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Abstract

:

While there exists a wide variety of radio frequency (RF) technologies amenable for usage in Wireless Body Area Networks (WBANs), which have been studied separately before, it is currently still unclear how their performance compares in true on-body scenarios. In this paper, a single reference on-body scenario—that is, propagation along the arm—is used to experimentally compare six distinct RF technologies (between 420 MHz and 2.4 GHz) in terms of path loss. To further quantify on-body path loss, measurements for five different on-body scenarios are presented as well. To compensate for the effect of often large path losses, two mitigation strategies to (dynamically) improve on-body links are introduced and experimentally verified: beam steering using a phased array, and usage of on-body RF repeaters. The results of this study can serve as a tool for WBAN designers to aid in the selection of the right RF frequency and technology for their application.






Keywords:


body area networks; on-body communication; body-coupled communication; UHF RFID; Bluetooth; RF beam steering; RF repeaters; path loss measurements












1. Introduction


Interest in Wireless Body Area Networks (WBANs) has grown in the last decade because of their potential applications in several wearable applications, predominantly in health applications [1,2]. Previous research of WBANs led to the proposal of a standard for wireless communication (IEEE 802.15.6) [3], while other research focused specifically on different layers of the WBAN stack [4].



WBANs are faced with several challenges, including variable coverage due to dynamic aspects of the channels during movement [5], limited energy availability in wearable nodes [6], bandwidth requirements imposed by the applications [7], and desired flexibility in WBAN architecture [8]. These challenges are quite prominent in the physical layer. Propagation in WBANs is not only dependent on the environment, as in conventional wireless networks, but also on static and dynamic interactions with the body. Evidence of this is provided by several studies focussing on the (dynamic) on-body and off-body propagation of radio-frequency (RF) electromagnetic waves [7,9,10,11]. A complicating factor is that WBANs face restrictions on their emitted power due to limits on the available energy in wearable nodes as well as potential exposure risks [12]. To address some of these concerns, other options of wireless communication around the human body beyond RF have been explored such as acoustic [13], optical [14], and electromagnetic millimeter-wave [15] technologies. Given the very demanding constraints in terms of energy efficiency, coverage, robustness and performance imposed on WBANs [16], it is very likely that the optimal network configuration will use a combination of physical propagation mechanisms rather than the homogeneous single-technology solution advocated in the WBAN standard of today. Hence, a fair comparison between the different available technologies and a demonstration of their advantages and drawbacks features would be of very good use.



Even if we restrict the discussion to RF on-body communication only, there still exist different methods in dealing with the aforementioned challenges, each with their own benefits and pitfalls. Passive RF (backscattering) techniques allow for on-body nodes without an energy reservoir, but are limited in readout range [17]. An example of passive on-body RF communication is ultra-high frequency radio-frequency identification (UHF RFID), which operates in a frequency band around 915 MHz [17]. To improve performance, active RF communication using on-body antennas can be employed in multiple WBAN configurations. However, link performance depends on the availability of energy reservoirs in the WBAN nodes and may suffer from signal loss in dynamic scenarios such as movement and lack of line-of-sight [16], although RF beam steering and multi-hop communication using repeaters can be used to mitigate some of these effects [4,5,8,16]. Body coupled communication (BCC) using RF fields can be efficient in situations where on-body RF is not (e.g. through-body links), but is – up to now– limited in range, frequency, and bandwidth [18]. Depending on the requirements imposed for particular sensor nodes on certain positions on the body, different RF methods might be more suitable to establish communication between nodes at a given location and time [16]. However, up to now there is little guidance on how to make those decisions and selections.



To address this need this study presents the following novelties: first, we compare, for the first time, a diverse set of on-body RF technologies (six in total) in a fixed on-body scenario; second, to our knowledge, we are the first paper to compare on-body path loss at 915 MHz in five different on-body scenarios. These results are important because it is expected that UHF RFID at this frequency will gain importance in the future [19]; third, we present a novel capacitive BCC technique; and fourth, we demonstrate a new phased array for on-body beam steering.



A number of papers studied the wireless performance, including path loss, for different on-body configurations at different RF frequencies [20]. However, a considerable number of such studies [21,22,23,24,25] focus on a set of specific on-body links, for example RF communication from head to wrist. Other studies use a systematic approach, where antennas are placed in an on-body scenario, for example on the arm, with different separation distances [26,27,28,29,30,31]. The focus of these studies is to develop a path-loss model rather than characterize the on-body fading in certain scenarios using measurements or simulations. These path loss models can be used to assess the properties of on-body links. Unfortunately, these studies are either done at a single frequency [26,27,30] or a limited number of frequencies under a few scenarios [28,29,31,32,33], and only consider RF antennas, omitting BCC.



Therefore, the first goal of this manuscript is to compare different RF approaches for establishing wireless on-body communication. To this aim, we consider different target RF frequency bands between 0.4–2.4 GHz, where we employ at least one out of two different options: on-body RF communication and BCC. These mechanisms are compared by executing on-body path loss measurements in a reference on-body scenario. Second, we compare 915 MHz propagation in five different on-body scenarios, in order to compare the reference on-body scenario to other on-body locations. Third, we present two novel RF on-body strategies that can help in overcoming some of the previously mentioned challenges in WBANs: on-body repeaters and on-body beam steering.



After a description of the methods and technologies used for the comparison of the different on-body RF mechanisms, the results of our study are presented, discussed and compared to literature, leading to some global conclusions and identification of topics for future research.




2. Materials and Methods


In this section the methodology used to compare different RF technologies is described, followed by a detailed overview of the different RF technologies and their specific parameters.



2.1. Methodology and Scope


The goal of the reference measurement is to compare narrowband path loss as a function of distance in a fixed scenario using various wireless technologies for on-body communication at different frequencies. The IEEE 802.15.6 standard for on-body communication considers frequencies from 400 MHz–3.5 GHz. In this frequency span, we have performed measurements from 420 MHz–3 GHz, with different wireless technologies per studied frequency. Path loss (or equivalently path gain) is a commonly studied quantity in (on-body) RF propagation and is the ratio of the received power and the input power, usually as a function of distance or frequency [34]. Note that in the definition used in this paper, path loss expressed in decibels is negative. Generally, a power loss should be subtracted in a power balance and consequently path loss should be positive in decibels. However, to keep formatting in line with literature and S-parameter measurements, path loss is reported in this paper as negative values in decibels. It should be noted that other authors also refer to the same quantity as path gain. Additionally, it should be noted that the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) recommends the use of the term system loss instead of path loss [35], referring to the loss between antenna or electrode terminals instead of the loss purely caused by propagation.All the studied wireless, on-body technologies are studied in the same reference scenario shown in Figure 1. A transmitting node (TX) is placed on the left wrist of a male subject (30 y old, height 191 cm, mass 83 kg) in upright anatomical position. Consequently, the TX position was 93 ± 5 cm above the floor. A receiving node (RX) is placed on the left arm at different separation distances (d) from the TX. This path loss is measured over distance, where distance was determined using tape measure from aperture to aperture along the arm and is varied from 10 cm to 50 cm in steps of 5 cm. All measurements are executed in an indoor environment. The parameters and (additional) configurations used for every studied technology are listed in the next sections. This reference scenario is chosen because it represents a commonly targeted on-body application where a wearable device or a prosthetic is worn on the wrist and needs to communicate along the arm with another body-worn RF node. As a note, three-dimensional radiation characteristics of the used technologies are not reported, given the variable influence of the body on these parameters.



Each of the wireless technologies has a different method of (indirectly) registering received powers on the RX nodes. Eventually, these are all converted to values in relative powers, i.e. ratios of the received power over the input power (PdB) in decibel. These are fed into a log-linear least-square fit for each technology using the following two path loss models [36]:


   P  dB    ( d )  =  P 0  − 10 n ·   log   10    (   d   d 0     )  + N  (  0 ,  σ p 2   )  ,  



(1)




with    P 0    the path loss at the reference distance    d 0    of 10 cm,  d  the separation between TX and RX, n the path loss exponent, and   N  (  0 ,  σ p 2   )    is a term quantifying the (zero-mean) lognormal variance on the path loss.    σ p    is the standard deviation on the path loss model. This path loss model is used frequently when quantifying (on-body) path loss measurements in indoor environments [36]. While this model is simplistic, it uses only three parameters, and is therefore easier to interpret physically and allow for an intuitive comparison over different frequencies and technologies. An alternative model is given by:


   P  dB    ( d )  =  P 0  + 10 ·   log   10    (   e  −  m 0  d    )  + N  (  0 ,  σ p 2   )  ,  



(2)







This model uses an exponential loss in power as function of distance.    m 0   , is the loss per unit of distance.   N  (  0 ,  σ p 2   )    is again a term quantifying the lognormal variance on the path loss and    P 0    is the baseline path loss.



These path loss models are fitted to our measured data per technology and frequency. Path loss is in general a good proxy for other important link parameters such as communication range, packet delivery ratio, coverage, required transmitted power, etc. [17]. Minimizing the influence of path loss is therefore an important aspect of optimizing wireless links. The studied path loss models describe the on-body channels’ large-scale characteristics [34]. The small-scale characteristics of the on-body channel are not studied in this manuscript.




2.2. RF Technologies


The studied RF technologies are described in the following subsections.



2.2.1. 915 MHz Printed Folded Dipoles for UHF RFID


UHF RFID is a wireless technology that operates in a frequency band around 900 MHz (in the United States: 902–928 MHz) and is mainly used for passive wireless identification of objects. However, the new generation of the UHF RFID standard also allows for passive transmission of sensor data from the tag, i.e., the remote, passive antenna-IC-sensor system, towards a reader, i.e., a powered system with an antenna and an RFID compatible radio [17]. This makes this technology an interesting option in WBANs, since it allows one to place the energy source in a central hub and work with passive tag(s) on the other side of the link.



We have used screen-printed, dipole antennas with a free-space power reflection coefficient (S11) below −10 dB at 915 MHz according to the design presented in [37]. Dipole antennas are frequently used in UHF RFID tags [38]. The antennas are printed on a 125 μm-thick polyethylene naphtalate (PEN) substrate (Q65HA from Teijin Dupont Films, Wilmington, DE, USA) [39] using Creative Materials conductive Silver ink no. 12633 [40]. The antennas are fed using a mechanically connected SMA connector (292-64A-06, Centric RF, Allen, TX, USA) which is adapted using a 0.96 ± 0.02 mm thick plastic spacer underneath the center coax in order to eliminate the connector’s capacitance. Figure 2 shows the screen-printed antennas, the connectors with spacer, their dimensions, and their measured S11. The antennas were used to perform on-body path-loss measurements at 915 MHz. Two antennas were placed on the positions shown in Figure 1. A cardboard spacer with thickness 2.83 ± 0.03 mm backed the antennas. The antennas were placed on the body in two configurations: orthogonal to the skin and parallel to the skin, see Figure 2f,g. In the orthogonal case, the connector and a 90° SMA connector introduce 26.8 ± 0.1 mm spacing in between the feed point of the antenna and the cardboard spacer. In the parallel case the connector introduces an additional 4.42 ± 0.11 mm spacing from its bottom until the coax.



A VNA (Agilent N5242A, PNA-X, Santa Clara, CA, USA) was used to register two-port S-parameters (S11, S12, S21, and S22). For each position, 50 measurements were executed from 865 MHz to 965 MHz with 501 frequency steps (sweep time 5.3 ms). The S21 and S12 measurements were pooled and their average value (calculated in decibels) was determined as a function of separation distance (d), together with the standard deviation on this value. The 100 S12/21 samples were used as the input for the path loss models listed in Equations (1) and (2). In addition to the reference scenario, the antennas at 915 MHz were also used to assess on-body path loss in four additional scenarios on the body (see Figure 2e):




	(1)

	
Chest: TX above the sternum and RX moved down in steps of 5 cm




	(2)

	
Back: TX in between the shoulder blades and RX moved down in steps of 5 cm




	(3)

	
Leg: TX on the ankle and RX moved upward in steps of 5 cm




	(4)

	
Around the torso: TX on the sternum and RX moved around the shoulders on the same height in steps of 5 cm.









The goal of these measurements was to compare the reference scenario to different on-body scenarios using the same frequency and antennas. During these measurements, we used the same antennas, VNA, on-body setup, statistical processing and path loss model as described above for the reference scenario.




2.2.2. 450 MHz Body-Coupled Communication and On-Body Monopoles


Body Coupled Communication (BCC) should only be tested with isolated power supplies such as battery-powered instruments to prevent coupling. Additionally, the size of the instrument’s ground plane should be minimized to limit over-the-air coupling via the instrument. This is because a bigger reference plane will increase the coupling of the system to its environment. Consequently, it was chosen to use the small form factor evaluation kit STEVAL-FKI433V2 [41] (STMicroelectronics, Geneva, Switzerland). This kit consists of an S2-LP radio daughterboard plugged onto a Nucleo Board STM32L053R8 (Figure 3a,b). The latter embeds a Cortex-M0+ that controls the radio and allows data download to a computer for processing. Both boards are powered by a single 3.6 V battery (Figure 3c). For our experiments, two of these modules are used: one for transmission and one for reception.



The BCC electrodes are composed of two distinct parts. On one side is a 2 cm by 2 cm backplane that consists of a single copper layer PCB. On the insulating side, a snap is glued. Both are wired to an SMA connector, as depicted in Figure 4a. The second part is a pre-gelled standard medical electrode from Covidien (Kendall disposable electrode, Arbo H124SH [42]) which can be snapped in the BCC electrode described above (Figure 4b). A 15 cm long SMA cable directly connects the electrode to the radio, with no matching network added. For comparison purposes, a pair ofwire antennas in a monopole type package (see Figure 4c) were also used to perform the same tests. The antennas were included in the evaluation kit STEVAL-FKI433V2 with the sub-GHz radio and the Nucleo board and exhibit an S11 value of −8 dB at 450 MHz. The antennas were directly connected (no matching) to the same transceivers used for BCC for the sake of comparability between both measurement setups. via a 90° SMA connector (Figure 4c), positioning them perpendicular and 2 cm above the surface of the arm.



In order to measure the attenuation of the channel under different conditions, the transmitter radio (TX) was set up to feed a continuous wave (CW) at the frequency range of interest: 420 MHz to 510 MHz with steps of 10 MHz. The receiver radio (RX) was set up to store the received signal strength indicator (RSSI) values in the flash memory of the microcontroller on the motherboard. Because the TX and RX are asynchronous both boards follow a 5 s cycle for a given frequency. Once the cycle begins, the TX waits 750 ms before transmitting a continuous wave, lasting 3 s. At the end of the 5 s cycle, the TX switched to the following pre-programmed frequency and waits for the start signal of the following cycle. On the RX side, as soon as the program is triggered, the board begins saving the value of the RSSI register in the Coretex-M0+ RAM every 40 ms. A total of 116 samples are collected per frequency step. This phase lasts for 4.64 s. At the end of the cycle, the data saved in the RAM are transferred to the flash memory of the microcontroller. The radio switches to the following pre-programmed frequency and awaits the start signal.The timing of start signals is kept fixed by interruptions from the on-board timer, and the measurement is triggered manually one-time by an operator.. The flexibility of this approach and the accuracy of the timer offer a certain flexibility, relaxing the synchronization constraint on the operator triggering the initial start signal on both TX and RX at the same time.



Prior to the measurement, a relative power calibration was performed. It consists of setting the output power of the TX radio to 0 dBm (an inaccurate value when measured with a precision instrument) and recording the RSSI on the RX radio for all the frequencies of interest. The radio offers a function that converts the RSSI to dBm. In the end, the measured received power is 3 to 6 dB lower that the TX settings (the 0 dBm output power). Those losses are mainly due to the on-board matching network centered around 433 MHz.



All tests are performed three times under the same conditions for repeatability purposes and then average for plotting. We explored multiple distances between electrodes on a human arm for 10 different frequencies. In order to compare the impact of the human body on the communication channel, free-space measurements (with the same BCC electrodes) were also made. The same subject was standing with both arms along the body (vertically). No other pre-gelled electrode but the two required ones were on the body for each measurement (see Figure 4d,e). The tests with the antennas provided by the manufacturer were performed under the same conditions.




2.2.3. Bluetooth Nodes at 2.4 GHz


Bluetooth is a wireless technology that operates between 2400–2485 MHz. The technology is widely used by for short-range communication among personal wireless user devices and for wearable sensor applications. A low-power consumption standard, Bluetooth low-energy (BLE), exists and is used often as a standard competing with IEEE 802.15.6 for wearable devices.



Two Bluetooth nodes, one custom-made transmitter [43] and a commercial receiver, were placed on the on-body locations shown in Figure 1. The RX node registered RSSI values in dBm over time, which are treated as a proxy for received power in this study. 100 samples are retained per TX-RX separation distance and fed into Equations (1) and (2) in order to fit the path loss models. Table 1 shows the transmitter and receiver specifications for these measurements. Figure 5 shows the used nodes with indicated antenna locations. Fully operational Bluetooth nodes were used instead of antennas at this frequency in order to study a complete wireless system.



The boards were placed on the subject’s arm in the measurement configuration illustrated in Figure 5b. The boards were placed parallel to the skin, with the antennas facing each other. Once worn on the body, the RX antenna was at a distance of 3.9 mm from the skin, while the transmitter was at a distance of 6.9 mm from the skin.




2.2.4. Monopoles at 2 GHz


A major cause of antenna underperformance in WBANs is antenna detuning due to proximity to the human body. Shielded monopole antennas could overcome this issue if the ground plane is aligned with the body. For this research, path loss measurements are performed with radially symmetrical shielded monopoles, tuned at 2 GHz. This frequency was selected because it results in a considerably smaller antenna size in comparison to 420 MHz or 900 MHz antennas. The 2.4 GHz ISM band was avoided to prevent interference during our measurements. Furthermore, the 2 GHz monopoles are compatible with the antenna arrays used in this research, for which the frequency selection was driven by component specifications.



The design of the antenna is presented in Figure 6a: A 37.5 mm monopole sticks out of a 72.0 mm FR4 disk with a double-sided copper ground plane. The antenna is equipped with an SMA connector. For on-body applications, a 90° SMA connector is used, allowing close-to-skin mounting, as depicted in Figure 6b.



Three identical shielded monopoles were manufactured, allowing 2-port measurements of the reference scenario, and 3-port measurements of configurations with on-body repeaters. For all S-parameter measurements, the VNA described above is used with 50 ohm ports. Each configuration is measured 50 times with a frequency span of 500 MHz–3 GHz with 501 frequency steps (sweep time 5.3 ms). The S-parameters are then used as an input in the path-loss models. Figure 6c presents the monopole’s S11 parameters in free space, and mounted on the body. In the free space scenario, resonance can be observed at 2 GHz, and the intended −10 dB S11 value is obtained. When the antenna is mounted on the body, the resonance peak shifts towards 1.91 GHz. However, due to the wide resonance peak, the S11 value at 2 GHz is still −9.5 dB.



In addition to the reference scenario, the monopole antennas were also used to evaluate the performance of on-body repeaters in 4 additional scenarios on the body, as depicted in Figure 7.




	(a)

	
Wrist to opposite shoulder with repeater on the shoulder in upright anatomical position




	(b)

	
Chest to back with a repeater on the left elbow in upright anatomical position.




	(c)

	
Ankle to hip communication with a repeater on the knee in upright position.




	(d)

	
Ankle to hip communication with a repeater on the knee in sitting position (obstructed Line-of-Sight (LOS) between RX and TX).









To this aim, we executed three port measurements with three monopoles placed simultaneously on the body. All nine S-parameters were registered 50 times in each configuration using the VNA settings described above.




2.2.5. Dipole Arrays at 2 GHz


To evaluate the on-body performance of RF antenna arrays, a linear antenna array consisting of two 2.05 GHz half-wavelength dipoles was used. The array has an antenna-to-antenna spacing of 75 mm (or approximately half a wavelength) and is arranged to maximize broadside radiation and minimize antenna interaction. Details of the array design can be seen in Figure 8a. The dipoles are designed as rectangular copper traces on a standard FR4 material (Isola FR370HR, Chandler, AZ, USA) with a relative dielectric constant of roughly 4.1 at 2 GHz and thickness of 1.6 mm. This results in dipoles of length 54.0 mm, width 5.0 mm and feed gap of 0.5 mm. A series capacitance of 3.5 pF is used to match the antennas’ differential impedance to 50 Ω and each matched dipole antenna is fed via a approximately one-wavelength long differential micro strip transmission line and terminated with an edge mount SMA connector. Each antenna in the phased array can be driven independently via its own SMA connector to steer the array’s beam. These arrays were leveraged from the work done in [44]. Dipole antennas are chosen because they are an efficient solution for planar, uniform, linear arrays.



An adapted board was also developed with the same antennas, antenna spacing and transmission line layout as the phased array but with the addition of a SMT power splitter/combiner (Figure 8c). With the power splitter, the phase relationship between both antennas on the second array is fixed at zero and a single SMA connector can be used to feed the array. This power-combined array was used for the reference path loss measurement scenario.



The antennas free-space S11 is significantly lower than −10 dB at the desired RF frequency, 2.05 GHz for both array types. This provides strong validation for the array design. The measured S-parameters for each of the antennas in the phased array is shown in Figure 8b,d.



Two (power-combined) boards were placed on the body in the reference scenario with the antennas facing each other, as seen in Figure 8e. The S-parameters were registered using the same VNA settings as described in the previous subsection. These S-parameters were then used as an input in the path-loss models. In addition to the reference scenario, the dipole arrays were also used to evaluate the performance of on-body beam steering in three additional scenarios on the body:




	(1)

	
Phased Array placed on the chest (sternum) to both hips with the power-combined arrays.




	(2)

	
Phased Array placed on the chest (sternum) to both wrists with the power-combined arrays.




	(3)

	
Phased Array placed on the lower back (centered on spine) to shoulder blades with the power-combined arrays.









The phased array board was placed on the body in the configurations described above and connected to two ports of the VNA (ports 1 and 2). Simultaneously, two power-combined arrays were placed on two other locations on the body and connected to the VNA (ports 3 and 4). 4 port measurements registering all 16 S-parameters were executed 50 times in each configuration using the VNA settings described above. The relative phase difference (  Δ ϕ  ) between the two ports on the board were adapted from 0°–360° in order to see the variation of received power on the two power combined boards (   P  r , 3     and    P  r , 4    ):


   P  r , j   =    P  out    2  ·  [   S  1 j   +  S  2 j    e  i Δ ϕ    ]  ×    [   S  1 j   +  S  2 j    e  i Δ ϕ    ]   *   



(3)




with Pout the VNA’s output power and   j ∈  [  3 , 4  ]   .






3. Results


This section presents the measurement results. An overall comparison of path loss measurements and models for different RF technologies in the reference scenario is presented. This comparison is followed by sections discussing the results obtained for the specific RF technologies and scenarios.



3.1. Path loss in Reference Scenario (Left-Arm)


Figure 9 shows the measured path loss in the reference scenario shown in Figure 1 for all seven studied technologies. Following model 1,    P 0    ranges from −14 dB for the folded dipole antenna at 915 MHz down to −62 dB for the 2.4 GHz Bluetooth nodes. Based on model 2,    P 0    varies in a similar range from −13 dB down to −62 dB for the same technologies. The path loss exponent, n (only in path loss model 1) varies from 1.7 for Bluetooth up to 3.2 for the 450 MHz monopole. A lower value than other technologies was obtained with the antenna parallel to the body at 915 MHz where n is 0.57. The attenuation per unit of distance,    m 0   , in model 2, ranges from 0.23 dB/cm up to 0.52 dB/cm for the Bluetooth nodes and the 450 MHz monopole, respectively. Similarly to the path loss exponent, the 915 MHz parallel antenna technology shows a significantly lower value of 0.087 dB/cm. The lognormal standard deviation according to model 1 ranges from 1.3 dB at 2 GHz to 6.2 dB for BCC operating at 450 MHz. In model 2, these standard deviations go from 1.1 dB for the 2 GHz monopole to 6.2 dB for BCC as well.



Figure 10 shows the path loss, normalized to P0, for the seven studied conditions in the reference scenario.



Excluding the measurements at 915 MHz with the antenna parallel to the skin, all path loss curves are clustered along a similar trend. None of the path loss models exceed 35 dB over 40 cm propagation along the arm.




3.2. On-Body Measurements at 450 MHz using BCC and Monopole antennas


In Figure 11a the electrodes (BCC) were positioned 20 cm apart, in free space and on-body. The on-body results were improved by at least 20 dB compared to free space. The on body noise was slightly degraded by a maximum of 10 dB. Figure 11b compares the antenna results in free space and on-body. The results are very similar except for the highest part of the spectrum where the on-body attenuation is greater.



In the antenna configuration, for a 20 cm communication, the path loss of the channel is very similar to free space. This is due to the size of the antenna and its distance with the human body. However, with electrodes for BCC, the body improves the communication channel compared to free space as well as offering a flatter response in frequency.




3.3. On-Body Measurements using 915 MHz UHF RFID Antennas in Five Scenarios


Figure 9c,d show the path loss measurements in the reference scenario illustrated in Figure 1 for the printed antenna parallel and orthogonal to the skin surface, respectively. The baseline path loss at 10 cm (minimal separation distance) is significantly higher in the case of parallel antennas, while the path loss exponent (model 1) or path loss per distance (model 2) are significantly higher for the orthogonal antennas. Figure 12 shows the fitted path loss model 2, normalized to P0, for the five studied on-body propagation scenarios at 915 MHz. Table 3 lists the parameters of the path loss model. Propagation along the arm (parallel configuration) and the leg (orthogonal configuration) experienced the least path loss of the five studied scenarios. Around the torso propagation results in the highest path loss exponent.




3.4. Monopoles as On-Body Repeaters at 2 GHz


Figure 13 shows the cumulative distribution functions of the path loss measurements for all repeater scenarios, as illustrated in Figure 7. Figure 13a shows that a path from left wrist to left shoulder and left shoulder to right shoulder results in a path loss of respectively −32 dB to −34 dB and −41 dB to −44 dB, compared to −45 dB to −53 dB for the direct path. The wrist to shoulder values match the independent measurement results of the reference scenario in Figure 9e. Figure 13b presents path loss from chest to elbow and elbow to back of respectively −37 dB to −38 dB and −39 dB to −42 dB. The direct connection from chest to back presents a path loss of −49 dB to −56 dB. Figure 13c depicts an ankle to knee and knee to hip connection of respectively −3 dB to −34 dB and −30 dB to −32 dB in upright position. The connection without the repeater on the knee has a path loss of −42 dB to −47 dB. The results for the same antenna setup with the subject in sitting position are presented in Figure 13d, illustrating an ankle to knee path loss of −35 dB to −37 dB and a knee to hip path loss of −30 dB to −32 dB. The obstructed connection from ankle to hip results in a −52 dB to −58 dB path loss.



Assessing the results of all experiments, one can remark that the paths from the TX and RX towards the repeater are always less lossy than the path between TX and RX. Furthermore, the connections to a repeater exhibit spreads of maximum 3 dB, while the TX-RX connections show spreads of 5 dB to 8 dB.



Figure 13 also demonstrates that the connection from wrist to shoulder is less lossy than the connection from ankle to hip. Furthermore, in upright positions the highest path loss is observed for the chest-back scenario, which matches the 915 MHz measurement results.




3.5. On-Body Beam Steering at 2 GHz using Antenna Arrays


Figure 8f to h shows the three on-body scenarios used for evaluating the effect of beam steering. The phased two-port antenna array was used for the TX node and the power-combined arrays were used for nodes 1 and 2. In all scenarios, the TX node is between 28 and 35 cm away from nodes 1 and 2. As the relative phase between the left and right antenna (  Δ ϕ  ) is adjusted from 0° to 360°, the TX node’s beam angle is swept through all supported angles. The received power at nodes 1 and 2 for all   Δ ∅   is shown in Figure 14.




3.6. On-Body Measurements using 2.4 GHz Bluetooth Nodes


Figure 9g illustrates the measured path loss for the reference scenario versus distance. The baseline value (for 5 cm distance) shows the highest path loss among all technologies. This is primarily due to using ceramic and PCB antennas, which are optimized to achieve minimal board form factor at the cost of higher loss. Moreover, the distance between the antenna and skin is the smallest among all setups. However, since we are interested in the normalized path loss comparison (Section 3.1.6), the only required condition is that the lowest received signal be above the receiver sensitivity. An improved path loss can be achieved in this technology by utilizing more optimized antennas, i.e., optimizing P0.





4. Discussion


4.1. Comparison of Path Loss over Distance for Different Technologies


Two different on-body antenna configurations are studied at 915 MHz: antennas parallel or orthogonal to the body surface. The orthogonal configuration leads to a relatively high transferred power at 5 cm, when compared to the other studied technologies, but experiences more loss over distance and a higher path loss exponent than the parallel configuration, which showed the lowest loss over distance for all studied configurations. We attribute the high    P 0    (low loss) in the orthogonal case to the increase separation distance of the antenna to the body [27] and a reduction in current cancellation in comparison to the parallel configuration [45]. We attribute the lower path loss exponent and loss per distance in the parallel configuration to the higher baseline loss experienced in this scenario, which increases the relative importance of specular and diffuse components coming from indoor reflections [26], whose magnitude is independent of separation distance. The parallel folded dipole at 915 MHz shows a different behavior from all the other technologies analyzed in this study. It is assumed that the communication is mostly multipath. This is justified by the combination of one of the lowest baseline path loss and the lowest attenuation over distance, which is three times lower than the second best result.



The same antennas were also used to measure path loss along four other channels along the body of the same subject. These measurements show that the reference scenario, along the arm, at 915 MHz is one of the two scenarios with the lowest path loss per unit of distance or the lowest path loss exponent. An increase in the path loss over distance and path loss exponent with an increased proportion dielectric material in the studied channel is obeserved. Around body propagation results in the highest path loss exponent and loss per distance. This is in line with literature [28,32] where around body propagation is generally found to have the higher path loss exponents or the highest loss per distance.



The baseline path loss (   P 0   ) varies severly between the different studied technologies. In general, those configurations with an antenna orthogonal to the skin surface (monopole at 450 MHz, printed antenna orthogonal to skin at 915 MHz, and monopole at 2 GHz) have a lower initial path loss than the other studied techniques at the same frequencies.    P 0    is similar for the the 2 GHz antenna arrays and the 2 GHz monopole. Their size and operating frequency being similar, these results were expected. In addition, their attenuation per unit distance is also in the same range. The same observation is made for Bluetooth. However it suffers of a higher initial loss as explained in Section 3.1.5.



The sub-GHz RF orthogonal technologies (915 MHz antenna orthogonal and 450 MHz monopoles) provide the highest    P 0   . This is explained by three factors: lower frequency of operation, the optimized configuration where both antennas’ linear polarizations were parallel and a relatively high distance between antenna and body due to the test setup decreasing the impact of the body on the measurement, as shown in [27]. Figure 9 and Table 2 highlight two groups: technologies well described and fitted with our theoretical model (Figure 9b,g) and the technology, BCC (Figure 9a), where the results spread is larger. This effect can be observed at discontinuities (elbow and shoulder) in the medium since BCC uses the body itself as a communication channel. BCC, due to its topology with no matching network due to the direct on-body contact and communication mechanism, presents one of the lowest    P 0   . BCC appears less efficient than regular RF in a line of sight configuration. Its attenuation over distance is greater but its linearity over a wide frequency band is higher. In addition, the electrodes used offer a smaller form factor, are parallel to the body and do not require any kind of matching network.



An important observation is that none of the studied technologies show an average path loss of more than 35 dB over a propagation distance of 40 cm, see Figure 11. Simultaneously, the differences in    P 0   , even within the same frequency, can be larger than this added path loss over 40 cm. This indicates that selection of a proper antenna/electrode configuration is extremely important in designing an on-body link.




4.2. Comparison with Literature


When comparing the measured path loss exponents (see Table 2) with the IEEE channel model [21,46], our measurements at 915 MHz (n = 1.8–2.6), 2 GHz and 2.4 GHz (n = 1.7 to 2.4) fall in between the indoor and anechoic measurements presented in the channel model. The IEEE channel model lists values for n of 1.6 (indoor) and 2.9 (anechoic) at 915 MHz and 0.66 (indoor) and 2.9 (anechoic) at 2.45 GHz. The path loss exponents measured in this study at 2–2.4 GHz, fall in between the ones found in literature at the same frequency span: n = 3.35 [26], n = 4.7 [47], n = 2.5–4 [27], n = 2 [22], and n = 0.86 [48]. In terms of loss per distance m0, our measurements at 915 MHz show a lower value in the reference scenario (0.1–0.3 dB/cm) than what is shown in literature: 0.4 dB/cm [32,36] and 0.74 dB/cm [47]. We attribute this lower loss per distance in our model to the fact that [32,36,47] also consider other locations on the body than the arm. Our measurements (see Figure 12) show that the path loss per distance along the arm is lower than on other parts of the body at 915 MHz. The loss per distance at 2–2.4 GHz (0.23-0.39 dB/cm) compares excellent to literature: 0.3 dB/cm [28], 0.53 dB/cm [47], and 0.5 dB/cm [32,36]. A similar correspondence is found at 450 MHz (0.52 dB/cm for RF and 0.3 dB/cm for BCC) versus 0.3 dB/cm [28] and 0.44 dB/cm [47]. Studies have found [23] a path loss between −50 and −40 dB using monopole antennas with a ground plane in a static around the body link at 900 MHz, while we found −37 ± 5.7 dB (parallel case) and 30 ± 7 dB (orthogonal case) as path loss around the full body.



We measured lower standard deviations (see Table 2) than presented in the IEEE channel model [21,46]: 4.6 to 5.6 dB, 5.4 to 11 dB, and 3.8 to 6.9 dB at 400, 900, and 2450 MHz, respectively. However, our reference scenario contains less spatial variation in on-body positions than the channel model that includes a large set of on-body locations. Hence, one would expect a smaller standard deviation relative to the path loss model.



Our RF measurements at 450 MHz show comparable losses to what is shown in literature: We measured an n = 3.2 versus n = 3.4 in [47], n = 2 [48], and n = 0.3 to 2.3 [21]. It must be noted that the aforementioned references do not consider exactly the same reference scenario, which makes comparison difficult. The BCC measurements (n = 1.8) fall in between the different values listed in literature [21,47,48]. The standard deviations on our measurements are lower than what is found in literature both for BCC and RF: 4.6–5.6 dB [21,47] and 7 dB [48]. We attribute this lower variation again to the smaller variation in type of on-body locations, compared to the considered references.



Reusens et al. [26] measured P0 values between −32 and −41 dB at 2.45 GHz for 10 cm baseline separation. Roelens et al. [27] found P0 values for Equation (1) at 2.45 GHz at 10 cm separation distance between −30 and −54 dB dependent on the separation between the body and the antenna (higher separation leading to more baseline path loss). Fort et al. [32] found P0 values at 10 cm between −20 and −30 dB at 915 MHz and −45 to −40 dB at 2.45 GHz. In this paper, we measured P0 values between −12 to −44 dB at 915 MHz and −17 to −62 dB at 2.45 GHz. Note that P0 is also heavily influenced by the position on the body, as our measurements at 915 MHz in different on-body scenarios showed. Note that while these large variations in initial path loss observed in our study and in literature present a challenge for designing efficient WBANs, they also provide opportunities. We showed that for the same on-body configuration (on the arm) a different antenna or electode design and or configuration might provide a much better initial path loss, potentially not at the cost of an increased loss over distance.



In [49], the attenuation for BCC at multiple distances (15 cm, 30 cm and 140 cm) is investigated in a frequency range from 1 MHz to 100 MHz. The pathloss varies from −65 dB at 1 MHz to −10 dB around 30 MHz. For these measurements, only a VNA was used in combination with baluns. Even with baluns to attempt split grounds, the VNA does not offer a fully distinct setup for TX and RX, explaining the low attenuation compared to the results provided in this work. In [50], the authors report path losses of −40 dB, −45 dB and −0 dB for BCC distances of 10, 40 and 120 cm, respectively. These results were obtained at 100 MHz with a hybrid configuration: the TX was battery powered while the RX is a spectrum analyzer. The difference between [49] and [50] could mainly be explained by a distinct ground between TX and RX in the second case. This approach for BCC is also highlighted in [51] where the authors compare grounded equipment to battery powered systems. Grounded equipment offer about 20 dB less loss than battery powered topology at 100 MHz with around −50 dB and −70 dB attenuation, respectively. These results justify our choice to measure BCC with fully battery-powered transceivers and not with a VNA.




4.3. Discussion on Beam steering and Repeaters at 2 GHz


4.3.1. Beam Steering


Beam steering has been used on the body primarily for imaging in Magnetic Resonance Imaging and ultrasound [52,53] but, at higher frequencies (e.g. > 5 GHz) phased arrays become smaller and more viable for on-body wireless communication. The challenge with higher frequencies is the increased path loss resulting from the reduced per antenna apperature that necessitates the use of directive antenna arrays for higher gain. However, this presents an opportunity to use these antenna arrays for beam steering on the body. Beam steering can take advantage of spacial diversity to selectively communicate between different nodes on the body.



As seen in Figure 14, by sweeping the beam angle, the relative received signal power at node 1 versus node 2 can be attenuated. In the back to hip on-body senario a delta of 12 dB can be achieved between the power received at node 1 and 2. This ability to selectively amplify and attenuate the received power at spatially seperated nodes on the body can be used to simplify multiple access schemes or increase network capacity for on-body networks. Because of the variable and dynamic nature of the channel around the body, nodes that appear spatially seperated may not always show significant differences in their received power for different beam angles. This effect can be seen in the chest to wrist and chest to hip senarios where the received signal power at nodes 1 and 2 appear highly correlated over   Δ ϕ  .



Beam steering with on-body antenna arrays enables functionality in WBANs that cannot be achieved with single antennas. However, steering will consume power, which is supposed to be saved by decreasing link loss, and will require additional software or hardware. Increasing antenna gain in one direction might decrease gain for other links, this is advantageous if link selection is the goal, but can be a disadvantage if multiple links are targeted simultaneously. Finally, arrays will occupy more surface than single antennas at the same frequency.




4.3.2. Repeaters


WBAN applications usually require highly reliable communications and long battery lifetimes. While star topologies have traditionally been used for WBANs, the challenging channel characteristics have spurred the investigation of multihop systems. Previous research has indicated that multihop systems can increase the energy efficiency and reduce packet error rates [54,55], especially in non-LOS (NLOS) conditions [56]. The majority of WBAN multihop papers focuses on implementations, routing protocols and energy management, whereas this research focuses specifically on the path loss in several repeater scenarios.



The four repeater experiments presented in Section 3.1.3 support the conclusions of previous research, as the paths towards a repeater are always less lossy than the direct path from TX to RX. All repeater connections exhibit less than −44 dB path loss, while the direct TX-RX connections can be attenuated up to −58 dB. The benefit of repeaters is especially described for larger distances between TX and RX [56]. A confirmation thereof can be found in our results, considering the larger path loss along the leg in upright position, compared to the path loss along the arm. It is also demonstrated that NLOS connections between TX and RX could particularly benefit from a repeater: in the ankle to hip scenario in sitting position, a repeaterless link could have a −58 dB path loss, while the weakest signal in a link with repeater exhibits a path loss of only −37 dB.



The experiments also indicated that the path loss values for a connection to a repeater exhibit less spread (maximum 3 dB), compared to the direct connections from TX to RX (spreads of 5 dB to 8 dB). A reduced path loss spread improves the predictability and reliability of the channel, possibly benefiting energy efficiency and reducing packet error rates.



Our measurements show that repeaters have advantages in a WBAN context. However, they also have limitations. Repeaters require additional hardware and their use might result in higher total link losses in comparison to a direct link. Additionally, working with repeaters might add interference, increase latency, and require a more complex media access control.






5. Conclusions


RF path loss over distance has been measured (between 420 MHz–3 GHz) for six different technologies in a reference on-body scenario: from wrist to shoulder on the left arm. The additional path loss caused by propagating over the arm is smaller than 35 dB for all studied technologies. The baseline path loss at a minimal separation distance of 10 cm varies between −13 dB and −62 dB and can thus be tuned or optimized by selecting the right RF technology and on-body configuration. The path loss exponents (n = 1.7–3.2) and the propagation loss over distance (m0 = 0.23–0.52 dB/cm) are in line with literature. These values are relatively close to one another, which indicates that for propagation along the arm (10 to 50 cm) the expected path loss can essentially be considered as frequency independent in this frequency range. We have studied four other on-body scenarios at 915 MHz and found that propagation on the limbs (arms and legs) experiences significantly less path loss than propagation along the front and back of the torso. Propagation around the torso at 915 MHz results in the higher path loss. Large path losses might lead to deafness and loss of throughput in a wireless body area network. Therefore, we investigated two strategies at 2 GHz that might be employed to (dynamically) mitigate on-body path loss: repeaters and beam steering. We found that adding on-body repeaters results in reduced path loss and less spread of path loss values, especially in NLOS scenarios. Simultaneously, we found that on-body beam steering can results in 12 dB of change in the power received at spatially separated nodes for some scenarios. In future studies we will test the considered RF technologies in more on-body scenarios. The individual technologies will be further developed and implemented with application specific ICs or evaluation platforms. Finally, the ultimate goal would be the development of one solution that could handle different physical mechanisms and has the ability to switch between them.







Author Contributions


A.T. conceived and designed the experiments; R.B. designed and developed the body-coupled communication materials; A.T. designed and characterized the UHF RFID antennas; S.W. designed and characterized the monopole antennas; M.G.A. designed and characterized the antenna arrays; A.M. developed the Bluetooth setup; A.T., R.B., S.W., M.G.A. and A.M. performed the experiments and analyzed the data; J.M.R. and A.C. supervised the work; All authors provided content on their respective work; All authors read and revised the paper.




Funding


The project leading to this application has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under the Marie Sklodowska-Curie grant agreement No 665501 with the Research Foundation Flanders (FWO). A.T. is an FWO [PEGASUS]2 Marie Sklodowska-Curie Fellow. This work was supported in part by the CONIX Research Center, one of six centers in JUMP, a Semiconductor Research Corporation (SRC) program sponsored by DARPA.




Acknowledgments


Support was also received from sponsors of the Berkeley Wireless Research Center. R.B. is an STMicroelectronics researcher and student under CIFRE contract. S.W. received funding from the FWO. The authors would like to thank Carol Baumbauer, Jonathan Ting and Ana Arias for fabricating the UHF RFID antennas and providing their technical advise. The authors would also like to thank Andreas Kaiser and Antoine Frappé from University of Lille for their support and advice in developing the Body Coupled Communication solution. The authors would like to thank George Alexandrov for proofreading the manuscript.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest. The founding sponsors had no role in the design of the study; in the collection, analyses, or interpretation of data; in the writing of the manuscript, and in the decision to publish the results.




References


	



Chen, M.; Gonzalez, S.; Vasilakos, A.; Cao, H.; Leung, V.C. Body area networks: A survey. Mobile Netw. Appl. 2011, 16, 171–193. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ghamari, M.; Janko, B.; Sherratt, R.S.; Harwin, W.; Piechockic, R.; Soltanpur, C. A survey on wireless body area networks for ehealthcare systems in residential environments. Sensors 2016, 16, 831. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



IEEE, P802.15 Working Group for Wireless Personal Area Networks (WPANs). Channel Model for Body Area Network (BAN), IEEE P802.15-08-0780-09-0006. April 2009. Available online: https://mentor.ieee.org/802.15/dcn/08/15-08-0780-09-0006-tg6-channel-model.pdf (accessed on 22 October 2018).

	



Latré, B.; Braem, B.; Moerman, I.; Blondia, C.; Demeester, P. A survey on wireless body area networks. Wirel. Netw. 2011, 17, 1–18. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Alam, M.M.; Ben Hamida, E.; Ben Arbia, D.; Maman, M.; Mani, F.; Denis, B.; D’Errico, R. Realistic Simulation for Body Area and Body-To-Body Networks. Sensors 2016, 16, 561. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Di Serio, A.; Buckley, J.; Barton, J.; Newberry, R.; Rodencal, M.; Dunlop, G.; O’Flynn, B. Potential of Sub-GHz Wireless for Future IoT Wearables and Design of Compact 915 MHz Antenna. Sensors 2017, 18, 22. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Marinova, M.; Thielens, A.; Tanghe, E.; Vallozzi, L.; Vermeeren, G.; Joseph, W.; Rogier, H.; Martens, L. Diversity performance of off-body MB-OFDM UWB-MIMO. IEEE Trans. Antennas Propagat. 2015, 63, 3187–3197. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Moin, A.; Nuzzo, P.; Sangiovanni-Vincentelli, A.L.; Rabaey, J.M. Optimized design of a Human Intranet network. In Proceedings of the 54th Annual Design Automation Conference 2017, Austin, TX, USA, 18–22 June 2017; p. 30. [Google Scholar]

	



Reusens, E.; Joseph, W.; Latré, B.; Braem, B.; Vermeeren, G.; Tanghe, E.; Martens, L.; Moerman, I.; Blondia, C. Characterization of on-body communication channel and energy efficient topology design for wireless body area networks. IEEE Trans. Inf. Technol. Biomed. 2009, 13, 933–945. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Alomainy, A.; Hao, Y.; Owadally, A.; Parini, C.G.; Nechayev, Y.; Constantinou, C.C.; Hall, P.S. Statistical analysis and performance evaluation for on-body radio propagation with microstrip patch antennas. IEEE Trans. Antennas Propagat. 2007, 55, 245–248. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Van Roy, S.; Quitin, F.; Liu, L.; Oestges, C.; Horlin, F.; Dricot, J.-M.; De Doncker, P. Dynamic channel modeling for multi-sensor body area networks. IEEE Trans. Antennas Propagat. 2013, 61, 2200–2208. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ahlbom, A.; Bergqvist, U.; Bernhardt, J.; Cesarini, J.; Grandolfo, M.; Hietanen, M.; Mckinlay, A.; Repacholi, M.; Sliney, D.H.; Stolwijk, J.A. Guidelines for limiting exposure to time-varying electric, magnetic, and electromagnetic fields (up to 300 GHz). Health Phys. 1998, 74, 494–521. [Google Scholar]

	



Demirors, E.; Alba, G.; Santagati, G.E.; Melodia, T. High data rate ultrasonic communications for wireless intra-body networks. In Proceedings of the 2016 IEEE International Symposium on Local and Metropolitan Area Networks (LANMAN), Rome, Italy, 13–15 June 2016; pp. 1–6. [Google Scholar]

	



Elgala, H.; Mesleh, R.; Haas, H. Indoor optical wireless communication: Potential and state-of-the-art. IEEE Commun. Mag. 2011, 49, 56–62. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Pellegrini, A.; Brizzi, A.; Zhang, L.; Ali, K.; Hao, Y.; Wu, X.; Constantinou, C.; Nechayev, Y.; Hall, P.; Chahat, N. Antennas and propagation for body-centric wireless communications at millimeter-wave frequencies: A review [wireless corner]. IEEE Antennas Propag. Mag. 2013, 55, 262–287. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Arbia, D.B.; Alam, M.M.; Moullec, Y.L.; Hamida, E.B. Communication Challenges in on-Body and Body-to-Body Wearable Wireless Networks—A Connectivity Perspective. Technologies 2017, 5, 43. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Grosinger, J. Feasibility of backscatter RFID systems on the human body. EURASIP J. Embed. Syst. 2013, 2013, 2. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef][Green Version]

	



Bae, J.; Cho, H.; Song, K.; Lee, H.; Yoo, H.-J. The signal transmission mechanism on the surface of human body for body channel communication. IEEE Trans. Microw. Theory 2012, 60, 582–593. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Zhang, J.; Tian, G.Y.; Marindra, A.M.J.; Sunny, A.I.; Zhao, A.B. A Review of Passive RFID Tag Antenna-Based Sensors and Systems for Structural Health Monitoring Applications. Sensors 2017, 17, 265. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Cotton, S.L.; D’Errico, R.; Oestges, C. A review of radio channel models for body centric communications. Radio Sci. 2014, 49, 371–388. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed][Green Version]

	



Aoyagi, T.; Takada, J.; Takizawa, K.; Sawada, H.; Katayama, N.; Yazdandoost, K.Y.; Kobayashi, T.; Li, H.-B.; Kohno, R. Channel models for wearable and implantable WBANs. Available online: https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&ved=2ahUKEwjzwJ28gOzeAhVGzLwKHbNiCksQFjABegQIBhAB&url=https%3A%2F%2Fmentor.ieee.org%2F802.15%2Ffile%2F08%2F15-08-0416-02-0006-channel-models-for-wearable-and-implantable-wbans.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1v9E6FVo6YL-hfvZb5JMWG (accessed on 22 October 2018).

	



Hall, P.S.; Hao, Y.; Nechayev, Y.I.; Alomainy, A.; Constantinou, C.C.; Parini, C.; Kamarudin, M.R.; Salim, T.Z.; Hee, D.T.; Dubrovka, R. Antennas and propagation for on-body communication systems. IEEE Antennas Propag. Mag. 2007, 49, 41–58. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Grosinger, J.; Fischer, M. Indoor on-body channel measurements at 900 MHz. In Proceedings of the 2011 IEEE-APS Topical Conference on Antennas and Propagation in Wireless Communications (APWC), Torino, Italy, 12–16 September 2011; pp. 1037–1040. [Google Scholar]

	



Cotton, S.L.; Scanlon, W.G. Characterization and Modeling of the Indoor Radio Channel at 868 MHz for a Mobile Bodyworn Wireless Personal Area Network. IEEE Antennas Wirel. Propag. Lett. 2007, 6, 51–55. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Smith, D.B.; Hanlen, L.W.; Zhang, J.A.; Miniutti, D.; Rodda, D.; Gilbert, B. First- and second-order statistical characterizations of the dynamic body area propagation channel of various bandwidths. Ann. Telecommun. 2011, 66, 187–203. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Reusens, E.; Joseph, W.; Vermeeren, G.; Martens, L.; Latré, B.; Moerman, I.; Braem, B.; Blondia, C. Path loss models for wireless communication channel along arm and torso: Measurements and simulations. In Proceedings of the 2007 IEEE Antennas and Propagation Society International Symposium, Honolulu, HI, USA, 9–15 June 2007; pp. 345–348. [Google Scholar]

	



Roelens, L.; Van den Bulcke, S.; Joseph, W.; Vermeeren, G.; Martens, L. Path loss model for wireless narrowband communication above flat phantom. Electron. Lett. 2006, 42, 10–11. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef][Green Version]

	



Petrillo, L.; Mavridis, T.; Sarrazin, J.; Dricot, J.-M.; Benlarbi-Delai, A.; De Doncker, P. Ban working frequency: A trade-off between antenna efficiency and propagation losses. In Proceedings of the 2014 8th European Conference on Antennas and Propagation (EuCAP), The Hague, The Netherlands, 6–11 April 2014; pp. 3368–3369. [Google Scholar]

	



Abassi, Q.H.; Sani, A.; Alomainy, A.; Hao, Y. Numerical Characterization and Modeling of Subject-Specific Ultrawideband Body-Centric Radio Channels and Systems for Healthcare Applications. IEEE Trans. Inf. Technol. Biomed. 2012, 16, 221–227. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Khaleda, A.; Brizzi, A.; Lee, S.-L.; Yang, G.-Z.; Alomainy, A.; Hao, Y. Quantitative Analysis of the Subject-Specific On-Body Propagation Channel Based on Statistically Created Models. IEEE Antenn. Wirel. Propag. Lett. 2015, 398–401. [Google Scholar]

	



Van Roy, S.; Oestges, C.; Horlin, F.; De Doncker, P. A Comprehensive Channel Model for UWB Multisensor Multiantenna Body Area Networks. IEEE Trans. Antennas Propag. 2010, 58, 163–170. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Fort, A.; Keshmiri, F.; Crusats, G.R.; Craeye, C.; Oestges, C. A body area propagation model derived from fundamental principles: Analytical analysis and comparison with measurements. IEEE Trans. Antennas Propag. 2010, 58, 503–514. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ryckaert, J.; De Doncker, P.; Meys, R.; de Le Hoye, A.; Donnay, S. Channel model for wireless communication around human body. Electron. Lett. 2004, 40, 543–544. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Molisch, A.F. Ultra-wide-band propagation channels. Proc. IEEE 2009, 97, 353–371. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



International Telecommunication Union. Recommendation ITU-R P.341-6: The Concept of Transmission Loss for Radio Links. ITU Recommendation 2016. Available online: https://www.itu.int/dms_pubrec/itu-r/rec/p/R-REC-P.341-6-201609-I!!PDF-E.pdf (accessed on 9 November 2018).

	



Fort, A.; Desset, C.; Wambacq, P.; Biesen, L. Indoor body-area channel model for narrowband communications. IET Microw. Antennas Propag. 2007, 1, 1197–1203. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Thielens, A.; Deckman, I.; Aminzadeh, R.; Arias, A.C.; Rabaey, J.M. Fabrication and Characterization of Flexible Spray-Coated Antennas. IEEE Access, 2018. in press. Available online: https://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/8493481 (accessed on 17 October 2018). [CrossRef]

	



Marrocco, G. The Art of UHF RFID Antenna Design: Impedance-Matching and Size-Reduction Techniques. IEEE A P Mag. 2008, 50, 66–79. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Tejin Film Solutions Llimited. Technical Data: Teonex, Q65HA. Available online: https://www.teijinfilmsolutions.jp/english/pdf/teonex_q65ha.pdf (accessed on 19 October 2018).

	



Creative Materials. Datsheet: 126-33 Extremely Conductive Ink. Available online: https://server.creativematerials.com/datasheets/DS_126_33.pdf (accessed on 18 October 2018).

	



ST Microelectronics. Sub-1GHz (430-470 MHz) transceiver development kit based on S2-LP. Available online: https://www.st.com/resource/en/data_brief/steval-fki433v2.pdf (accessed on 22 October 2018).

	



Covidien. Kendall™ ECG Electrodes Product Data Sheet. Available online: https://www.mouser.com/datasheet/2/813/H124SG-1022817.pdf (accessed on 22 October 2018).

	



Moin, A.; Zhou, A.; Rahimi, A.; Benatti, S.; Menon, A.; Tamakloe, S.; Ting, J.; Yamamoto, N.; Khan, Y.; Burghardt, F. An EMG Gesture Recognition System with Flexible High-Density Sensors and Brain-Inspired High-Dimensional Classifier. In Proceedings of the 2018 IEEE International Symposium on Circuits and Systems (ISCAS), Florence, Italy, 27–30 May; pp. 1–5.

	



Anderson, M.G.; Thielens, A.; Wielandt, S.; Niknejad, A.; Rabaey, J.M. Ultra-Low Power Radio Frequency Beamformer Using Transmission-Line Transformers And Tunable Passives. IEEE MTT Lett. 2018, in press. [Google Scholar]

	



Bhattacharyya, A.K. Effects of ground plane and dielectric truncations on the efficiencyof a printed structure. IEEE Trans. Antennas Propag. 1991, 39, 303–308. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Yazdandoost, K.; Sayrafian-Pour, K. Channel model for body area network (BAN). IEEE P802.15-08-0780-12-0006. Available online: https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&ved=2ahUKEwjF4e_Y_eveAhUBurwKHUr3A4MQFjABegQIABAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fmentor.ieee.org%2F802.15%2Fdcn%2F08%2F15-08-0033-04-0006-draft-of-channel-model-for-body-area-network.doc&usg=AOvVaw3pElnhFk8JuTU9plvuk1rL (accessed on 22 October 2018).

	



Katayama, N.; Takizawa, K.; Aoyagi, T.; Takada, J.-I.; Li, H.-B.; Kohno, R. Channel model on various frequency bands for wearable body area network. IEICE Trans. Commun. 2009, 92, 418–424. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Takizawa, K.; Aoyagi, T.; Takada, J.-i.; Katayama, N.; Yekeh, K.; Takehiko, Y.; Kohno, K.R. Channel models for wireless body area networks. In Proceedings of the 30th Annual International Conference of the IEEE Engineering in Medicine and Biology Society (EMBS 2008), Vancouver, BC, Canada, 20–25 August 2008; pp. 1549–1552. [Google Scholar]

	



Pereira, M.D.; Alvarez-Botero, G.A.; de Sousa, F.R. Characterization and modeling of the capacitive HBC channel. IEEE Trans. Instrum. Meas. 2015, 64, 2626–2635. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Cho, N.; Yoo, J.; Song, S.-J.; Lee, J.; Jeon, S.; Yoo, H.-J. The human body characteristics as a signal transmission medium for intrabody communication. IEEE Trans. Microw. Theory 2007, 55, 1080–1086. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Anderson, G.S.; Sodini, C.G. Body coupled communication: The channel and implantable sensors. In Proceedings of the 2013 IEEE International Conference on Body Sensor Networks (BSN), Cambridge, MA, USA, 6–9 May 2013; pp. 1–5. [Google Scholar]

	



Campeau, N.G.; Johnson, C.D.; Felmlee, J.P.; Rydberg, J.N.; Butts, R.K.; Ehman, R.L.; Riederer, S.J. MR imaging of the abdomen with a phased-array multicoil: Prospective clinical evaluation. Radiology 1995, 195, 769–776. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Hynynen, K.; Clement, G.T.; McDannold, N.; Vykhodtseva, N.; King, R.; White, P.J.; Vitek, S.; Jolesz, F.A. 500-element ultrasound phased array system for noninvasive focal surgery of the brain: A preliminary rabbit study with ex vivo human skulls. Magn. Reson. Med. 2004, 52, 100–107. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed][Green Version]

	



Zhang, Y.; Zhang, B. A Relay-Aided Transmission Power Control Method in Wireless Body Area Networks. IEEE Access 2017, 5, 8408–8418. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Dong, J.; Smith, D. Joint relay selection and transmit power control for wireless body area networks coexistence. In Proceedings of the 2014 IEEE International Conference on Communications (ICC), Sydney, NSW, Australia, 10–14 June 2014; pp. 5676–5681. [Google Scholar]

	



Waheed, M.; Ahmad, R.; Ahmed, W.; Drieberg, M.; Alam, M.M. Towards Efficient Wireless Body Area Network Using Two-Way Relay Cooperation. Sensors 2018, 18, 565. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]








[image: Sensors 18 04165 g001 550] 





Figure 1. Frontal view of the on-body setup of the reference path-loss measurement scenario. The blue marker indicates the TX location, while the red markers indicate different RX positions. 
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Figure 2. (a) Screen-printed folded dipole on PEN with antenna dimensions (mm). (b) Screen-printed folded dipole with the used mechanical SMA connector (c) The used mechanical SMA connector with the printed plastic spacer. (d) Measured S11 of three printed antennas (black) and the UHF RFID frequency band (grey). (e) Additional on-body path-loss configurations used for measurements using this antenna. (f) On-body setup in the reference scenario with antennas orthogonal to the skin surface and (g) On-body setup in the reference scenario with antennas parallel to the skin surface. 
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Figure 3. (a) Mother board: Nucleo STM32L053R8, (b) daughter board with ST S2-LP sub-GHz radio, (c) 3.6 V battery. 
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Figure 4. (a) BCC electrodes (connector part), (b) pre-gelled electrodes, (c) 450 MHz monopole antenna from the evaluation kit. (d) BCC on-body, (e) 450 MHz monopole antenna on-body. 
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Figure 5. (a) Bluetooth nodes with the transmitter node shown on the left and the receiver on the right. (b) Bluetooth nodes measurement setup. 
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Figure 6. (a) Radially symmetrical shielded monopole with antenna dimensions (mm). (b) Reference scenario with two on-body monopoles, connected with 90º SMA connectors. (c) Measured Power reflection coefficient (S11) of the monopole in free space (solid black) and on the body (dashed black). 
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Figure 7. On-body repeater test scenarios: (a) wrist to opposite shoulder, (b) chest to back, (c) ankle to hip in upright pose, and (d) ankle to hip in sitting position. 
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Figure 8. (a) Phased two-port antenna array used for measurements at 2.05 GHz. (b) Power reflection coefficient of both dipole antennas in the array. (c) Power-combined antenna array used for measurements at 2.05 GHz. (d) Power reflection coefficient of the power-combined antenna array. (e) Array placement on the body. The shown boards are the power-combined arrays. (f) On-body beam steering scenario 1 (g) On-body beam steering scenario 2 (h) On-body beam steering scenario 3. 
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Figure 9. Measured path loss as a function of distance in the reference scenario (left arm). Measurements are shown as black markers, alongside two fits using the two considered path loss models for the seven studied technologies: (a) 450 MHz monopole, (b) 450 MHz BCC, (c) 915 MHz folded dipole parallel to the body, (d) 915 MHz Folded dipole orthogonal to the body, (e) 2 GHz Monopole antennas, (f) 2 GHz Dipole Arrays, and (g) 2.4 GHz Bluetooth nodes. 
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Figure 10. Normalized path loss models as a function of distance in the reference scenario (left arm) for the seven studied configurations: (a) Model according to Equation (1), (b) Model according to Equation (2). The solid lines indicate the models described in Table 2, while the whiskers are standard deviations (whiskers are shifted slightly to increase figure clarity). 
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Figure 11. Attenuation over frequency with electrodes (a) and monopole (b) in free space (air) versus on-body for a 20 cm range. Dashed lines represent the noise floor. The solid curves show the average values at each frequency while the markers show the individual measured samples. 
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Figure 12. Measured normalized path-loss according to the path loss model described in Equation 2 at 915 MHz in five different on-body scenarios for (a) folded dipole antennas parallel to the body and (b) folded dipole antennas orthogonal to the body. 






Figure 12. Measured normalized path-loss according to the path loss model described in Equation 2 at 915 MHz in five different on-body scenarios for (a) folded dipole antennas parallel to the body and (b) folded dipole antennas orthogonal to the body.



[image: Sensors 18 04165 g012]







[image: Sensors 18 04165 g013 550] 





Figure 13. Cumulative distribution function of on-body path loss in between monopole antennas at 2 GHz in four on-body scenarios: (a) Standing upright with monopole antennas on the left wrist, left shoulder, and right shoulder; (b) Standing upright with monopole antennas on the chest (sternum), left elbow, and back (in between the shoulder blades); (c) Standing upright with monopole antennas on the ankle, knee, and hip; (d) Sitting with monopole antennas on the ankle, knee, and hip. 
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Figure 14. Normalized received power on the power-combined on-body arrays in three studied scenarios shown in Figure 8g–h. (a) On-body beam steering scenario 1 (b) On-body beam steering scenario 2 (b) On-body beam steering scenario 3. 
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Table 1. Technical Specifications of the used Bluetooth nodes.
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Transmitter

	
Receiver






	
Board

	
Custom-Made

	
Nordic nRF51 Developent Kit




	
Radio Chip

	
nRF51822 (Nordic Semiconductor, Oslo, Norway)

	
nRF51422 (Nordic Semiconductor, Oslo, Norway)




	
Center Frequency

	
2400 MHz




	
Transmission Power

	
+4 dBm

	
-




	
Receiver Sensitivity

	
-

	
−85 dBm




	
Bandwidth

	
2 Mbps




	
Antenna Type

	
ANT-2.45-CHP-T (Linx Technologies Inc., Merlin, OR, USA) SMD

	
Quarter-Wavelength Monopole PCB




	
Sample Rate

	
1 ksps
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Table 2. Parameters of the path loss model shown in Equations (1) and (2) for all studied technologies.
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450 MHz Monopole

	
450 MHz BCC

	
915 MHz Parallel

	
915 MHz Orthogonal

	
2 GHz Monopoles

	
2 GHz Antenna Arrays

	
2.4 GHz Bluetooth Nodes






	
Model 1

	
P0 (dB)

	
−21

	
−52

	
−44

	
−14

	
−19

	
−25

	
−62




	
n

	
3.2

	
1.8

	
0.57

	
2.5

	
2.0

	
2.4

	
1.7




	
    σ p    (dB)

	
2.8

	
6.2

	
2.6

	
1.9

	
1.3

	
1.3

	
1.8




	
Model 2

	
P0 (dB)

	
−19

	
−51

	
−44

	
−13

	
−17

	
−24

	
−62




	
    m 0    (dB/cm)

	
0.52

	
0.30

	
0.087

	
0.38

	
0.34

	
0.39

	
0.23




	
    σ p    (dB)

	
3.6

	
6.2

	
2.6

	
1.8

	
1.1

	
1.9

	
2.4
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Table 3. Parameters of the path loss model shown in Equations (1) and (2) for five scenarios and two studied antenna configurations at 915 MHz.






Table 3. Parameters of the path loss model shown in Equations (1) and (2) for five scenarios and two studied antenna configurations at 915 MHz.





	

	

	
Antenna Parallel

	
Antenna Parallel




	

	

	
Around Torso

	
Back

	
Chest

	
Arm

	
Leg

	
Around Torso

	
Back

	
Chest

	
Arm

	
Leg






	
Model 1

	
P0 (dB)

	
−30

	
−23

	
−33

	
−44

	
−40

	
−9.7

	
−19

	
−16

	
−14

	
−14




	
n

	
5.0

	
3.4

	
2.9

	
0.57

	
1.6

	
5.3

	
2.9

	
4.2

	
2.5

	
2.3




	
    σ p    (dB)

	
4.1

	
3.6

	
3.3

	
2.6

	
4.5

	
4.8

	
2.7

	
3.3

	
1.9

	
4.3




	
Model 2

	
P0 (dB)

	
−29

	
−21

	
−29

	
−44

	
−43

	
−6.6

	
−17

	
−12

	
−13

	
−16




	
    m 0    (dB/cm)

	
0.75

	
0.54

	
0.57

	
0.087

	
0.14

	
0.85

	
0.45

	
0.72

	
0.38

	
0.24




	
    σ p    (dB)

	
5.7

	
3.5

	
3.2

	
2.6

	
5.2

	
4.7

	
2.2

	
3.0

	
1.8

	
4.2
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