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Abstract: With the rapid development of the Internet of Things (IoTs), big data analytics has been
widely used in the sport field. In this paper, a light-weight, self-powered sensor based on a tribo-
electric nanogenerator for big data analytics in sports has been demonstrated. The weight of each
sensing unit is ~0.4 g. The friction material consists of polyaniline (PANI) and polytetrafluoroethylene
(PTFE). Based on the triboelectric nanogenerator (TENG), the device can convert small amounts of
mechanical energy into the electrical signal, which contains information about the hitting position
and hitting velocity of table tennis balls. By collecting data from daily table tennis training in real
time, the personalized training program can be adjusted. A practical application has been exhibited
for collecting table tennis information in real time and, according to these data, coaches can develop
personalized training for an amateur to enhance the ability of hand control, which can improve their
table tennis skills. This work opens up a new direction in intelligent athletic facilities and big data
analytics.

Keywords: PANI; PTFE; TENG; big data analytics

1. Introduction

The Internet of Things (IoT) is a huge network integrated with sensors in order to
interface with our daily lives through data exchanging [1-12]. Moreover, in recent years,
much attention has been attracted to the capturing of physiological indexes by sensors
in big data analytics in the field of sports [13-19]. This modern science and technology
contributes to improve the performance of athletes [20-28]. However, a collection of big
data relies on various sensors and normally needs an external power supply. Realizing the
rapid expansion of the IoT, it is important to design a novel sensor which does not need a
power source.

Nowadays, triboelectric nanogenerators (TENGs) have been regarded as a next gener-
ation energy harvesting system [29-40]. Based on the coupling effects of triboelectrification
and electrostatic induction, TENGs can effectively convert mechanical energy to electricity.
The electrical signal can be influenced by pressure and is supposed to be a self-powered
pressure sensor. The whole sensing process does not need any power units. TENGs have
the advantages of simplicity, high efficiency, low cost, and light weight [41,42]. Therefore,
this technology can be utilized in IoT applications for athletic big data analytics [43,44].

In this paper, a light-weight, self-powered sensor has been demonstrated for athletic
big data analytics in table tennis training. The friction materials are consisted of polyte-
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trafluoroethylene (PTFE) and polyaniline (PANI) because of the big gap of electronegativity
between these two materials. In addition, the advantages of the sensor being both soft and
light-weight are more fit for its integration into the table tennis bats. Based on the structure
of Cu/PTFE over the PANI/Cu, the self-powered sensor can harvest the energy from the
hit of table tennis and output electric signals. The signal strength is dependent on the
velocity of the table tennis. Integrated with triboelectric nanogenerator units, this sensor
can collect the data of the hitting position and the hitting velocity of table tennis balls. The
weight of each sensing unit is light and soft, which has no influence on the table tennis bats.
With the velocity of the table tennis increasing to 7.3 m/s, the output voltage is up to 6.05 V.
Finally, a practical application has been exhibited for collecting table tennis information
in real time. By collecting data from daily table tennis training, the differences between
the athlete and the amateur can be clearly observed. Furthermore, coaches can develop
personalized training for the amateur to enhance their ability of hand control, which can
improve their table tennis skills. This work opens up a new direction in intelligent athletic
facilities and big data analytics.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials

Copper film (100 um) was purchased from Taobao. The thickness of polytetraflu-
oroethylene (PTFE) film was 22 um, purchased from Shanghai Pudi Packing Material
Company Limited. Tetrachloromethane (>99.0%), aniline (>99.5%), ammonium persulfate
(APS, >98.0%), hydrochloric acid (36.0-38.0%) were purchased from Sinopharm Chemical
Reagent Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). Rubber, sponge, and wood were from table tennis
bats. All the materials were used without any further purification.

2.2. Fabrication of the Light-Weight Self-Powered Sensor

Firstly, Cu film was evaporated on the surface of rubber and PTFE surface by electron
beam evaporation, respectively. Then, an electrochemical polymerization method was used
to synthesis PANI on the Cu/rubber. The polymerization solution was 0.1 mol-L~! aniline
and 0.2 mol-L~! HClin 100 mL deionized water. During the electrochemical polymerization
process, cyclic voltammetry mode was conducted between —1.5 and 1.5 V for 100 cycles.
Another surface of PTFE film was polished by emery paper. Then, rubber/Cu/PANI film
and PTFE/Cu film with the same size were fixed together. Some pieces of sponge were
placed around the rubber/Cu/PANI film and another PTFE/Cu film was fixed on the
sponge, where there was a gap between the rubber/Cu/PANI film and PTFE/Cu film.
Finally, the sensing unit was packaged with wood and rubber.

2.3. Characterization and Measurement

The sensing unit was driven by a linear motor for measuring the performance. The
electrical signal was collected by a soft platform, consisting of LabVIEW and a low-noise
preamplifier (Stanford research System SR560). The morphology of the materials was
studied by scanning electron microscopy (SEM, Hitachi s4800, Tokyo, Japan). The optical
images metalloscope (TMM-900). The applied force was tested by a pressure sensor (MD30-
60, purchased from Taobao). All the measurements were conducted at room temperature
(24 °C) with 25% relative humidity.

3. Results

The boom in the IoT has also changed the sport field due to the increased commu-
nication among the smart sensors. On the basis of big data analytics, such as exercise
performance and physiological information, coaches can develop more effective personal-
ized training programs. In table tennis, the hitting position and hitting manner of the table
tennis balls can control the falling points and motion trajectories, which can influence the
outcome of the competitions. As shown in Figure 1a, this device can actively transform
the data of hitting positions and hitting strength. Through big data analytics, table tennis
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coaches can immediately correct wrong manners, and athletics can improve their sports
performance as soon as possible. Figure 1b shows the structure of this device and the
many sensing units that are implanted in the table tennis bat. The inset shows the detailed
structure of one single sensing unit. Figure 1c shows an optical image of one sensing
unit on an electronic balance, the weight of which is ~0.40 g. The size of the sensor is
1.5cm x 1.5 cm. The light-weight sensing units integrated within the table tennis bats
have few influences, which can be ignored. Figure 1d shows an optical image of sponges
from a table tennis bat and the inset shows the large view of the sponge. The thickness of
the sponge is ~2 mm, similar to the sponge of the table tennis bat, and the porous and loose
structure can act as a support between the rubber/Cu/PANI film and the PTFE/Cu film.
Figures S1 and 1e show the SEM images of the PTFE film before and after the polishing
process. After polishing, the surface of the PTFE film becomes rough. Figure 1f shows the
SEM image of PANI. Figure S2 shows the Fourier Spectroscopy of PANI, of which the two
characteristic peaks belong to the PANI. The particularly rough surface of the PANI film
and PTFE film can enhance the process of friction.

Self-powered Sensor

Data Analysis

Data Collection

[ ]
And Transmission

Figure 1. (a) The experimental design of the self-powered smart sensor for athletic big data analytics in table tennis training.

(b) Device structure. The inset showing the structure of one single sensing unit. (c) Optical image of one sensing unit on an

electronic balance. (d) Optical image of sponges from a table tennis bat. The inset showing the large view of metalloscope.
(e) SEM image of PANI layer. (f) SEM image of PTFE film after polishing.
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Table 1 shows a comparison between other technologies, such as PENGs or electromag-
netic sensors [45,46]. The device proposed by us has the advantages of weight, portability,
and biocompatibility, which may be more suitable for athletic big data analytics.

Table 1. Comparison to other sensors.

Materials Power Supply Portability Weight of Each Unit  Biocompatibility = Ref.
PENG PZT Self-powered Not portable - No 1
Electromagnetic Cu/Fe External power Not portable Over50 g - 2
sensors
This work PTFE/PANI Self-powered Flexible 04g Yes -

Figure 2 shows the design of the device and the working mechanism. Figure 2a shows
the measurement system. The table tennis ball is fixed on a support, which is driven by
a linear motor (57BYGH250B, purchased from Taobao). The hitting velocity and hitting
frequency can be controlled by programs. The electrodes are connected to the PANI and
Cu layer, respectively. The aim was to simulate the process of the hitting position and
hitting strength, and all the measurements were conducted at room temperature (24 °C)
with 25% relative humidity. The Stanford Research System SR560 was used to collect the
electrical signals from the sensing units. Based on the LabVIEW soft platform, the graphs
can be observed on the computers or phones. The fundamental working mechanism of the
device is based on the triboelectric effect, which is coupled with triboelectrification effect
and electrostatic induction. Moreover, a theoretical model of one sensing unit (Figure 2b)
can be built with the following [47,48]:

_ 0Sg
Qmax = a (1)
d
Vinax = EQ (2)

where Qpx represents the maximum short circuit transferred charges and the V,x repre-
sents the maximum output open circuit voltage, respectively. ¢ represents the triboelectric
charge density, S represents the contact area of rubber/Cu/PANI film and PTFE/Cu film,
g represents the distance of the gap between the rubber/Cu/PANI film and PTFE/Cu film,
d represents the thickness of the PTFE film and ¢ represents relative dielectric constant,
respectively. A faster hitting velocity leads to the bigger contact area of rubber/Cu/PANI
and PTFE/Cu film (S). Due to the difference in electronegativity, the surface of PTFE/Cu
maintains lots of negative electrons and the surface of rubber/Cu/PANI maintains equal
numbers of positive charges after the PTFE/Cu film and rubber/Cu/PANI film contacts.
The separation of the PTFE/Cu film and rubber/Cu/PANI film leads to the directional
movement of electrons by electrostatic field. Therefore, the output triboelectric voltage
increases with an increasing hitting velocity of the table tennis ball, and the hitting fre-
quency does not influence the output triboelectric voltage. Figure 2c shows the working
mechanism of one sensing unit. The signal is attributed to the triboelectrification effect.
For the difference in the electronegativity of Cu and PTFE, the negative electrons on the
surface of Cu film are maintained on the surface of the PTFE film after the Cu film contacts
the PTFE film and the equal numbers of positive charges are left on the surface of Cu film.
In the initial state, there is a gap between the Cu film and the PTFE/Cu film. When the Cu
film is hit by the table tennis ball, the gap decreases. The positive charges are driven by the
electrostatic field through the external circuit. After hitting the sensing unit, the interval of
the gap increases. A reversing electrical signal is induced by the electrostatic field through
the external circuit. This sensing unit can convert mechanical energy into electrical energy,
and the output of the triboelectric voltage is dependent on the hitting position and hitting
strength. Figure 2d shows the results of a finite element simulation in COMSOL of the
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model (Figure 2b); the simulating triboelectric voltage is up to 7.5 V.

LabVIEW

Figure 2. (a) The measurement system. (b) The model of one sensing unit. (c¢) The working mechanism. (d) Finite element

simulation (COMOSL Multiphysics) of one single sensing unit.

Figure 3a shows the output against different friction materials. The triboelectric
outputting voltage of the device with Cu and Cu friction is almost ~0 V. The reason for
this is that there is no difference in electronegativity between the same materials. The
triboelectric outputting voltage of the device with the Cu and PTFE film is ~1.5 V and the
output of the device with PANI and PTFE before polishing treatment is ~1.3 V, respectively.
However, the output of the device with PANI and PTFE after polishing treatment is
~6 V, which can be attributed to the rough surface of contact area and huge difference in
electronegativity between PTFE and PANI. Figure 3b shows the schematic description of
the charging circuit powered by this device. The type of diode used in the charging circuit
is DB207. When the device outputs a positive electrical signal, charges are charged into
the capacitor along the red route. Moreover, when the device outputs a negative electrical
signal, charges are still charged into the capacitor along the other route. In both processes,
all the charges are stored in the capacitor. If the capacitor is fully charged, the LED is
lighted by turning on the switch. Figure 3c shows the voltage-time curve of the charging
capacitor bythe device. After 20 s, a 47 nF capacitor can be charged to 4.5 V when the
frequency is kept at 1 Hz. Therefore, the device can also be regarded as a power source
with which to supply electronics [49-51]. As shown in Figure 3d,e, an electronic calculator
and an electronic watch can work after hitting the device for ~30 s (Movies S1 and S2).

The performances of the device have been shown in Figure 4. Figure 4a shows the
output triboelectric voltage against the different hitting velocities of table tennis ball (1 Hz).
As shown in Figure 4a, the programmable system with a stepping motor and a sliding rail is
controlled to improve the hitting speed of the table tennis ball, and the output triboelectric
voltage increases. When the hitting velocity of the table tennis ball is 2, 2.8, 3.5,4.3, 5, 5.7,
6.5, 7.3 m/s, the output triboelectric voltage of the sensing unit is 0.20, 0.70, 1.35, 2.10,
3.0, 3.95,5.30, and 6.05 V, respectively, and the red line is a linear fit. The linear fitting of
Equation (3) is as follows:

y=-34+1.6x (©)]

where y represents the triboelectric voltage (V) and x represents the hitting velocity (m/s).
The linearity is up to ~0.99. Figure 4b shows the output triboelectric voltage against
different hitting frequencies (1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 Hz). When the hitting velocity is 6.5 m/s, the
hitting velocity is 6.5 m/s. Under this condition, the output triboelectric voltage almost
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maintains at a constant. When the hitting frequency of the table tennis ball is 1, 2, 3, 4, and
5 Hz, the output triboelectric voltage of the sensing unit is 4.45, 4.35, 4.25, 4.60 and 4.50 V,
respectively. In low hitting frequencies, only the interval of each pulse decreases. Therefore,
the hitting frequency has little influence on the output triboelectric voltage. The hitting
angles are important in table tennis training. The triboelectric output triboelectric voltage
against 30°, 60°, and 90° is shown in Figure 4c, respectively. When the hitting angles of
the table tennis ball are 30°, 60°, and 90°, the outputted triboelectric voltage of the sensing
unit is 3.32, 4.98, and 5.68 V, respectively. When the hitting velocity remains unchanged,
the velocity along the vertical direction increases with the hitting angle, which enhances
the output triboelectric voltage. Figure 4d shows the outputted triboelectric current of the
sensing unit, which is ~1.16 pA under 1 Hz hitting frequency and 6.5 m/s hitting velocity.
Figure 4e shows the stability of one sensing unit. After many tests, the output is almost
keeping at a constant (~6 V). The excellent stability and high output power of the sensing
unit shows the potential of future practical applications. The surface of a table tennis bat is
divided into four parts: A, B, C, D, as shown in Figure 4f. Each of the parts are implanted
with a sensing unit. When the table tennis ball hits the A part, the triboelectric signals
in real time to the four sensing units that are shown in the inset of Figure 4f. This result
indicates the potential in collecting the data of hitting positions and hitting strength. These
results agree with the above simulation (Figure 2d).

Q
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PANI
PIIEE PTFE — o
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Figure 3. (a) Comparison of different friction materials. (b) The schematic description of charging cir-
cuit powered by TENG. (c) The voltage-time curve of the charging capacitor by TENG. (d) Powering
for an electronic calculator. (e) Powering for an electronic watch.
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Figure 4. The performance of this self-powered smart bat: (a) The output triboelectric voltage against different hitting

velocities. The red line showing the linear fit. (b) The output triboelectric voltage against different hitting frequencies.

(c) The output triboelectric voltage against different hitting angles (30°, 60°, and 90°, respectively). (d) The output current
under 1 Hz and 5 m/s. (e) The stability of one sensing unit. (f) Table tennis hitting the device, integrating with four sensing
units. The inset showing the triboelectric signals of four sensing units in real time.

Figure 5 shows the practical application of the device for athletic big data anal

ytics

in table tennis training. One sensing unit is on the surface of the bat (Figure 5a) and the

sensing unit is collected and connected to a computer by a collector for the purpos
collecting the sensing signals. When a table tennis ball hits against the sensing unit,

es of
aPC

can collect the electrical signal. The peak and the interval can reflect the hitting velocity
and hitting frequency (Figure 5b). The high output can drive small electronics. As shown
in Figure 5¢,d, one sensing unit is connected to a LED. When the sensing unit is hit, the

LED will be lighted (Movie S3).
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Interval

Figure 5. A practical application of the device: (a) One sensing unit on the surface of a table tennis bat. Computer can
collect sensing data from the table tennis bat. (b) A screenshot from the computer of a table tennis ball’s hitting. (c,d) The
smart table tennis bat lighting the LED.

Here, two volunteers, an athlete and an amateur, were chosen for practical training
data collecting. As shown in Figure 6, Two volunteers were asked to hit a table tennis ball
20 times in a row with the device. The sensing unit was attached to the middle of the bat
and only the data of the table tennis balls that hit the sensing unit was collected. Figure 6a,b
shows the data from the two volunteers, respectively. Table 2 shows the detail data from
the device. From the effective number of hits, the amateur is lower than the athlete, which
implies that the amateur has more difficulty controlling the hitting point. Moreover, there
are big differences between the athlete and the amateur among average interval of each
hit, error of average interval, and Max-Min (average interval), which can imply that the
athlete can set the pace better than the amateur. However, there is no significant difference
in the outputting of voltage from the device. According to these data, coaches can develop
personalized training for the amateur to enhance the ability of hand control, which can
improve their table tennis skills.

In future, the device can integrate with lots of sensing units, which can collect training
data in details. On the basis of big data analytics and physiological information, the coaches
can develop more effective and personalized training programs to rapidly improve their
athletes’ sports performance.
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Figure 6. The training data from two people: (a) The data from an athlete. (b) The data from an amateur with less training.

Table 2. Training data.

Athlete Amateur
Total number of hits 20 20
Effective number of hits 20 13
Total time of hits 20s 25s
Average interval of each hit 1.01s 212s
Error of average interval 0.01 0.99
Max-Min (average interval) 0.58 s 296 s
Average voltage of each hit 0.09V 011V
Error of average voltage 0.004 0.003
Max-Min (average voltage) 019V 025V

4. Conclusions

In summary, a light-weight and flexible self-powered sensor for athletic big data
analytics in table tennis training has been demonstrated. Based on the triboelectric effect,
this device can output a triboelectric signal containing the hit frequency and the hit velocity
of table tennis balls. The whole process does not need any external power units and
the electrical output can power some small electronics (e.g., electronic calculators and
electronic watches). Some disadvantages can be found by the self-powered sensor, and the
personalized training process can be adjusted via the data to effectively improve the sports
performance of the athletes. A practical application shows its future potential in the sports
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field. This work can provoke a new direction in intelligent athletic facilities and big data
analytics.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https:/ /www.mdpi.com/article/
10.3390/ electronics10192322 /51, Figure S1: SEM image of PTFE film before polishing, Figure S2:
Fourier Spectroscopy of PANI, Movie S1: Powering for an electronic calculator. Movie S2: Powering
for an electronic watch. Movie S3: The self-powered smart table tennis bat lighting the LED.
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