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Abstract. A good initial guess and an appropriate homotopy equation are two main 

factors in applications of the homotopy perturbation method. For a nonlinear oscillator, 

a cosine function is used in an initial guess. This article recommends a general approach 

to construction of the initial guess and the homotopy equation. Duffing oscillator is 

adopted as an example to elucidate the effectiveness of the method. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

The nonlinear vibration theory has triggered skyrocketing interest in both nonlinear 

science and engineering, from vibration isolators [1] to nano materials [2] and 

micro-electromechanical systems [3,4], and the homotopy perturbation method [5] has laid 

the foundation for fast and accurate insight into the frequency-amplitude relation of a 

nonlinear oscillator, which occurs anywhere in engineering and science [6]. The traditional 

perturbation method [6] is widely used for this purpose, however, it is only valid for the 
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weak nonlinearity. Other effective analytical methods include the variational iteration 

method [7,8,9] and the variational approach [10,11,12].  

The homotopy perturbation method [5] is a universal method for nonlinear vibration 

systems, it has been considered as a strongly promising and unprecedented method for 

nonlinear problems [13,14], and many reliable modifications were recommended in 

literature, among which Li-He’s modification [15,16] is much attractive.  

The homotopy perturbation method is to decompose a nonlinear equation to infinite 

linear equations where Laplace transform can be applied, this modification is called as 

He-Laplace method [17]. The parameterized homotopy perturbation method [18], and the 

couple of the homotopy perturbation method with Kashuri Fundo transform [19] or the 

Lindstedt-Poincare technology [20] has also been caught much attention. The homotopy 

perturbation method is extremely effective for fractional calculus [21-24], machine learning 

[25-28] and imaging process [29-33]. Though the method is almost matured, there is still 

much space to further improvement. 

2. HOMOTOPY PERTURBATION METHOD  

The homotopy perturbation method [5] is a powerful tool to nonlinear vibration 

systems. We consider a nonlinear vibration equation in the form 

 ( ) 0u A u    (1) 

where A is a nonlinear function of u, and A/u>0. 

In order to elucidate the solving process of the homotopy perturbation method, we can 

construct the following universal homotopy equation  

  2 2( ) ( ) 0     u t u p u A u   (2) 

where ω is the frequency, p is the homotopy parameter. The homotopy perturbation method 

is to deform Eq. (2) gradually from p=0 to p=1. When p tends to zero, Eq. (2) results in a 

linearized oscillator, while when p tends to1, Eq. (2) turns to be the original one.  

The most important two factors of the homotopy perturbation method are: 1) how to 

choose a good initial guess with possible unknown parameters; and 2) how to establish an 

appropriate homotopy equation. All iteration methods are sensitive to the initial guess. A 

good choice of the initial guess leads to a fast convergence, while an inappropriate choice 

might result in a wrong result [34].  

To show the importance of the homotopy equation in the solving process, if we 

construct the following homotopy equation for a nonlinear oscillator  

  2 2( ) ( ) 0    u t u p u A u   (3) 

we need an infinite iteration to obtain an approximate solution converging extremely slowly 

to the exact solution. This is because when p=0, Eq. (3) has no any property of oscillation, it 

should be emphasized that the initial guess must have the basic properties of the solution, 

the classic homotopy perturbation method always begins with  

 0 ( ) cosu t A t  (4) 
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In this paper, we improve the homotopy equation instead of Eq. (2) and choose a better 

initial guess. Instead of Eq. (4), this paper uses the following initial guess  

 0

0

( ) cos(2 1)


 
N

i

i

u t a i t  (5) 

where  ai (i=0~N) are the constants satisfying the following identity  

 
0


N

i

i

a A  (6) 

The initial guess given in Eq. (4), with an unknown frequency, is widely used in the 

homotopy perturbation method, while Eq. (5) contains more unknown constants and 

provides a more flexible approach to an accurate identification of the frequency. 

3. AN EFFECTIVE IMPROVEMENT OF THE HOMOTOPY PERTURBATION METHOD  

In this section, we adopt the well-known Duffing oscillator as an example to elucidate 

the solving process 

 3 0u u u     (7) 

with initial conditions 

 (0) , (0) 0 u A u  (8) 

The Duffing oscillator is always used as a good paradigm to elucidate the effectiveness 

and reliability of a method [35-39].  

We choose an initial guess in the form  

 
0 ( ) cos cos3 u t a t b t   (9) 

Eq. (9) is the exact solution of the following linear oscillator with a forcing term 

 2 2

0 0( ) 8 cos3 0   u t u b t   , (0) u A  and (0) 0 u  (10) 

where a and b are unknown parameters. According to the initial conditions, the parameters 

a and b should satisfy the following identity  

  a b A  (11) 

Accordingly we recommend the following homotopy equation  

  2 2 2 3 2( ) 8 cos3 (1 ) 8 cos3 0       u t u b t p u u b t        (12) 

It is obvious that when p=0, Eq. (12) becomes Eq. (10), whose solution is Eq. (9); when 

p=1, Eq. (9) becomes the original one. For b=0, Eq. (12) is the standard homotopy equation.  

According to the homotopy perturbation method, the solution is expanded as  

 2

0 1 2   u u pu p u  (13) 
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Eq. (12) becomes  

 
 

2 2 2 2

0 1 2 0 1 2

2 2 2 3 2

0 1 2 0 1 2

( ) 8 cos3

(1 )( ) ( ) 8 cos3 0

         

          

u pu p u u pu p u b t

p u pu p u u pu p u b t

  

   
 (14) 

Proceeding the standard solving process required by the perturbation method [5,6], we 

can obtain a series of linear differential equations. The first two equations are  

 2 2

0 0( ) 8 cos3 0   u t u b t   , 
0 (0) u A  and 

0 (0) 0 u  (15) 

 2 2 3 2

1 1 0 0( ) (1 ) 8 cos3 0      u t u u u b t     ,
1(0) 0u  and 

1(0) 0 u  (16) 

The solution of Eq. (15) is Eq. (9). Using this result, Eq. (16) becomes 

 

2 2

1 1

3 2

( ) (1 )( cos cos3 )

( cos cos3 ) 8 cos3 0

    

   

u t u a t b t

a t b t b t

   

    
 (17) 

Simplifying Eq. (17) yields the following equation  

 

2 2 3 2 2

1 1

3 2 3 2

2 2 2 3

3 3 3
( ) (1 ) ( ) cos

4 4 2

1 3 3
( ) 8 cos3
4 2 4

3 3 3 1
( )cos5 cos7 cos9
4 4 4 4

 
       

 

 
      
 

   

u t u a a a b ab t

a a b b b b t

a b ab t ab t b t

   

  

     

 (18) 

No term of  tcosωt  should be involved in u1  for a periodic solution, so the coefficient of   

cosωt should be zero: 

 
2 3 2 23 3 3

(1 ) ( ) 0
4 4 2

    a a a b ab   (19) 

or 
2 2 2 2 2 23 3 3 3 3

1 ( ) 1 ( 2 ) 1 ( 2 )
4 4 2 4 4

          a ab b aA b A b bA     (20) 

From Eq. (7) we have  

 3 2(0) (0) (0) (1 )u u u A A         (21) 

while Eq. (9) predicts 

 2(0) ( 9 )u a b      (22) 

We, therefore, have  

 2 2( 9 ) (1 )  a b A A   (23) 
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or 
2 2

2 (1 ) (1 )

9 8

 
 

 

A A A A

a b A b

 
  (24) 

For given A and ε, we can obtain the approximate frequency easily by solving Eqs. (20) 

and (24) simultaneously. 

4. DISCUSSION 

In case ε<<1 , we can determine approximately the value of b from the following 

equation by the perturbation method 

 
2

2 23 (1 )
1 ( 2 )

4 8


   



A A
A b bA

A b


  (25) 

The perturbation solution for b reads         

 31

32
b A  (26) 

We, therefore, obtain  

 
2

2 2

2

1 3
1

1 4
1

4


  



A
A

A


 



 (27) 

Eq. (27) is just same as that solved by the classic homotopy perturbation method, and it 

is valid for ε<<1. Considering our small assumption of the parameter ε, we cannot fail to 

appreciate its harmony and intoxicating formula valid for all values of  ε>0 . 

Considering another case when ε tends to infinity, Eq. (25) becomes 

 
3

2 23
( 2 )

4 8
  



A
A b bA

A b


  (28) 

Solving for b from Eq. (28) results in  

 0.04943b A  (29) 

As a result, we have  

 
2

2 2 2(1 ) 1
0.7166

8 1.3955


  



A A
A A

A b


    (30) 

or 1/20.8465 A   (31) 

while the exact frequency when ε tends to infinity is [40]:  

 
2 2

/2
2 0.5

0

= 0.8472
2 (1 0.5sin )

ex A A
t dt




  


 


 (32) 
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Fig. 1 Comparison between the exact solution (continuous line) and the approximate one 

(discontinuous line) for different cases: (a) A=1 and ε =1; (b) A=1 and  ε=100; (c) A=1 and  

ε=10000. 



 A Good Initial Guess for Approximating Nonlinear Oscillators by the Homotopy Perturbation Method 7 

The relative error is 0.08%. Fig.1 gives the comparison between the approximate 

solution and the exact one for different cases, showing an extremely high accuracy of the 

approximate solution from small to large ones. 

5. CONCLUSION  

We looked into the effect of the initial guess on the solution accuracy. Obviously, the 

obtained solution has a better accuracy than that by the classic homotopy perturbation 

[41,42], the approximate solutions obtained by other analytical methods, especially the 

frequency formulation [43, 44], can also be used as the initial guess, this idea can lead to a 

new modification of the homotopy perturbation method, and we will discuss it in a 

forthcoming article.  

As a conclusion, we give a new way to construction of a suitable homotopy equation for 

accurate estimate the periodic solution of a nonlinear vibration equation regardless of its 

nonlinearity strength. Though we use the method to solve nonlinear oscillators, it is also 

valid for other nonlinear problems. 
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