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Abstract
Robotic drilling has advantages over traditional computer numerical control machines due to its flexibility and dexterity and 
the potential for rapid production and process automation. The dexterity and reach of the robotic drill end-effector enable 
the efficient drilling of large composite components, such as aircraft wing structures. Due to the anisotropy and inhomoge-
neity of fibre-reinforced polymer composite materials, drilling remains a challenging task. Inspection of the drilled hole is 
required at the end of the process to ensure that the final product is free from defects. Typically, such inspections require the 
parts to be transferred to a dedicated inspection station, which is a time-consuming non-value-added task and impractical 
for large components. In the interest of an efficient and sustainable manufacturing process, this work proposes a hybrid clas-
sification model implemented with a robotic drilling system to investigate the quality of drilled holes in situ. The classifier 
is trained and tested with a random selection of drilled holes, and the most accurate classifier is implemented. The selected 
classifier returns 90% overall prediction accuracy on unseen drilled holes. This machine learning–based approach, using a 
convolutional neural network and support vector machine classifier, can significantly improve inspection reliability while 
reducing production time for drilled composite components. This is the first study that demonstrates a hole quality assess-
ment technique for robotic drilling of composite material in situ at scale.

Keywords Machine learning · Convolutional neural network · Support vector machine · Composite material · Drilling · 
Industrial robotics

1 Introduction

Carbon fibre–reinforced polymer (CFRP) composite struc-
tures are widely used in the aerospace industry where their 
high strength-to-weight ratio is crucial to reducing opera-
tional costs [1]. Machining processes such as drilling are 

often required to join different aerospace components, such 
as skin-stringer fuselage joints [2]. Traditionally, drilling of 
composite structures is conducted using computer numeri-
cal control (CNC) machine centres or articulating industrial 
robotic drills. The frames of CNC machine centres have very 
high mechanical stiffness, and as such, they are renowned for 
producing holes with high accuracy and precision. However, 
CNC machining often requires parts to be loaded into the 
machine manually which is a non-value-added step. Robotic 
drilling allows in  situ processing, which in return can 
increase throughput; however, industrial articulating robots 
traditionally have lower stiffness characteristics and posi-
tional accuracy compared to CNC machine centres. To date, 
the advancement of robotic arms for machining applications 
has demonstrated significant performance improvements 
over the earlier generations [3, 4]. Bu et al. [5] studied the 
relationship between robot stiffness and hole quality, where 
it was reported that a higher robot stiffness, achieved by 
optimising the drilling posture, resulted in improved drilling 

 * Stephen K. H. Lee 
 stephen.lee@ul.ie

 Eoin P. Hinchy 
 Eoin.Hinchy@ul.ie

1 Confirm Smart Manufacturing Research Centre, Limerick, 
Ireland

2 School of Engineering, University of Limerick, 
Limerick V94 T9PX, Ireland

3 Bernal Institute, University of Limerick, 
Limerick V94 T9PX, Ireland

4 Faculty of Science, Technology and Medicine, University 
of Luxembourg, Esch-Sur-Alzette, Luxembourg

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s00170-023-12290-4&domain=pdf


 The International Journal of Advanced Manufacturing Technology

1 3

stability and accuracy. In addition, the robotic drilling data 
collected can be used to develop smart manufacturing appli-
cations such as digital twin technology, which can further 
increase efficiency by facilitating real-time monitoring and 
decision-making [6, 7].

Limiting damage during the drilling of composite struc-
tures is an important consideration which needs to be 
addressed when designing the drilling process [8, 9]. Almost 
60% of part rejections during the final assembly of aero-
space components are due to excessive damage introduced 
by drilling [10]. Therefore, it is crucial to ensure that drilling 
processes are well executed and ideally have the ability to 
adapt in real time to minimise damage. Damage introduced 
during the drilling of composite materials includes delami-
nation, uncut fibres, rough surfaces and other hole defects 
[11, 12]. Such defects can impact the reliability and longev-
ity of riveted and bolted structural joints. Improper selection 
of drilling process parameters can also increase the severity 
of the defects. A high drilling thrust force, which is generally 
associated with a high feed rate, can lead to delamination, 
one of the most severe damage mechanisms in composite 
drilling [13–16]. While it is generally accepted that thrust 
force is not strongly influenced by spindle speed [17], tool 
wear is strongly dependent on spindle speed which has an 
effect on hole damage [16].

To address these concerns, an inspection procedure is 
typically performed after a hole is drilled. Non-destructive 
testing techniques including C-scan, X-ray, digital photog-
raphy and thermography are commonly used for inspect-
ing aerospace structures [10, 14, 18–26]. The advantage 
of C-scan and X-ray techniques is their ability to allow the 
detection and characterisation of interlaminar delamination 
damage [27, 28]. These techniques however are highly spe-
cialised, and we found that it is impractical to perform rap-
idly in a production line, hence requiring the laminates to be 
transferred for inspection which results in a delay. Similarly, 
Teti et al. [29] reported that most inspection methods are 
limited to laboratory techniques largely due to the practical 
limitations caused by access problems during machining, 
poor lighting conditions and usage of coolant. Therefore, 
digital photography is a suitable alternative as it can be eas-
ily implemented in an industrial environment for a fast and 
cost-effective inspection [24]. Although digital photography 
only inspects surface damage, it provides a practical and 
rapid solution to identify damaged holes directly on the pro-
duction line. Hole inspection in CFRP laminates using digi-
tal photography can be challenging. To achieve a clear visual 
of the damage, Cui et al. [25] developed a vision inspec-
tion station to perform a comprehensive method to segment 
the damage of a drilled hole. Hrechuk et al. [22] used the 
Moore-Neighbor tracing algorithm and the Delaunay trian-
gulation method to define a damage contour with optical 
microscopy. Maghami et al. [26] designed and developed a 

multi-light imaging robotic end-effector to achieve a clear 
visual of the component by ensuring even lighting is omitted 
at the drilled hole for inspection. These investigations were 
carried out in a controlled environment and were performed 
manually at the end of the drilling process. Process down-
time inevitably increases as a result of time spent setting 
up the inspection station and/or delays associated with the 
preparation of the workpiece for inspection. To achieve an 
efficient and sustainable production process, it is essential 
therefore that the process downtime and inspection time are 
kept at a minimum. Therefore, the method proposed in this 
paper does not use a bespoke system but aims to inspect the 
hole quality in situ using the machine vision system already 
available in the drilling end-effector. Studies on robotic 
in situ inspection technique have been reported in the litera-
ture over recent years. Yu et al. [30] developed an in-process 
countersink inspection method for aluminium approach 
based on machine vision in automated drilling and riveting 
system. Li et al. [31] developed a deep learning approach for 
circular hole detection on composite part for a robotic drill-
ing system. However, their work did not investigate the hole 
quality, which is a step forward from hole detection. Hence, 
the advantage of the approach developed in this work over 
[30] and [31] is the ability to predict the quality of a drilled 
hole on composite material.

Recent research has examined the use of deep neural net-
works for feature recognition, quality prediction, process 
monitoring and optimisation of manufacturing processes 
[32, 33]. Through machine learning and deep learning, com-
plex features can be identified automatically from training 
data. Such approaches are relatively insensitive to variations 
and are versatile in detecting distinct features in various 
application conditions [34]. These include using a convolu-
tional neural network (CNN) to automate the vision-based 
inspection of CFRP composites [26], a tele-operated robot 
to detect defects on an aircraft surface using a deep learning 
algorithm [35] and visual inspection combined with deep 
learning to quantify the condition of the fastening bolts of a 
train [36]. CNNs are designed to work with image data, and 
a support vector machine (SVM) is a robust generic classi-
fier developed to classify multiple-dimensional space data. 
Combining a CNN with an SVM can achieve strong feature 
representation from an image and a strong classifier. Another 
benefit of using a CNN is that it preserves the spatial infor-
mation of an image, which enhances prediction accuracy 
[37]. In this work, the CNN is used to extract image features 
to train a SVM classifier to classify new images. It follows 
from work in [38], where a combined CNN-SVM was used 
to detect fluid level in bores for an assembly process. To 
this end, a hybrid classification model consisting of a pre-
trained CNN and a SVM classifier is developed. The pro-
posed model is implemented in a robotic drilling system to 
quantify the quality of drilled holes in CFRP in situ, with the 
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aim to increase inspection efficiency and reduce downtime 
associated with the post-process inspection steps.

This work aims to assess the accuracy and reliability 
of the proposed classification model applied to a robotic 
drilling system. The objectives of this work are (i) identi-
fication of a suitable classifier for classifying drilled holes 
in CFRP, (ii) investigation of the performance of SVM 
classifiers trained with features extracted by a pre-trained 
CNN from a dataset of drilled holes and (iii) investigation 
of the practicability of the system for in situ monitoring 
of robotic drilling of composite materials in an industrial 
environment. The remaining structure of the paper is as 
follows: Section 2 of this paper describes the methodology 
of the approach; Section 3.1 explains how the data are pre-
pared and showcases how the model performs; Section 3.2 
contains the results and discussion, and finally, Section 4 
provides concluding remarks on this work and suggests 
potential future work.

2  Methodology

In this work, a CNN is combined with a SVM image clas-
sifier to provide a hybrid classification model to classify 
the quality of drilled holes in CFRP panels. The hybrid 
classification model is applied to an industrial robot with a 
vision-system-equipped end-effector for in situ inspection. 
The classification task is reduced to a binary problem with 
images of drilled holes classified into either “class 1” or 
“class 2,” representing different amounts of damage, to be 
discussed in Section 2.1.

A schematic of the training methodology for the hybrid 
model is shown in Fig. 1, where the workflow is illustrated. 
The workflow is split into the data preparation phase 
(Fig. 1a) and the modelling stage (Fig. 1b). After a hole 
is drilled, an image of the hole is captured, pre-processed 
and categorised. Data are then augmented to increase the 
dataset size (the augmentation process is discussed in Sec-
tion 2.4). Next, the augmented dataset is split into training 
and test datasets in the ratio of 70:30, with an equal num-
ber of class 1 and class 2 holes in each dataset. Note that 
we exclude the original hole images from the augmented 
dataset used for training and testing. These images are 
used in the final validation step (see Fig. 1b). If one class 
is under-represented in the augmented dataset, a balanced 
dataset is achieved by randomly selecting the same number 
of data in the under-sampled class from the oversampled 
class. A pre-trained CNN architecture (ResNet50, a CNN 
with 50 layers) is then used to extract a number of image 
features from each image in the training dataset to train 
the SVM classifier. The trained SVM classifier is then used 
to classify the holes in the test dataset, and the prediction 
accuracy for the test dataset is determined. This procedure 
is repeated 500 times with a different 70:30 random selec-
tion of training and test data. A SVM classifier identifies 
a hyperplane (decision boundaries) in an N-dimensional 
space (depending on the number of features) that classifies 
the data points [39]. Every trained SVM classifier will thus 
have a unique hyperplane, depending on the training data 
used. The prediction accuracy of the classifier is deter-
mined by the sum of images classified correctly divided 
by the total number of images used for classification. The 
classifier which returns the highest prediction accuracy 

Fig. 1  a Process flow of data collection and processing; b process flow for SVM and CNN
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from the test dataset is selected. A validation step is then 
carried out using the original image dataset, which was not 
included in the training and testing dataset.

2.1  Delamination analysis

Damage due to delamination is quantified using a delamina-
tion factor. Figure 2 illustrates the key features of drilling-
induced damage for a hole. The hatched red region in the 
figure denotes the delamination area, Dnom is the nominal 
hole diameter, and Dmax is the maximum diameter of the 
delamination zone. Several methods for quantifying delami-
nation have been proposed. Chen [40] proposed a delamina-
tion factor, Fd as

To account for irregular surface damage induced by the 
drilling of composite materials, Davim et al. [23] proposed 
an adjusted delamination factor (Fda), where

As seen in Fig. 2, Ad is the area of the damaged zone. 
Anom in Eq. 2 is the nominal hole area and Amax is the circular 
area corresponding to Dmax. From Eqs. 1 and 2, Fda = Fd = 1 
corresponds to an undamaged hole. Evaluation of Fda thus 
requires identification of Dmax and Ad for each hole.

In this work, the delamination factor, Fda, is used to cat-
egorise the drilled hole into two classes: a class 1 defect is 
defined as 1.0 ≤ Fda ≤ 1.65 and class 2 defect as Fda > 1.65. 
Therefore, in this case, class 1 is an acceptable hole, and 
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class 2 is an unacceptable hole. The classification thresh-
old of 1.65 was determined based on visual assessment. A 
clear discrimination has been observed at that value of Fda, 
with holes for which Fda > 1.65 have a significantly greater 
level of damage. However, while the threshold is specified 
in the current paper, this value can be modified for a given 
application. For example, in an application which may have 
a more strict damage tolerance, the threshold value of Fda to 
define a class 1 or 2 hole could be lowered to 1.4 or below. 
The objective of this study is to demonstrate that the clas-
sification model can be trained and implemented in a robotic 
drilling setup for in situ inspection and is independent of the 
threshold value chosen.

2.2  Experimental setup

2.2.1  Materials

Carbon fibre composite laminates were manufactured 
from aerospace grade HexPly® 8552/IM7 high-perfor-
mance carbon fibre impregnated with epoxy. The com-
posite has a 1.77 g/cm3 fibre density (57.7% nominal 
fibre volume) [41]. Two laminate stacking sequences 
were used, both consisting of 32 prepreg plies,  [0]16 s 
and [0, + 45, 90, −  45]4 s. The laminates were cured in an 
LBBC Technologies TC 1000 THPT autoclave at 180 °C 
for 6 h. The final thickness of the laminates was measured 
at 4 mm using a Mitutoyo Vernier calliper. Panels of size 
150 mm × 150 mm were extracted from the laminate via 
waterjet cutting using a Maxiem 1530 abrasive waterjet. 
A diamond-like coating (DLC) carbide drill bit was used 
to drill the holes, see Table 1. The hole spacing is 20 mm, 
and a total of 25 holes are drilled in each panel.

2.2.2  Robotic drilling and vision system

Drilling was performed by a KUKA KR210 six-axis indus-
trial robotic arm equipped with a multifunctional end-effec-
tor, see Fig. 3. The robot arm has a reach of 2.7 m and a 
maximum payload of 210 kg. The end-effector consists of a 
drilling module and a vision module, both operating on the 
same axis. Dry drilling conditions are used with vacuum 
extraction, and the workpiece is mounted onto the support 
structure using a bolted joint. The drilling process param-
eters are provided in Table 2.

Fig. 2  Schematic illustrating key features of delamination (adapted 
from Davim et al. [23])

Table 1  Technical specifications 
of the drill bit Material DLC carbide tool

Diameter 4.8 mm
Geometry Twist drill
Point angle 135°
Helix angle 30°
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The vision system consists of a vision module and a Cog-
nex In-Sight 5400 series industrial camera with a resolu-
tion of 640 × 480 pixels. The vision module is composed of 
an angle converter and ring lighting. The camera captures 
an image of the drilled hole once drilling is complete, as 
illustrated in Fig. 4. Bitmap images are exported from the 
camera to a local PC via Profinet/IO network protocol and 
are then extracted to a remote laptop via ethernet connection 
for further processing.

2.3  Data preparation

A standard laptop is used to process the digital image. A 
MATLAB script imports, rotates, flips and crops the images 
to a resolution of 140 × 264 pixels, as shown in Fig. 5. 
Images are analysed manually using ImageJ version 1.53 k 
[42], and the delamination factor, Fda, is determined after 
creating a binary mask of the damaged area. Images are then 
categorised into class 1 or class 2, see Fig. 6, based on the 
value of Fda as discussed in Section 2.1.

2.4  Image augmentation

Image augmentation is a technique used to artificially 
expand a dataset [43]. It is helpful when a dataset is small 
and can be more cost-effective than further data collection. 
In this study, 308 images of drilled holes were collected. 
The augmenter rotates images by random angles, resizes the 
images by a random scale factor, shears images horizontally 
(XShear) and vertically (YShear) by a random angle and 
translates images horizontally (XTranslation) and vertically 
(YTranslation) by a random distance. The respective param-
eters (ranges) for the different augmentation functions are 
outlined in Table 3.

3  Hybrid classification model

3.1  Training procedure

Figure 7 provides more details of the training procedure 
presented in Fig. 1b. First, the data are pre-processed 
and sorted into classes. Each class is then augmented 
using the augmentation procedure described in Sec-
tion 2.4. A total of 308 original images (118 in class 
1 and 190 in class 2) are increased to 2006 class 1 and 

Fig. 3  Photograph showing industrial robot, multifunctional end-
effector and composite workpiece

Table 2  Drilling process parameters used for machining the carbon 
fibre composite material

Feed speed 0.01–0.2 mm/rev
Rotation speed 1500–10,000 rpm
Clamping force 400 N

Fig. 4  Photographs of robotic 
drilling process. a Robot clamps 
onto the workpiece, b drilling 
operation, c in situ inspection
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2090 class 2 images, respectively. To achieve a bal-
anced dataset for both classes, 2006 images are ran-
domly selected from the 2090 class 2 images. Next, 

the dataset is randomly divided using a 70:30 split for 
training data (1404 images) and test data (601) for each 
class. Then, 1000 features are extracted for each image 
by the CNN to train the SVM classifier. Finally, the 
trained classifier is tested on the test dataset from both 
classes. The time to classify each image is recorded. 
To assess the performance of the SVM classifier, the 
classes predicted by the classifier are compared to the 
actual classes. This process is repeated 500 times for 
both training and test datasets.

After 500 iterations, the SVM classifier with the 
highest prediction accuracy is applied to the original 308 

Fig. 5  Image processing opera-
tions to determine the damaged 
area: a raw image; b processed 
image; c binary mask of the 
damaged area

Fig. 6  Photographs showing 
examples of class 1 (a–c) and 
class 2 (d–f) defect holes

Table 3  Augmentation 
functions and parameters used 
for images in this study

Function Parameters

Rotation [0, 30°]
Scale [0.8, 1.2]
XShear [0.8, 1.2°]
YShear [0.8, 1.2°]
XTranslation [0, 10 pixels]
YTranslation [0, 10 pixels]
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images as a validation step. The hybrid classification 
model is implemented in MATLAB 2021a and runs on 
a desktop with Windows 10 Pro, an Intel Xeon W-2135 
processor, and 32 GB RAM. The average prediction time 
per hole is 0.16 s for this dataset, which includes the 
time to read the image and classify the hole.

3.2  Results and discussion

The accuracy of the SVM classifier in the prediction of 
500 training and testing cycles on the augmented dataset 
ranges from 62 to 97%, as shown in Fig. 8. The classifier 
that returns the highest accuracy is selected. In this case, 
two classifiers fall within the 96–98% accuracy band on test 
data. The predictions of the first classifier on the original 
dataset are shown in Fig. 9. This classifier correctly pre-
dicts 86% of class 1 images and 92% of class 2 images in 
the original dataset. Fourteen percent of the class 1 images 
have been misclassified to class 2, and 8% of class 2 images 
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have been misclassified to class 1. Thus, this classifier has 
higher performance on low-quality (class 2) holes at 92%. 
The predictions of the second classifier are shown in Fig. 10. 
This classifier misclassified 14% of class 2 images as class 
1. It is considered that the consequence of misclassification 
is more severe when a class 2 (low quality) hole is classi-
fied as a class 1 (high quality) hole. This scenario may lead 
to sub-standard, defective holes being approved for use in 
manufacturing, with potentially detrimental effects. Thus, 
the importance of correctly classifying class 2 holes is a key 
consideration for this work, and therefore, the first classifier 
has been selected. This classifier has an overall prediction 
accuracy of 97% on the test dataset and 90% on the original 
image dataset.

The results of these preliminary investigations can be 
improved by (i) training a CNN model specifically for 
quantifying drilled CFRP panels, (ii) using transfer learning 
which decreases the training time, and (iii) using alternative 
data augmentation methods, such as synthetic minority over-
sampling technique (SMOTE) which takes similar images 
and merges them into one, based on the k-nearest neighbours 
algorithm [44]. The augmentation procedure in Table 3 per-
formed well on the original dataset, despite the fact that the 
use of translation and shear functions is not realistic in the 
setup depicted in Fig. 4, where the drill bit and camera are 
along the same axis. Omitting translate and shear during 
augmentation may improve the classifier performance.

Challenges in hole quality evaluation of drilled holes in 
CFRP panels have recently been examined, including devel-
oping new methodologies [22, 24] and the use of multi-light 
imaging [26]. While these studies showed good results in 
principle, these reported techniques may not be feasible for 
in situ inspection. In [30], an in-process inspection method 
to measure the countersink dimensions in countersunk holes 
in aluminium is presented. A hybrid inspection method 
was developed to process the images captured in an auto-
mated drilling and riveting system. The proposed inspection 
approach achieved a normal deviation angle and countersink 
depth at less than 0.15° and within 0.02 mm, respectively. 
Although this approach is accurate, it may not be suitable for 
CFRP application due to its distinct mechanical properties 
and special anisotropic and non-homogenous features [45]. 
A composite surface poses a challenge for visual measure-
ment, in particular during segmenting the damage and the 
circular hole detection process. To overcome this, a semi-
supervised deep learning method to segment and detect 
circular holes on a composite part was developed in [31]. 
An extensive image processing routine was performed to 
generate enough training data for the model. Once trained, 
their model achieved a 95% accuracy in determining the 
circumference of circular drilled holes. The studies in [30] 
and [31] focused on the preliminary steps (detection) of a 
hole inspection process and are not easily generalised to 

determine hole quality, which is the interest of this paper. 
Investigation of hole quality on composite material using 
a robotic drill in situ was not addressed. An extensive lit-
erature search has found no prior investigation on such a 
study, incorporating both hole monitoring and determina-
tion of hole quality. To the authors’ knowledge, the work 
presented in this manuscript using a CNN-SVM model is the 
first study that demonstrates an accurate prediction of hole 
quality in situ using a robotic drilling setup, representative 
of a manufacturing environment.

It is important to highlight that this model is trained 
based on the features extracted from a set of images taken 
by a low-resolution camera with a pre-trained CNN. 
This approach avoids the requirement of a computation-
ally intensive image processing step in conjunction with 
high-resolution imaging to evaluate the damage profile 
of a drilled hole, as adopted in [22, 26]. The benefits of 
the method proposed in this work are the reduced effort 
for manual calibration and image processing and the suit-
ability of the method for in situ applications (production 
line or factory scale level) where machining and inspec-
tion can be performed in real time. This approach can 
have a significant impact on, for example, aircraft manu-
facture, which typically involves millions of drilled holes 
during assembly. It may also be noted that the compute 
time for the training of this hybrid classifier (which uses 
a pre-trained CNN for image feature extraction) is signifi-
cantly less than training a CNN from scratch, which would 
require thousands of images.

4  Conclusion

This study demonstrates an automated in situ inspection 
methodology for a robotic drilling process. The proposed 
in situ inspection with a trained hybrid classification model 
can be used to minimise downtime of a production line by 
integrating the inspection step into a robotic drilling process.

An industrial robot, equipped with an end-effector, is 
used to perform both drilling and inspection. A hybrid 
classification model, consisting of a pre-trained con-
volutional neural network (CNN) and a support vector 
machine (SVM) image classifier, has been developed to 
categorise images of drilled holes in carbon fibre–rein-
forced polymer panels into two classes. Random features 
extracted from the images by the CNN were used to train 
the SVM classifier. Five hundred simulations of random 
training and test data were cross-validated to address the 
variability of the trained classifier. The classifier was 
selected based on the percentage of misclassification 
between classes. The prediction accuracy of the selected 
classifier on unseen data is 90%. The trained classifier 
was implemented in the robotic drilling process and can 
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classify drilled hole images into class 1 and class 2 based 
on the image features without the need for further image 
post-processing. While the model showed high prediction 
accuracy at 90%, it should be noted that there are limi-
tations with this technique, where only surface damage 
is detectable. Possible areas for future work include (i) 
training a model to predict hole damage on the far side 
based on the hole surface damage and drilling process 
parameters to achieve a robust all-rounded in situ vision-
based inspection technique and (ii) process optimisation 
of robotic drilling based on the hole quality prediction 
results.
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