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Abstract

The first paper of this series establishes a unified theoretical framework that lays a solid
foundation for developing energy-conserving normal contact models for arbitrarily shaped
bodies in the discrete element method. It is derived based solely on the requirement that
the potential energy must be conserved for an elastic impact of two shapes under any
condition. The resulting general energy-conserving contact model states that the normal
force as a vector must be the gradient of a contact potential field. When such a contact
potential or energy function is specified, a complete normal contact model for a pair of
arbitrarily shaped particles, including the contact normal direction, contact point/line
and force magnitude, will be automatically followed without introducing any additional
assumptions. In this framework, the contact geometry and contact force are indispensably
related and are evaluated in a consistent manner. Due to the paramount role that the
energy function plays in the current theory, its fundamental properties are discussed,
which serve as general guidance for choosing a valid energy function. In addition, both
single and multiple contacts and their evolution can be handled in a seamless way. Some
symmetric properties of particle shapes can also be utilised to simplify the contact models.
Within the proposed theoretical framework, different choices or combinations of geometric
features as variables for the contact energy function can give rise to unique types of energy-
conserving contact models with distinct characteristics and features. Two such functions
using only one primary feature, which lead to two specialised energy-conserving contact
models, will be presented in the subsequent papers of this series.

keywords: Discrete element, Unified contact theory, Convex and concave shapes, Energy-
conserving contact model, Multiple contacts

1 Introduction

The classic discrete element methods (DEM) [1] has been firmly established as one of the
most effective computational modelling techniques for modelling systems exhibiting discrete
or particulate behaviour in many diverse scientific and engineering fields. These applica-
tions range from granular matters in physics to rock and soil mechanics, from processing
and chemical engineering, civil, geo or mining engineering, to agricultural or environmental
engineering, from the manufacturing sector to the defense industry.

DEM has been coupled with other continuum based methods (such as the finite element
method (FEM) [2] and the material point method (MPM) [3, 4]), and also with other physical
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phases (such as fluids, thermal and magnetic fields) in conjunction with the corresponding
numerical techniques, including various CFD methods [5]. This coupling approach greatly
extends the applicability of DEM to much wider applications. A large body of literature
exists that has covered many aspects of DEM from theoretical developments, computational
techniques and implementation to applications. See monographs on DEM and its applications
in various engineering fields [2, 6, 7, 8, 9] and the references therein.

The growing popularity of DEM, particularly in industrial applications, may be attributed to
the following reasons: 1) the discrete and rigid nature of particles; 2) a simple computational
framework with discs/spheres as the principle geometric primitives; 3) a set of explicitly
defined contact laws replacing complicated contact interactions between solid particles; and
4) the availability of commercial software (such as PFC [10], EDEM [11], StarCCM+ [12])
and open-source codes (such as LIGGGTHS [13], Yade [14] and MatDEM [15]), coupled with
the use of more accessible parallel computing platforms (GPU or GPGPU for instance).

Nevertheless, there are still many challenging issues to be resolved in discrete element mod-
elling. There is an increasing need to develop more fundamental contact models for general
non-disc/spherical (convex and concave) particles. Particle shape has long been recognised
as one of the most important factors that affect the physical behaviour of granular systems
in real applications. Since the 1980s, various non-disc/spherical or irregular particle shapes
have been proposed in DEM including ellipses [16, 17], ellipsoids [18], super-quadrics [19],
cylinders [20], dilated or Minkowski-sum generated shapes [21, 22, 23], poly-ellipsoids [24, 25]
and poly-super-ellipsoids [26], polygons [27, 28] and polyhedra [29, 30, 31, 32]. More recent
inclusions are level-set defined shapes based on CT scanned images [33], and analytical func-
tion represented smooth shapes, such as Fourier series-based for 2D shapes [34], NURBS (or
B-spline) based [35] 3D shapes, spherical harmonic represented 3D objects [36, 37], and iso-
geometric representation of 3D surfaces [38, 39]. No doubt, these shapes significantly enhance
the shape representation capability of DEM for industrial applications.

A complete contact model for a pair of shapes consists of two aspects: geometric and physical.
The geometric aspect defines all the geometric features associated with a contact, including
the contact region/surfaces, contact volume/area/overlap, contact normal direction, and con-
tact point; while the physical aspects defines the resulting normal contact force (or its magni-
tude) in terms of some of these contact geometric features. By combining these two aspects,
a contact model should unambiguously define the direction, contact point and magnitude of
the normal contact force for any possible configuration of the two shapes concerned.

Typically in DEM, the geometric aspect is treated as a contact detection or local resolution
issue, while the physical aspect is specified by various contact interaction or constitutive
laws. In almost all existing contact models developed for non-disc/spherical contact models,
the contact geometric features are the focus and are evaluated independent of the contact
laws used. In the other words, the geometric and physical aspect of a contact model for a
particular pair of shapes is essentially decoupled. This decoupled contact modelling frame-
work stems from discs and spheres where the contact geometric features are well defined and
the interaction law only specifies the magnitude of the normal contact force as a linear or
nonlinear function of the overlap.

However, for irregular particles, their contact geometric features are no longer uniquely de-
fined, and different definitions may exist for a particular geometric feature. For instance,
for a vertex-vertex contact situation between two polygons/polyhedra [27, 29, 31], defining
the contact normal direction may be a challenging issue because of the boundary normal
discontinuity of polygons/polyhedra at their vertices and edges. The same argument can
equally apply to the overlap and the contact point. This non-uniqueness for one particular
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geometric feature alone will not cause any concern, but potential problems arise when the
normal direction, overlap and contact point are collectively defined not in a consistent but an
”ad-hoc” fashion. For instance, in the cylindrical particle model proposed in [20], the overlap
of the two cylinders is defined independent of the contact normal. Later tests reveal that
this rather inconsistent definition of the overlap with the contact normal may result in an
energy increase for an elastic impact and therefore becomes a source of potential numerical
instability. Similar inconsistencies between different contact geometric features can be found
in many existing irregular particle contact models. Moreover, the decoupling between the
geometric and physical aspects of a contact model for non-spherical particles can also give rise
to the potential problem of an energy increase. This claim is not obvious but much subtle,
which will be highlighted in Section 4.

In summary, contacts between non-spherical particles are much more complex than currently
assumed. The issues mentioned above can only be adequately addressed from a more fun-
damental consideration of how to properly define the contact geometric features and force
magnitude in a more systematic way. The aim of the current work of this series is to es-
tablish such a theoretical framework purely based on one condition: the potential energy of
the two contact particles should be conserved for an elastic impact. As will be shown later,
by introducing a contact potential energy function, a complete normal contact mode for any
shapes can be derived automatically without any additional assumptions, and the model is
guaranteed to be energy-conserving. This provides a unified framework to establish various
normal contact models based on different choices of the contact energy function. Due to the
energy-conserving property, the resulting normal contact models ensure that no superficial
energy will be generated, thereby leading to much more robust and stable DEM simulations
for complex contact scenarios.

It is noted that a similar idea of using the concept of force potential for contact is also
proposed in [2, 40, 41] for triangle/tetrahedron contacts in the context of the combined finite
element/discrete element methodology [2]. However, the force potential used is (discretised)
element based rather than the contact region based in the current work.

In the next section, the contact geometry, contact forces of two particles and interaction
laws are briefly reviewed to allow for the development of a general energy-conserving contact
theory in a fundamental way in Section 3. The theory is based on a proper definition of the
incremental contact work done by a pair of contact force and moment over an infinitesimal
path and examining the conservation property of the total contact work done when moving
two contacting particles in their contact configuration space. The energy-conserving require-
ment leads to the statement that the normal contact force must be the gradient of a scalar
potential field, or the contact energy function. By specifying such an energy function, a
general energy-conserving normal contact model is fully defined, as described in Section 4.
The theory clear demonstrates that all the contact geometry features and contact force of
a contact are indispensably related and should be evaluated in a consistent manner. Due
to the paramount role that the energy function plays in the current theory, its fundamental
properties are discussed, which will serve as general guidance for choosing a valid energy
function. Both single or multiple contacts and their evolution can be handled in a seamless
way. Some symmetric properties of particle shapes can also be utilised to simplify the contact
models. These two issues are discussed in detail in Section 5.

Within the proposed theoretical framework, different choices or combinations of geometric
features as variables for the contact energy function can give rise to unique types of energy-
conserving contact models with distinct characteristics and features. Two such functions
which use only one primary feature lead to two specialised energy-conserving contact models,
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Figure 1: Two generally shaped bodies Ω1 and Ω2 in contact and their contact region

and will be presented in the subsequent papers of this series [42, 43]. The corresponding
computational procedures will also be described in detail. Numerical examples involving a
wide variety of 3D concave shapes will be included to verify the energy-conserving property of
the contact models, and also to illustrate their robustness and applicability in more complex
and realistic problems. As will be demonstrated in a later paper [43], the existing contact
models (linear or Hertz) for discs/spheres can be recast as a special case within this framework
and are energy-conserving as expected.

2 Preliminary: Contact Geometry, Forces, and Interaction
Laws

2.1 Contact Geometry

Consider, at a time instance t, two arbitrarily shaped rigid bodies Ω1 and Ω2 with an overlap
in 3D space, as shown in Figure 1. In a fixed global coordinate system, choose two arbitrary
points, with coordinates x and x′ at the two bodies respectively, as the two reference points.
These points are often chosen to be the mass or geometric centroids of the bodies. The
angular orientations of the bodies are represented by two vectors θ and θ′ respectively.

The intersection of the two bodies, shown in Figure 1, forms an overlap or contact region Ωc

Ωc ≡ Ω1 ∩Ω2 ≠ ∅

Let Si ≡ ∂Ωi (i = 1,2) be the boundary surface of the body i, and Sc ≡ ∂Ωc the boundary of
the contact region. Sc is generally well defined, but can be a multi-connected domain. Divide
Sc into two parts:

Sc = Sc1 + Sc2 (1)

where Sci (i = 1,2) is part of the contact boundary that belongs to the body i:

Sci = Sc ∩ Si

Both surfaces Sc1 and Sc2 are open and share a common and properly oriented boundary,
denoted as Γc. In general Γc is a closed curve but may consist of multiple disjointed closed
curves.
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The contact region Ωc normally determines the geometric aspect of the contact between the
two bodies concerned. Define gk, (k = 1, ..., ng) to be ng characteristics or geometric features
of the contact region Ωc:

gk = ∣Ωc∣k (k = 1,⋯, ng)

where ∣Ω∣k denotes a particular measure of a domain Ω. These measures, i.e. geometric
features, must be coordinate invariant, as will be addressed later. The commonly used contact
geometric features include: overlap or penetration depth, (contact) area or volume. However,
some geometric features may be associated not only with the contact region Ωc, but also with
its vicinity of Ω1 and Ω2. This particular issue will be further exploited and explained in
another paper of this series [43].

In what follows, where only the contact region and the corresponding contact surfaces are
considered, the superscript c will be dropped from Sc, Sc1, S

c
2 and Γc for simplicity.

It is also noted that both x and x′ introduced earlier will specifically represent the coordinates
of the two default reference points in the next section for simplicity. However, x will be used
elsewhere to represent the coordinates of an arbitrary point, and at the same time r = x−o = x
is adopted to denote its position vector from the origin. Both x and r are mathematically
equivalent but may have slightly different geometric or physical meanings. Therefore x and
r will be selectively chosen depending on the circumstances.

For further simplification (but without altering any conclusion), the second body Ω2 is always
assumed stationary, unless stated otherwise.

2.2 Contact Forces

In the context of continuum mechanics, when two solid bodies Ω1 and Ω2 are brought into
contact, they are deformed at the vicinity of the contact zone, and a pair of equal but opposite
distributed contact tractions exist over the contact area on each body. In contact mechanics,
these tractions are determined, together with the deformation, by solving the contact problem
concerned, typically by penalty or Lagrangian methods [44].

In classic DEM, all solid bodies are rigid and cannot deform. Thus, the real contact zone
between two bodies has to be approximated by allowing the two bodies to overlap and form
a contact region. There is no underlying mechanism that can obtain the contact traction.
Instead, only the resultant force F of the traction is assumed to be applied at a point in the
overlapping zone on one contacting body. An equal but opposite force F′ = −F is applied
at the same point but on the other body. The resultant contact moment about the point is
ignored in general, even if it exists.

The force F is further resolved into a normal component, Fn, and a tangential component,
Fτ . The contact direction, point and magnitude are three essential elements of the contact
force F, and are collectively termed the contact force features in this work.

For discs or spheres, the normal direction of a contact is well defined. However, this may not
be the case for most non-spherical shapes where the normal contact direction is often defined
on an ad-hoc basis. Furthermore, the tangential contact force is generally considered as a
frictional force, although this is also the resultant of many contact forces due to asperities at
a microscopic level.
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2.3 Contact Interaction Laws

As all elements in DEM are rigid and no deformation is allowed, the contact forces cannot
be evaluated as part of a solution procedure. Thus they have to be pre-defined by contact
interaction laws. A complete contact interaction law should explicitly define the relationship
between the contact force and the contact geometric features together with some history
variables of the contact, if necessary. The force can be normal or tangential, and all the
contact features of the force, i.e. direction, point and magnitude, must also be defined un-
ambiguously by the interaction law.

As interaction laws are deemed to represent the true contact mechanics behaviour of the two
bodies to a certain degree, they should be physically based, i.e. either theoretically developed
based on underlying physical principles or obtained experimentally. An inappropriate contact
law can lead to the erroneous physical behaviour of the particle system being modelled by
DEM.

Historically, the most widely used interaction laws are proposed for discs and spheres. For
these shapes, the overlap as a contact geometric feature can be readily calculated - the contact
direction is fixed and the contact point or centre can be specified within a range. Thus, an
interaction law mainly defines the relationship between the magnitude of the force and the
overlap. For mechanical contact without considering adhesion/cohesion, the Hertzian contact
model [45] is theoretically derived for two linearly elastic spheres under a normal contact,
while the Hertz-Mindlin model [46, 45] is for elastic spheres in an oblique contact. All other
normal contact laws, including the linear spring model, are of an approximation nature. The
classic Coulomb friction model is the most simple and widely used tangential interaction law.

The Hertzian contact theory is often extended to non-spherical but elastic shapes, such
as ellipsoids [18] or super-quadrics [9], where their surfaces can be described by analytical
functions. However, the resulting model cannot be expressed in a simple explicit form, and
the force values need to be evaluated numerically, unless further assumptions are made.

For more complex shapes with sharp edges and corners, such as polygons and polyhedra, no
physically based theoretical model is available to serve as an interaction law. The same applies
to realistic shapes obtained digitally and represented by meshes or other forms [35]. In this
sense, existing contact models for non-spherical particles can all be classified as numerically-
based.

As already mentioned in the introduction, almost all existing contact models independently
define the contact geometry from the magnitude of the normal contact force. This decoupled
approach can cause non-physical behaviours in DEM simulations. Hence there has a growing
need to develop a general contact theory for arbitrarily shaped particles that can provide a
unified approach to treat all the contact geometric features and the normal contact force in a
consistent manner, such that robust normal contact models for these particles can be derived
in a systemic way.

Note that the resulting contact model may not be physically accurate as this is not realistic,
but it should possess certain properties that can reflect fundamental features of a granular
system. The conservation of elastic potential energy is the most fundamental property for an
elastic impact. Purely based on the requirement of energy conservation, the next section will
develop a comprehensive normal contact theory that guarantees the conservation of elastic
energy for arbitrarily shaped particle collisions. Based on this theory, a general energy-
conserving contact model will naturally follow to define all the contact features uniquely.

Under this new framework, the interaction law will describe the normal contact force as a
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vector in terms of some contact geometric features. The contact geometric features depend on
the positions, orientations and shapes of the two contacting bodies. Thus, the most general
form of an interaction law for the normal contact force can be expressed as a function of the
positions and velocities of the contact pair, but may also depend on some internal variables,
or may be explicitly related to time t:

Fn = Fn(x,x′,θ,θ′, ẋ, ẋ′, θ̇, θ̇′, t,Ψ) (2)

where Ψ = {ψ1,⋯, ψnψ} denotes a set of internal variables ψi. From Fn, the magnitude Fn
and the unit normal direction n can be obtained as

Fn = ∥Fn∥; n = Fn/Fn (3)

Note that the normal force should be acting at the contact point, but this point as a contact
geometric feature is not defined by (2), and therefore needs to be determined based on an
additional condition.

In the next section, before the contact point is formally defined, the normal contact force Fn

is technically transferred from the (unknown) contact point to the reference point x but must
be accompanied by a moment Mn. This is to follow the transmissibilty principle in statics
to ensure that the force-couple pair (Fn,Mn) acting at the reference point is equivalent to a
single force Fn acting at the contact point.

3 An Energy-Conserving Contact Theory

The main idea of this theory is proposed in [27] for polygons and is then extended to polyhedra
and general shapes in [30, 31]. A concise general form is presented in [47]. In this section,
the theory will be re-established in a more fundamental and rigorous manner, and many of
its new aspects will also be exploited.

3.1 Configuration Space, Motion, Contact Forces and Contact Energy

Both the position and orientation of a rigid body are fully determined by x and θ at the
chosen reference point, and can be represented by a point in the (x,θ) space which is termed
the configuration space and denoted as C. The domain occupied by the body can be expressed
as a function Ω(x,θ). The motion of a rigid body in the physical space corresponds to a
path in its configuration space.

In association with the reference point (x,θ) of Body 1 in its configuration space, we can
define the corresponding contact force (vector) F and contact moment (vector) M acting at
the reference point due to the contact with Body 2 (which is assumed fixed). The force-
moment pair (F,M) define the so called conjugate space F such that at each point in C,
we can define an incremental contact work done along any infinitesimal path, defined by
(dx, dθ), as

dW = −(F,M) ⋅ (dx, dθ) = −(F ⋅ dx +M ⋅ dθ) (4)

Further define a total contact work done, W , along a path La→b in the configuration space
from a starting point a to an end point b as

W (La→b) = ∫
La→b

dW = ∫
La→b

−(F ⋅ dx +M ⋅ dθ) (5)
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which is equal to the total external work required to move Body 1 against Body 2 along the
path from a to b. This work done can also be considered as the total contact energy stored
in the two-body system after the motion.

As there are an infinite number of paths that can be taken from a to b, W (La→b) may be
path-dependent or multi-valued. This path dependency depends solely on how F and M are
defined and if they are conservative fields.

3.2 Contact Energy Generation, Conservation and Dissipation

Consider that Body 1 moves in the configuration space along a closed path La−a that starts
and ends at the same point a. The total external work done along the path is

W (La−a) = −∮
La−a

(F ⋅ dx +M ⋅ dθ)

There are three possible cases: W > 0,= 0 or < 0 which are discussed below.

� Case 1: W > 0. Some contact energy has been dissipated. Extra net energy needs to be
inputted to the system in order for Body 1 to return back to its original state. When
the same path is followed repeatedly, more energy needs to be inputted, and therefore
the contact system must dissipate energy and exhibits a dissipative nature. From a
computational point of view, the system will eventually converge to a stationary state
if no extra energy is put into the system.

� Case 2: W = 0. The contact energy is conserved. Both the net external and internal
energy are zero, and no extra energy is inputted or gained from the contact system.
Thus the system returns back to its original state after one complete motion cycle.

� Case 3: W < 0. Extra energy has been generated. The net energy input required
to return the contact system back to its original state is negative, thus the contact
force and moment must have produced extra energy in one complete cycle. If the cycle
repeats, extra energy will be continuously generated and will accumulate in the system,
which indicates that the system exhibits a unrealistic and non-physical behaviour which
will eventually cause numerical instability.

Thus, to avoid the non-physical behaviour of a contact system, the contact energy W asso-
ciated with F and M for a closed path must be dissipative or at least conserved, i.e. W ≥ 0.
This applies to any closed path through any point in the configuration space. Consequently,
a pair of given contact force and moment fields (F,M) are computationally acceptable only
if the total work done along any closed path L is non-negative:

W (L) = −∮
L
(F ⋅ dx +M ⋅ dθ) ≥ 0; ∀L (closed path) ∈ C (6)

However, if F and M are functions of x and θ only, they cannot be dissipative, as will be
proved below. Suppose that F and M are dissipative for a closed path L for a certain direction
of travel, and that the total work done is

W (L) = −∳
L
(F ⋅ dx +M ⋅ dθ) > 0

Consider a new closed path L′ = −L, which is the reverse of the original path. F and Mc

on L′ remain the same as on L, but the path travel direction (dx, dθ) is reversed. Thus the
work done on the new path must be positive:
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W (L′) = −∲
L′

(F ⋅ dx +M ⋅ dθ) = ∳
L
(F ⋅ dx +M ⋅ dθ) = −W (L) < 0

so F and M are not dissipative which contradicts the original assumption.

Hence, it can be concluded that the contact system cannot dissipate energy if F and M are
purely determined by x and θ, or in general by the contact geometric features of the two bodies,
unless the contact force and moment are also affected by other factors, such as velocity, path
or time-dependent internal or state variables.

Furthermore, when developing elastic contact interaction models based on contact geometric
features only, the models have to conserve energy. Otherwise, numerical instability during
DEM simulations may occur due to the accumulation of superficially generated contact en-
ergy. Thus, energy conservation should be the most basic requirement for any elastic contact
interaction law in DEM.

3.3 Energy Conservative Contact Force and Moment

It is of both theoretical and computational importance in DEM to establish the combined
force-moment vector field (F,M) that can lead to energy conservation, i.e. satisfies the
condition

W (L) = ∮
L
(F ⋅ dx +M ⋅ dθ) = 0; ∀L (closed path) ∈ C (7)

This is also equivalent to stating that the work done along any path between two points a
and b in the configuration space is a path-independent constant:

W (La→b) = const; ∀La→b ∶ a,b ∈ C (8)

According to the gradient theorem in calculus [48], the above two equivalent conditions (7)
and (8) can be satisfied if (F,M) is a potential vector field, i.e. there exists a scalar potential
function, termed the contact energy function, w(x,θ), such that the (F,M) is the negative
gradient of the function:

(F,M) = −∇w(x,θ) (9)

or in component form

F = −∇xw(x,θ) ≡ −∂w(x,θ)
∂x

; M = −∇θ w(x,θ) ≡ −∂w(x,θ)
∂θ

(10)

The above conclusion has a sound physical explanation: if the current contact state is fully
described by a contact energy function w, the true contact force and moment at the state
will reduce the contact energy most effectively or at the greatest rate, i.e. along the negative
gradient direction of w.

The contact energy function w for the energy conservative vector field (F,M) is not unique,
but up to an arbitrary constant. This can be resolved by setting zero as the reference value
for any point in the non-contact region.

Thus, w(x,θ) defines a global function in the configuration space C, and it can be represented
by an ’energy mountain’ or iso-energy contours, as illustrated in Figure 2. The negative
gradient direction of the energy at each point on the energy map is normal to the iso-energy
line, and therefore determines the direction of the force and moment at the position. The
tangential plane π at a point on an iso-energy line defines all possible directions of motion
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Figure 2: An illustrative energy function w: (a) the energy mountain in the configuration
space C; and (b) the contour plot

at the vicinity of the point along which no contact force/moment will be experienced, as the
change in energy is zero.

Hence, the force F defined above must be the normal contact force. So from now on, F is
denoted as Fn, and M as Mn, with

Fn = −
∂w(x,θ)

∂x
(11)

Mn = −∇θ w(x,θ) ≡ −∂w(x,θ)
∂θ

(12)

Consequently, the explicit expression (11) for Fn leads to the formal definition of the magni-
tude Fn = ∥Fn∥ and the normal contact direction n as the unit vector of Fn

n = Fn/Fn (13)

3.4 Normal Contact Force and Moment for a New Reference Point

Both the normal contact force Fn and moment Mn established in the preceding section act
on the reference point x of Body 1. When choosing a new reference point x̄ instead of x for
the body, while adopting the same θ for orientation, the normal contact force and moment
will be applied at this new point. Let the new contact force and moment be denoted F̄n

and M̄n. The relationship between (Fn,Mn) and (F̄n,M̄n) will be established below. This
relationship will be used in the next subsection to formally define the contact point.

Define the relative position vector of x̄ to x to be r̄ = x̄ − x, so

x̄ = x + r̄

First consider the differential of x̄ (which has a fixed distance to x) due to the infinitesimal
changes of both x and θ at the original reference point:

dx̄ = dx + dθ × r̄ (14)

from which we can identify the relations

∂x̄

∂x
= I3
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and
∂x̄

∂θ
= I3 × r̄ (15)

where I3 is the identity matrix of order 3. Note that I3 × r̄ is a skew-symmetric matrix
associated with r̄ = (rx, ry, rz) as

I3 × r̄ = −r̄ × I3 =
⎛
⎜
⎝

0 rz −ry
−rz 0 rx
ry −rx 0

⎞
⎟
⎠

(16)

Thus the contact energy function w can be re-written in terms of x̄ and θ as

w(x,θ) = w(x̄ + r,θ) = w̄(x̄,θ) (17)

From the energy conserving definition (11), the normal force associated with this new refer-
ence point is

F̄n = −
∂w̄

∂x̄
= −∂w

∂x
= Fn (18)

This indicates that the normal force Fn remains the same and thus is independent of the
reference point chosen, as expected. As θ is also considered as a rotation about the new
point, the associated moment is by definition (12)

M̄n = −
∂w̄

∂θ
(19)

while the moment at the original reference point is

Mn = −
∂w(x,θ)

∂θ
= −∂w̄(x̄,θ)

∂θ
= −∂w̄

∂x̄
⋅ ∂x̄

∂θ
− ∂w̄
∂θ

= Fn ⋅
∂x̄

∂θ
+ M̄n (20)

Thus, utilising (15), we have

Mn =
∂w

∂θ
+ M̄n = Fn ⋅ (I3 × r̄) + M̄n = r̄ ×Fn + M̄n (21)

or
M̄n = Mn − r ×Fn (22)

Consequently, both the normal contact force (18) and the moment (22) at the new reference
point exactly follow the principle of transmissibility for a force-couple in statics of mechanics.
Thus the reference point can be chosen at any position in principle.

3.5 Contact Point and Normal Contact Line

The contact moment Mn is introduced to account for the resistance that one body experiences
against the other in a rotational motion about the reference point x. However, this moment is
’nominal ’ in that no contact moment is explicitly considered in the contact region in existing
contact models. Typically, the normal contact force is applied at a point in the region without
considering any contact moment. This point is usually called the contact point.

As discussed in the introduction, in addition to the contact normal direction, the contact
point is also defined in an ad-hoc manner in conventional discrete element interaction models.
For a non-disc/sphere contact model, if the contact point is selected arbitrarily, there is no
guarantee that energy conservation will hold for a pure elastic impact.
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However, energy conservation is ensured when both Fn and Mn are determined by (11) and
(12) for the reference point x within the current normal contact model framework. This
reference point could also be considered as the contact point.

As proved in the previous section, the choice of the reference point is arbitrary, and any point
can serve such a role. However, a general reference point may not be located in the contact
zone and an accompanying moment will need to be applied. Thus such a reference point may
not be an appropriate candidate for the contact point, and particularly when a tangential
force also needs to be applied at the point. These considerations lead to the formal definition
of the contact point.

The establishment of (22) for the new contact moment at a different reference point suggests
that there must exist a point where the corresponding contact moment will disappear. Thus
this particular point, if exists, is defined as the contact point. Denote xc to be its coordinates
and rc = xc − x its position vector.

Equation (22) then gives rise to the following condition that can be used to determine the
contact point xc

Mc = Mn − rc ×Fn = 0 (23)

or
(xc − x) ×Fn = Mn (24)

from which xc can be found to be

xc = x + n ×Mc

Fn
+ λn (25)

where x is the coordinates of the reference point and λ is a free parameter to be determined.

The presence of λ defines a fixed line along the contact normal direction, which implies that
the contact point xc is not unique and can be taken as any point along the line. This line,
which is spatially fixed, is therefore termed the normal contact line. From the point of view
of the normal contact, any point on the line will result in the same normal motion of the
bodies. However, the position of this point will have different effects on the tangential force
when it has to be considered. As the current work focuses on the normal force, this issue of
determining a unique contact point will not be addressed here. However, by introducing a
special condition, a fixed contact point can be found, as will be discussed in anoth paper of
this series [42].

4 A General Energy Conserving Normal Contact Model

As discussed in the previous section, the contact energy function w is a function of the
position and orientation of the first body. This is under the assumption that the second
body is stationary and therefore its position and orientation (x′,θ′) are not presented as
additional variables for the energy function. In general, both bodies are movable so w should
be expressed as a function of both (x,θ) and (x′,θ′). However, all the conclusions drawn
above remain valid.

All the preceding discussions lead to a general energy conserving normal contact model for a
given energy function w. The detail of this general model is summarised below.

Model 1 (General Energy-Conserving Normal Contact Model). For two (rigid) bodies in
contact, assume that their positions and orientations can be described by (x,θ) and (x′,θ′)
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Figure 3: Illustration of the contact normal, point and line of the body Ω1

respectively. The following normal contact model will be energy-conserving if there exists a
scalar potential function w(x,θ,x′,θ′) such that

1) The normal contact force acting on Body 1 from Body 2, Fn, is determined by

Fn = −∇xw(x,θ,x′,θ′) = −∂w(x,θ,x′,θ′)
∂x

(26)

The contact force applied to Body 2 from Body 1 is:

F′
n = −Fn (27)

2) The contact normal n can be deduced as the unit vector of Fn

n = Fn/Fn (28)

where Fn = ∥Fn∥ is the magnitude of Fn.

3) The contact point c, at which only the contact force Fn needs to be applied, is given by

xc = x + n ×Mn

Fn
+ λn (29)

where λ is a free parameter; and Mn is a nominal contact moment that is not applied
to the contact point and is defined as

Mn = −∇θw(x,θ,x′,θ′) = −∂w(x,θ,x′,θ′)
∂θ

(30)

The normal contact line is formed by xc as the linear function of λ along the normal
direction n.

4) The tangential plane π is the plane perpendicular to the contact normal n and passes
through the chosen contact point.

Figure 3 illustrates the contact normal, point and line for Body 1 defined by the above model.
Both (26) and (30) clearly indicate that the contact force and moment are indispensably
related to the contact geometry in a much complex manner and can constantly evolve as the
contact geometry changes.

The remainder of this section will discuss some theoretical issues inherent in this general
energy-conserving normal contact model.
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4.1 Fundamental Properties of the Contact Energy Function

The contact energy function w plays a pivotal role in the development of the above general
energy conserving contact theory and the general contact model. This subsection will further
establish some basic properties that the energy function should satisfy. The consequences of
such properties will provide general guidelines for choosing a valid energy function.

4.1.1 Coordinate invariance

The most fundamental property of the energy function is that it should be independent of
the chosen global coordinate system. Thus, when considering the contact geometry of two
bodies, a local, rather a global system, convenient to this pair of bodies, should be used.
Equivalently, the energy function should remain unchanged when the coordinate system is
subjected to any translation and/or rotation. This coordinate system invariance of the energy
function can be further exploited to establish other important relationships that the current
contact theory implies.

Note that in the previous section, the reference position x′ and orientation θ′ of Body 2 are
assumed constant, so x′ and θ′ are omitted from w and the subsequent derivations. In the
following discussion, x′ and θ′ will be treated as variables under a coordinate transformation.
Thus, we explicitly assume that w is also a function of x′ and θ′ when necessary.

1. Translation invariance: The function w remains the same when the coordinate system
is subjected to any pure translation.

Then, ignoring the dependency of θ and θ′, w must have the property:

w(x,x′) = w̄(x − x′) (31)

This can be proved as follows. Consider an arbitrary translation u of the coordinate system.
The translation invariance requires

w(x,x′) = w(x + u,x′ + u)

Set u = −x′, it follows
w(x,x′) = w(x − x′,0) = w̄(x − x′)

which is the stated property (31). Thus, the energy function can be condensed to w(x −
x′,θ,θ′) with three sets of variables instead of four.

Following (11),

Fn = −
∂w

∂x
= ∂w

∂x′
= −F′

n; or Fn +F′
n = 0 (32)

i.e. Fn and F′
n must be a action and reaction pair, as expected.

2. Rotation invariance: When the default global coordinate system is subjected to a
rotation of any angle, w remains unchanged.

The full differential of the function w for a fixed coordinate system is

dw = ∂w
∂x

⋅ dx + ∂w

∂x′
⋅ dx′ + ∂w

∂θ
⋅ dθ + ∂w

∂θ′
⋅ dθ′ (33)

Consider the case where the origin of the coordinate system coincides with the reference point
x of Body 1, and the system is subjected to an infinitesimal rotation of dθ∗ about the origin.
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Such a rotation is equivalent to rotating both bodies about the origin with the same angle
but in the opposite direction. Thus, we have the following relations:

dx = 0; dθ = dθ∗; dx′ = −dθ∗ × r′; dθ′ = −dθ∗ (34)

where r′ = x′ −x. As w remains unchanged under any rotation, dw = 0. Thus (33) reduces to

∂w

∂x′
⋅ dx′ + ∂w

∂θ
⋅ dθ + ∂w

∂θ′
⋅ dθ′ = 0; (35)

By utilising (11), (12) and (15), we have

F′
n ⋅ (dθ

∗ × r) +Mc ⋅ dθ∗ +M′
n ⋅ dθ

∗ = 0 (36)

which, due to the arbitrary nature of dθ∗, yields

− r′ ×Fn +Mn +M′
n = 0 (37)

The first term −r′ ×Fn is the moment produced by the couple Fn and F′
n(= −Fn). Thus, the

above equation simply states the moment equilibrium of the two bodies as a whole system.

In summary, both translational and rotational invariances lead to (32) and (37) which are
simply the standard equilibrium conditions that both contact forces and moments should
satisfy. However, these conditions are previously imposed on the contact model, while the
conditions are naturally derived here from the requirement of the coordinate system invariance
for the energy function w, i.e. as long as w is coordinate system independent, the equilibrium
of the contact forces and moments is guaranteed.

4.2 Forms

The above coordinate invariance suggests that the energy function w should be a func-
tion of some geometric features of the contact region Ωc that are coordinate invariant. Let
g1, g2,⋯, gng be ng such geometric features. w can be expressed in a general form:

w = w(g1, g2,⋯, gng) (38)

Geometric features that are coordinate invariant include overlap, contact area and volume,
and the invariants or principal moments of inertia of the contact region. The simplest option
for w is to assume that it only depends on one primary geometric feature g:

w = w(g) (39)

Different choices or combinations of geometric features as variables for the contact energy
function can give rise to unique types of energy-conserving contact models with distinct
characteristics and features. Two such functions with one primary feature, leading to two
specialised energy-conserving contact models within the current theoretical framework, will
be presented in the subsequent papers of this series [42, 43].

4.3 Smoothness and Monotonicity

As the normal force and moment are the gradient of the energy function, w should be at
least C1 continuous on the space C, but the gradient is allowed to be non-smooth at lower
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dimensional domains. For instance, at the boundary of the contact domain in C, the gradient
of w may be discontinuous.

If w only depends on one geometric feature g, it should be monotonically increasing

w(ga) > w(gb), ∀ga > gb

If w depends on multiple geometric features gi(i = 1,⋯,m), it should be a generalised mono-
tonically increasing function

w(g1a,⋯, gma) > (g1b,⋯, gmb), ∀gia > gib (i = 1,⋯,m)

4.4 Geometric Property Consistency

For shapes having certain geometric properties, such as symmetry, the energy function should
also preserve these properties. For instance, consider the contact between a cylinder and
any other shape: any rotation about the axis of the cylinder will not alter the contact
region so that all the contact geometric features should remain the same. It is therefore
expected that the energy function also exhibits this property, i.e. the energy function should
remain unchanged under such motion. Hence, invariants that are induced by these geometric
properties must be presented in the energy function either implicitly or explicitly.

The consequence of this consistency of w with the underlying geometric natures of the shapes
concerned will be explored in Section 5.2, where for a few special geometric shapes, the contact
normal and/or the contact point/line may be determined without any prior knowledge of the
actual form of the energy function.

4.5 Energy Conservation and Dissipation

As discussed in Section 4.2, the form of the energy function w can be simple, or very com-
plicated. The important feature of w is that it is purely a function of the position x and
orientation θ of the reference point/body. Thus the normal force and moment are also func-
tions of these two vector variables, and so cannot depend on any other variables. Otherwise,
the conservative nature of the force-moment field will not be held and energy conservation
will be violated. This also implies that no history-dependent and internal state variables can
be included in the expression of w. Fn and Mn must be determined based only on the current
configurations of the two contacting bodies. Other qualities such as velocity and acceleration
cannot be present.

When the energy function is described in a way that satisfies all the conditions outlined in
the previous subsections, the whole contact model will follow naturally without any further
assumption. As noted earlier, different energy functions will lead to different normal contact
models in terms of their contact geometric and force features. The corresponding computa-
tional procedures involved will be different and thus may have various numerical efficiencies,
so they exhibit different advantages and disadvantages. Nevertheless, these specialised con-
tact models can be viewed as individual members of the same general contact model that is
derived from the current energy-conserving contact theory.

When energy dissipation mechanisms, such as plastic deformation or other forms of energy
loss, need to be considered in the contact, relevant energy dissipation terms or models can
be added to complement the current normal contact model. Dissipative behaviour can also



17

be considered in the current framework by modifying the energy function to include addi-
tional terms that depend on internal or history-dependent state variables, or time-dependent
quantities, such as velocity and acceleration.

For instance, analogous to the conventional viscous damping model, a viscous damping in-
duced energy due to the relative contact velocity can be added to the energy function. Alter-
natively, some parameters in the function can be history-dependent, similar to the Walton-
Braun hysteresis model [49] (where different stiffness coefficients are used for loading and
unloading, but these two stages are distinguished by the maximum penetration which is a
history variable). Furthermore, friction can be taken into account by adding friction and
tangential motion related terms into the energy function. As the current work focuses on the
elastic energy conservation of the normal contact, energy dissipative contact issues will not
be discussed further.

5 Multiple Contacts and Geometric Considerations for Simple
Shapes

5.1 Multiple Contacts

A distinct contact region between two bodies is regarded as one contact. The contact between
any two convex shapes always results in a single contact. Multiple contacts can only occur
when at least one contacting body is concave.

Multiple contacts happen in two different cases. In the first case, an initially single contact
region develops into multiple contacts as the contact progresses, but can merge into or restore
back to a single region at a later or bounce back stage. These multiple contacts are classified
as the associated multiple contacts. For this type of multiple contacts at a particular time
instance, the contact region between the two bodies has disjointed contact domains. The
corresponding energy function will consider the overall contribution from these multiple do-
mains. Thus, the current contact framework can handle the associated multiple contact case
without requiring any additional treatment.

The second case concerns with the presence of multiple distinct contact regions that may
evolve or disappear during the course of contact but cannot merge into fewer contact regions.
For this multiple-contact case, the proposed contact model can be applied to each contact
region independently. For the i-th contact region, define a contact energy function wi, and
let xic be the contact point of this contact where the contact moment disappears (Mi

n = 0).
The normal contact force Fi

n is expressed as

Fi
n = −∇xwi (40)

Now define the total energy function w for the whole contact as

w =∑
i

wi (41)

Let x and θ be the coordinates and orientation angles of the reference point of Body 1. Thus,
the total normal contact force, by definition (26), is

Fn = −∇xw =∑
i

(−∇xwi) =∑
i

Fi
n (42)

which is the resultant force of all the individual normal forces. The overall normal direction
can be obtained as n = Fn/∣Fn∣.
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Utilising the formula (22) for a new reference point, the total contact moment about the
reference point x of the body is

Mn = −∇θw =∑
i

[Mi
n −Fi

n × (x − xic)] =∑
i

Fi
n × (xic − x) (43)

The combined or overall contact point xc can be determined by the formula (29).

The above process shows that treating multiple contacts independently or collectively will
yield the identical result. Another feature is that individual energy functions for different
contacts can be chosen independently. As will be explored in other papers in this series
[42, 43], different energy functions or rather which contact geometric features will be adopted
as the variables for the energy function, can lead to various types of energy-conserving contact
models with distinct computational procedures. It may even be computationally beneficial
to select different contact models. For instance, for clumped particles that consist of different
geometric entities, distinct models can be employed based on the shapes of the contact pair. In
any case, the current contact theory guarantees that the total elastic energy will be conserved
if each contact conserves energy. Thus, the proposed general contact model provides both
flexibility and stability for any complex particle contact scenario that may be encountered.

Note that the above discussion explains why the widely used clumped sphere contact model
will conserve energy if energy-conserving contact models (such as Hertzian and linear spring
models) are used for all of the underlying pair-wise sphere contacts.

5.2 Shapes with Symmetric Properties

Discs and spheres are the simplest and most commonly used geometric entities in DEM simu-
lations. A flat face or its triangular discretisation is often employed to represent a wall or part
of it. Slightly more complex non-circular/spherical shapes include ellipse, ellipsoid, cylinder,
and some special super-quadrics. These shapes all possess some symmetric properties.

For contact between these simple shapes, the contact overlap, normal direction or contact
point may be easily determined, and their evaluations could be separated from the normal
force, while its magnitude is specified by a contact interaction law.

For instance, the normal contact direction between a planar face (plane) and any shape must
be the normal of the face; the normal contact force between a sphere and any shape must
pass through the centre of the sphere. For the cylinder-cylinder contact developed in [20],
the normal contact direction for most contact scenarios must pass through both axes of the
cylinders.

The current contact theory provides a unified framework that can tackle contacts involving
any arbitrarily shaped bodies and any contact type, i.e. convex-convex, convex-concave
or concave-concave. For contacts of shapes with certain symmetric properties, the theory
can recover certain geometric aspects of the contact features without specifying the energy
function. The resulting contact models, complemented by a force interaction law, form a
special theory for the shapes concerned. The detail is discussed below.

Suppose that the energy function depends on one contact geometric feature g, for simplicity,
but its actual form is not given. Also assume that the shape of Body 1 in contact has certain
symmetric properties, while Body 2 is stationary and can have any shape.

By definition, the normal force and moment are

Fn = −
∂w(g)
∂x

= −dw
dg

⋅ ∂g
∂x

; Mn = −
∂w(g)
∂θ

= −dw
dg

⋅ ∂g
∂θ

(44)
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Now for an arbitrary unit vector s representing the direction of a translation motion, the
corresponding force along the direction is defined as

Fs = −
∂w(g)
∂s

= −dw
dg

⋅ ∂g
∂s

(45)

Since for any vector τ in the tangential plane π, the corresponding force must be zero

Fτ = −
dw

dg
⋅ ∂g
∂τ

= 0 (46)

thus it must have
∂g

∂τ
= 0 (47)

In other words, if the geometric feature remains unchanged when the shape moves along a
direction τ, τ must lie in the tangential plane and the normal direction must be perpendicular
to it:

τ ⋅ n = 0

For example, consider the contact between a planar face with any other shape. When the
face moves horizontally within its plane, the contact region will not change. Thus the contact
normal must be parallel to the face normal, as expected.

Now consider a rotation about one axis α with angle α. The corresponding moment about
the axis is

Ma = −
∂w(g)
∂α

= −dw
dg

⋅ ∂g
∂α

⋅α (48)

If the shape has a rotational symmetry about the axis α, the contact region will not change
when the shape is rotating about the axis, so ∂g/∂α = 0, and therefore the moment Ma must
be zero. At the same time, assume that the normal force Fn is applied to the contact point
xc where Mn = 0. Then, if Fn is not passing through the rotation axis α, it will produce
a non-zero moment about the axis: M = (p − xc) × Fn, where p is any point on the axis.
Consequently we can conclude that the normal contact line must pass through the rotation
axis of any axi-symmetric shape, but the location of the intersection is yet to be determined.

For a sphere which has an infinite number of rotational symmetric axes with all passing
through the centre, apply the above conclusion to any two different axes. Then it is obvious
that the normal force must pass through the centre, as expected.

For two axi-symmetric shapes in contact, the normal force must pass the two axes at the same
time if they are not parallel. Furthermore, if a contact point is given, the normal direction n
can be uniquely determined as stated by the following theorem.

Theorem 1 (Contact Normal Theorem for Axi-symmetrical Shapes). For a given pair of
axi-symmetrical shapes, Ci ∶{ni,ci} (i = 1,2) where ni are the axes, and ci are any two points
on the two axes respectively, that are in contact with a contact point at xc, and if n1, n2

and xc are not co-planar, the corresponding contact normal n from C1 to C2 can be uniquely
determined by:

n = (xc − c1) −
(xc − c1) ⋅ np1

n2 ⋅ np1
n1 = (c2 − p) − (c2 − p) ⋅ np

n2 ⋅ np
n2; (49)

with npi = ni × (ci − p) (i = 1,2)
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The above theorem implies that the same contact normal can be shared by different contact
points as long as they are not in co-linear with the contact normal. The following contact
point theorem, or the converse of the contact normal theorem, confirms this implication.

Theorem 2 (Contact Point Theorem for Axi-symmetrical Shapes). For a given pair of axi-
symmetrical shapes, Ci ∶ {ni,ci}(i = 1,2), that are in contact with a known contact normal
direction n, the contact point xc satisfies the following condition:

xc = c1 + t1 n1 + λ n = c2 + t2 n2 + λ n (50)

where

ti =
n ⋅ [(c1 − c2) × ni]

n ⋅ (n2 × n1)
(i = 1,2)

and λ is an arbitrary constant, indicating that xc(λ) forms the normal contact line.

Both theorems are originally proposed in [20], and provide important guidance to enhance
both numerical accuracy and stability of contact models for axi-symmetric shapes developed
in the traditional approach. However, within the framework of the current energy-conserving
contact model, both contact normal and point can be obtained naturally, and automatically
satisfy the conditions stated in the above two theorems.

6 Concluding Remarks

A unified theoretical framework for developing energy-conserving normal contact models for
arbitrarily shaped bodies has been re-established in a more fundamental and rigorous manner
in the context of the discrete element method. It is derived based only on the requirement
that the contact potential energy must be conserved for an elastic impact of two shapes
under any condition. The resulting general energy-conserving contact model states that the
normal force as a vector must be the gradient of a contact potential field. When such a
contact potential or energy function is specified, a complete normal contact model for a pair
of arbitrarily shaped particles, including the contact normal direction, contact point/line
and force magnitude, will be automatically determined without introducing any additional
assumptions. In this framework, the contact geometry and contact force are indispensably
related and are evaluated in a consistent manner. In addition, both single or multiple contact,
or any complex contact scenarios can be handled in a unified way, and generally no special
treatment is required for multiple contacts. Shapes with symmetric properties that can be
used to simplify the contact models have also been discussed.

Due to the importance of the contact energy function in this framework, its fundamental
properties have been discussed. These properties will provide some general guidance on how
to choose a valid energy function. As mentioned in the introduction, for a given contact energy
function, the corresponding normal contact model is viewed as numerical based, and may not
be able to accurately capture the true physical behaviour of the contact pair. However,
the energy-conserving property of the model ensures that a more robust and stable discrete
element modelling will be achieved under complex circumstance.

The developments in this part of the series have laid a solid foundation for establishing
specialised energy-conserving normal contacts. Two such models, one based on the contact
volume and the other on the overlap, will be presented in later papers of this series [42, 43].
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The corresponding computational procedures will also be developed and numerical examples
covering many contact scenarios will be provided to clearly demonstrate the robustness and
applicability of the proposed theory and the models for a wide variety of applications involving
arbitrarily shaped particles.
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