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Abstract: The design of the propulsion system for Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) demands an
inclusive multidisciplinary approach from the earliest design phases, since every design choice strictly
affects and is affected by the overall working conditions. This paper presents a review of the scientific
literature focused on the design methods applied in defining and sizing the propulsion system of
drones. The analysis, performed with a systematic approach, evaluated 123 papers according to
two custom classification taxonomies, which investigated respectively the primary aim and specific
content of the works. Finally, literature indications and hints were combined into an integrated
framework for the functional design of the propulsion system of UAVs. The procedure aimed to
support the designer in the preliminary selection of the propulsion candidates and the quick sizing of
the supply system, during the first phases of the design process. According to the literature, design
methods dramatically change depending on the expected applications and working conditions of
UAVs, so that the detailed design of specific drone elements and propulsion components represents
the focus of most of the papers in this field.

Keywords: propulsion system; Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs); energy consumption; power
supply system; actuators’ characterization; design process; selection problem

1. Introduction

In recent years, the use of drones has spread to applications such as monitoring
activities or delivery tasks and last-mile logistics. According to Drone Industry Insights,
the global drone market in 2020 generated about 22 billion USD, and it is expected to
grow at a Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) of 13.8% to reach 42.8 billion USD by
2025. Total investment in 2019 was about 1.2 billion USD, +67% with respect to 2018 [1].
According to this, the attention of industrial and scientific communities towards drones’
design and optimization processes has rapidly increased.

Many drone classifications can be found in the literature, based on different parameters,
such as specific architectures and missions [2,3]. For instance, considering mass and wingspan,
a taxonomy that identifies six classes can be defined, as reported in Table 1 [2]. According
to this classification, drones present very distinct physical characteristics even within the
Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) class and are therefore characterized by very different
configurations, both in terms of structures and elements dedicated to propulsion.
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Table 1. Example of drone classifications based on mass and wingspan, from Smart Dust (SD) to
Unmanned Air Vehicles (UAVs): PAVs, Pico Aerial Vehicles; NAVs, Nano Aerial Vehicles; MAVs,
Micro Aerial Vehicles; µUAVs, micro Unmanned Aerial Vehicles.

Drone Size Class Mass Wingspan

SDs 0.5 g–0.005 g 1 mm–2.5 mm
PAVs 0.5 g–3 g 2.5 mm–25 mm
NAVs 3 g–50 g 25 mm–250 mm
MAVs 50 g–2 kg 250 mm–1 m
µUAVs 2 kg–5 kg 1 m–2 m
UAVs 5 kg–15,000 kg 2 m–61 m

UAVs represent complex systems, integrating various kinds of elements within a
single body-frame; arranging them into consistent sub-systems, such as the aerodynamic
components, propulsion system, or control architecture, is generally the first step of the
design process. According to the literature, the propulsion system is the main element of
each unmanned platform [4] and has the highest priority among the design requirements [5].
The propulsion system can constitute a significant part of the UAV mass (in some cases,
more than half [6]). It generates the mechanical power necessary for the operations of the
drone, but also contributes to energy consumption; therefore, its performance significantly
affects the performance and autonomy of the UAV. For these reasons, the design of the
propulsion system in UAV applications, from its conceiving and sizing phases to the
detailed design, presents almost unique characteristics, given the need for an inclusive
multidisciplinary approach from the first design stages.

The literature depicts a few examples of design sizing and optimization for UAVs’
propulsion systems, and these methods are often dedicated to specific drone typologies
or power supply types [5,7–10]. For smaller UAVs within their class, a formalization of
the procedure leading to the choice of the propulsion group is not even present in the
literature, to date. Since the heterogeneous nature of possible application cases and working
conditions strongly affects the design framework, a review of the scientific literature needs
to be performed to properly outline the current state-of-the-art for the design of UAVs’
propulsion systems.

Within this context, this paper aimed to provide a comprehensive overview of the
possible propulsion system design strategies, investigating frameworks and application
examples currently available in the literature. The review analysis was performed with a
systematic approach, and the results were evaluated in light of a dual custom classification
taxonomy, which investigated the primary purpose of each work and specific contents.
Then, literature indications and hints were combined into an integrated framework for
the functional design of the propulsion systems of UAVs. The proposed method aimed at
representing a support to the designer in the first phases of the design process, offering a
preliminary selection strategy for the propulsion candidates and a quick sizing method for
the supply system, which allows discarding unsuitable components from the early stages
of the optimization process.

The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 describes the approach and procedures
applied to perform the paper selection, as well as the evaluation criteria selected for the
results’ analysis, with particular attention to the design requirements. Section 3 reports
the main outcomes of the literature analysis, gathering the obtained values for the most
significant design parameters, and introduces the outline of the proposed integrated
functional design framework. The data, as well as strength and limits of this framework are
then analyzed in Section 4, and finally, Section 5 synthesizes the salient results of the work.

2. Materials and Methods

The Scopus database was considered for the analysis, investigating the words design
and propulsion/actuator/motor and possible variations in the title, combined with the
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words UAV, or unmanned and aerial/vehicle, or drone and variations of the title, abstract,
and keywords. The final search string (TITLE(design) AND TITLE((propuls* OR actuat* OR
motor*)) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY((uav OR (unmanned AND aerial AND vehicl*) OR dron*))) was
used. The query, updated at the latest on 14 May 2021, identified 146 results. Among them,
only those in the English language were considered; seven works were therefore excluded.
No further exclusion criteria were applied.

The remaining 139 results were then analyzed, investigating the aim and content
of the manuscripts. Sixteen papers were further excluded as outside of the topic, and
one-hundred twenty-three works were then considered as the final set of selected papers.

Data Analysis

The 123 papers were categorized according to the first taxonomy, which focused on
the main purpose of the work. This classification involved the following categories:

• functional design, sizing;
• optimization methods;
• controls, identification, modeling;
• detailed design.

The first category collected the papers depicting design methods for the identification
of the functional characteristics of a drone or sizing procedures for the propulsion system
from a methodological perspective. Papers describing the code and strategies for the
definition of optimal solutions for specific viewpoints were gathered in the optimization
methods group. The third category collected papers concerning control systems, parameter
identification methods, or the modeling of already selected or existing devices. Papers
focusing on the study of specific aspects or components of the drone were finally included
in the detailed design category.

For the current purposes, the works classified within the functional design and sizing
group were analyzed specifically to capture which kinds of requirements were evaluated
along the design process. Those requirements were arranged into three main sets:

• technical constraints;
• normative framework-related limits;
• custom requirements.

For the technical group, a further distinction was made among constraints related to
drone Geometry (G), Dynamics (D), Power Supply (PS), and Mission Requirements (MRs).

All 123 papers were then assessed according to the second taxonomy, which analyzed
the content of the works. Four main aspects were investigated:

(i) UAV type;
(ii) actuation type;
(iii) design level;
(iv) topics.

The first class evaluated the type of UAVs explicitly considered by the authors as
the main target of their work. In particular, four sub-categories were identified: Fixed-
Wing vehicles (FxWs), Flapping-Wing drones (FlWs), Multirotors (Mrs), and Other kinds
of UAVs (O). The class actuation type focused on the propulsion strategy that the UAV
presented. More in detail, the following sub-categories were considered: Fuel (F), Elec-
tric (E), Hybrid (H), and other. The third class evaluated the level of detail considered by
the described design framework. Three main sub-categories were defined: Vehicle (Ve),
Propulsion System (PrS), and Propulsion Component (PrC). For the latter, the distinction
among components was also performed, considering the entries: Motor (Mo), Propeller (Pl),
Batteries (B), and other. Finally, the class topics investigated the macro-areas involved in
the design framework proposed by the specific work. For this analysis, the following sub-
categories were defined: kinematics, dynamics (also meant as aero- and fluid-dynamics),
Mechanics (Me), power supply, Mission Planning (MP), Optimization (Op), Validation (Va),
Fault Management (FM), and Control (C).
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3. Results
3.1. Literature Analysis

Figures 1 and 2 depict the distribution of the papers among the proposed categories
and their numerical evolution in time, respectively, in aggregate form.
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Figure 1. Distribution of the analyzed papers among the identified categories according to the
proposed classification.
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For the papers categorized within the functional design, sizing category, Table 2
synthesizes the results of the requirements’ assessment.
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Table 2. Classification of the constraints analyzed in each paper within the functional design,
sizing category, among technical, normative, and custom sets. For the technical constraints, the
distinction among the four subsets of Geometry (G), Dynamics (D), Power Supply (PS), and Mission
Requirements (MRs) is reported.

Paper
Technical

Normative Custom
G D PS MRs

Dantsker 2020 [11] x x x x
Hossain 2020 [12] x x
Saemi * 2020 [13] x x x x
Siswoyo Jo 2020 [14] x x x x
Guo 2018 [15] x x x
Zhao 2018 [10] x x x x1

Castaneda 2017 [16] x x
Kotarski 2017 [17] x x x
Bershadsky 2015 [9] x x x x
Heim 2015 [18] x x x
Li 2012 [19] x x x x xI

Lindahl 2012 [20] x x
Aksugur 2010 [5] x x x x xI I

Capata 2010 [21] x x x
Hiserote 2010 [22] x x x x x2

Lindahl 2009 [23] x x x
Stepaniak 2009 [24] x x x
Aksugur 2008 [8] x x x x x1

Soban 2005 [25] x x x x
Legend: G, Geometry; D, Dynamics; PS, Power Supply; MRs, Mission Requirements. Notes: x1 Mission
Requirements: operating altitude. x2 Aircraft size restricted to the Group 2 (small) UAS category: maximum
gross mass. At take-off of 21 to 55 lbs, normal operating altitude below 3500 feet AGL. xI Logistics and loitering
missions requiring no more than 4 people, usable by non-professional operators. xI I Limited maintenance, limited
noise. * Data from paper abstract (full-text not available).

Tables 3–11 collect the results of the literature analysis, according to the taxonomy,
which focuses on the papers’ content. In those tables, data are presented by category and
sorted by year (from newest to oldest) and, within each year, by the first author’s surname
(in alphabetic order), whereas Table 12 synthesizes all the results of the literature review at
a glance.
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Table 3. Evaluation of the papers categorized in the functional design, sizing category, according to the taxonomy referring to the paper content.

Paper

UAV Type Actuation Type Design Level Topics

FxW FlW Mr O F E H O Ve PrS
PrC

K D Me PS MP Op Va FM C
Mo Pl B O

Dantsker 2020 [11] x x x x x x
Hossain 2020 [12] x x1 x2 x
Saemi 2020 [13] x x x x x
Siswoyo Jo 2020 [14] x x x x x x x x
Guo 2018 [15] x x x x x x
Zhao 2018 [10] x x x x x x x
Castaneda 2017 [16] x x x x x x x
Kotarski 2017 [17] x x x x x
Bershadsky 2015 [9] x x x x x x
Heim 2015 [18] x3 x x x x
Li 2012 [19] x x x x x x
Lindahl 2012 [20] x x x x x x x x
Aksugur 2010 [5] x x x x
Hiserote 2010 [21] x x x x
Capata 2010 [22] x x x x x x x x
Lindahl 2009 [23] x x x x x x
Stepaniak 2009 [24] x x x x x x x x x
Aksugur 2008 [8] x x x x x
Soban 2005 [25] x x x x

Legend: FxW, Fixed-Wing; FlW, Flapping-Wing; Mr, Multirotor; O, Other; F, Fuel; E, Electric; H, Hybrid; Ve, Vehicle; PrS, Propulsion System; PrC, Propulsion Component; Mo, Motor; Pl, Propeller; B, Battery;
K, Kinematics; D, Dynamics; Me, Mechanics; PS, Power Supply; MP, Mission Planning; Op, Optimization; Va, Validation; FM, Fault Maintenance; C, Control. Notes: x1 Variable-span morphing wing aircraft. x2

Linear servo-actuated variable-span morphing wing. x3 Flap.
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Table 4. Evaluation of the papers categorized in the optimization methods, according to the taxonomy referring to the paper content.

Paper

UAV Type Actuation Type Design Level Topics

FxW FlW Mr O F E H O Ve PrS
PrC

K D Me PS MP Op Va FM C
Mo Pl B O

Ahn 2021 [26] x x x x
Zhang 2021 [27] x1 x x x x x x x x
LI 2020 [7] x x x x x x x x
Thilakraj 2019 [28] x2 x x x x x
Anastasopoulos
2018 [29]

x x x x x

Yazdani-Asrami
2015 [30]

x x x x x

Ullah 2021 [31] x x x3 x x x x

Notes: x1 Quadrotor fixed-wing hybrid UAV. x2 Delta wing rotor UAV. x3 Flight controller.
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Table 5. Evaluation of the papers categorized in the controls, identification, modeling category from 2019, according to the taxonomy referring to the paper content.

Paper

UAV Type Actuation Type Design Level Topics

FxW FlW Mr O F E H O Ve PrS
PrC

K D Me PS MP Op Va FM C
Mo Pl B O

Abro 2020 [32] x x x x x
Pavkovic 2020 [33] x x x x x x x
Ullah 2020 [34] x x x4 x x
VanTreuren 2020 [35] x x x x x x
Yang 2020 [36] x1 x x x x x x x x
Cheng 2019 [37] x x x x x
Dai 2019 [38] x x x x x x x x
Gebauer 2019 [39] x x x4 x x
Jims John Wessley
2019 [40]

x1 x x x x

Kasem 2019 [41] x1 x x x x
Lee 2019 [42] x1 x x x x x
Mallavalli 2019 [43] x x x4 x x x
Nigro 2019 [44] x x x x x x x x x
Oukassi 2019 [45] x3 x x x x
Wang 2019a [46] x x x x
Wang 2019b [47] x x2 x x x x x x
Zhang 2019 [48] x x x x x x

Notes: x1 Task-dependent definition: scout and strike UAV [36], medium altitude UAV [40], propulsive wing for low cruise speed applications [41], high thrust of high rotational speed [42]. x2 Tilt-wing UAV. x3

MEMS actuation. x4 Flight controller: Fault-Tolerant Control (FTC) design in [43].
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Table 6. Evaluation of the papers categorized in the controls, identification, modeling category from 2016 to 2018, according to the taxonomy referring to the paper content.

Paper

UAV Type Actuation Type Design Level Topics

FxW FlW Mr O F E H O Ve PrS
PrC

K D Me PS MP Op Va FM C
Mo Pl B O

Franz-Michael
2018 [49]

x1 x x3 x x x x x

Shavin 2018 [50] x x x4 x x x x x
He 2017 [51] x x5 x x x
Kimaru 2017 [52] x1 x x6 x x x
Lu 2017 [53] x x x x x x
Qian 2017a [54] x x x7 x x x x
Qian 2017b [55] x x x7 x x x x
Yu 2017 [56] x x x x x x x
Bondyra 2016 [57] x x x x x x
Giernacki 2016 [58] x x x x x x x x x
Kawai 2016 [59] x x x x
Li 2016 [60] x x x x x x x x
Ortiz-Torres 2016 [61] x x x7 x x x x x x
Qi 2016 [62] x2 x x7 x x x x x

Notes: x1 Wing: flexible wing structures [49], camber morphing wing [52]. x2 Unmanned helicopters. x3 Air brake. x4 Control system. x5 Power converter. x6 Wing. x7 Fault detection: fault-tolerant flight control
design [54], fault-tolerant tracking control problem [55], tracking controller and fault detection and isolation system [61], and self-healing. Control (extended active fault-tolerant control) method [62].
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Table 7. Evaluation of the papers categorized in the controls, identification, modeling category until 2015, according to the taxonomy referring to the paper content.

Paper

UAV Type Actuation Type Design Level Topics

FxW FlW Mr O F E H O Ve PrS
PrC

K D Me PS MP Op Va FM C
Mo Pl B O

Grannan 2015 [63] x x x x x x
Theilliol 2015 [64] x x x x x x
Wąsik 2015 [65] x x x x x x
Szafranski 2014 [4] x x x x x
Xu 2013 [66] x x x2 x x x x
Gao 2012 [67] x x x x x x
Hung 2012 [68] x x x x x x x
Koster 2011 [69] x1 x x x x x x x
Yu 2007 [70] x x x x x x x
Tang 2005 [71] x x x x x x x x x x

Notes: x1 Blended wing. x2 FTC method.
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Table 8. Evaluation of the papers categorized in the detailed design category from 2018, according to the taxonomy referring to the paper content.

Paper

UAV Type Actuation Type Design Level Topics

FxW FlW Mr O F E H O Ve PrS
PrC

K D Me PS MP Op Va FM C
Mo Pl B O

Chew 2021 [72] x x x
Hossain 2021 [73] x x x
Liben 2021 [74] x x x x x
Zhao 2021 [75] x x x x
Duan 2020 [76] x x x x x
Liu 2020 [77] x
Marcolini 2020 [78] x x x x
Ren 2020 [79] x x x x
Anzai 2019 [80] x x x
Dai 2019a [81] x x x x x x
Guan 2019 [82] x x x x x
Guiatni 2019 [83] x x x x x x
Liben 2019 [84] x x x x x
Priatmoko 2019 [85] x x x x
Qian 2019 [86] x x x x x x
De Simone 2018 [87] x x x x x x
Kang 2018 [88] x x x x x x x
Liu 2018 [89] x x x x
Mallavalli 2018 [90] x x x x
Xu 2018 [91] x x x x x x
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Table 9. Evaluation of the papers categorized in the detailed design category from 2016 to 2017, according to the taxonomy referring to the paper content.

Paper

UAV Type Actuation Type Design Level Topics

FxW FlW Mr O F E H O Ve PrS
PrC

K D Me PS MP Op Va FM C
Mo Pl B O

Bougas 2017 [92] x x x x x x
Gong 2017 [93] x x x x6 x
Kamaruzaman
2017 [94]

x x x x7

Kochersberger
2017 [95]

x1 x x8 x

Mingjun 2017 [96] x4 x x
Muehlebach 2017 [97] x x2 x x
Parvez Alam 2017 [98] x x x x
Zhu 2017 [99] x x x5 x x x
Zulkipli 2017 [100] x x x x
Chu 2016 [101] x3 x x x
Qian 2016 [102] x x x x
Valencia 2016 [103] x x x x x x x

Notes: x1 Piezoelectric conformal flight control actuation. x2 Ducted fan actuation. x3 Dual redundant electromechanical actuation system. x4 Hydraulic actuation. x5 Estimation of controller’s loss to define
cooler system size. x6 Fuel cell/battery hybrid UAV power system. x7 Flapping wings. x8 Morphing control surface.
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Table 10. Evaluation of the papers categorized in the detailed design category from 2011 to 2015, according to the taxonomy referring to the paper content.

Paper

UAV Type Actuation Type Design Level Topics

FxW FlW Mr O F E H O Ve PrS
PrC

K D Me PS MP Op Va FM C
Mo Pl B O

Bryner 2015 [104] x x x
Chamseddine
2015 [105]

x x x x x

Khamlia 2015 [106] x x x x
Rajappa 2015 [64] x x x x
Bahoura 2014 [107] x x x x
Chamseddine
2014 [108]

x x x x x

Jackson 2014 [109] x x1 x x x
Marimuthu 2014 [110] x x x2 x4 x
Prazenica 2014 [111] x x3 x x x
Bogusz 2011 [112] x x x x
Dönmez 2011a [113] x x2 x x
Dönmez 2011b [114] x x x2 x x x x x
Lieh 2011 [115] x x x x x
Yu 2011 [116] x x x x

Notes: x1 Strain actuation. x2 Shape Memory Alloy (SMA) actuation. x3 Micro-fiber actuation. x4 Flapping wings.
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Table 11. Evaluation of the papers categorized in the detailed design category until 2010, according to the taxonomy referring to the paper content.

Paper

UAV Type Actuation Type Design Level Topics

FxW FlW Mr O F E H O Ve PrS
PrC

K D Me PS MP Op Va FM C
Mo Pl B O

Sofla 2010 [117] x1 x x
Barrett 2006 [118] x x x3 x x
Engeda 2006 [119] x x6 x
Yoon 2006 [120] x x x3 x7 x
Lim 2005 [121] x x x3 x7 x
Manzo 2005 [122] x2 x4 x x
Rajashekar 2005 [123] x x x x
Collie 2003 [124] x x x x
Ehrlich 2003 [125] x x x x
Lim 2003 [126] x x x5 x x

Notes: x1 Morphing wing. x2 Hyper Elliptical Cambered Span (HECS) wing, craft capable of morphing its shape. x3 Piezoelectric actuation. x4 Shape Memory Alloy (SMA) actuation. x5 Piezoceramic actuation.
x6 Design method for ducted fan system. x7 Elevator control surface actuated by Lightweight Piezoceramic Composite Actuator (LIPCA).
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Table 12. Synthesis of the literature review, according to the taxonomy referring to the paper content.
From the left, the analyzed parameters and the evaluated categories. For each category, the absolute
number of papers assessing the characteristics and percentage are reported in the left and right
column, respectively.

Parameter
Functional

Design,
Sizing

Optimization
Methods

Control,
Identification,

Modeling

Detailed
Design Total

U
A

V
Ty

pe
FxW 12 24.5% 2 4.1% 12 24.5% 23 46.9% 49
FlW 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 1 20.0% 4 80.0% 5
Mr 5 15.4% 0 0.0% 14 43.8% 13 40.6% 32
O 1 5.9% 2 11.8% 9 52.9% 5 29.4% 17

A
ct

ua
ti

on
Ty

pe

F 0 0.0% 1 9.1% 4 36.4% 6 54.5% 11
E 9 10.8% 4 4.8% 28 33.7% 42 50.6% 83
H 1 50.0% 1 50.0% 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 2
O 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 1 7.7% 12 92.3% 13

D
es

ig
n

le
ve

l Ve 4 30.8% 1 7.7% 8 61.5% 0 0.0% 13
PrS 11 23.4% 2 4.3% 15 31.9% 19 40.4% 47

Pr
C

Mo 0 0.0% 2 5.9% 5 14.7% 27 79.4% 34
Pl 0 0.0% 1 12.5% 1 12.5% 6 75.0% 8
B 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 1 33.3% 2 66.7% 3
O 2 9.1% 0 0.0% 13 59.1% 7 31.8% 22

To
pi

cs

K 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 6 85.7% 1 14.3% 7
D 10 20.8% 5 10.4% 25 52.1% 8 16.7% 48

Me 15 25.4% 4 6.8% 23 39.0% 17 28.8% 59
PS 11 23.4% 3 6.4% 17 36.2% 16 34.0% 47
MP 4 17.4% 2 8.7% 15 65.2% 2 8.7% 23
Op 4 21.1% 4 21.1% 5 26.3% 6 31.6% 19
Va 14 25.9% 4 7.4% 30 55.6% 6 11.1% 54
FM 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 11 55.0% 9 45.0% 20
C 6 10.7% 0 0.0% 28 50.0% 22 39.3% 56

3.2. The Integrated Functional Design Framework

According to data extracted from literature, the functional design of the propulsion
system of UAVs should be grounded on an inclusive framework, which integrates different
kinds of requirements. Figure 3 synthesizes the interpretation rationale of the context,
which was adopted to outline the integrated functional design framework. The analysis of
the mission profile, power supply, and actuation sub-systems allowed determining peculiar
requirements for the design of the final device; nonetheless, constraints related to technical
limits, as well as normative framework-related requirements can also be identified. For
instance, the maximum UAV dimensions and cruise velocity could be considered techni-
cal requirements, whereas given the drone’s size, the operating altitude is a normative
framework-dependent constraint. Further constraints could also be added when consid-
ering additional factors potentially affecting the design or the selection criteria for some
components, such as the personal preferences of the designer and/or manufacturer (e.g.,
sustainability in processes or production technologies), as well as management-related
attributes (e.g., kind of vendor service contracts, provider reliability, and quality of the
supporting channel, or consistency with current infrastructures) [127]; Figure 3 collects
them in the custom requirements set.
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Mission Profile

Normative Requirements

Propulsion System

Technical Requirements

Power Supply

Actuators

Custom Requirements

Figure 3. Schematic of the integrated functional design framework: the propulsion system is modeled
as the set of the power supply and actuator sub-systems, interacting each other and with the mission
profile module. All the blocks are affected by constraints imposed by technical, normative framework-
related, or custom requirements.

Figure 4 depicts at a glance the integrated functional design framework for the identi-
fication of the propulsion system. More than comparing commercial off-the-shelf products
to select the most suitable element, this procedure was meant to support the early stages
of the design process, as it aimed to identify the functional characteristics that the further
detailed design should include for the selection of the final components.

The procedure was composed of three main stages: (i) the identification of the re-
quirements for the overall UAV, (ii) the selection of the actuation subsystem, and (iii) the
sizing of the power supply subsystem. Within the first stage, the synthesis of the initial
design constraints was driven by technical requirements, such as desired payload, cruise
velocity, and round-trip, by normative-related constraints, such as a total mass at take-off
higher or lower than the limit of 25 kg stated in the Italian regulations for drones, and by
custom requirements, such as the preference for a hybrid or electric propulsion system,
composed of an odd or even number of direct-drive outrunner multi-rotor units, evenly
distributed on the fuselage or specifically located. These constraints define a first attempt
at the actuation category, from which a set of possible actuator candidates can be identified.

Within the second stage, the main design constraints related to working conditions
and tasks were outlined. Once having selected the desired actuator type (e.g., AC or
DC, brushed or brushless), the analysis of the mission profile allowed defining the main
kinematic constraints required for the UAV. For a first sizing of the actuation components,
the worst working condition should be considered. Besides, starting from a free-body
analysis of the UAV, the generalized forces (meant as linear forces and torques) acting on
the device were depicted, and the characteristics equations of the system were extracted.
Expected generated thrust forces Tadv and FClimb for advancement and climb respectively
were identified for each possible actuator unit, whereas lift and drag coefficients were
evaluated with respect to the angle of attack α for each possible propeller, as well as
voltage, current, and energy consumption EC. If the values of TR(t) and aR(t) can be
considered the main design constraints according to the expected mission profile, TP(t)
and aP(t) can be then defined as the corresponding parameters for the propulsion system
candidates, distinctive for the specific solution. Those values can be computed by solving
the characteristic equilibrium equations of the UAV’s free-body diagram. In order to
be suitable, the actuation candidate must assure an acceleration aP(t) higher than the
maximum value of the required acceleration aR for at least one configuration of the throttle
percentage (or instant t). The best candidate for the actuation system reaches the required
acceleration at lower throttle percentage values, the other characteristics being equal.
Several methods can be adopted to evaluate the introduced quantities: for instance, at this
design stage, the lift and drag coefficients can be estimated as approximate values through
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numerical computation (e.g., in the Xfoil 6.97 environment), or different kinematic and
dynamic models can be adopted to analyze the vehicle aerodynamics (such as the particle
model or a system of rigid bodies). Therefore, the same quantities can be defined according
to different methodological hypotheses and described by distinct formal expressions.

Actuation category & set of possible actuator candidate

• payload

• cruise velocity

• round-trip

Technical Requirements

• total mass at take-off < 25kg
Normative Requirements

• electric propulsion system

• even number of motors

• direct-drive outrunner multi-rotor units

• even distribution of the motors on the fuselage

Custom Requirements

Requirements for the overall UAV

Selection of the actuation subsystem

o kinematics

• motion law at worst 

working condition

Mission Profile

o dynamics: free-body analysis of the vehicle

• geometry and aerodynamics (forces and 

moments)

• generated thrusts (D, L, Tadv, FClimb)

o dynamics

• total required force TR

• required acceleration aR

o propeller description

• lift coefficient CL(a)

• drag coefficient CD(a)

o voltage, current and energy consumption (EC)

o propulsion configuration

• total guaranteed force TP

• guaranteed acceleration aP

Best candidate for propulsion configuration & first attempt of energy consumption profile

o complete motion law

• energy consumption (ETOL, Ecruise) 

Mission Profile & Actuators

o kinematics

• maximum flight duration tC • maximum range (dM, dT) 

o battery unit description

• geometry (mass, dimensions)

• discharge mode (C)

• discharge efficiency (h)

o battery configuration 

• usable capacity CU

• capacity for flight CF
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Figure 4. Synthetic road-map of the integrated functional design framework for the propulsion
system identification.
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The third stage of the procedure allowed sizing the power supply subsystem. As
custom requirements, the preference for an even number of Li-ion batteries could be
considered, and a maximum value of the Depth of Discharge (DoD) should be settled.
Given the selected actuation, the energy consumption ETOL and Ecruise, required for the
take-off or landing and cruise phase of a mission, respectively, can be evaluated. Those
values depend on the kind of mission, for instance: A monitoring mission would require
a take-off phase, then loitering until at last the maximum allowed range dM, and a final
landing back at the base. On the contrary, in a delivery mission, the drone is expected to
transfer a good from the starting point to a defined target and then return to the base, so
the mission profile should foresee a take-off phase, the cruise until at least the maximum
allowed distance dT , the landing at the target position, then the return trip composed
once again of the take-off, cruise, and landing phases. For delivery missions, even more
trips could be conceived of within a single route: in this case, the energy consumption
corresponding to an additional landing and take-off pair should be also considered for each
additional target. Besides, the selection of a battery type allows identifying the discharge
mode C and efficiency η. The definition of the number of included batteries and the choice
of the maximum acceptable level of DoD for each battery enable computing the usable
capacity CU of the power system. Once having settled the number of desired trips, the
capacity of flight CF can be consequently evaluated as the remaining capacity, the net of
the required ETOL. The maximum flight duration tC can then be computed as the ratio
of the remaining capacity for flight CF to the power consumption in the cruise phase.
Finally, the maximum allowed distance dM or dT , for monitoring or delivery missions,
respectively, can be estimated in two ways: (i) with an average estimation, as the product
between the maximum flight duration tC and the desired cruise velocity set by the mission
requirements, and (ii) with a punctual evaluation of the mission profile, as the maximum
distance traveled by the drone when the battery reaches the minimum acceptable value of
the State of Charge (SoC), complementary to 100% of the imposed DoD.

4. Discussion
4.1. Literature Analysis

Focusing on the distribution of the papers among the proposed thematic categories,
the results suggested a higher interest of the scientific community in the design of specific
elements of UAVs, as the high rate of studies in the detailed design category demonstrated.
As Table 12 describes, the highest percentage values coincided with problems related to
well-defined technical areas, such as innovative or unconventional components, especially
actuators and propellers.

Furthermore, the control, identification, modeling category presented a high number
of papers: works collected within this class mainly focused on optimized and robust control
techniques, as well as mission-planning procedures.

Fewer papers were devoted to optimization methods instead. From a general per-
spective, traditional methods for the propulsion system definition were mostly based on
design experience or trial-and-error strategies [38]. These techniques often are grounded on
identification procedures for the main subset components; aiming at comparing potential
candidates and dynamically selecting the best solution according to the evolution of the
design process, large and constantly updated datasets are necessary in order for those
selection processes to be effective. In 2019, Dai et al. proposed to simplify and decouple
the whole optimization design problem into several analytically solved sub-problems [38].
In 2021, Zhang at al. depicted on the contrary an overall optimization, described as a
multidisciplinary approach, since it concurrently evaluates analysis models peculiar to
multiple disciplines within a common optimization framework [27]. Comparing these
last methods, the decoupling approach drastically reduces the computational burden for
the implementation of the optimization procedure, whereas the multidisciplinary strategy
assures the optimum matching of the propulsion system components. Nonetheless, in
order to identify the best solution, this kind of approach unflinchingly evaluates at the
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same time a potentially huge amount of candidates; therefore, the optimization process
should be likely repeated in case new candidates would emerge. Moreover, these kinds of
methods are based on cost functions, which only allow considering quantitative technical
constraints for the definition of the requirements for the components’ selection. As a
consequence, these approaches could be hardly adopted in the very early stages of the
design process, since they expect for the main strategic aspects of the design concept, such
as type of actuation system or drone size, to have been already settled. Besides, additional
constraints can also be considered, such as: a specific application, the normative framework,
or designer preferences.

Finally, nineteen products were classified within the functional design, sizing category.
According to the literature, in the choice and subsequent sizing of the propulsion system,
some parameters can be considered fundamental: efficiency, reliability, size, mass, power,
energy density, complexity, and cost-effectiveness. For UAVs presenting a size consistent
with our case study, two possible technologies can provide power generation: electric
motors (with energy stored in batteries and, possibly, together with supercapacitors) and
thermal engines (with gasoline, methane, or hydrogen fossil fuel). The energy density
of fossil fuels is higher than that of batteries, but engines available for UAV applications
have low efficiency, a high thermal and acoustic signature, and complex control, and
these can cause stability problems. Electric motors have features that make them the
most suitable choice for smaller UAVs, such as high efficiency, reliability, low noise, a
low thermal signature, advanced control devices and high maneuverability. Moreover,
they have the advantage of being more environmentally friendly devices as they do not
emit pollutants. In some cases, electric and thermal motors are both used on the same
UAV to combine the advantages of the two technologies. In any case, the solution must be
identified in terms of the choice of propulsion technology that better suits (e.g., by efficiency,
costs, or dimensions) the application in question, considering the specific data of the UAV
to be designed and the peculiarities of each technology. Considering the use of electric
motors, two electric motors are used currently in drones: brushed and brushless DC motors.
For smaller UAVs, the choice falls most commonly to Brushless DC motors (BLDC) then
brushed DC motors, because of the high power density, efficiency, reliability, speed, ease
of control, low maintenance costs, and long lifetime [128]. Nevertheless, brushed motors
can be also used to propel micro aircraft, and brushless motors are used for low-power
UAVs (some watts) as well as for high-power UAVs (tens of kilowatts). The speed control
of a BLDC motor is then usually managed by the Electronic Speed Control (ESC), based on
an electronic circuit that regulates the speed. The choice of the energy source represents
another fundamental aspect of the functional design of the propulsion system. Possible
solutions are batteries (among which there are different types such as Li-ion, alkaline, LiPo,
NiCd, etc.), capacitors, supercapacitors, electrolytic capacitors, solar cells, and fuel cells,
which can be used alone, but also combined in a configuration called hybridization [27,129].
These different solutions have different potentials in terms of specific power and specific
energy, as well analyzed by Boukoberine et al. [128], and hybridization allows combining
advantages and performances and balancing their limitations. When different energy
sources are used in a UAV, the real-time power splitting among the available sources must
be managed by a Power Management System (PMS), which can be implemented with an
active or a passive strategy [130]. The choices to be made in the functional design phase for
the energy aspect therefore also concern the aspects of the solution to be adopted for energy
management, depending on the chosen energy sources and storage systems [131,132].

The analysis of the scientific literature emphasized a remarkable variability in works’
number and main topics with respect to the drone size, although few research works
focused in particular on medium-sized UAVs, e.g., with a mass at take-off close to 25 kg,
which in the Italian regulation represents a crucial threshold strongly affecting the design
process. Nonetheless, the high number of works concerning the sizing and optimization of
the propulsion system reflects the importance of this element within the design process.
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Regarding the contents of the papers, evaluated thanks to the set of parameters defined
with the second taxonomy, the main results of the literature review are briefly reported in
the following sections.

4.1.1. UAV Types

Considering the UAV type, the focus of most of the studies was divided between
fixed-wing UAVs and multirotor vehicles. Within the latter sub-category, fourteen papers
explicitly referred to quadrotor systems [16,24,31,32,34,35,43,44,50,79,83,90,105,106], two to
hexarotor UAVs [64,133], one to bicopters [85] and one to octocopter drones [108], respec-
tively. Several papers did not specifically state a UAV type target in terms of architecture
configuration, whereas others focused more properly on the drone characteristics, as the
specific performance that the UAV needed to assure, or the kind of mission in which the
system was expected to be engaged [36,40–42]. Apart from the fixed-wing and multirotor
UAVs, five papers described flapping-wing drones [60,94,110,113,114], paying particular
attention to the design of the flapping system itself.

The current taxonomy highlights the architectural configurations of UAVs, therefore
allowing capturing possible differences among design approaches, which emphasize the
characteristics of the drones connected to geometric- and dynamic-related factors. An
alternative taxonomy could investigate the UAV size, for instance to compare the number
of papers devoted to each size, as an indicator of the academic interest in the topic, market
shares of the products in the corresponding categories, as an indicator of the impact of
research, or the number of filed patents referring to the different UAV size, as an indicator
of the business interest.

4.1.2. Actuation Types

The type of actuation chosen to generate motion in UAVs is highly influenced by many
factors such as the power and energy densities required by the application and allowed
by the solution, mission requirements, and drone size, shape, flight mode, mission, or
endurance [2]. Three main solutions for actuators were adopted: fuel engines, electric
motors, and hybrid solutions. Fuel engines include mainly gas turbine engines, jet engines,
gas engines, and internal combustion engines; electric motors more commonly used in
UAVs are brushless and brushed DC motors; the hybrid solution is based on a fuel engine
(an internal combustion engine [33], a gas turbine [53], or a turbojet engine [40]) used
as the primary source of energy, while the actuation is based on an electric motor. The
main advantages of fuel engine-based solutions are high power and energy densities,
long flight autonomy, and large payload range, making them the primary choice for
larger drones. The gas turbine engine exhibits the highest performances among fuel
engines, in terms of power-to-weight ratio, reliability, and operation time. Fuel engines’
performances become worse for small-scale UAV applications due to a lower fuel economy,
lower efficiency, and high noise level. Moreover, their acoustic emissions and thermal
signature are high, and the theme of environmental sustainability (due to the shortage of
fossil fuels, global warming, and increasing pollution) is a factor to their detriment and
pushes toward the adoption of electric propulsion [129]. The choice of electric motors in
small-to-medium-sized UAVs is the most common [9,64,100,106], due to their multiple
advantages: high efficiency, low noise emission, low thermal dissipation, reliability, no
pollutant emission, self-starting, controllability, and high maneuverability. The brushless
DC motors’ increasing diffusion among electrically actuated UAVs was confirmed by the
literature review: indeed, for the totality of the analyzed articles with electric propulsion
UAV, the motor used was a brushless DC. The significant weight of the power storage
system (commonly a battery) is the main disadvantage of purely electric-powered UAVs.
The hybrid solution benefits from the advantages of both fuel engines and electric solutions,
overcoming some of their most important disadvantages. A hybrid UAV may allow
long flights, with a reduced heat signature and acoustic emissions, lower battery weight
due to the battery recharging during flight, reduced fuel consumption, and functioning
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in an electric-alone mode when necessary with reduced noise. In a limited number of
cases [7,11], UAVs have an electric actuation solution where solar energy, as the primary
energy, is used to recharge the battery. Other studies [25,93] considered fuel-cell/battery
hybrid UAV power systems. In [93], a performance comparison was made between the
use of a metal hydride hydrogen storage system and a compressed hydrogen system.
Finally, actuators based on shape memory alloys, piezoelectric or piezo-ceramic actuators,
MEMS, or strain actuation [46,94,95,110,113,114,117,118,120–122,126] are used to modify
the geometry of some elements of the drone (such as the wings), with the aim to allow
some motion adjustments.

4.1.3. Design Level

For the classification of the papers based on the design level, few works were included
in the class vehicle (12 among 123): 46 were focused on the Propulsion System (PrS) and 69
on a specific propulsion component. The papers of this last class were further subdivided
into sub-classes, by considering the motor (35), the propeller (8), the battery (3), or another
component (23). The papers in the class vehicle were related to the design of the whole
vehicle at different levels, for example: Li in [7] presented a general optimal design method
for solar-powered UAVs; Stepaniak in [24] described the design of a quadrotor UAV, which
was used as a navigation sensor testbed; Nigro in [44] presented a preliminary study on a
new concept of a fully actuated UAV, which can simultaneously modify the tilting angle
of all the propellers; Koster in [69] presented a three-meter scale model aircraft, named
Hyperion, developed by student engineering teams whose design concept included a novel
hybrid gas/biodiesel–electric power train as a green aircraft technology. In the works
that dealt with the propulsion system as a whole, very different themes were treated, and
some examples are summarized below. Dantsker et al. [11] provided an overview of a
propulsion system optimization tool and system power model applied to a long-endurance
solar-powered UAV; Castaneda et al. [16] addressed practical guidelines for propulsion
system design and implementation in a quadrotor micro air vehicle; Lu et al. [53] presented
the design of a gasoline–electric hybrid propulsion system implemented in a micro triple
tilt-rotor VTOL; Hiserote et al. [22] discussed the conceptual design of a high-endurance
UAV and the preliminary design and experimental tests on a hybrid propulsion system;
Guo et al. [15] presented an impulsive thruster propulsion system that could be used in a
multi-modal UAV capable of sustained aerial flight, locomotion in water, and deployment
from a tube filled with compressed air; Bondyra et al. [57] presented the experimental
verification of the performance of a X8 quadcopter, which extended the original quadro-
tor concept to eight motors, arranged in four coaxial pairs; Kang et al. [88] described
a turbo-compression system design and a performance analysis procedure for a high-
altitude long-endurance UAV; Lieh et al. [115] compared four hybrid propulsion models;
Collie et al. [124] described the propulsion system and integration design of a subscale
turbojet UAV. With reference to this specific theme, it emerged that for the functional project
of the propulsion system in the literature, there were some works focused on specific types
of UAVs, but a procedural synthesis was not present for medium-sized electric-propelled
multirotor UAVs. The papers in the sub-class propulsion were mainly focused on the motor,
and almost all were related to the design or characterization of brushless DC motors, as in
the following cases. Lee et al. [42] put forward the optimal design method for UAVs and
interior permanent magnet motors for drones that require high thrust of high rotational
speed; Marcolini et al. [78] investigated the design of a multiphase coreless axial flux perma-
nent magnet machine with concentrated windings, to obtain very high power and torque
densities; Liben et al. [84] presented an analytical design method to develop a ring motor
that was wrapped around the outer diameter of a propeller; Xu et al. [91] presented a novel
parameter design method for a DC brushless motor; Parvez Alam et al. [98] aimed at the
design and development of a small-scale test rig setup for the measurement of the thrust
of any brushless DC motor; Zulkipli et al. [100] studied the characteristics of a brushless
direct current motor for the purpose of multicopter design. A very limited number of works
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dealt with actuators based on other technologies, such as the work of Mingjun et al. [96],
who presented a new type of compact smart hydraulic actuator, or of Jims John Wess-
ley [40], who presented the design of major components of a turbojet engine that could
produce thrust suitable for medium-altitude UAVs. Few papers fell into the sub-classes
propeller and batteries, for example: the work of Van Treuren et al. [35], in which three
different five-bladed propellers were tested and compared, or of Oukassi et al. [45], who
presented the manufacturing and characterization results of biomimetic-shaped thin-film
batteries. In the sub-class others, some specific components were investigated: in three
of them [31,34,39], it was the flight controller; in the paper of Hossain et al. [12], it was a
linear servo-actuator variable-span morphing wing; in the work of He et al. [51], it was
the power converter; in the study of Kochersberger et al. [95], it was a morphing control
surface; in two papers [120,121], it was the elevator control surface actuated by Lightweight
Piezoceramic Composite Actuator (LIPCA).

4.1.4. Integration Level

The number of topics assigned to each paper was evaluated as an indicator of the
integration level of the work, since it conveyed the involvement of more areas of interest of
the considered design procedure. According to the results, over 28% of the papers were
associated with a single topic. Among them, the areas presenting the higher rates were
mechanics, power supply, and control. Papers presenting three or fewer topics represented
almost 70%, whereas papers with six or more topics covered 5% of the total. Analyzing the
topics independently, as Table 12 depicts, mechanics (59 papers, 17.7%), control (56 papers,
16.8%), and validation (54 papers, 16.2%) were the topics with higher rates. Dynamics
and power supply still presented close values (48 papers, 14.4%, and 47 papers, 14.1%
respectively), whereas the set of remaining topics, evaluated as a whole, covered 20.7%.

Data also suggested a correlation of integration and design levels: indeed, the papers
presenting the highest numbers of associated topics were devoted to vehicle or propulsion
system design levels, whereas the works with the lowest rates mainly focused on the design
of specific propulsion components. This consideration further supported the hypothesis
that an optimal design framework for complex systems such as UAVs should be grounded
on an integrated rationale, as the first stages of the functional design process.

4.2. The Integrated Design Framework

Beside the several methods for UAVs design [8–10,25,134], optimization techniques
for the iterative identification of the best propulsion system were also present [16,27,29,124].
Those methods apply well once the design exceeds the concept phase and the key elements
of the system have been established, given that they typically allow evaluating detailed
aspects from different fields, to identify components with as much accuracy as possible
(ideally, to the off-the-shelf level). Nevertheless, an almost complete freedom to operate
could also represent a significant drawback in the very early stages of the process, especially
for complex systems such as UAVs, since the identification of the detailed characteristics
in the overall system and components demands an already settled definition of the main
strategic aspects of the drone architecture.

A suitable design methodology should therefore enable an integrated analysis, which
includes fluidics and fight dynamics evaluations to motion profile and kinematics data.
In this perspective, the procedure described in Figure 4 represents a functional frame-
work, since it allows performing a selection of preliminary candidates, suitable for further
optimization processes, by evaluating the constraints and expected characteristics of the
components. One of the main advantages of the proposed framework is its inherent flexi-
bility: since it represents a guideline for the model definition, non-quantifiable constraints
can be assessed as well, such as the preference for a hybrid or an electric propulsion system.
However, to enable the sizing of the power supply system, a proper characterization of
the components in the propulsion unit is needed, and an integration or validation of the
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data provided by the manufacturer for the selected pair of actuator and propellers could
be necessary, especially in components suitable for medium-sized UAVs.

5. Conclusions

The design of the propulsion system for UAVs presents almost unique characteristics,
demanding an inclusive multidisciplinary approach from the first design stages. A review
of the scientific literature was performed with a systematic approach, and the selected
papers were evaluated according to a dual custom classification taxonomy, which inves-
tigated the primary aim and specific content of the works. Design methods dramatically
change depending on the possible application cases and expected working conditions.
According to this, the results of the literature review stated a high interest of the scientific
community towards the design of specific elements of UAVs. Finally, a framework for the
preliminary study of the propulsion system in UAVs was outlined and proposed, according
to an integrated functional design approach.
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