage. This simplified mesh is deformed
using FEM analysis. This way, a lighter physical model
is provided to the CAD model deformation process.
Constraints to solve the FEM problem are generated
by the displacements applied to the clamping points on
the simplified mesh to the corresponding points on the
measured data (Fig. 6).

4.5 Deformation calculation

This stage adds deformation to the alignment process
when the inspection of the part is carried out. In the

Fig. 6 Constraints imposed to solve the FEM problem

proposed approach, the CAD model is deformed in-
stead of the data model. The result is the required
nonrigid alignment between the CAD model and the
data model of the part. This process is summarized in
Algorithm 2.

Algorithm 2 On-line deformation
Require: Input data:

pa : vertex from CAD mesh.
ca : clamping points on CAD model.
Mq : mesh of control points.
w : data from the part.
Step 1. Detect clamping points on data model, cw.
Step 2. Apply a rigid transformation to align w to pa

using ca and cw correspondences.
Step 3. Compute displacements between correspond-
ing clamping points, di = cwi − cai.
Step 4. Apply d to deform Mq using FEM.
Step 5. Interpolate deformed Mq using RBFs to get
the approximated deformed CAD px.

Output: px, the set of nodes of approximate deformed
CAD.

In order to identify node coordinates of the clamping
points on the measured data, a hole detection algorithm
can be applied [32, 33]. Then, given the corresponding
coordinates of the clamping points on the measured
data and the CAD model, a pre-alignment is carried
out. The pre-alignment consists of a rigid transforma-
tion defined by a rotation and a translation.

In the inspection process, displacements from the
clamping points in the CAD model to corresponding
points in the pre-aligned data model are computed.
Instead of applying forces, these displacements are
used as loads and constraints in the FEM analysis, and
are applied to the mesh of control points. This way,
a physical deformation is considered in the nonrigid
alignment. Although force magnitudes are not known
beforehand (because they are not necessary) they could
be computed in the FEM analysis if needed.
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Fig. 7 Deformation and interpolation on a polygonal curve

Finally, using the deformed control points obtained
from the FEM simulation, the RBF interpolation is
used to approximate the deformation. This time, the
full set-of-points of the CAD mesh is the input and the
set of control points is the set of RBF centers. The result
from interpolation is the deformed set-of-points of the
CAD model needed to align the CAD model with the
measurement data. Figure 7 shows an example of the
deformation and interpolation process on a polygonal
curve.

5 Results

Tests were performed using a 2.16 GHz Intel dual
core processor with 2GB RAM, running a Microsoft
Windows XP operating system. FEM simulations were
performed using SAP2000 [34], and RBF-FEM al-
gorithms were implemented using MATLAB. Three-
dimensional data points were acquired with a Minolta
Vivid 9i laser scanner. Figure 8 shows the experimental
setup.

The system was tested on three plastic parts. The ma-
terial properties and dimensions of the models for the
FEM calculations were the following: Young’s modulus
of elasticity = 25,000 kgf/cm2; Poisson’s ratio = 0.35;
thickness = 0.2 cm for part 1 and 0.4 cm for parts 2 and
3. The dimensions of the bounding box are summarized
in Table 1.

Due to the shell structure of the parts and the
bending forces applied, thickness is the parameter that
most affects the flexibility of the part and the results
of the FEM simulations [35]. The bending stiffness
D of a plate with thickness h is expressed by D =
Eh3/(12(1 − ν2)), where E is the Young modulus and
ν is the Poisson’s ratio of the material. For this reason,
changes in thickness produce changes in the shape of
the deformation computed by the FEM calculations.
As a first approximation, this parameter was assumed
constant. There is no doubt that in order to improve
accuracy, a variable thickness should be considered to
define the appropriate thickness for each shell element
of the FEM model. In order to solve this problem

Fig. 8 Experimental setup

one could also use volume elements instead but at the
expense of long calculations.

Figures 9a, d, and g show the nonrigid alignment for
the models of parts 1, 2, and 3, respectively. In each
case, one can see the undeformed CAD model in red,
the measured data in green, and the approximate defor-
mation obtained with the proposed method in blue. The
red arrows indicate the feature point where displace-
ment to deform the models was applied. Figure 9b, e,
and h show the cross-sections generated by the plane in-
dicated in the previous figures. From these figures, one
can see that the approximate deformation improves the
alignment between the undeformed CAD model and
the data model of the deformed part. Figure 9c, f, and
i show the error map in pseudo-color that indicates the
absolute deviation of the RBF-FEM approximation for
a real deformation. The shortest distance from point
to surface was used to calculate the distances between

Table 1 Bounding box dimensions of the parts

Part x (mm) y (mm) z (mm)

1 49.73 85.62 12.92
2 206.20 225.46 76.57
3 155.67 157.90 37.82
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(a) Non-rigid alignment of Part 1. (b) Cross section deviations of Part 1. (c) Computed deviations of Part 1.

(d) Non-rigid alignment of Part 2. (e) Cross section deviations of Part 2. (f) Computed deviations of Part 2.

(g) Non-rigid alignment of Part 3. (h) Cross section deviations of Part 3. (i) Computed deviations of Part 3.

Fig. 9 Inspection of real deformed parts

the nodes of the approximate deformed CAD model
and the polygonal model created from the measured
data points. The error display was adjusted to use the
full scale of the color map. Gray points were not taken
into account in the calculations. These regions are seen
especially in Fig. 9f around the points where the forces
were applied and at the edge of the model.

Table 2 provides a summary of the numerical results
for each part.

The number of nodes and the number of control
points indicates the total number of nodes used in the
CAD model, and the number of control points used
to approximate the real deformation, respectively. The
last one was computed using Algorithm 1.

The maximum distance value is set beforehand by
the user. So, points beyond that limit are not taken
into account in the calculations. The table also presents
maximum deviation values, estimates of average, stan-
dard deviations, and the percentages of points within

±1, ±2, and ±3 standard deviations. Deviations are
positive if the approximate deformed model is over the
reference, and otherwise they are negative.

Table 2 Comparison of RBF-FEM approximation related to
data model

Part 1 Part 2 Part 3

Number of nodes 3,826 18,986 2,711
Number of control points 151 104 42
Max. distance value (mm) 2.00 4.00 12.00
Max. deviation positive (mm) 1.06 3.94 2.85
Max. deviation negative (mm) −1.04 −3.93 −11.89
Average deviation (mm) 0.06 0.15 −1.154
Standard deviation (mm) 0.24 0.97 2.88
% Pts within ± 1 SD 69.21 73.92 81.59
% Pts within ± 2 SD 96.39 93.47 92.18
% Pts within ± 3 SD 99.24 99.48 98.52
Geometric tolerance (mm) ±1.00 ±2.00 ±2.00
% Pts in tolerance 99.87 94.16 76.54
Pass/fail Pass Fail Fail
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Table 3 Comparison of FEM
vs RBF-FEM approach

Part 1 Part 2 Part 3

FEM RBF-FEM FEM RBF-FEM FEM RBF-FEM

RMS deviation (mm) 0.19 0.25 0.75 0.99 4.27 3.10
Computation time (s) 82.448 0.022 1513.785 0.009 27.469 0.003

The geometric tolerance (GT) is the maximum al-
lowable deviation from the nominal value (NV), set ac-
cording to manufacturing requirements, to determine if
the part is to be accepted or rejected. That is, geometric
tolerance is the maximum permissible interval where
the geometry of the part under control, in its assembly
stage, can vary. The interval is measured from the
nominal value, in this work the central value of the de-
formed model, and is defined as: [NV−GT,NV+GT].
The geometric tolerance is set to be half of the thickness
of the part, to guarantee that the deviation is not bigger
than the thickness of the part. However, this geometric
tolerance is usually set by the designer of the part and
is determined by functional analysis. A point is said to
be in tolerance if its distance to the nominal value is
smaller than the geometric tolerance, or in our case,
smaller than half of the thickness. To control or inspect
a part, the following rule is set as an acceptance criteria.
A part is accepted to be in tolerance if at least 95% of
points are in tolerance that is, if the distance for at least
95% of points falls below the geometric tolerance. Oth-
erwise it is rejected. The last line of Table 2 indicates
the acceptance or rejection of a part according to this
criterion.

Table 3 shows a comparison between FEM full mesh
calculation and the RBF-FEM approximation. A data
model was taken as reference to calculate deviations.
Root mean square deviations and times for solving
equations are presented for both methods. This com-
parison shows that for parts 1 and 2, the FEM sim-
ulation better approximates the physical deformation
while for part 3, the simulation done with the proposed
method produces a better approximation. Table 3 also
shows that in all cases the processing time is reduced by
an order of magnitude using our algorithm, allowing for
real-time control.

6 Conclusions

This paper presents a new system for surface inspec-
tion of deformable 3-D parts. The proposed system
is based on the comparison of surface measurements
taken from a part against its CAD model. Unlike
traditional inspection techniques where it is necessary
to fix the deformable part in a jig before performing

the measurements, a virtual fixturing process is used
to generate virtual deformations on the CAD model.
Contrary to normal CAD-based inspection systems,
data acquisition is performed on the unconstrained part
where an approximate rigid and nonrigid registration is
performed based on the displacements of correspond-
ing clamping points between the CAD model and the
data model. Since the required transformation corre-
sponds to a physical deformation, an FEM is applied
to calculate the deformation but is not really real time.
We have demonstrated that by using an RBF approxi-
mation one can increase the inspection speed by order
of magnitude on a conventional computer opening the
door to real-time inspection.

Although the approximation obtained by the pro-
posed RBF-FEM system is not as accurate as the full
FEM simulation, because of the order of magnitude
speed-up of the RBF method, the approximation error
could be set to an acceptable level that is below the GT
of the part during its training phase.

In addition, in the proposed approach the defor-
mation is applied to the CAD model as opposed to
the measured data. Because only the positions of the
corresponding clamping points are required to calcu-
late the deformation, it is not necessary to digitize the
entire part surface but only regions to be inspected
as well as the surrounding the clamping points. In the
future, we are planning to explore the possibility of
performing a nonrigid registration process without the
specific knowledge of the part fixation point positions
by adding more constraints and rapidly exploring the
solution space using fast parallel processors like the
GPUs.
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