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Abstract

Soft robotic actuators offer many advantages over their rigid counterparts, but they often are unable to apply
highly localized point loads. In contrast, many invertebrates have not only evolved extremely strong ‘‘hybrid
appendages’’ that are composed of rigid ends that can grasp, puncture, and anchor into solid substrates, but they
also are compliant and resilient, owing to the functionally graded architecture that integrates rigid termini with
their flexible and highly extensible soft musculatures. Inspired by the design principles of these natural hybrid
appendages, we demonstrate a synthetic hybrid end effector for soft-bodied robots that exhibits excellent
piercing abilities. Through the incorporation of functionally graded interfaces, this design strategy minimizes
stress concentrations at the junctions adjoining the fully rigid and soft components and optimizes the bending
stiffness to effectively penetrate objects without interfacial failure under shear and compressive loading re-
gimes. In this composite architecture, the radially aligned tooth-like elements apply balanced loads to maximize
puncturing ability, resulting in the coordinated fracture of an object of interest.
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Introduction

Hybrid, functionally graded end effectors offer
great potential for soft robotic systems1–6 because they

can apply highly localized stresses by using rigid compo-
nents for puncturing and anchoring into solid substrates,
while taking advantage of the damage tolerance and com-
pliant nature of the underlying soft actuators.7–11 It is a
major challenge, however, to design and structurally opti-
mize these hybrid end effectors for high strength and
functionality under a diverse range of loading conditions. In
contrast to their engineering counterparts, however, many
biological systems seamlessly integrate rigid tooth-like
structures into soft flexible tissues to achieve effective
grasping, puncturing, and anchoring abilities.12 Examples
include the mineralized jaws of predatory marine worms,13

the hooked anchoring apparatus of tapeworms,14 and the

robust sucker ring teeth found in the arms and tentacles of
squid and cuttlefish.15 These biological piercing and an-
choring appendages primarily follow two design strategies
to sustain high stress under complex loading conditions: (1)
Multiple sharp tooth-like structures are radially arranged
within the appendage and actuated via the contraction of the
surrounding musculature to apply balanced localized forces
from multiple directions and ensure an excellent stability dur-
ing puncturing (Fig. 1A), and (2) each tooth within the ap-
pendage incorporates a functionally graded architecture
(Fig. 1B), which facilitates effective piercing, while simul-
taneously accommodating lateral bending of the teeth during
loading. For example, in Glycera jaws, the graded mechan-
ical properties are a direct consequence of the extent of
mineralization within the jaws,13 whereas in the squid sucker
ring teeth, the modulus gradient is driven by the variability in
pore fraction within the tooth structure.15
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Although these biological systems offer excellent inspi-
ration for the design of synthetic hybrid end effectors for soft
robotic systems, there are major technical challenges asso-
ciated with the assembly of a synthetic mimic using con-
ventional fabrication methods.16–19 In contrast to traditional
prototyping approaches, multi-material 3D printing offers the
potential for seamless fabrication of composite structures
with complex architectures,20 spanning a wide range of
constituent moduli. In this study, we set out to fabricate a
radially symmetrical end effector for hybrid robotics, in-
spired by the biological design principles already described.
First, we performed a series of experimental and computa-
tional studies to investigate the shear and compression me-
chanical response of three conical tooth-like models (soft,
rigid, and functionally graded) to identify the configuration
that exhibited the capacity to apply highly focused point
loads, while simultaneously minimizing structural damage.
Informed by these results and deriving inspiration from the
examples provided in Figure 1, we then used multi-material
3D printing to fabricate a pneumatically actuated, radially
symmetrical hybrid end effector with six functionally graded
tooth-like elements. Experimental testing was then carried
out to quantify its puncturing capabilities, while simulta-
neously mitigating interfacial failure between the rigid and
flexible phases.

Materials and Methods

Experiments

The conical tooth-like models and the hybrid end effector
were designed by using SolidWorks, 3D computer-aided
design software and printed with a multi-material 3D printer
(Connex500; Stratasys Ltd.).

The shear and compression tests were performed on sim-
plified conical tooth-like elements measuring 30 mm in
height with a cone angle of 15�. The three models, that is,
fully rigid, fully soft, and functionally graded (step-wise
modulus gradient of nine different materials), were printed on
a 10-mm-thick base of fully flexible material. To adapt the
Instron testing machine for shear testing, custom sample
holders were constructed to immobilize each conical test
specimen. The tip of each conical sample was inserted into
the conical profile hole in the substrate by adjusting the dis-
tance between the sample and the substrate by using a me-
chanical linear translation stage (60 mm Travel, X-Axis Rack
& Pinion Stage; Edmund Optics) in the x-direction and the
Instron stage controls in the y-direction. Locking the trans-
lation stage by using a setscrew secured the position of each
sample during testing. Each sample was then sheared by
displacing the substrate in the y-direction by using the Instron
stage controls until failure was observed. For compression

FIG. 1. (A) Examples of radially
organized puncturing and anchoring
structures found in nature include
the mineralized jaws of the marine
bloodworms (top), the anchoring
hooks of the tapeworm scolex
(center), and the abrasion-resistant
sucker ring teeth found in squid
arms and tentacles (bottom). In each
example, the cutting or anchoring
jaws, hooks, and teeth are high-
lighted in blue. (B) Cross-sectional
(yellow dotted line) and longitudinal
(red dotted line) virtual tomographic
sections through an isolated squid
sucker ring clearly illustrate the
multi-directional modulus gradients
(reflected in electron density pro-
files) in both directions. The density
profile is the result of varying pore
fraction that results in the modulus
gradient within the structure.
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FIG. 2. Schematics of three different conical tooth-like models used in the study: soft, rigid, and functionally graded. The
gray scale represents the range of elastic modulus of the materials in each model.

FIG. 3. Experimental and simulated shear tests of soft, rigid, and functionally graded conical tooth-like elements attached
to a flexible base. We simultaneously measured the flexibility and anchoring of the three conical designs inside the
punctured object under shear stress, while monitoring the integrity of the interface between the cone and its flexible
substrate. (A) Schematic illustration of the shear testing rig. The conical sample was clamped 11 mm below the tip inside a
3D-printed conical profiled reference hole in the substrate and was displaced in the y-axis relative to the substrate. (B)
Experimental (solid lines) and simulated (dashed lines) force displacement plots for the fully rigid, functionally graded, and
soft conical configurations. The shaded region around each plot represents the standard deviation (n = 4) for each model. The
blue asterisk indicates the point of interfacial failure in the rigid cone, and the red asterisk indicates the load at which the
functionally graded cone displacement is transferred to the flexible base. (C) Photographs of the three conical models at
displacement uy = 13 mm (i.e., failure point for rigid and soft conical models) show the global cone deformation (top
images) and the effect of shear force on the interface adjoining cones and the soft substrates (bottom images). The tip of the
soft cone is dislodged from the reference hole and shows the worst anchoring stability inside the punctured reference object,
whereas the rigid sample shows the maximum interfacial damage among the three conical models. (D) Simulated maximum
principal strain distribution within the samples at shear displacements of uy = 2, 4, and 6 mm.
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testing, we reprinted the three different conical samples with
the upper 5 mm of the tip removed to apply uniform com-
pressive forces. Each sample was sandwiched between two
compression plates, and stress was applied by displacing the
top plate by 2.5 mm in the y-direction.

For pneumatic actuation of the hybrid end effector, a
modified bicycle tire inner tube was cut and glued to adapt to
the circular cavity surrounding the radially aligned tooth-like
elements. An experimental test rig was constructed to
measure the force applied by the tooth-like elements as a
function of input pneumatic pressure. This rig consisted of
six spring steel deflection beams that were used to simul-
taneously measure the force applied at the tip of each tooth-
like element during a piercing act. To apply a compressive
force on each tooth-like element, the end effector was
pneumatically actuated at pressures ranging from 30 to
100 kPa. The forces were then calculated from the measured
deflection of each beam based on their known material
properties and geometries.

Simulations

To simulate the mechanical response of the fully rigid,
fully soft, and functionally graded conical models under
shear and compressive loading conditions and the hybrid end
effector on actuation, non-linear finite element analysis was
performed by using the commercial package Abaqus/Explicit

(v6.12) (Abaqus Unified FEA; Dassault Systèmes). All ma-
terials were modeled by using a Neo-Hookean material
model, each with a specific initial experimentally determined
shear modulus.

Results

To investigate the mechanical benefits of a functionally
graded tooth-like element under a shear loading and substrate
penetration regime, we performed a series of tests on our three
conical models (Fig. 2), which consisted of identical geome-
tries (30 mm high; 15� cone angle) and a soft base (Young’s
modulus E = ca. 0.5 MPa), but with different material prop-
erties: soft (E = ca. 0.5 MPa), stiff (E = ca. 1.0 GPa), or one
with graded Young’s moduli (E ranging from ca. 0.5 MPa to
ca. 1 GPa in 9 discrete steps20) by applying displacement (uy)
perpendicular to the longitudinal axis of the model by using a
custom-designed sample holder (Fig. 3A). These studies re-
vealed that among the three conical models, the soft cone
(with the lowest stiffness of 0.13 N/mm) required the least
amount of force per unit displacement (uy = 12.84 mm), to
become dislodged from the reference hole (Fig. 3B–C). In
contrast, the rigid cone exhibited the maximum visible de-
formation at the point of contact between the cone and its
base, and it failed at this interface at a similar displacement
(uy = 12.91 mm, Fig. 3C, lower images). By comparison, the
functionally graded cone exhibited a behavior between that of

FIG. 4. Experimental and simu-
lated compression tests of soft, rigid,
and functionally graded conical
tooth-like elements attached to a
flexible base. (A) Schematic illustra-
tion of the compression testing rig.
The conical sample, truncated at
5 mm below the tip, was compressed
between two parallel plates by ap-
plying displacement uy along the y-
axis. (B) Experimental (solid lines)
and simulated (dashed lines) com-
pression response of fully rigid, gra-
ded, and soft conical models. The
shaded region around each plot rep-
resents the standard deviation (n = 4)
for each model. (C) Simulated max-
imum principal strain distribution
within the samples at displacements
of uy = 0.5, 1.0, and 1.5 mm.
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the fully flexible and fully rigid samples and demonstrated
excellent ability to remain anchored inside the reference hole
under shear loading. The modulus gradient from the flexible
base to the rigid tip simultaneously increased the bending
stiffness of the composite cone, while eliminating stress con-
centration and the onset of failure at the cone-base interface.

To validate our experimental results, we first estimated the
axial strain in all three conical tooth-like models by using the
linear elastic beam theory. The calculations show significant
reduction in the maximum axial strain in a graded cone com-
pared with fully rigid and soft conical models under both shear
and compressive loading conditions. Importantly, the strain
reduction in the graded cone occurs at the cost of only a
moderate stiffness decline compared with the fully rigid cone
model (see Supplementary Section S1 for details; Supple-
mentary Data are available online at www.liebertpub.com/
soro). Further, to capture both the effect of the substrate and that
of the large deformations involved in the experimental tests, we
conducted non-linear finite element simulations by using the
commercial package Abaqus/Standard. The 3D models of the
cones and the substrate were constructed by using second-order
3D continuum-reduced integration brick elements (Abaqus
element type C3D20R). The mesh was most dense around the
tip and coarsened toward the substrate, leading to *5000 el-

ements for each model. Finally, the material responses were
captured by using a nearly incompressible Neo-Hookean model
with the experimentally measured Young’s moduli.

The numerical shear results were generated by clamping the
cone 11 mm below the tip and applying the displacement per-
pendicular to the length of the cone (in all of the simulations,
the bottom surface of the substrate was completely fixed), in a
manner similar to the experimental setup shown in Figure 3A.
The analysis revealed good correspondence between experi-
mental (solid lines) and simulated mechanical responses
(dotted lines) for displacements ranging from uy = 0 to 6 mm
(Fig. 3B). Snapshots of the simulated maximum principal
strain distributions within the three cone models at displace-
ments of uy = 2, 4, and 6 mm (Fig. 3D) further support the
experimental results. Clearly, the maximum principal strain at
any displacement is highest in the rigid cone model (2.5- and
1.7-fold at x = 6 mm, in comparison with soft and functionally
graded designs, respectively), and it is concentrated at the
cone-base interface. In contrast, the strain is uniformly dis-
tributed in the soft cone from the tip to the base, providing
high flexibility, but at the cost of the ability to remain an-
chored inside the punctured reference object. The functionally
graded design, however, facilitates strain diffusion at the
cone-base interface, maintains low strain at the tip, while

FIG. 5. Hybrid end effector
assembly and mechanical
characterization. (A–C) End
effector architecture consist-
ing of six radially arranged
functionally graded tooth-
like elements surrounded by
an embedded pneumatic ac-
tuator. (D–G) Actuation of
the end effector in the ab-
sence (D–E) and presence
(F–G) of an egg to demon-
strate the symmetrical appli-
cation of an applied load. (H)
Representative data of the
measured output force as a
function of the input air pres-
sure to the end effector, re-
vealing a maximum bite force
of ca.1.7 N per tooth-like ele-
ment. (I–K) Numerical results:
Strain distribution in an end
effector in the initial, unde-
formed configuration (I), and
during simulated pneumatic
actuation of rigid (J) and
functionally graded (K) tooth-
like elements attached to a
flexible basal plate.
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sacrificing only a small amount of the flexibility inherent in
the entire soft design, and exhibits an excellent ability to re-
main anchored inside the punctured reference object.

We also performed a series of compression tests on each
conical model to simulate object penetration by the hybrid
appendage. We used a truncated geometry for each of the
three models by removing the upper 5 mm from the cone tips
to apply uniform compressive forces and to avoid the sharp
tips that almost immediately break at high stresses. The
modulus gradient in the truncated cone was identical to the
sharp-tip cone in shear experiments, and this contained only
eight modulus steps and terminated with a material of
E = 0.9 GPa at the truncated edge. Each sample was sand-
wiched between two compression plates, and deformation was
applied by displacing the top plate to uy = 2.5 mm (Fig. 4A).
The experimental response recorded for each model (n = 4)
showed a small deviation and revealed three curves that
showed an almost linear relationship between force and dis-
placement, with the slope defining the stiffness of the samples
(Fig. 4A). As expected, the rigid cone exhibited the highest
stiffness, whereas stiffness of the soft cone was one fiftieth of
that exhibited by the rigid design, and thus, it lacked the ri-
gidity necessary to effectively apply point loads to an object of
interest. Compared with rigid and soft cones, the functionally
graded design exhibited a moderate stiffness, which was ap-
proximately one third that of the rigid design.

The mechanical response predicted by numerical results
for displacements ranging from uy = 0 to 1.5 mm revealed
good correspondence between experimental (solid lines) and
simulated mechanical responses (dotted lines) (Fig. 4B). The
numerical contour map of the principal strain at compressive
displacements of uy = 0.5, 1.0, and 1.5 mm further justifies the
comparative mechanical response of the three conical models
(Fig. 4C). Although the applied strain was not transferred to
the cone-base interface in the soft design, the high concen-
trated strain of 40% at uy = 1.5 mm around the tip led to large
localized tip deformations. In contrast, the strain was local-
ized around the cone-base interface in the rigid design, with a
maximum value of 40% at the same displacement, suggesting
permanent deformation at this interface during compression.
In the functionally graded design, however, the strain was
more evenly distributed, with a maximum local principal
strain at displacement, uy = 1.5 mm (11%), which was sig-
nificantly lower than that observed for the other two material
distributions, demonstrating increased failure resistance,
while maintaining moderate stiffness.

These combined results demonstrate that in comparison to
the completely soft or completely rigid designs, the func-
tionally graded model offers maximum anchoring stability
inside a punctured reference object by optimizing the bend-
ing stiffness and effectively reducing interfacial stresses on a
soft substrate under both shear and compressive loading re-
gimes. Based on these observations, and deriving inspiration
from the examples provided in Figure 1, we used multi-
material 3D printing to fabricate a pneumatically actuated,
radially symmetrical hybrid end effector with six function-
ally graded tooth-like elements (Fig. 5A) that interface with a
flexible base (Fig. 5B, C). The shape of each tooth-like ele-
ment was modified into a ‘‘curved-wedge’’ to provide a large
contact area between the outer surface of tooth-like elements
and the actuator, while maintaining a low bending stiffness.
The wedge-like design also maximized the space between the

opposing tooth-like elements to accommodate target objects of
interest. The entire end effector geometry (excluding the
pneumatic tube) was fabricated as a unitary piece in a single 3D
print, thus achieving excellent interfacial adhesion between the
constituent phases.20 The actuation force was provided by a
pneumatic tube that ran around the outside perimeter, between
the tooth-like elements and the end effector body (Fig. 5C).
When inflated, the relaxed pneumatic tube (Fig. 5D) expanded
within a rigid circular cavity and applied a radially inward
compressive force to actuate the inward bending of the tooth-
like elements and, hence, facilitated nearly symmetrical punc-
turing of an object of interest (Fig. 5E).

Using an egg as a test subject placed in the center of the
functionally graded end effector, we demonstrated its ability to
apply uniform and highly localized stresses (Fig. 5F and
Supplementary Video S1), which resulted in complete fracture
of the egg (Fig. 5G) (the separated fractured circular cap of the
egg shell was removed for photographic clarity after the test).
To quantify the end effector’s performance, we constructed a
test rig to measure the output force applied at the tip of each
tooth-like element as a function of input air pressure to the
pneumatic actuator (see Supplementary Section S2 for details).
The test rig consisted of six pre-calibrated spring steel de-
flection beams that were used to simultaneously measure the
force applied at the tip of each tooth-like element during a
loading event. After inflation of the pneumatic actuator to a
specific air pressure, the deflection of each of the beams was
measured to calculate the force applied by each tooth-like el-
ement (Fig. 5H). At a maximum applied pressure of 15 psi, we
measured a bite force per tooth-like element of ca. 1.7 N.

Finally, to better understand the mechanical deformation
modes of the end effector and the benefits of our biologically
inspired design, we also performed non-linear static finite
element simulations that incorporated either fully rigid or
functionally graded tooth-like elements. We first constructed
a 3D model of the end effector (Fig. 5I) and then imposed a
uniform pressure to the outer surfaces of the six tooth-like
elements to simulate their actuation. The simulations suggest
that for the same deformation, a higher actuation pressure of
25 kPa would be required to bend the six rigid tooth-like
elements compared with 14 kPa for their functionally graded
counterparts. Moreover, the strain maps for the end effector
with fully rigid tooth-like elements showed much larger
strains on actuation (Fig. 5J) than for the functionally graded
design (Fig. 5K). In both cases, the maximum strain was
located at the interface adjoining each tooth-like element and
the flexible base. However, in the case of functionally graded
end effectors, the strain was diffused through each tooth-like
element, thus reducing the maximum localized strain at the
interface. Therefore, the advantages imparted to an end ef-
fector with a compositionally graded architecture are two-
fold. First, it offers effective puncturing at low actuation
pressure, and second, it minimizes the structural damage by
reducing both the global and local maximum strain at the
interface adjoining the tooth-like elements and its flexible
basal plate.

Conclusion

The present research illustrates the advantages of hybrid end
effectors for soft robotic systems that demonstrate compli-
ance and resilience owing to the presence of soft and highly
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deformable actuators, while simultaneously possessing the
ability to apply highly concentrated loads at their rigid termini
and minimizing the onset of intrinsic structural damage. In
addition, the fabrication of these hybrid end effectors via
multi-material 3D printing provides significant advantages
over conventional multi-component assembly-based ap-
proaches in that it facilitates the rapid design and construction
of complex geometries while achieving excellent adhesion
between the constituent phases. The hybrid architecture de-
scribed here seamlessly integrates rigid and flexible compo-
nents via a functionally graded interface, and thus, it shows
great potential in the emerging field of soft robotics. Previous
work has successfully demonstrated the value of soft robotics
in the biomedical field,21,22 and the incorporation of hybrid
cutting and penetrating functionalities offers new possibilities
for interacting with soft biological tissues during difficult in-
terventional procedures. In addition to its value in robotics
applications, the functionally graded design strategy described
here could also be adapted for the flexible integration of
electronic and electromechanical systems where the targeted
functionality depends on the successful interfacing of rigid
components to flexible thin film substrates.
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