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ABSTRACT
Use of variable-pitch rotors was compared against variable-RPM rotors on a 2kg ( 20N) quadcopter. To generate 5N
of thrust in hover while maintaining a 2:1 maximum thrust-to-weight ratio, the variable-pitch rotor required 29% more
power. At low climb rates the variable-RPM rotor requires less power, but near its maximum rate it required more
power than the variable-pitch rotor. The maximum climb rate for the variable-pitch rotor was up to 70% greater than
the variable-RPM rotor. A quadcopter equipped with variable-pitch rotors required more power to operate compared to
the aircraft with variable-RPM rotors over its operational airspeed range. The variable-pitch quadcopter required 30%
more power at best-endurance speed, and had 18% less range than the variable-RPM quadcopter (at maximum-range
speed). The 1/ rev root drag shear was 42% larger for the variable-RPM rotor, and the 2/rev H- and Y-forces were 37%
and 50% larger. The 2/rev thrust vibration was 6.5% smaller for the variable-RPM rotor, and the hub pitching and
rolling moments were 11% and 9% smaller, respectively. Unlike the quadcopter equipped with variable-pitch rotors,
the quadcopter equipped with variable-RPM rotors experienced a beating phenomenon in the aircraft-level vibratory
loads.

NOTATION

Ω Rotor rotational velocity
R Rotor radius
x Aircraft x-position (Inertial Frame)
y Aircraft y-position (Inertial Frame)
z Aircraft z-position (Inertial Frame)
φ Aircraft roll attitude (Inertial Frame)
θ Aircraft pitch attitude (Inertial Frame)
ψ Aircraft yaw attitude (Inertial Frame)
u Aircraft x-velocity (Body Frame)
v Aircraft y-velocity (Body Frame)
w Aircraft z-velocity (Body Frame)
p Aircraft roll rate(Body Frame)
q Aircraft pitch rate (Body Frame)
r Aircraft yaw rate (Body Frame)
Vhub Hub velocity
UT Tangential wind velocity
UP Perpendicular wind velocity
λ Inflow Ratio UP/ΩR
µ Advance Ratio V/ΩR
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INTRODUCTION

Multicopters are becoming increasingly popular in many ar-
eas including military, commercial, hobbyist, and law en-
forcement applications. Typically, multicopters make use of
independent RPM control of each rotor in lieu of traditional
collective and cyclic rotor pitch controls found on a conven-
tional helicopter. This design allows for mechanical simplic-
ity and relatively inexpensive production and maintenance.
As the market for these aircraft has expanded, so too has the
interest in different control methodologies and improvement
in aircraft performance. Part of this interest has been in the
design of multirotor aircraft that use collective pitch on feath-
ering rotors instead of controlling the rotor speed. Such a de-
sign would be of particular interest as multicopers scale up
in gross weight, where the rotor inertia would make variable-
RPM control impractical.

A small number of studies have been conducted regarding the
use of variable-pitch rotors on multicopter aircraft, includ-
ing Gupta et al. (Ref. 1). In this study, a dynamic model of
a variable-pitch quadrotor is presented using Blade Element
Theory and Momentum theory to determine thrusts. A non-
linear controller is then designed using dynamic inversion, de-
rived using the total 6 degree of freedom model. This control
design is then demonstrated through simulation to track a de-
sired trajectory.

Pang et al. (Ref. 2) explored the possibility of utilizing a gaso-
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line engine on a variable-pitch quadrotor to improve flight en-
durance of the aircraft. Blade element theory with uniform
inflow is used in the design of these rotors, with the assump-
tion of linear aerodynamics for the operational regime of the
rotor. The study produced an aircraft with an estimated 2.8
hour hover endurance at a 10 kg maximum take-off weight.

More recently, Abhishek et al. (Ref. 3) presented the design
and development of a gasoline engine-driven, variable-pitch
controlled quadrotor using Blade Element Momentum The-
ory to model the rotors at different rotational speeds and pitch
angles, validating their model with experimental data. The au-
thors demonstrated the ability to control such an aircraft and
extend their analysis to a 10 kg platform, which they estimated
to offer a hover endurance greater than 2 hours.

Cutler et al. (Refs. 4, 5) formulate a model similar to Pounds
(Ref. 6) using an analysis code based in blade element mo-
mentum theory (Ref. 7), in order to account for the pitch set-
ting on a variable-pitch rotor. Their model assumes linear
aerodynamics, which will hold in a large portion of the opera-
tional regime of the rotor, but will break down in the nonlinear
aerodynamic regime near stall. The study concludes that use
of variable-pitch actuation enables faster aircraft response rel-
ative to the fixed-pitch aircraft, as well as the ability to choose
between efficient and agile operation, and introduces the abil-
ity to reverse rotor thrust easily. Cutler and How (Ref. 8) go
on to develop a controller and trajectory planner for variable-
pitch quadrotors that allows for aerobatic maneuvers within
control limitations. Cutler also details hardware implementa-
tion and flight testing for such aircraft in Ref. 9.

Recently, some studies have focused on the modeling and dy-
namic simulation of small multicopters. Typically, the model
used assumes that the thrust and torque generated by the ro-
tor is proportional to the square of the rotor speed (Ref. 6).
This model is dependent on thrust test data and is restricted
to hovering flight. Models based in Blade Element Momen-
tum Theory are similarly restricted to axial flight conditions;
moments that arise in forward flight are not captured whatso-
ever. Blade Element theory can capture these moments, but
are dependent on the choice of inflow model. Uniform inflow
will capture the drag and rolling moment, but Niemiec and
Gandhi (Ref. 10) demonstrate that this model fails to capture
rotor hub pitch moments, as well as the rotor side forces. The
authors go on to demonstrate that a dynamic inflow coupled
with Blade Element Theory is able to predict these hub forces
and moments, indicating that the choice of rotor model in-
fluences the simulated aircraft performance in various flight
conditions.

This higher-fidelity model has not yet been applied to the anal-
ysis of these rotors to explore the fundamental differences in
the rotor performance between variable-pitch and variable-
RPM control. The present work seeks to compare the two ro-
tor control methods in terms of an isolated rotor performance,
as well as potential impacts on aircraft performance in terms
of aircraft power, dynamics, and vibratory loading.

Fig. 1. Plus-type Quadcopter

MODELING

Aircraft Specifications

The present study is based on the AeroQuad Cyclone ARF
Kit, a 2kg off-the-shelf quadcopter. The aircraft is flown with
four rotors arranged in a plus (+) configuration (Fig. 1). The
four APC 12x5.5 rotors are located 30.48cm from the geo-
metric center of the aircraft. For the purposes of this study,
the airfoil sections are assumed to be a NACA4412 at the root
of the blade and a Clark Y outboard, with linear interpolation
of aerodynamic properties in between. Twist and chord also
vary linearly throughout the span. A summary of the rotor
geometry can be found in Table 1.

Table 1. 12×5.5 APC Propeller Geometry
Parameter Value
Rotor Radius 15.24 cm
Root Pitch 21.5◦

Tip Pitch 11.1◦

Root Chord 3.1 cm
Tip Chord 1.2 cm
Root Airfoil Section NACA 4412
Tip Airfoil Section Clark Y

Rotor Model

The rotor model assumes rigid blades and utilizes a Blade El-
ement Theory model with a 3× 4 (10 State) Peters-He finite
state dynamic wake model (Ref. 11) to calculate rotor induced
velocities. Sectional aerodynamic forces and moments are in-
tegrated along the span and about the azimuth to obtain rotor
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hub forces (thrust, drag, and side force) and moments (torque,
pitching, and rolling moments). The details of the rotor model
are outlined in (Ref. 10), they are repeated here for conve-
nience.

On any sectional blade element, the angle of attack is de-
fined by three parameters; blade pitch (θ ), tangential velocity
(UT ), positive leading edge to trailing edge, and perpendicu-
lar velocity (UP), positive downward. The tangential velocity
(UT ) is comprised of two components; one from the rotational
speed of the rotor (Ω times the distance from the center of
rotation), the other from the free stream velocity.

UP, the perpendicular velocity component, results from 3 con-
tributors; the rotor induced velocity (λi), the vertical velocity
of the hub, and the rotation about the aircraft hub. With this,
the tangential and perpendicular velocities at a blade section
are given by Eq. 1.

UT = Ωrb +Vhub,x sinψb +(−1)kVhub,y cosψb

UP = ΩRλi +Vhub,z− (−1)krb psinψb− rbqcosψb
(1)

where rb is the span-wise location of the blade section, ψb is
the azimuthal position of the blade section, and k is a parame-
ter that takes zero value for counterclockwise-spinning rotors
and takes a value of 1 for clockwise-spinning rotors.

The inflow ratio (λi) for the rotor is defined using a 3×4
Peters-He (Ref. 11) finite state dynamic wake model. This
model defines the induced inflow distribution by Eq. 2.

λi =
∞

∑
m=0

(
∞

∑
n=m+1,m+3,...

φ
m
n (r)

[
α

m
n cos(mψb)

+β
m
n sin(mψb)]

) (2)

where r = rb/R is the normalized radial position.

The parameters αm
n and β m

n in the above equations can be de-
termined by Eq. 3.
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n }=
1
2
{τmc

n }

Ω{Knc
m }{β̇ m

n }+V [Ls]
−1{β m

n }=
1
2
{τms

n }
(3)

Where:

{τ0c
n }=

1
2π

Nb

∑
q=1

∫ 1

0

L
ρΩ2R3 φ

0
n (r)dr

{τmc
n }=

1
π

Nb

∑
q=1

∫ 1

0

L
ρΩ2R3 φ

m
n (r)dr cos(mψb)

{τms
n }=

1
π

Nb

∑
q=1

∫ 1

0

L
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m
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These equations are implicitly nonlinear in αm
n and β m

n , and
are solved such that the average values of α̇m

n and β̇ m
n are equal

to zero.

With UP and UT defined for a blade section, the inflow angle
(φi) can be defined by Eq. 4, consequently the sectional angle
of attack can be defined by Eq. 5. Note that in Eq. 5, θ is the
geometric pitch of the blade section.

φi = tan−1 UP

UT
(4)

α = θ −φi (5)

Now, elemental lift and drag are defined by the angle of attack
and incident velocities (Eq. 6)

dL =
1
2

Cl(α,rb)ρ(U2
T +U2

P)cdrb

dD =
1
2

Cd(α,rb)ρ(U2
T +U2

P)cdrb

(6)

The lift and drag are then rotated by φi to resolve the forces
into components normal and tangential to the rotor disk
(Eq. 7).

dFx =−dLsinφi +dDcosφi

dFz = dLcosφi−dDsinφi
(7)

The two terms in the expression for dFx represent the induced
drag and the profile drag, respectively. Their respective con-
tributions to the rotor power are referred to as the induced
power and profile power. These blade elemental forces con-
tribute to the rotor drag (H-force, positive forward), side force
(Y -force, positive right), and thrust (T , positive downward).
These contributions are detailed in Eq. 8. Rotor moments are
also impacted by the elemental forces (Eq. 9). These include
the rolling moment (Mx, positive roll-right), pitching moment
(My, positive nose-up), and rotor torque (Mz, positive nose-
right).

dH =−dFx sinψb

dY =−(−1)kdFx cosψb

dT =−dFz

(8)

dMx =−(−1)kdFzrb sinψb

dMy =−dFzrb cosψb

dMz = (−1)kdFxrb

(9)

The average rotor forces and moments are found by integrat-
ing the elemental contributions along the blade span and about
the azimuth, then summed over the number of blades and av-
eraged over one revolution. As such, the expression for rotor
thrust is given by Eq. 10.
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T =
Nb

2π

∫ 2π

0

∫ R

0
dT drb dψb (10)

Other total rotor forces can be found with similar expres-
sions, substituting the appropriate elemental contributions
from Eqs. 8 and 9.

Aircraft Trim and Autonomous Dynamics

The 6 rigid body equations of motion are given in Eq. 11.
These equations reflect a summation of forces and moment
about the center of gravity of the aircraft (assumed to lie be-
neath the rotor plane at the geometric center of the aircraft).
Gyroscopic moments are neglected due to the small net angu-
lar momentum of the rotors (equal number of clockwise and
counterclockwise-spinning rotors).

mu̇ = D f use,x−gsinθ +
4

∑
i=1

Hi

mv̇ = D f use,y−gsinφ cosθ +
4

∑
i=1

Yi

mẇ = D f use,z +gcosφ cosθ +
4

∑
i=1

Ti

Ixx ṗ =−zcgmgsinφ cosθ +
4

∑
i=1

(Mxi +Tiyi)

Iyyq̇ =−zcgmgsinθ +∑ i = 14(Myi +Tixi)

Izzṙ =
4

∑
i=1

(Mzi +Yixi−Hiyi)

(11)

Setting the accelerations to zero yields an algebraic system of
equations, which are solved using a Newton-Rhapson method
for the rotor speeds (or root pitch setting) in multi-rotor coor-
dinates (Ref. 12). From the trim solution, key quantities such
as aircraft and rotor power can be extracted for further anal-
ysis. The power of an individual rotor can be determined by
Eq. 12, total aircraft power can then be found by the sum of
these individual rotor powers.

Pi = τiΩi = MziΩi

Ptot =
4

∑
i=1

Pi
(12)

Aircraft bare airframe dynamics are also considered in the
present study. For this, the nonlinear system (Eqs. 3, 11)
is numerically linearized about a trim point using centered fi-
nite differences to generate a linear model of the form given
in Eq. 13.

ẋ = f (x,u)

y = g(x,u)
7−→

ẋ = Ax+Bu

y =Cx+Du
(13)

where:

A ∈ Rn×n B ∈ Rn×m

C ∈ Rno×n D ∈ Rno×m

Here, n is the number of states, m is the number of inputs, and
no is the number of outputs.

In order to approximate the nonlinear system, the matrices A
and B take the form of Eq. 14 (for the present study no = 0,
therefore C and D are empty).

A =


∂ ẋ1
∂x1

∂ ẋ1
∂x2

. . . ∂ ẋ1
∂xn

∂ ẋ2
∂x1

∂ ẋ2
∂x2

. . . ∂ ẋ2
∂xn

...
...

. . .
...

∂ ẋn
∂x1

∂ ẋn
∂x2

. . . ∂ ẋn
∂xn



B =


∂ ẋ1
∂u1

∂ ẋ1
∂u2

. . . ∂ ẋ1
∂um

∂ ẋ2
∂u1

∂ ẋ2
∂u2

. . . ∂ ẋ2
∂um

...
...

. . .
...

∂ ẋn
∂u1

∂ ẋn
∂u2

. . . ∂ ẋn
∂um



(14)

Because the Peters-He model is used to calculate inflow, there
are a number of states (4 rotors × 10 states per rotor) asso-
ciated with the inflow dynamics. The poles associated with
the inflow are very far in the left half-plane, and the technique
of static condensation is applied to reduce the size of the sys-
tem. If x, A, and B are partitioned as in Eq. 15, then the linear
model Eq. 13 becomes the system defined by Eq. 16

x =
[

xb
xi

]
A =

[
Abb Abi
Aib Aii

]
B =

[
Bb
Bi

]
(15)

ẋb = Abbxb +Abixi +Bbu

ẋi = Aibxb +Aiixi +Biu
(16)

Setting ẋi = 0 (treating it as static) and solving for xi yields:

xi =−A−1
ii (Aibxb +Biu) (17)

Substitution into Eq. 16 yields the condensed model Eq. 18

ẋb = (Abb−AbiA−1
ii Aib)xb +(Bb−A−1

ii Bi)u

= Āxb + B̄u
(18)

Vibrations Analysis

To assess the vibratory loading on an isolated rotor, Eq. 3 is
solved in a steady sense for a fixed Ω and incident velocity
(obtained from the trim analysis), and the blade root shears
are evaluated by integrating Eq. 7 along the radius of the
blade. Root bending moments are evaluated similarly, with
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appropriate consideration of the moment arm. These shears
and moments (defined with respect to the rotating blade) are
rotated into the hub frame (which is non-rotating) via Eqs 8,
9, and summed across the two blades, phased by 180◦.

When considering the loading at the aircraft level, the vibra-
tory forces are simply superimposed on one another, and mo-
ments from rotor hub loads and induced moments are sim-
ilarly superimposed. Unless specifically noted otherwise,
forces and moments that act at the same frequency are as-
sumed to be in-phase, representing a worst-case scenario for
vibratory loading.

ISOLATED ROTOR RESULTS

Static Thrust Performance

Static thrust simulations were performed to compare the per-
formance of a variable-RPM rotor with different root pitch
settings, using the geometric parameters in Table 1. The range
of rotor speeds considered in this study is 2000-8000RPM.
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Fig. 2. Variable-RPM Rotor Power Requirement vs Thrust
Output

Figure 2 shows the relationship between thrust and power for
the Aeroquad Cyclone rotor, where ∆θ is the change in root
pitch setting from the value given in Table 1 (21.5◦). The re-
quired power for any given thrust appears to be lowest for a
∆θ of 0◦, suggesting that the rotor is well-designed for hover.
The thrust and power coefficients for these rotors can also be
compared for the same range of RPM simulated in Fig. 2,
these values are given in Fig. 3.

The concept of thrust and power coefficients for a variable-
RPM rotor is unique in the discussion of rotary wing vehi-
cles. Because these rotors generate different thrust (and con-
sequently consume more power) by changing the rotational
speed of the rotor, the denominator in the expression for both
coefficients (Eq. 19) changes for different values of thrust and
power.
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Fig. 3. Variable-RPM Rotor CP vs CT

CT =
T

ρπR2v2
tip

=
T

ρπR4Ω2

CP =
P

ρπR2v3
tip

=
τΩ

ρπR5Ω3

(19)

From these expressions, if T and τ increase with Ω2, an in-
tuitive result that is the basis of much multicopter modeling
(Refs. 4, 6), then the thrust and power coefficients would re-
main constant over the entire operating regime of the rotor.
Therefore, unlike in variable-pitch systems, CT and CP are
not direct proxies for rotor thrust and power. If analysis is
restricted to hover, then CT and CP are proportional to the co-
efficients used in the Ω2 model. Due to slight deviations from
this result due to compressibility corrections, the values of CP
and CT vary slightly with rotor thrust in Fig. 3.
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Fig. 4. Power Contributions vs Thrust Output for the
variable-RPM Rotor

The rotor power can be broken down into induced power and
profile power, as in Fig. 4. As expected from momentum the-
ory, the induced power increases with the T 3/2. Additionally,
the profile power increases with T 3/2. Lift and drag share this
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structure because the changes in lift and drag come not from
a change in lift and drag coefficients, but from the change in
dynamic pressure. Consequently, the share of power from in-
duced drag (76%) and profile drag (24%) remains constant
with respect to rotor thrust. This breakdown is specific to this
rotor geometry; any changes to the twist, solidity, or airfoil
distribution will change this ratio.
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Fig. 5. Variable-Pitch Rotor Power Requirement vs Thrust
Output

A similar study was conducted varying the root pitch setting
of the rotor for discrete values of Ω. Figure 5 is the required
power for the generation of thrust for ∆θ ranging from −12◦

to 12◦ difference from the nominal root pitch of the rotor
(21.5◦), or a variation in root pitch from 9.5◦to 33.5◦, for nom-
inal rotational speeds of 4300, 5500, and 8000 RPM. These
speeds correspond to the speed at which the nominal variable-
RPM rotor produces 0.5 kg of thrust (4300 RPM), which is
the hover trim thrust for the quadcopter being considered, the
maximum operational speed of the rotor (8000 RPM), and a
nominal rotor speed (5500 RPM), the significance of which
will be discussed later in the present section.

With the rotor operating at a constant rotational speed, a
change in geometric pitch corresponds to a change in the sec-
tional angle of attack seen along the span of the rotor. As
such, there is a distinct region in Fig. 5 that depicts where the
blade is operating in the linear aerodynamic regime, indicated
by the smooth section of the power curve at lower values of
rotor thrust, followed by a sharp increase in the rotor power
when the blade approaches stall.

Typically, a small-scale multicopter is designed to allow for a
2:1 maximum thrust-to-weight ratio. For the AeroQuad Cyl-
cone, this corresponds to each rotor being able to carry ap-
proximately 10N of thrust at maximum output. While the
variable-RPM rotor is certainly capable of this level of thrust
(Fig. 2), the variable-pitch design at a nominal speed of 4300
RPM (Fig. 5, blue) has a maximum thrust output significantly
less than the 10 N requirement. Operation at 8000RPM (Fig.
5, red) increases the margin well beyond 2:1, at the cost of
power at normal loads (105% over the rotor at 4300RPM at

5N thrust). At 5500 RPM (Fig. 5, yellow), the variable-pitch
rotor is able to attain a maximum thrust of 10N prior to rotor
stall, while consuming 23% more power than the 4300 RPM
rotor at 5N thrust. As such, this rotor will be considered as the
nominal variable-pitch rotor henceforth.
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Fig. 6. Power Contributions vs Thrust Output for the
Nominal Variable-Pitch Rotor (5500 RPM)

The power required by the nominal variable-pitch rotor is bro-
ken down into its induced and profile components in Fig. 6.
The induced power, as expected from momentum theory, fol-
lows T 3/2, as the variable-RPM rotor did. However, the pro-
file drag does not follow the same pattern. This is because
of the dependence on changes in the drag on the drag coeffi-
cient of the blade. Over the linear aerodynamic regime (<10N
thrust), the profile power is insensitive to the thrust generated,
as the drag coefficient is insensitive to the angle of attack in
this regime. However, as the blade approaches stall, the drag
coefficient diverges, with little change in the lift coefficient,
resulting in the dramatic increase in power.

Because the variable-pitch rotor operates at a constant rota-
tional speed, the conventional understanding of rotor thrust
and power coefficient as an analogue to rotor thrust and power
applies. These coefficients are displayed in Fig. 7 for the dif-
ferent rotational speeds considered. The curves are coinci-
dent, with slight difference at larger CT values because of the
applied compressibility corrections.

The thrust and power of the chosen nominal variable-RPM
and variable-pitch rotors are plotted in Fig. 8. As expected,
the two curves intersect at the point where the variable-pitch
rotor is at θ0 = 21.5◦ (∆θ = 0) and the variable-RPM ro-
tor is operating at 5500 RPM, as both rotors are operating at
identical settings. For the majority of the thrust outputs, the
variable-RPM rotor consumes less power than the variable-
pitch rotor. This is due to the larger profile power of the
variable-pitch rotor (Fig. 6) from its operating at a higher
speed (required for stall margin) in the region prior to the in-
tersection of the curves. In all operating conditions, the in-
duced power of both rotors is identical. At 5N, the variable-
pitch rotor requires 29% more power than the variable-RPM
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Fig. 7. Variable-Pitch Rotor CP vs CT
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Fig. 8. Nominal Rotor Comparison, Power Requirement
vs Thrust Output

rotor due to the higher operating speed needed for thrust mar-
gin.

Climb Performance

To simulate axial climb, Vhub,z was set between 0 (hover)
and 20 m/s, and Ω (variable-RPM) or θ0 (variable-pitch) was
solved such that the rotor generated 5N thrust. The power re-
quirement for each rotor versus the climb rate is presented in
Fig. 9.

As the climb velocity increases, the rotor experiences increas-
ing downwash, manifesting as an increase in UP in Eq. 4. Ab-
sent compensation, the increase in φ tends to decrease the an-
gle of attack α (Eq. 5) and cause a subsequent loss of lift.
The variable-pitch rotor compensates by simply increasing θ ,
while the variable-RPM rotor can only increase Ω. Increas-
ing Ω increases thrust by reducing the magnitude of φ (by in-
creasing UT ) and increasing the dynamic pressure. The max-
imum climb rate reached by the variable-RPM rotor is 15.25
m/s; at this speed, the angles of attack are too low for even
the (relatively) high tip speed to compensate; additionally, the

0 5 10 15 20

Climb Velocity (m/s)

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

R
o

to
r 

P
o

w
e

r 
(W

)

Variable-RPM

Variable-Pitch

Fig. 9. Power Requirements vs Climb Velocity

rotor is spinning at its maximum speed and has no remain-
ing margin. The variable-pitch rotor does not reach a limit
until 21.75 m/s (43% greater than the variable-RPM rotor),
where the root pitch setting is 33.5◦, an arbitrarily imposed
maximum. If larger pitch angles are allowed, the limit on mo-
tor power (200W) is reached at 26 m/s (70% greater than the
variable-RPM rotor). Overall, the variable-RPM rotor is more
efficient in hover and at low rates of climb; it also has a lower
maximum rate of climb and has higher power requirements
than the variable-pitch rotor near its maximum rate of climb.
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Fig. 10. Power Contributions vs Climb Velocity for Differ-
ent Rotor Types

The power requirements for both the variable-RPM and
variable-pitch rotors are broken down into induced and pro-
file power in Fig. 10. Both rotors experience a nearly iden-
tical change in induced power, consistent with expectations
from momentum theory. However, the profile power of the
variable-RPM rotor is much more sensitive to climb rate than
that of the variable-pitch rotor. This is due to the adverse ef-
fect of increasing the dynamic pressure to compensate for re-
duced lift in climb. Because the variable-pitch rotor changes
θ to compensate for climb, α is changed little, and the drag
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coefficient is similarly insensitive to climb. Consequently, the
profile power is significantly less sensitive to climb for the
variable-pitch rotor.

FULL AIRCRAFT RESULTS

Trim

Two quadcopter configurations are considered for analysis in
trimmed flight between hover and 15 m/s, one with variable-
RPM rotors and the other with variable-pitch rotors. Trim
controls for the variable-RPM aircraft are given in Fig. 11.
Hover trim requires the four rotors to operate at the same ro-
tational speed in order to generate only thrust. As the aircraft
transitions into forward flight, rotor hub drag and pitching
moments become significant along with a net drag force and
pitching moments coming from the aircraft hub. This is com-
pensated by differential RPM between the north (front) rotor
and south (rear) rotor to compensate for the nose-up pitching
moment, as well as the aircraft pitching nose-down to com-
pensate for the net drag force. The variable-pitch rotor trim
controls (Fig. 12) exhibits similar properties, with root pitch
replacing rotor speed.
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Fig. 11. Variable-RPM Trim Controls vs Flight Speed

The aircraft required power is plotted versus airspeed in
Fig. 13. Both aircraft experience similar trends in power as
the flight speed increases. Transitioning from hover to for-
ward flight, the required power decreases. This reduction
in power requirement is a result of the additional mass flux
through the rotor reducing the velocity induced by the rotor.
At higher speeds, the additional thrust required by increasing
fuselage drag drives the overall power upward. In this regime,
the variable-RPM rotor power grows more rapidly with flight
speed than the variable-pitch rotor, though through 15 m/s it
requires less power overall.
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Fig. 13. Comparison of Trimmed Aircraft Power

The maximum endurance speed for the variable-RPM and
variable-pitch rotors are 6 m/s and 6.5 m/s, respectively.
At these speeds, the variable-pitch rotor requires 30% more
power than the variable-RPM rotor. The speeds for maximum
range, Vbr, of the aircraft are defined by the point at which a
line extending from the origin is tangent to the power curve.
Vbr for the aircraft with variable-RPM rotors is 10 m/s and
is 11 m/s for the variable-pitch rotor aircraft. The required
power at Vbr is 32% higher for the variable-pitch aircraft, com-
pared to the variable-RPM aircraft. This corresponds to a 18%
reduction in range.

Bare Airframe Dynamics

The bare aircraft dynamics of the aircraft system can be de-
scribed by performing an eigenanalysis of the reduced-order
linearized system given in Eq. 18. The characteristics of the
dynamic modes can be examined by the location of the eigen-
values on the complex plane, which are plotted for both air-
craft in Fig. 14 in the hover condition.
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There are twelve poles for each aircraft, corresponding to the
twelve dynamic states in the reduced-order linear model. Far-
thest in the left half-plane are two subsidence modes associ-
ated with the roll and pitch of the aircraft, closer to the origin
is the heave mode, and closer still to the origin is the yaw
rate mode. At the origin, there are 4 integrators correspond-
ing to the aircraft position and heading. Finally, there are two
pairs of conjugate poles in the right half-plane that describe
the phugoid modes for the aircraft (unstable oscillatory modes
that couple roll and lateral translation for the lateral mode, and
pitch and longitudinal translation in the longitudinal mode).

Comparing the pole locations for the two configurations, the
largest difference is in the decay rate of the subsidence modes,
with the variable-pitch aircraft having greater damping in
these modes than the variable-RPM aircraft. The larger damp-
ing comes from the sensitivity of rotor thrust to heave motion,
which is greater for the variable-pitch rotor than the variable-
RPM rotor. Because of the lower angles of attack on the
variable-pitch rotor, a change in UP causes a greater percent-
age change in the angle of attack than on the variable-RPM

rotor, resulting in a larger change in net thrust. This phe-
nomenon drives the larger heave damping, which is the dom-
inant factor in the subsidence and heave modes. This is also
the primary driver of the differences between the locations of
the phugoid mode poles, though it manifests as a change in
the frequency. The integrators are naturally unaffected.

The poles of the two aircraft at 5m/s forward speed are plot-
ted in Fig. 15. In forward flight, the poles corresponding to
the longitudinal modes of the aircraft move closer to the ori-
gin while the poles corresponding to the lateral modes stay
approximately in the same location as in Fig. 14. This causes
the separation of the poles in the subsidence modes as well
as the phugoid modes. However, the subsidence and heave
modes for the variable-pitch aircraft still exhibit a larger decay
rate than that of the variable-RPM aircraft, while the phugoid
modes have higher natural frequency.

VIBRATORY LOADING

Isolated Rotor

Because the rotor is two-bladed, dominant hub loads will be
transmitted to the fuselage at 2/rev. The magnitudes of the
2/rev vibrations are illustrated in Fig. 16. The 2/rev drag and
side force have similar magnitudes to one another, and are
37% and 50% larger, respectively, for the variable-RPM ro-
tor, compared to the variable-pitch rotor. The 2/rev thrust is
substantially larger than the in-plane vibratory forces (12-13%
of the mean rotor thrust), and is 6.5% smaller for the variable-
RPM rotor. The hub pitching and rolling moments are smaller
for the variable-RPM rotor (by 11% and 9%, respectively).

The in-plane forces are dominated by the blade root drag
shear, and are given in the North-East-Down coordinate sys-
tem by equation 20. The 2/rev components of these loads are
given by equation 21, where Sxn and φxn are the magnitude of
the n/rev component of the root drag shear the phase as given
in Table 2, respectively. The hub pitch (M) and roll (L) mo-
ments are related to Mβ in exactly the same way as H and Y
respectively are to Sx. Because the rotation occurs about the
hub z-axis, the 2/rev thrust is simply the 2/rev component of
Sz multiplied by the number of blades. The dominant con-
tributor to the periodic root loads is the azimuthal variation
in dynamic pressure, and without cyclic pitch, this manifests
as a strong 1/rev signal in each of the root loads. Other har-
monics are derived primarily from the inflow distribution on
the rotors and their effects on the aerodynamic loading on the
blades. The components of these root loads are tabulated in
Table 2.

H =−Sx sinψ Y =−Sx cosψ (20)

H2 =
√

S2
x1
+S2

x3
−2Sx1Sx3 cos(φx1 −φx3)

Y2 =
√

S2
x1
+S2

x3
+2Sx1Sx3 cos(φx1 −φx3)

(21)
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Table 2. Fourier Coefficients of blade root loads

Sx Sz Mβ

Fourier Coefficient VR VP VR VP VR VP
Steady Magnitude 0.4283 0.3998 2.5000 2.5000 0.2594 0.2547

1/rev Magnitude 0.2205 0.1548 1.1724 1.2080 0.1209 0.1347
Phase 86◦ 101◦ 121◦ 142◦ 129◦ 150◦

2/rev Magnitude 0.0236 0.0253 0.3050 0.3258 0.0368 0.0385
Phase 181◦ 221◦ 273◦ 273◦ 278◦ 277◦

3/rev Magnitude 0.0058 0.0109 0.1140 0.1171 0.0135 0.0139
Phase 289◦ 306◦ 343◦ 341◦ 344◦ 342◦
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Fig. 16. 2/Rev hub Loads on rotor generating 5N thrust at
10 m/s

The root drag shear of a rotor producing 5N of thrust in a
10 m/s flow with a 15◦nose-down attitude (representative of
the trim condition) are shown in Fig. 17. The 1/rev root
drag shear, the dominant contributor to the 2/rev H-force and
Y-force, is 42% greater on the variable-RPM rotor than the
variable-pitch rotor. The drag shear can be decomposed into
two components, one from induced drag and another from
profile drag, which are also plotted in Fig. 17. The 1/rev
induced drag is 67% greater on the variable-RPM rotor than
the variable-pitch rotor. The induced and profile drag are both
dominated by the 1/rev dynamic pressure oscillation, which is

maximum at ψ = 90◦, and the induced component of drag is
much greater than the profile drag.
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Fig. 17. Decomposed drag shear for 5N Thrust generation
at 10 m/s, 15◦nose-down

An explanation for the difference in the induced drag can be
obtained from blade element theory. The lift generated by a
blade element is given by Eq. 6. The dominant steady and
1/rev component of the elemental lift is given by Eqs. 22 and
23. Because the rotors generate the same amount of steady
thrust, and Ω is greater for the variable-pitch rotor, the mag-
nitude of CLsteady must be smaller. Roughly speaking, CLsteady

should be approximately proportional to Ω−2. The values of
CL at 75% blade span for both rotors is plotted in Fig. 18, and
the steady value of CL for the variable-pitch rotor is indeed
smaller than that of the variable-RPM rotor (for stall margin).
Considering this in the context of Eq. 23, the magnitude of
the 1s component of the lift should be proportional to Ω−1.
Because Ω on the variable-pitch rotor is greater than that of
the variable-RPM rotor, the 1/rev lift (and thus, the induced
drag) is smaller.

dL0 =
1
2

cCLsteadyρΩ
2r2

bdrb (22)

dL1s = cCLsteadyρΩrbV∞ sinψdrb (23)
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Fig. 19. Hub thrust for quadcopter trimmed at 10 m/s for-
ward flight

The individual rotor hub loads can be summed to predict the
aircraft-level steady and vibratory loads. For a trimmed quad-
copter at 10 m/s forward flight, the individual rotor vertical
loads are presented in Fig. 19. The variable-RPM rotors
(Fig. 19(a)) all operate at different speeds, and thus the air-
craft level vibrations occur at multiple nearby frequencies,
while the variable-pitch rotors (Fig. 19(b)) all spin at the
same speed and produce vibrations at identical frequencies.
The differences in rotor speeds in the variable-RPM case pro-
duces a beating phenomenon at the aircraft level (Fig. 20), as
the rotors move in and out of phase with one another. This
does not occur on the variable-pitch rotor, as the rotors are
effectively phase-locked by the operational speed. Overall,
the magnitude of the vertical vibrations of the variable-pitch
aircraft (assuming all rotor’s thrusts are perfectly in phase) is
equal to the maximum amplitude of the vertical vibrations of
the variable-RPM rotor, although in theory, the variable-pitch
rotors could be phased to reduce this vibration.
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Fig. 20. Total Aircraft Thrust for a quadcopter trimmed
at 10 m/s

CONCLUSIONS

For a quadcopter with a nominal gross weight of 20N, the
current study examines the use of variable-pitch rotors com-
pared to variable-RPM rotors across a variety of performance
metrics. In hover, the variable-RPM rotor (based on the
AeroQuad Cyclone quadcopter) was found to have a power-
optimal root pitch, and the thrust and power coefficients were
found not to change with rotor thrust. Thus, unlike pitch-
controlled rotors, CT and CP are not proxies for the rotor thrust
and power. The ratio of induced power to the total power was
found to be 76% for the variable-RPM rotor, regardless of the
thrust generated. In order to maintain a 2:1 maximum thrust-
to-weight ratio, the variable-pitch rotor’s rotational speed was
increased to 5500RPM (from the nominal 4300 RPM for the
variable-RPM rotor). Unlike the variable-RPM rotor, the ra-
tio of induced to total power varied with the thrust generated,
with the profile power increasing significantly at high thrust
values approaching stall. At the nominal operating condition,
generating 5N of thrust, the variable-pitch rotor requires 29%
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more power than the variable-RPM rotor, as it operates at a
higher RPM to preserve stall margin.

As the rotors climb, the downwash causes an increase in
the induced inflow angle. The variable-RPM rotor compen-
sates by increasing its speed, while the variable-pitch rotor in-
creases its root pitch setting to maintain thrust. The maximum
climb rate of the variable-RPM rotor was 15.25 m/s, at which
point it was spinning at its maximum speed. The variable-
pitch rotor has a greater maximum climb rate of 21.75 m/s
(43% greater, corresponding to an arbitrarily assigned max-
imum root pitch setting of 33.5◦), or 26 m/s (70% greater,
at the maximum motor power). At low to moderate rates of
climb, the variable-RPM rotor is more efficient, but near its
maximum, the variable-RPM rotor requires more power than
the variable-pitch rotor, due to the increase in profile power as
the rotor tip speed increases.

Quadcopters equipped with variable-RPM and variable-pitch
rotors were trimmed from hover to 15 m/s forward speed. To
maintain a nose-down attitude to overcome aircraft drag, the
rear (south) rotor needs to generate more thrust than the front
(north) rotor, so the south rotor either spins faster or has a
higher root pitch setting than the east and west rotors, and the
north rotor spins slowest or has the lowest root pitch setting.
Due to reduced induced velocity, all the rotors slow down or
have lower pitch setting at moderate cruise speeds, while at
high speeds, the additional thrust required to overcome drag
causes the speed or pitch to grow rapidly. At all speeds consid-
ered, the variable-pitch aircraft required more power than the
variable-RPM aircraft. At best-endurance speed, the variable-
pitch aircraft requires 30% more power. At best-range speed,
the variable-pitch aircraft has 18% less range.

Overall, the variable-pitch aircraft has larger heave damping
on its rotors. This manifests as additional damping in the
pitch and roll subsidence modes, as well as the heave mode.
The phugoid modes have a higher natural frequency on the
variable-pitch aircraft than the variable-RPM aircraft. In for-
ward flight, the poles associated with the longitudinal modes
move closer to the origin, while the lateral mode poles are un-
affected. The longitudinal poles of the variable-pitch aircraft
are farther from the origin than those of the variable-RPM air-
craft.

At 10m/s cruise, the 1/rev root drag shear was 42% greater
on the variable-RPM rotor than the variable-pitch rotor. This
is driven primarily by the 1/rev induced drag, which is 67%
greater on the variable-RPM rotor than the variable-pitch ro-
tor. The 1/rev induced drag is reduced on the variable-pitch
rotor because of the higher rotational velocity, which corre-
sponds to a lower steady lift coefficient, and lower 1/rev in-
duced drag shear.

At the rotor level, the 2/rev H- and Y-force are 37% and 50%
greater on the variable-RPM rotor than the variable-pitch ro-
tor. The 2/rev thrust oscillation is 12-13% of the mean rotor
thrust, and is 6.5% lower for the variable-RPM rotor. The
pitching and rolling moments are 11% and 9% smaller for the
variable-RPM rotor, respectively.

At the aircraft level, the variable-RPM rotor has forces and
moments acting at three distinct frequencies, because the ro-
tors are spinning at different speeds, resulting in a beating
phenomenon. The variable-pitch rotor sees vibration at only
one frequency. The maximum amplitude of the vertical vibra-
tions on the variable-RPM aircraft are similar in magnitude to
the variable-pitch, assuming that the rotors on the latter are
operating in-phase.
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