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Abstract: Radiative (or far-field) energy replenishment for devices such as smartphones, laptops,
robots, and small electric appliances paves the way to autonomous and continuous devices functioning,
thus bypassing the need of operation interruptions, human maintenance activities, and replenishment
by wired transformers. In this work, we investigate the feasibility of using a properly engineered
antenna array able to deliver radiative power to devices in need of energy replenishment during
their normal and unsupervised activity, whose locations are unknown. Both the case of single and
multiple devices needing energy replenishment are addressed. A quantitative proof-of-concept study
is carried out to validate the proposed approach. A 3D scenario is simulated to study the case of
devices in need of energy replenishment within a standard office environment. Different antenna
array configurations are investigated and the corresponding performances benchmarked against
a standard installation of recharging antennas. Results confirm the outstanding capability of the
proposed approach in terms of confinement and maximization of power transfer. Finally, in this
framework, we also propose an efficient communication protocol that is able to manage multiple
recharge demand given different operational rules.

Keywords: antenna array; array synthesis; antenna array processing; field intensity focusing and
shaping; time reversal; wireless power transfer

1. Introduction

Early in the 20th century, the Serbian-American inventor Nikola Tesla was the first to
envision the application of electromagnetic waves for wireless power transfer (WPT) using
near-field inductive and capacitive coupling, as well as resonant inductive coupling [1].
The ideas of Tesla were later rearranged, and a new interest has emerged in energy-transfer
mechanisms [2–4], now known as radiative or non-radiative.

Radiative energy transfer is considered in long-range applications, when the demanding
devices are located usually in the far-field zone of the antenna radiating the electromagnetic
waves. However, the energy transmission efficiency of systems is very low due to
the omni-directional nature of the usually adopted antennas. Unidirectional antennas
instead require an uninterrupted line of sight and sophisticated tracking mechanisms [5].
As such, the lack of efficiency of the radiative transfer reduces the application to only
energy-harvesting applications, where a few tens of microwatts of power can be collected
up to 10 m from the transmitter.

On the other hand, non-radiative energy transfer is based on near-field magnetic
coupling of conductive loops and is commonly used for WPT in short-range and mid-range
applications. The energy exchange of two resonant objects is more efficient (although
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omnidirectional) than the radiative transfer, with reduced interference and losses into
surrounding objects. However, exploiting the coupling effects requires a reduced distance
and the exact knowledge of the system geometry for an optimal tuning, depending also on
the available area of the device [6].

Recently, a considerably increasing demand is arising for automation of the recharging
of electrical and electronic devices that are commonly used in industrial, domestic, or
office environments, including automated devices and robots for logistics management,
laptops, smartphones, personal digital assistants (PDAs), etc. Mature wireless charging
solutions have been proposed to satisfy this need. However, most of them are based on
non-radiative energy transfer, thus affecting the operational time and the performance of
the whole system in the case of moving devices and continuous operations.

To overcome these drawbacks, the optimal WPT solution would be based on radiative
energy transfer, without the mandatory request of a line of sight between transmitter
and receiver, and wherein a greater amount of energy is delivered and confined within
the spatial location where it is required. In this respect, different approaches have been
proposed in the literature [7–13]. For instance, a unified approach for energy harvesting
and wireless power transmission is provided in [13], while experiments for radiative
transmissions are provided in [11]. Furthermore, in [12], a technique for the synthesis
of antenna arrays, accounting simultaneously for both near-field focusing and far-field
specifications, has been proposed. However, the state-of-the-art approaches for field
focusing often fail to address energy replenishment, require information on the location
of the device to be recharged, as well as knowledge of the electromagnetic properties of
the scenario at hand, thus limiting the application to the direct energizing of devices in
the known scenario. Moreover, the state-of-the-art approaches for field focusing do not
consider the case of multiple energy replenishment.

This work proposes a novel approach to overcome the above intrinsic limitations of
radiative energy transfer in terms of the unidirectionality of the transmission in the line
of sight of electromagnetic waves and the low power efficiency. To this end, the main
contributions of this paper are:

• the design of an antenna array to recharge portable devices and small home appliances;
• the introduction of a communication protocol to manage plural energy demands.

The first item is pursued by means of a power confinement approach, built on top
of an optimized field focusing and shaping technique [14], based on the well-known
time reversal (TR) [15]. In particular, the optimized technique in [14] is tailored for the
WPT application, wherein the location of the device is not a priori known, by taking into
account the capability of the devices to wirelessly communicate with the array. While
in [16] a preliminary analysis in a 2D scenario and single WPT is reported, in this paper
we report a 3D quantitative study of the transferred power in case of both single and
multiple WPT, and three different array configurations. In particular, a comparison to a
standard installation of recharging antennas is performed, thus assessing the capability of
the designed array to improve power efficiency. This analysis involves full-wave numerical
simulations of a 3D scenario, mimicking an office environment with the presence of a
human body, office furniture, and concrete walls.

Finally, in order to manage plural energy demands, a simple yet efficient communication
protocol is also introduced which makes it possible to create a priority queue for efficiently
locating and recharging only the devices with a battery level below a certain threshold.

The paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, the electronic scheme of the receiver
circuit requiring the WPT is discussed. In Section 3 a brief description of the optimized
shaping technique herein adopted to design the antenna array is reported. In Section 4,
the numerical quantitative analysis is depicted, discussing the performance of the proposed
approach and an example of application in a 3D scenario. Then, Section 5 reports the
proposed communication protocol. Finally, conclusions are drawn in Section 6.
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2. Receiver Electronic Circuit Design

Recharging wireless electrical and electronic devices is a time- and power-consuming
task which implies (in the case of moving devices) human maintenance, partial out-of-servicing,
and shortages of availability. In this work, we refer to commonly used devices in industrial
or office environments such as small robots, laptops, smartphones, and PDAs. Usually,
these device classes require a dc-connected charger for their replenishment, or a non-radiative
coupled wireless charger.

The herein proposed idea of wirelessly delivering a usable recharge power within
the device implies the exploitation of a radio frequency (RF)-to-dc conversion circuit. As
the wireless delivery of dc power is unfeasible, we consider the confinement of the RF
power on a device which includes a power-receiving part, locally exploiting an RF-to-dc
conversion circuit. This makes it possible to extract a usable dc power from RF signals
received by the antenna. The working principle is the same as that of a rectifier, but the
design and tuning of the system must take into account (1) the variation of the input
impedance caused by the variation of the input power, (2) the load instability, and (3) the
environmental conditions [17]. In general, it is not possible for an RF energy harvester to
perform well in all input power conditions, and a proper impedance-matching network
is required [18]. A suitable alternative solution is to dynamically adapt the impedance
to changing conditions, on-the-fly [19]. Nevertheless, the adaptive impedance matching
strategy needs system-level management in response to variable conditions, implemented
by a proper logic, actuating the algorithm for the maximization of the power transfer from
the input (i.e., the rectenna) to the load. To ensure the maximum power-delivery efficiency,
a fixed RF input power is desirable; however, it is not achievable because the RF power
density, environmental conditions, scenario, and device position change and cannot be
foreseen or compensated. In this work, in order to overcome this problem, the antenna
array has to be designed in such a way to deliver an RF power density at the object above
the switch-on threshold of the rectifier and to allow recharging with regards to the device
class (e.g., greater than −10 dBm considering systems as described in [17,20]. Regarding
the load current of the harvester, it can be fixed, thus eliminating a degree of freedom in
the impedance-matching optimization, paving the way to a simple implementation of the
RF harvester with almost fixed RF input power and output load.

The block scheme of the receiver is depicted in Figure 1, showing an impedance-matching
network (IMN), a rectifier, and a dc/dc converter that supplies power to a smartphone—an example
of a suitably rechargeable device that already includes several RF transmitters and computation
capabilities for the management of the protocol that will be discussed in the further
section. In more detail, the impedance-matching network is a required block to adapt the
impedance of the receiving antenna to the impedance of the electronic circuit, whose value
also varies with the input power values and the working load conditions. The rectifier is
usually constituted of Schottky diodes that exhibit a very low voltage drop, allowing the
maximization of the power converted. Dickson and Villard are very common topologies
used to this end [17,18]. The output of the rectifier section is an unregulated dc power
that can be used to power electronic circuits and systems directly or boosted by a dc/dc
converter that provides regulated and fixed output voltage values.

Figure 1. Block diagram of the device recharge unit with RF energy harvester.
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An optional low-power microcontroller unit (MCU) with an integrated RF transmitter
can be added to the system to provide sensing, computation, and bidirectional transmission
features. As such, the device has a high-efficiency low-power technology (Lora, Bluetooth
Smart, Zigbee, etc.) able to send periodic and omni-directional signals to the antenna array.

3. Array Design via Optimized Field Shaping Approach

A properly engineered antenna array is a way to improve energy delivery and power
confinement within devices in need of WPT. To this end, the antenna array has to be
designed to focus or shape the RF field intensity within the devices requiring the WPT.
This is a twofold task. First, both the geometry and the number of elements of the antenna
array need to be properly engineered to the case at hand, still considering the well-assessed
theory [21,22]. Second, the field intensity shaping is tackled by determining the complex
excitation coefficients (power and phase) feeding the antenna array. In the following, we
deal with the second task and consider a phased antenna array of fixed geometry.

Shaping the field intensity represents a challenging problem of intrinsic theoretical
interest that is also relevant in several applications [17,23–30], especially in the case of
unknown (or partially unknown) scenarios [31,32]. The approach proposed in this work
originates from the general-purpose approach in [14] and was tailored to this specific WPT
application for device replenishment, wherein the location of the device is not a priori
known. In the following, we refer both to single and multiple WPT requests.

3.1. Case 1: Single WPT through TR Focusing

In the case of a single WPT request, the design approach adopted herein involves the
well-known time reversal (TR) [15], which is a popular method to focus the RF field intensity
in a given target point. It is a real-time and straightforward method, as it only requires the
processing of the RF signal measured by the array antennas when an elementary source is
located within the unknown object [33]. From a mathematical point of view, by denoting
with rt the target point, and with Ψn(rt) the total field measured by the n-th antenna of the
array when a unit amplitude point source is located at the point rt, the complex excitations
In of the n-th antenna can be determined as:

In(rt) =
Ψn(rt)

∗

‖Einc
n (rt)‖2

l2

(1)

where ∗ denotes the complex conjugate, ‖ · ‖l2 is the l2—norm evaluated with respect to the
antenna positions, and Einc

n is the field radiated in free space by the n-th antenna. According
to the equation above, the complex excitation of each antenna composing the array can be
evaluated as the complex conjugate of the field measured when a unit amplitude point
source is in rt.

It is important to note that, in contrast to the standard TR theory [15], in this paper
the complex excitations In in Equation (1) are normalized with respect to the energy of
the field radiated in free space by the n-th antenna in rt . This normalization plays a key
role. Indeed, it makes it possible to take into account the fact that the energy of Einc

n varies
within the investigation domain. Note that, for the application at hand, rt identifies the
device’s position.

3.2. Case 2: Multiple WPT through O-mt-TR Shaping

In case of multiple targets requiring WPT, the approach adopted herein, known as
optimized multi-target time reversal (O-mt-TR) [14], pursues the shaping of the field
intensity by adding the contributions gathered by several focusing problems into the
different target points rti

, identifying the position of the different devices. This approach
consists of optimally determining the phase shifts φ of the fields focused via TR on each
target point rti

, instead of adding them in-phase. From a mathematical point of view,
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by considering two devices and by denoting their positions with rt1
and rt2

, the complex
excitations In can be determined as:

In = In(rt1
) + In(rt2

)ejφ (2)

where In(rt1
) and In(rt2

) are determined as in the previous subsection, and φ is in the range
[0, 2π]. In its present implementation, the approach explores all the possible phase shift
configurations and consequently picks the optimal one (according the specific application
requirements), and selects the corresponding excitations by a-posteriori observing the
achieved performance. For more details about the selection of φ, the interested readers are
referred to [14,32]. Note that the following shaping approach can also be adopted in the
case of arbitrary-shaped and extended space regions.

Both of the above described approaches (TR and O-mt-TR) have the interesting ability
to create a private and direct energy transfer channel with the devices. However, they
require the knowledge of Ψn(rt) and, hence, of the electromagnetic properties of the
investigation scenario. Unfortunately, for the application at hand, the scenario is unknown
or partially unknown. In this paper, in order to avoid a preliminary sensing step [31,32]
aiming at imaging and characterizing both the geometry and electromagnetic properties
of the scenario under test, some advantages are taken by exploiting the device’s ability
to communicate with the array, as described in Section 2. Accordingly, in the above
equations, Ψn(rt) represents the RF signal acquired by each antenna when the device is
omnidirectionally transmitting. Moreover, the capability of TR to detect and retrieve the
position of unknown objects [34–36] is also exploited, thus making it possible to estimate
the device’s position rt.

It is important to note that the approaches proposed herein for WPT are real-time and
able to deal with moving devices. As a consequence, the array can be reconfigured each
time the device requiring WPT moves and sends a new RF signal to the array.

4. Numerical Assessment in a 3D Environment

The performance of the proposed WPT approach is tested over a realistic 3D indoor
scenario mimicking an office environment (see Figure 2). Indeed, WPT can be relevant
not only in industrial applications, but also for domotics in order to design smart homes
and offices. The considered environment consists of a 3.4× 3.4× 2.2 m3 room filled with
air (ε = 1 and σ = 0 S/m, where ε and σ are the relative electrical permittivity and
conductivity, respectively). The room is surrounded by concrete walls of 20 cm thickness
with electrical properties ε = 4 and σ = 10 mS/m. Inside the room, some furniture with
size 60× 60× 80 cm3 (ε = 3, σ = 1 mS/m) and 140× 180× 65 cm3 (ε = 5, σ = 10 mS/m)
are also considered (see green and violet parallelepipeds in Figure 2). Moreover, a human
body is considered inside the room, modeled as cylinder with radius 25 cm and height 1.7
m with electrical properties equal to the average between fat and muscle tissues (ε = 40,
σ = 0.4 S/m)—see the yellow cylinder in Figure 2. Finally, two devices are modeled as two
plastic cubes with side length 20 cm and electrical properties ε = 2.5 and σ = 10 mS/m (see
the light blue and magenta squares in Figure 2).

The electromagnetic field distributions are computed for each antenna using Sim4Life
(v.4.4.1.3808, Zurich MedTech, Zurich, Switzerland). An 868 MHz excitation harmonic
signal is applied for 20 periods to each antenna. The size of the calculation domain is
≈30 million cells. Three different array configurations are considered. In all cases, the
antennas composing the array are located on the walls, that is, the room’s inner perimeter.
In particular, each antenna is a λb/2 dipole along the z-axis, where λb is the wavelength
in air. In the first two configurations, referred to as A and B, 20 antennas are considered,
with 5 antennas on each wall. In configuration A, the antennas are alternatively distributed
at two different heights z = −0.10 cm and z = 0.10 cm (see Figure 2), and the reference
system is located at the center of the room. In configuration B the antennas are placed at
the same height from the floor (i.e., z = 0). Finally, in the last configuration, C, 12 antennas
are exploited, all arranged at z = 0.
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Figure 2. Sketch of the 3D realistic room. The box with white contour identifies the region of interest,
while the white segments identify the antenna positions in array configuration A.

For each configuration, two different working conditions are considered. The first
considers a single WPT. To this end, the array design is pursued by simply adopting the
processing procedure in Section 3.1. The second working condition consists of simultaneous
and multiple WPT. In this case, the complex excitations feeding the array are optimized
by means of the O-mt-TR, described in Section 3.2. In order to understand the key role of
an ad hoc array design, the results are compared to a standard installation of recharging
antennas. A commercial example of this latter is represented by the TX91501B Powercaster
Transmitter [37] that broadcasts radio waves for remotely powering IoT nodes. In the
standard installation considered herein, each antenna is fed with unitary excitations, using
the array configurations described above. Then, all possible interferences of the RF signals
generated by the different antennas are not exploited. Moreover, no processing of the
RF signal that the device transmits to the array is performed. The results are shown
in Figures 3–12, which depict the normalized squared amplitudes of the fields obtained
through the different design procedures and array configurations. The scale is between
0 and 1, and the red parts correspond to larger values of the field amplitude, while the
yellow and white parts correspond to smaller ones.

Figure 3. Configuration A: Array fed with unitary excitations. The normalized squared field
amplitudes: (a,b) target 1, (c,d) target 2. The target objects are marked as green squares.
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Figure 4. Configuration A: Single WPT. The normalized squared field amplitudes: (a,b) target 1,
(c,d) target 2. The target objects are marked as green squares.

Figure 5. Configuration A: Multiple WPT. The normalized squared field amplitudes: (a,b) target 1,
(c,d) target 2. The target objects are marked as green squares.

Figure 6. Configuration B: Array fed with unitary excitations. The normalized squared field
amplitudes: (a,b) target 1, (c,d) target 2. The target objects are marked as green squares.
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Figure 7. Configuration B: Single WPT. The normalized squared field amplitudes: (a,b) target 1,
(c,d) target 2. The target objects are marked as green squares.

Figure 8. Configuration B: Multiple WPT. The normalized squared field amplitudes: (a,b) target 1,
(c,d) target 2. The target objects are marked as green squares.

Figure 9. Configuration C: Array fed with unitary excitations. The normalized squared field
amplitudes: (a,b) target 1, (c,d) target 2. The target objects are marked as green squares.
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Figure 10. Configuration C: Single WPT. The normalized squared field amplitudes: (a,b) target 1,
(c,d) target 2. The target objects are marked as green squares.

Figure 11. Configuration C: Multiple WPT. The normalized squared field amplitudes: (a,b) target 1,
(c,d) target 2. The target objects are marked as green squares.

Figure 12. Sketch of the communication protocol as a function of time: advertising and
recharging windows.

The performance is quantitatively assessed using a synthetic parameter, known as
target coverage [14], defined as the l2—norm of the normalized squared field amplitudes
within the targets—that is, ‖Ê‖OI

l2
, wherein Ê is the electric field normalized with respect to

their maximum in the region of interest. So, it is the integral of the squared amplitudes of
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the electric field within the targets. This synthetic parameter is proportional to the power
transferred to the device. The higher the target coverage, the higher the transferred power.
Table 1 reports ‖Ê‖OI

l2
for the different working conditions and array configurations.

Table 1. Target Coverage corresponding to the different array configurations and working conditions.

Target 1 Target 2

Configurations A B C A B C

Focusing via TR 87 90 83 99 63 39
Unitary excitations 12 11 21 50 44 39

Shaping via O-mt-TR 75 95 91 77 57 24

Results show that TR and O-mt-TR are capable of improving the WPT at the device(s),
while keeping it curbed elsewhere, as opposed to the case where no design procedure is
adopted (array unitary fed). In particular, in this latter case, power confinement cannot be
obtained and power is also transferred in undesired directions.

Among the array configurations, the arrangement wherein 20 antennas are alternatively
shifted with respect to z = 0 (configuration A), makes it possible to better control the field
intensity in x- and y-axes and, thus, the power transfer to the device. Moreover, in this case,
the antennas’ spacing ∆ is fixed according to the Nyquist–Shannon criteria [21]. On the
other hand, in the 12-antenna array, the spacing is such that ∆ ≥ λb/2, thus limiting the
desired WPT to the devices.

Note that when the number of antennas is reduced and their arrangement is unable
to collect sufficient signal diversity along the z-axis, a tight control of the field along the z
-axis is not possible. In order to overcome this drawback, more antennas have to be located
at different heights.

5. An Efficient Communication Protocol for WPT

In order to manage multiple WPT requests, a simple yet effective communication
protocol is designed between a plurality of devices and the antenna array. Starting from a
proper processing of the RF signal transmitted by the device, the protocol is able to provide
augmented data, that is, localization, moving velocity, and charge rate request of the
devices. Moreover, it defines a queue priority for the optimal time-efficient replenishment
of multiple devices with minimum prior data while considering saving requirements for
replenishing several items simultaneously.

The demand charge rate for each item is known a priori as an intrinsic characteristic of
the device class, while the charge level is provided in real time in a proper communication
window. The main goal is to reduce shortages and out-of-servicing due to the discharge of
the devices, by considering negligible the computational burden related to the array design.

As depicted in Figure 12, in a fixed advertising window of time duration T1, by using
a proper communication technology that depends on the available infrastructure (e.g.,
Bluetooth Low Energy, LoRA, or Wi-Fi), the devices transmit to the antenna arrays an
RF signal, together with their device identification (ID) and charge levels. By using the
device ID, containing information about the device class, the array detects the minimum
requested field intensity for the replenishment task for every device. Then, by combining
the requested field intensity with the remaining charge level, a proper ordered list of
replenishment priority is created. The ordering strategy can be application specific
(considering special priority) preferred replenishment hours, etc.

Subsequently, the first item in the list, namely, the device needing replenishment
with maximum priority, is implicitly localized and the array is consequently designed by
properly processing the RF signal as described in Section 3. Then, the power is delivered
directly to the device for a time T2 and until the next advertising window.

The duration of the advertising window T1 depends on the used technology and the
number of active devices, and can be tuned for optimal operation. The duration of the
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recharging window T2 is a function of the charge amount to be transferred, as well as
the number and velocity of devices. The ratio T2

T1+T2
defines the replenishment duty cycle.

In the case of a moving target, the recharge can be ensured provided that the device sends a
new RF signal in the new position. The device velocity can then be evaluated by measuring
the position difference between the subsequent RF signal transmissions, with the a priori
known time difference T1 + T2.

6. Conclusions

In this work, an innovative procedure was introduced to improve the efficiency of
WPT when a radiative energy transfer mechanism is exploited. The proposed procedure is
based on the proper design of an antenna array that is able to confine and efficiently deliver
RF energy at the devices requiring the WPT. The array design is pursued by tailoring
an optimized field intensity shaping technique, recently introduced in the literature in
the case of a known scenario [14]. As the scenario at hand was unknown (or partially
unknown), the technique was adapted by taking into account the capability of the devices
to communicate with the array and by properly processing the RF signal detected by the
antenna array.

A numerical study in a 3D environment was pursued by considering different numbers
of antennas and arrangements, as well as both single and multiple WPT. The results showed
that a proper array design provided a maximum increase of the replenishment energy up
to three times higher compared to when the array was fed with unitary currents. These
exciting results also imply that the input power requested from the antenna array can be
reduced with respect to a standard installation, for the same amount of transferred power.
Moreover, the results demonstrate that the array design procedure can manage multiple
WPT and maintain control of the amplitude of the field intensity in the room. In particular,
array configuration A could ensure a better RF field confinement and a minimum increase
of the replenishment energy on the target two times greater than the one obtained with the
standard installation. On the other hand, the performance was limited in configuration C,
as the number of antennas was not sufficient to ensure a proper control of the field intensity
within the office room.

For the sake of multiple requests management, the paper also proposed an efficient
communication protocol that is able to establish a priority list depending on the device
charge level and to provide augmented data (e.g., moving velocity). The protocol time
windows can be properly tuned to improve system efficiency and reduce latency in the
WPT procedure.

Finally, the combined use of RF field intensity shaping via O-mt-TR and the provided
communication protocol can pave the way to an autonomous and continuous multi-device
radiative replenishment system, with the capability of providing localization information
with charge-level priority.

Future work will be devoted to improving the achieved spatial confinement by
means of artificial-intelligence-based techniques [38–41] and exploiting it to deliver private
peer-to-peer communication.
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