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Abstract 

A passive monitoring system using infrared imaging and thermal measurements was developed to predict the 
degree of cure in fiber-reinforced polymer composites. Using an Ensemble Kalman Filter approach finite element 
simulations and thermal measurements are combined to estimate the degree of cure in-situ. It was tested on carbon-fibre-
reinforced-plastic (CFRP) samples in an industrial oven and the results are comparable to a dielectric sensor. The system 
can be extended to complex parts and allows the addition of more thermal sensors or the incorporation of other curing 
sensors. 

1. Introduction 

Production of fiber-reinforced polymer (FRP) composites using thermosetting polymers necessitates heating of 
these parts in industrial autoclaves. In-situ monitoring this process can reduce the environmental impact, as it allows the 
optimisation of the process and the efficient utilisation of resources. Thermosetting polymers are used in various industries 
either in pure form or as a matrix material in composite materials. For instance, thermosetting polymers in form of resins 
are used as coatings for components or for the impregnation of fibre bundles or woven fabric. Resins are viscous to soft 
substances containing prepolymers or monomers with reactive groups. By increasing the energy in the resin, for example, 
by increasing the resin temperature or by stimulation with light, chemical reactions are triggered. These reactions transform 
the resin into a solid state. This irreversible polymerisation process, known as curing, turns the prepolymers into an 
infusible, insoluble polymer network[1]. The reaction of thermosets is modelled with reaction equations, which are in 
general autonomous ordinary differential equations of the form 

𝑑

𝑑𝑡
𝜉(𝑡) = 𝑓(𝑇(𝑡), 𝜉(𝑡)) (1) 

with 𝜉 as the degree of cure (DoC) and a nonlinear, temperature- and DoC-dependent function 𝑓. Usually 𝑓 incorporates 

the Arrhenius equation, i.e. with increasing temperature 𝑇 the rate of reaction increases as well. Once the parameters of 
Eq. (1) are determined experimentally, it allows the estimation of the DoC with different temperature profiles (see Fig. 1). 
FRP-composites using thermosetting polymers are often cured in large industrial autoclaves with an inhomogeneous 
temperature distribution inside the autoclave. Especially for thick composites, a estimation of the DoC based on an a-priori 
temperature is not representative for the actual DoC. When a certain DoC must be reached to ensure the part quality, a 
significant safety margins with respect to the curing time is necessary. Therefore, the more accurate the real temperature 
inside the part is known, the better the DoC estimation based on Eq. (1) will be. 
 

 
Fig. 1. Example of a thermosetting polymer reaction at different isothermal curing temperatures 
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Fig. 2. Principles of the EnKF: cyclic prediction and correction (left graphic) and the propagation of the ensemble in 

discrete time steps (right graphic, modified from [2]) 

With data assimilation (DA) methodologies, large and non-linear dynamic models can be combined with 
observations [3]. The goal is to enhance the accuracy of the model by modifying the state or the parameters of the model. 
In this work the Ensemble Kalman Filter (EnKF) method developed by Evensen [4] is adapted. The principle idea is shown 
in Fig. 2. Unlike the classic Kalman Filter (KF), which uses the entire state distribution explicitly as a covariance matrix to 
describe the model errors, the EnKF is a sequential Monte Carlo method that uses an ensemble of states to approximate 
the distribution of the state [5, 6]. This makes the EnKF feasible for large state vectors and allows the parallelisation of the 
prediction step [7]. The ensemble is corrected when new observations become available. While non-linear models can be 
used for the prediction and to transform observations to state variables, the correction step is still based on a linear state 
space model like the classic KF [8]. The EnKF has been utilised to estimate the internal temperature and the thermal 
conductivity distribution during the curing of a carbon-fibre-reinforced polymer (CFRP) [9]. Using an EnKF, the thermal 
conductivity of cast iron and the heat transfer coefficient between melt and alloy of this material was estimated [10].  

Thermography has a wide range of applications in the field of active and passive imaging. In the context of DoC 
prediction however, it has been considered only in numerical studies, e.g. for the estimation of the generated curing heat 
of CFRP [11]. There, the heat transfer coefficients of convection and heating were estimated as well. 

In the presented work, an approach to simultaneously estimate the internal temperature and the DoC of CFRP 
parts using an EnKF is presented. The developed system combines infrared camera images with thermocouple data and 
a thermochemical model. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Implementation of the Ensemble Kalman Filter  

The EnKF iteration scheme was implemented according to [8]. The state vector 𝒙𝑘 at the time step 𝑘 is 

corresponding to 𝑁 nodes of the FEM model which also includes the nodes for the surface of the bagging. In addition, the 

state is augmented by tool and air temperatures and the degree of cure 𝜉 for 𝐼 internal nodes belonging to the part: 

𝒙𝑘 = [𝑇𝑘
1 … 𝑇𝑘

𝑛 … 𝑇𝑘
𝑁 𝑇𝑘

𝑡𝑜𝑜𝑙 𝑇𝑘
𝑏𝑔𝑟

𝜉𝑘
1 … 𝜉𝑘

𝑖 … 𝜉𝑘
𝐼 ]

T
. (2) 

The measurement vector is 

𝒚̂𝑘 = [𝑇̂𝑘
𝑟,1 … 𝑇̂𝑘

𝑟,𝑠 … 𝑇̂𝑘
𝑟,𝑆 𝑇̂𝑘

𝑡𝑜𝑜𝑙 𝑇̂𝑘
𝑏𝑔𝑟]

𝑇
  (3) 

and contains the camera raw data 𝑇̂𝑘
𝑟,𝑠 interpolated to 𝑆 surface nodes as well as the tool and air temperatures. The 

prediction step is the simulation of 𝑀 independent ensemble members 𝒙𝑘+1|𝑘
(𝑖) from step 𝑘 to 𝑘 + 1 resulting in a prediction 

ensemble  

𝑿𝑘+1|𝑘 = {𝒙𝑘+1|𝑘
(𝑖)}

𝑖=1

𝑀
= 𝑔(𝑿𝑘|𝑘) + 𝑽𝑘. (4) 

𝑔 represents the thermal simulation with the initial conditions 𝑿𝑘|𝑘, which denotes the ensemble from the previous 

correction step. 𝑽𝑘 is an ensemble of 𝑀 independent process noise realizations {𝒗𝑘
(𝑖)}

𝑖=1

𝑀
 with zero mean and covariance 

𝑸. The predicted measurements ensemble is 

𝒀𝑘+1|𝑘 = {𝒚𝑘+1|𝑘
(𝑖)}

𝑖=1

𝑀
= ℎ(𝑿𝑘+1|𝑘) + 𝑬𝑘. (5) 

Here the function ℎ describes the relation between the state and the observed variables. In our case a background 

correction is implemented that corrects the thermal image data. 𝑬𝑘 is a matrix with artificial zero-mean measurement noise 

realizations {𝒆𝑘
(𝑖)}

𝑖=1

𝑀
 with covariance 𝑅. The Kalman Gain 𝑲̅𝑘 is a weighting matrix for the error between predictions and 

observations and is  
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𝑲̅𝑘 = (𝑿̃𝑘+1|𝑘𝒀̃𝑘+1|𝑘
𝑇 )(𝒀̃𝑘+1|𝑘𝒀̃𝑘+1|𝑘

𝑇 )
−1

. (6) 

It can be calculated using the ensembles of deviations 

𝑿̃𝑘+1|𝑘 = 𝑿𝑘+1|𝑘 (𝐈𝑉 −
1

𝑉
𝕀𝑉 𝕀𝑉

𝑇)  (7) 

𝒀̃𝑘+1|𝑘 = 𝒀𝑘+1|𝑘 (𝐈𝑊 −
1

𝑊
𝕀𝑊 𝕀W

𝑇 )  (8) 

where 𝐈i is the identity matrix of size 𝑖 and 𝕀𝑖
𝑇 = [1 … 1] is an 𝑖-dimensional vector. The subscripts 𝑉 and 𝑊 are the total 

sizes of the state and observation vectors. The update equation is  

𝑿𝑘+1|𝑘+1 = 𝑿𝑘+1|𝑘 + 𝑲̅𝑘(𝒚̂𝑘𝕀W
𝑇 − 𝒀𝑘+1|𝑘)  (9) 

which is identified with 𝑿𝑘|𝑘 for the next iteration. The prediction steps for each member are computed in parallel and the 

correction step is carried out as soon as all simulations are finished. It is assumed that computing the DoC for each member 

will not increase the accuracy. Therefore, the mean state vectors 𝒙̅𝑘 =
𝟏

𝑽
𝑿𝑘|𝑘  𝕀𝑉 and 𝒙̅𝑘+1 =

𝟏

𝑽
𝑿𝑘+1|𝑘+1 𝕀𝑉 as well as 𝜉𝑘

𝑖  as 

initial conditions are used for computing 𝜉𝑘+1
𝑖 . 

2.2. Dynamic Prediction Model 

For the prediction step the finite element analysis (FEA) is used to compute the thermal behavior during curing. 
The model, as outlined in Fig. 3, consists of the part to be cured, the bagging and the tool and is therefore a simplification 
of the real thermal problem. For the anisotropic CFRP domain the heat conduction equation is  

𝑐𝑝𝜌
𝜕

𝜕𝑡
𝑇(𝑡) −

𝜕

𝜕𝑥
(𝑘𝑥𝑥

𝜕

𝜕𝑥
𝑇(𝑡)) −

𝜕

𝜕𝑦
(𝑘𝑦𝑦

𝜕

𝜕𝑦
𝑇(𝑡)) −

𝜕

𝜕𝑧
(𝑘𝑧𝑧

𝜕

𝜕𝑧
𝑇(𝑡)) = 𝜌𝑅𝑉𝑅𝐻𝑟

𝜕

𝜕𝑡
𝜉(𝑡, 𝑥, 𝑦, 𝑧)  (10) 

and includes a volumetric heat source term for the exothermal reaction, which is proportional to the rate of reaction 
𝜕

𝜕𝑡
𝜉. 

𝜌𝑅 is the resin density, 𝑉𝑅 is the volumetric fraction of the resin matrix (40%) and 𝐻𝑟 is the total heat of reaction of the resin. 
𝑐𝑝, 𝜌 and 𝑘 are the specific heat capacity, density and thermal conductivities of the composite. Furthermore, only the 

surface breather is modeled instead of all layers the vaccum bagging actually consists of. This is reasonable as the 
influence of release films, vacuum bag etc. are negligible compared to the breather material. It is a porous polyamide (PA) 
foam and modelled with effective material properties containing 1 wt.% air. Relevant model parameters can be found in 
Table 1. As a simplification, the material parameters are kept constant. Values of the cured material were used under the 
assumption that the estimation of the thermal distribution in later stages of the curing will be more accurate. The 
environment around the sample (air and oven) is considered by convective and radiating boundary conditions only. The 
temperature solution is obtained using Quadratic Lagrange shape functions for the discretization. 

 

 
Fig. 3. Cross section of the dynamic model 

Table 1. Relevant material parameters for the dynamic model 

Parameter Unit CFRP Aluminium PA foam 

In-plane thermal conductivity W/(m K) 1.28 238 0.026 
Out-of-plane thermal conductivity W/(m K) 0.64 238 0.026 
Density kg/m³ 1600 2700 77.7 
Specific heat capacity J/(kg·K) 1200 900 709.6 
Thickness  mm 2 5 1 

 
For the computation of the degree of cure based on the thermal history, the parameters of the kinetic equation 

must be identified. The material was characterized in accordance to [12] using dynamic scanning calorimetry (DSC), i.e. 
Eq. (1) is adapted to a model with two independent kinetic equations: 

𝑑

𝑑𝑡
𝜉1(𝑡) = 𝐴1 𝑒𝑥𝑝 (−

𝐸𝑎,1

𝑅 𝑇
) 𝜉1(𝑡)𝑚1(1 − 𝜉1(𝑡))

𝑛1
  (11) 

𝑑

𝑑𝑡
𝜉2(𝑡) = 𝐴2 𝑒𝑥𝑝 (−

𝐸𝑎,2

𝑅 𝑇
) 𝜉2(𝑡)𝑚2(1 − 𝜉2(𝑡))

𝑛2
  (12) 
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𝑑

𝑑𝑡
𝜉(𝑡) = 𝑟1

𝑑

𝑑𝑡
𝜉1(𝑡) + (1 − 𝑟1)

𝑑

𝑑𝑡
𝜉2(𝑡). (13) 

Based on several independent isothermal heating & dynamic heating experiments the identified material properties were 
estimated (see Table 2). The prepreg material is plain weave CFRP with epoxy matrix (CYCOM® 970). The recommended 
cure cycle is two hours at 177°C and is suitable for autoclave processing. Eq. (11)-(13)(12) are solved only for the CFRP 
material domain of the model. The solution is obtained using Linear Lagrange shape functions for the discretization. 

The temporal step width for the thermal as well as for the kinetic model is 1 min. That is, an ahead prediction of 
1 min is performed. Afterwards, the node temperature and DoC values are extracted from the model and used as the state 
prediction in the EnKF. As soon as the correction step is finished, the new state is used as an initial condition for the next 
time step in the FEA model. For each member a model instance is kept in the computer memory, allowing to compute 

predictions of the ensemble members in parallel, i.e. 𝒙𝑘+1|𝑘
(𝑖) and 𝒚𝑘+1|𝑘

(𝑖)  in Eq. (4)–(5). Once every instance is finished 

with the computation, the correction step, Eq. (6)–(9), is carried out. The state 𝒙𝑘 contains 929 node temperatures and 478 
node DoC values and depends on the finite element mesh that is created (here tetrahedral elements were used). All the 
simplifications described above result in a model error. This uncertainty can be controlled by the matrix 𝑽𝑘 in the prediction 
step of the EnKF. The number of ensemble members is limited to 20 in order to keep the computation time shorter than 
the temporal step width. 

Table 2. Estimated parameters for the cure model 

Parameter Unit Reaction 1 Reaction 2 

𝐴i 1/s 1.080e7 9.130e7 

𝑚i 1 0.308 0.625 

𝑛i 1 1.700 0.980 

𝐸𝑎,i J/mol 82.48e3 93.31e3 

ri 1 0.83 0.17 

∆H0,i J/kg 499.00e3 99.50e3 

2.3. Experimental setup  

An overview of the setup is depicted in Fig. 4 and a pictureFig. 5. The thermal radiation emitted by the sample is 
acquired with an infrared camera, which can be used to measure the surface temperature of the sample. In the context of 
DA, each camera pixel represents a sensor which provides thermal data in regular time intervals. The microbolometer 
camera Optris PI640i (field of view 60°x45°, resolution 640 x 480 px, NETD 40 mK, max. framerate 60 Hz) is used. To 
keep the camera within its allowed operational conditions it is placed inside of a water-cooled housing. The optical window 
is transparent for radiation in the long-wave range where also the detector of the camera has its highest sensitivity (8 – 14 
µm).  

  
Fig. 4. Principle overview of the experimental setup (left) and a picture of the setup in the industrial oven (right) 

Neglecting thermal radiation from the air and assuming a homogenous wall temperature, the thermal radiation 
collected by the camera can be approximated with a combination of the actual surface temperature and the ambient 
temperature: 

𝑓𝑐(𝑇𝑠, 𝑇𝑎𝑚𝑏) = 𝜀
𝑅

𝑒𝑥𝑝 (
𝐵
𝑇𝑠

) + 𝐹
+ (1 − 𝜀)

𝑅

𝑒𝑥𝑝 (
𝐵

𝑇𝑎𝑚𝑏
) + 𝐹

. 
(14) 

Since the camera is calibrated providing absolute temperature data and an optical window is in the optical path, the function 
𝑓𝑐(𝑇𝑠, 𝑇𝑎𝑚𝑏) includes apparent parameters. These parameters were estimated using several independent experiments 
where thermocouples were used to measure the ambient temperature and the surface temperature over a temperature 
range of 20 °C – 185 °C (results see Table 3). Eq. (14) can be directly integrated in the EnKF, i.e. in Eq. (5) the 

Sample with 
vaccum bag 

Camera 
housing 
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measurement function is ℎ = [𝑓𝑐(𝑇𝑘
𝑠, 𝑇𝑘

𝑎𝑚𝑏) … 𝑓𝑐(𝑇𝑘
𝑠, 𝑇𝑘

𝑎𝑚𝑏) … 𝑓𝑐(𝑇𝑘
𝑠, 𝑇𝑘

𝑎𝑚𝑏) 𝑇𝑘
𝑡𝑜𝑜𝑙 𝑇𝑘

𝑎𝑚𝑏]
𝑇
. The camera image is linear 

interpolated to match the measurement data with the node coordinates on the surface of the simulation model. 

Table 3. Estimated parameters for the correction function Eq. (14) 

Parameter Unit R²=0.99 

𝜀 1 0.808 

𝑅 °C 11.370 

𝐵 °C 9.233 

𝐹 1 0.989 

 
To validate the EnKF results, a dielectric sensor is used which can be seen in Fig. 5. The principles of this method 

can be found in [13]. In this sensor a small single layer CFRP sample is cured in a heating chamber under the same 
thermal conditions as the real part. For this, the temperature inside the chamber is controlled by measuring the temperature 
with a thermocouple which is placed inside the part in the oven. The reference sensor measures the DC-resistance of the 
sample which is related to the ion viscosity of the resin. This physical property is highly temperature dependent, thus the 
compensation function [14] 

𝜉𝑟𝑒𝑓 =
𝑐0,0+𝑐1,0𝑇−log(𝑅)

𝑐0,0−𝜆 𝑐0,∞+(𝑐1,0−𝜆 𝑐1,∞)𝑇+(𝜆−1) log(𝑅)
  (15) 

is used, which normalizes the raw DC-resistance values 𝑅 using the current temperature 𝑇 of the material. The parameters 

𝑐 and 𝜆 were fitted in advance.  

 
Fig. 5. External reference sensor 

3. Results 

For the verification of the developed approach, 12 experiments with different nominal process parameters were 
conducted (see Table 4). Naturally the actual temperature evolution in the oven lags the nominal temperature profile and 
depends on the controller. 

Table 4. Overview of the nominal process parameters of the conducted experiments 

Experiment 
No. 

Heating 
Ramp 

Isothermal Curing 
Temperature 

Isothermal Curing 
Time 

- K/min °C min 

1 4 180 150 
2 2,5 180 165 
3 2,5 180 165 
4 2,5 175 180 
5 3 180 150 
6 3 180 165 
7 3 180 180 
8 2,5 180 180 
9 3 175 120 

10 3 175 150 
11 3,25 185 120 
12 3 175 165 

 
A short sequence of the DA-process is shown in Fig. 6 for a surface node in the center of the sample. Every mean 

prediction (yellow curve) is compensated by the infrared image data (green curve) which results in a new state (blue curve), 
which is the ensembles mean. It should be noted that the measurement data 𝒚̂𝑘 is not directly comparable with the state 

Heating and 
measurement chamber 

Thermocouple 
fed into the oven 



 

17th Quantitative InfraRed Thermography Conference, 1 – 5 July 2024, Zagreb, Croatia 
 

 

 6 
 

data 𝒙𝑘 due to Eq. (14). The measurement data, if converted to actual temperature data using the inverse of Eq. (14), 
would be below the ensembles mean state since it is a combination of prediction and measurement, i.e. a linear shift 
between them. 

 
Fig. 6. Example of the DA process. 

The thermal data of one experiment is depicted in the left graph of Fig. 7. Depending on the sensor position the 
thermal lags are different. The ambient temperature shows the fastest rise, followed by the tool surface temperature. The 
core temperature of the sample (where the reference thermocouple is placed) rises the slowest. The according differences 
of each sensor to this reference are shown in the right graph of Fig. 7.  

  
Fig. 7. Temperature (left) and the thermal lag with respect to the thermocouple of the reference sensor (right). 

 
Fig. 8. Degree of Cure (left) and according differences of the DoC with respect to the reference sensor data 

(right). 
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The EnKF-based measurement method follows closely the reference sensor. With respect to the estimation of the core 
temperature of the part, this indicates the improved accuracy of the IR-based monitoring system compared to the tool 
temperature. The solution of Eq. (11)-(13) using these temperature data of Fig. 7 is shown in the left graph of Fig. 8. Using 
the tool temperature a significant deviation to the actual DoC of the center of the sample is evident, espescially in early 
stages of the curing. Again the EnKF-based approach shows improved results. However deviations to the reference sensor 
data are present which is likely due to the difference in the physical properties, which are underlying the reference sensor 
and the EnKF-approach. While the former measures the DC-resistance respectively the ion viscosity, the latter is based 
on the heat of reaction respectively on the thermo-chemical behaviour. Furthermore, phenomena like resin flow towards 
the measuring surface are present at the beginning of the curing process, which causes the reference sensor to exhibit 
strong artifacts in these stages. 

For each of the conducted experiments mean absolute errors (MAE) to the reference sensor were calculated. 
Median values of the MAEs are shown in Table 5 for the temperature estimation and for the DoC estimation.  

Table 5. MAE (median values over 12 experiments) to reference point (core of sample) 

  Temperature / K DoC / % 

Tool temperature with 0D cure kinetics 2.60 3.43 

Infrared measurement with data assimilation 1.35 3.03 

 

4. Discussion 

The material behaviour during the curing process and the underlying chemical and physical phenomena provides 
important information that enables the efficient curing of reactive resins. In general, monitoring the curing process involves 
the analysis of material properties during curing. Besides measuring electrical, optical, mechanical, chemical, or acoustic 
properties, the characterisation of the curing process based on thermophysical properties is possible. Although there are 
many different techniques for the thermophysical characterisation of the curing process, they can only be applied ex-situ, 
i.e. under laboratory conditions, and generally cannot be applied in-situ during an industrial curing cycle. Usually, ex-situ 
methods require the destruction of the material and may not sufficiently or only partially replicate the true environmental 
conditions. These methods necessitate the capture of the entire thermal cycle to ensure comparability. Typically, a min-
max normalization technique is applied for this purpose.The presented approach has the clear advantage that real thermal 
data can be used to estimate the degree of cure in-situ and in real time. 

Compared to the reference sensor there are also distinct advantages, since in real applications the thermocouple 
of the reference sensor would be placed in close vicinity to the part and not inside. This would lead to a considerable 
thermal lag between the actual part temperature and the temperature used for the reference sensor, especially in thick 
composites. Furthermore, the exothermal reaction inside the part is not measured when the thermocouple is not inside the 
part. This leads to inaccurate thermal data that is used for the sensor and an additional time reserve must be considered 
to ensure that the part is also properly cured inside. 

While the developed approach allows an improved temperature estimation, the improvement in the DoC 
estimation is less significant. However for thicker and complex shaped composites, the accuracy improvement becomes 
more significant. The application of the developed approach to complex parts is possible since the dynamic prediction 
model can be adapted easily. The presented method could be extended and improved in several ways. For example, a 
combined state and parameter estimation, by augmenting the state vector with material and model parameters, could 
increase the model accuracy. By extending the model with a dielectric model, the reference sensor can be integrated in 
the monitoring system. In general an arbitrary number of sensors (like additional cameras or thermocouples) can be 
integrated.  
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