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Abstract: Surface patterns on objects are important in aerodynamics. We show how surface
patterns on volleyballs modify their aerodynamic performances. Conventional volleyballs with
six panels show different aerodynamic characteristics along transverse and diagonal directions.
Interestingly, isotropic surface patterning with hexagons or dimples enables us to achieve isotropic
aerodynamics. This result gives insight into surface-mediated flight controls of projectiles through
resisting fluid media.
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1. Introduction

When a spherical ball moves through the air, a long tangle of swirling air trails behind it [1–6].
A turbulent flow causes to slow the ball down. This phenomenon emerges due to drag [4]. At low
speeds, the wake is large and the drag is high, while for a ball moving faster than a certain speed,
the wake suddenly shrinks and the drag coefficient plummets. The rapid decrease in the drag force
is known as drag crisis [4]. The drag crisis occurs when the laminar flow of air in a boundary layer
near the ball begins to separate and becomes turbulent [1,3]. Competitive players can take advantage
of the strange aerodynamic effects in volleyball games [4]. The aerodynamic lift and drag forces can
make a volleyball swerve up or down and/or side to side: lift acts in a direction perpendicular to
motion and drag acts to directly oppose motion [5]. Drag crisis is still a puzzling phenomenon in fluid
mechanics [6].

Ball trajectories are influenced entirely by gravity and aerodynamics [5,7]. The aerodynamic forces
are sensitive to the surface properties of balls. Surface modification in balls is therefore an important
task: for instance, dimples on golf balls [5]. A moving ball has a high-pressure area on its front side
and leaves behind a turbulent wake region, resulting in lower pressure and higher drag. The drag
force can be reduced by dimples on a ball when they induce a thin turbulent boundary layer of air
on its surface and lower drag because turbulent boundary layer flow has a larger momentum than
laminar boundary layer flow and thus delays separation [8]. Dimples allow the smoothly flowing air
to follow the ball surface a little farther around the back side and consequently reduce the drag force as
the size of the wake decreases. The spinning action of a golf ball makes the air pressure on the bottom
of the ball higher than on the top, generating pressure imbalance and an upward lift force on the
ball [5]. Since surface roughness plays a significant role in the turbulence dynamics near the surface,
there are recent fruitful efforts for flow control through engineering surfaces [9–13]. The aerodynamic
drag force on a ball depends on its diameter, speed and surface roughness [14]. The drag force can
be smaller on a rough ball than a smooth ball, especially at speeds in ball sports [14]. Zigzag paths
(knuckleballs) have been reported for volleyballs with the typical ball velocity and the corresponding
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Reynolds number ∼4 ×105 [15]. Practically, aerodynamic modification through pattering surfaces is a
plausible task to scientists and engineers [5,16–24]..

In this paper, we demonstrate how surface patterning modifies aerodynamic performance of
volleyballs. Particularly we explain why aerodynamic characteristics along transverse and diagonal
directions are different in conventional volleyballs with six panels and how isotropic aerodynamics is
achieved through isotropic surface patterning with hexagons or dimples. This result gives insight into
surface-mediated flight controls of projectiles through resisting fluid media.

2. Experiments

As for surface patterns on volleyballs, we selected conventional and surface-modified volleyballs.
Conventional volleyballs (Adidas AV514RB and Mizuno 9OV80027) and surface-modified volleyballs
(Mikasa MVA200CEV and Molten V5M5000) were purchased commercially. Conventional and
surface-modified balls had same diameters of 21 cm, same circumferences of 65∼67 cm and same
weights of 260∼280 g, except for different surface panel numbers and patterns as: six-panel and
smooth surface for conventional balls (Adidas AV514RB and Mizuno 9OV80027), while six-panel
and hexagon-patterned surface (Molten V5M5000) and eight-panel and dimpled surface (Mikasa
MVA200CEV) for surface-modified balls. For the wind tunnel experiments, a circuit flow-type
wind tunnel (San Technologies Co., Ltd., Tochigi, Japan) was used at the University of Tsukuba.
The maximum wind speed was 55 m/s, the blow out size was 1.5 × 1.5 m2 and the wind speed and
the turbulence distributions were controlled within ±0.5% and less than 0.1%, respectively. For the
volleyball installed in the wind tunnel, the aerodynamic characteristics were measured with respect
to the panel direction. The ball was supported from the back support that was made of a rod with
0.8 m length and 0.02 m width. The aerodynamic force of each ball was measured in the range of wind
speeds (U) from 7 to 35 m/s using a Sting-type 6-division detector (LMC-61256, Nissho Electric Works).
The aerodynamic coefficients of the drag coefficient (Cd), the lift force coefficient (Cl) and the side force
coefficient (Cs) were calculated as Cd = 2D

ρU2 A , Cl =
2L

ρU2 A and Cs =
2S

ρU2 A , respectively. Here ρ is the

density of air (ρ = 1.2 kg/m3), A is the cross-sectional area of the volleyball (A = πd2/4 ≈ 0.0346 m2

for the diameter of the volleyball d = 0.21 m [15]), and the D, L, and S quantities are the longitudinal,
transverse and side components of the aerodynamic forces [6].

Two intrinsic forces act on a ball moving through the air by competition of gravity and
aerodynamics. The first force acts down on the ball, namely, the ball weight (mg), where m is the ball
mass and g = 9.80 m/s2 is the constant magnitude of gravitational acceleration near the Earth surface.
The second force is the drag force, whose direction is opposite the ball velocity. By considering that the
x axis point along the horizontal and the y axis point vertically upward, the Newton’s second law is
reduced to ẍ = −βvCd ẋ and ÿ = −βvCdẏ − g where β = ρA

2m , v =
√

ẋ2 + ẏ2 and the dot signifies the
time derivative. These relations can be numerically solved under appropriate initial conditions using
a fourth-order Runge-Kutta algorithm. For the speed-dependent Cd, a linear interpolation between
experimental wind-tunnel data points was used. The drag coefficients of each ball taken from the wind
tunnel experiments and the corresponding Reynolds numbers were obtained at the same initial speed
of 15 m/s and the takeoff angle of 25◦.

The flight characteristics were investigated by measuring the landing point after being hit.
The hitting robot aimed at the center of a non-rotating ball (e.g., float serve) at the typical ball speed of
15 m/s in real games [25,26] with a target (1 × 1 m2) located on the floor 15 m away. The position at
which the volleyball hits the floor was denoted as the landing point with its flight distance along the
horizontal and lateral distances. Data analysis was performed from the landing point measurements
from the repeated 30 throws for four balls and two panel directions for a total dataset of 240 throws.
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3. Results and Discussion

The first question is why aerodynamic characteristics along transverse and diagonal directions
are different in conventional volleyballs with six panels. Traditionally, volleyballs are assembled
from a total of six panels with each panel formed using three rectangular panel sections for a total of
18 sections and these volleyballs have been used in international competitions over a long period of
time, as demonstrated in Figure 1. Conventional volleyballs assembled with six panels inevitably have
two different panel directions in the production process. The transverse panel direction is parallel to
the panel sections [Figure 1a] and the diagonal panel direction is perpendicular to the point where
the three panels meet [Figure 1b]. Assembling volleyballs is like folding a cube with six sides of a
square [Figure 1c]. The presence of two panel directions is supposed to be important for the anisotropic
aerodynamic performance of volleyballs.

(a) (b) (c)

Transverse direction Diagonal direction

(d)

Conv-2Conv-1 DimpleHexagon

Figure 1. Surface patterns of volleyballs with (a) transverse and (b) diagonal directions on panels. (c) In
conventional volleyballs, the existence of two panel directions is a result of conventional assembly with
six panels. (d) Surface patterns for conventional balls (Conv-1 and Conv-2) and modified balls with
hexagon and dimple patterns.

The aerodynamic characteristics of volleyballs are demonstrated in Figure 2. The drag coefficients
Cd with respect to the Reynolds number Re were measured in the wind tunnel experiments. The Cd-Re
curves show that the drag crisis is dependent on the panel direction and the surface patterning.
The different aerodynamic characteristics along the panel direction are verified for conventional balls:
the drag crisis behaves differently between the transverse and the diagonal directions [Figure 3a,b].
The prime cause of the aerodynamic anisotropy is the difference in the panel direction. In contrast,
the surface-modified balls have less difference in the drag crisis regardless of the panel direction
[Figure 3c,d], which is due to the isotropic surface patterns with hexagons or dimples.
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Figure 2. Drag crisis of volleyballs. Circles and squares represent transverse and diagonal directions,
respectively, with different surface patterns: (a) Conv-1, (b) Conv-2, (c) Hexagon and (d) Dimple.
Inset shows the wind tunnel experiment. To check out the experimental uncertainty, three data were
included for each case. Discrepancy in drag crisis appears in conventional balls, while similarity in
drag crisis in balls with isotropic patterns.

g

xx00
θ0

h

y

L [m]

Conv-1 Conv-2 Hexagon Dimple

H
 [m

]

-2 2

20

10

-2 2

20

10

-2 2

20

10

-2 2

20

10

Panel
orientation

Transverse
Diagonal

(a)

(c)

―

+L

L

H

(b)

Figure 3. Flight characteristics of volleyballs. (a) An illustration for flight trajectory. (b) Lateral (L) and
horizontal (H) flight distances were measured from the landing position experiment using a hitting
robot. (c) All data of lateral and horizontal distances are summarized. Each panel with equidistant
intervals is depicted at the same range of ±2 m (lateral) and from 10 to 20 m (horizontal). Blue and
red represents transverse and diagonal directions, respectively. Big circles and squares are the average
values with error bars taken from the standard deviations.
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The critical Reynolds numbers Rec = dUc/ν for the onset of the drag crisis are measured
in Figure 2, where Uc is the critical ball velocity and ν is the kinematic viscosity of the air
(ν = 1.5 × 10−5 m/s2 at 20 ◦C [1,15]).

Figure 3 shows the flight characteristics of each ball taken from the lateral and horizontal
landing positions. The longest flight distance (16.6∼17.2 m on average) is found in the Hexagon
ball. Interestingly, the shortest flight distance (12.7∼14.1 m on average) is observed in the Dimple ball.

The aerodynamic anisotropy of volleyballs originates from the panel direction through the
volleyball production process. Importantly, the aerodynamic anisotropy can be eliminated by the
isotropic surface modification, for instance, by adopting the isotropic hexagonal patterns and the
dimples. For the unmodified (Adidas and Mizuno) volleyballs, the aerodynamics is anisotropic,
originating from the panel direction: the drag crisis behaves separately with the transverse and
diagonal panel directions. As a result, their flight distances are relatively short. By adopting the surface
modification with the isotropic patterns such as hexagonal patterns (Molten) and dimples (Mikasa),
the modified volleyballs can have the improved aerodynamics. Their aerodynamic coefficients
with respect to the Reynolds number behave almost identically regardless of the panel direction,
their aerodynamic forces are stabilized and their flight distances can be controlled to have the longest
distance (Molten) or the shortest distance (Mikasa).

The flight distance modification by surface pattern may be explained by the drag coefficients.
The Dimple ball, which is currently used in international competitions (e.g., Olympics), has the shorter
flight distance compared to the Hexagon ball, which exhibit the longest flight distance. At the ball
velocity U = 15 m/s (Re∼2 ×105) in the hitting robot tests, the drag coefficients for the Hexagon ball,
estimated as Cd ≈ 0.26∼0.34 from Figure 2, are lower than those for the Dimple ball as 0.45∼0.50.
The conventional balls show the intermediate Cd quantities as 0.25∼0.48 for the Conv-1 and 0.21∼0.43
for the Conv-2 balls. Interestingly, the hexagonal pattern in the Hexagon ball significantly reduces the
critical Re for the drag crisis, while the dimple pattern in the Dimple ball enhances the critical Re for the
drag crisis. Similar results were found in the dimpled soccer balls [27] and the dimpled golf balls [28].
We suppose that the drag enhancement by dimples is associated with the boundary-layer instability.

This study suggests that the critical Re number for the drag crisis can be reduced or enhanced
with the surface design in a volleyball. The relatively far or short flight of a ball can be
controlled by the surface design of a ball. The lower the drag coefficient, the farther the flight
of the ball. The design of the surface pattern can contribute to the drag reduction or the drag
enhancement [29]. The surface-modified balls exhibit the quite isotropic aerodynamics and the
well-controlled flight distances.

In ball sports, the well-controlled flight trajectory of a ball would be useful to lure opponents
and score [15]. For instance, float serves are important skills for ace players and they utilize the
knuckle effect of a ball, allowing a ball to fall suddenly or to have irregular flight paths using no-
or slow-rotating while flying [25]. Therefore, controlling the flight characteristics of a ball would be
important to ball designers and players.

This work shows an answer for the hypothesis: from a comprehensive study on the aerodynamic
singularity in volleyballs, the present work reveals how the isotropic surface modification can eliminate
the aerodynamic anisotropy and reduce or enhance the drag coefficient. As described in Figure 4,
the results of lift and side forces show that the isotropy of the aerodynamics would be relevant
to the isotropy of the surface pattern. The previous work is limited to identify difference in the
critical Reynolds number or the drag coefficient between unmodified and modified volleyballs [19].
Unmodified volleyballs assembled with traditional 18 sections and modified volleyballs with isotropic
hexagonal patterns or isotropic dimples represent all feasible designs of volleyballs that are actually
used in volleyball games. The main result would be generalizable beyond the specific brands
of volleyballs.
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Figure 4. The lift and side forces acting on the ball taken in the wind tunnel experiment (10 s, wind
speed 15 m/s) are quite isotropic from the balls with isotropic (Hexagon and Dimple) surface patterns.
Blue and red represents transverse and diagonal directions, respectively. Big circles and squares are the
average values with error bars taken from the standard deviations.

Recently, significant changes were tried in design of the volleyball surface. At the 2008 Beijing
Olympics, a surface-modified volleyball (Mikasa MVA200) with 8-sheet dimples was introduced as the
official ball and in turn adopted in international competitions (e.g., FIVB World League and Olympics).
Another volleyball (Molten V5M5000) with hexagonal protrusions on the ball surface was developed
and used as the official ball in many league games, including the American League (USA Volleyball)
and the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) League. Similar changes appear in footballs:
the aerodynamic force applied to the ball changes significantly depending on the surface panel shapes
and consequently affects the aerodynamic performance [16,17,24,27,30]. Despite recent developments
in design of volleyballs, aerodynamic validation has yet to be reported. For traditional volleyballs, a few
reports were found on the numerical simulations [31–33] and the experimental measurements of the
flight trajectory or the vortex structure [26,32,34]. For surface-modified volleyballs, a comprehensive
understanding of the aerodynamic singularity is still lacking [35]. The surface conditions of volleyballs
are different for the tested volleyballs as demonstrated in Figure 2. The aerodynamics and flight
characteristics are analyzed from the wind tunnel experiments.
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4. Conclusions

To conclude, we demonstrate experimental evidence for the prime cause of the aerodynamic
anisotropy in the traditional volleyballs. To eliminate the panel direction dependency, the isotropic
surface patterns would be useful. The isotropic surface patterns such as hexagonal protrusions
and dimples would significantly contribute to the aerodynamic forces and the final flight distances.
This result would be helpful for flight control of projectiles as well as for design of sports balls
through resisting media such as air and water, thanks to surface-mediated aerodynamics that would
be efficacious by control of drag reduction or enhancement with surface modification.
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