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Optimal current control of
externally excited synchronous machines in

automotive traction drive applications
Oliver Haala, Bernhard Wagner, Maximilian Hofmann and Martin März

Abstract—The excellent suitability of the externally excited syn-
chronous machine (EESM) in automotive traction drive applications
is justified by its high efficiency over the whole operation range and
the high availability of materials. Usually, maximum efficiency is
obtained by modelling each single loss and minimizing the sum of all
losses. As a result, the quality of the optimization highly depends on
the precision of the model. Moreover, it requires accurate knowledge
of the saturation dependent machine inductances. Therefore, the
present contribution proposes a method to minimize the overall losses
of a salient pole EESM and its inverter in steady state operation based
on measurement data only. Since this method does not require any
manufacturer data, it is well suited for an automated measurement
data evaluation and inverter parametrization. The field oriented con-
trol (FOC) of an EESM provides three current components resp. three
degrees of freedom (DOF). An analytic minimization of the copper
losses in the stator and the rotor (assuming constant inductances) is
performed and serves as a first approximation of how to choose the
optimal current reference values. After a numeric offline minimization
of the overall losses based on measurement data the results are
compared to a control strategy that satisfies cos (ϕ) = 1.

Keywords—Current control, efficiency, externally excited syn-
chronous machine, optimization.

I. INTRODUCTION

DURING the last years the EESM registered an increase
in the market for electric vehicles [1]. This is due

to the high efficiency over the whole operation range, the
high torque at startup and the high availability of neces-
sary materials. Moreover, the excitation current represents an
additional degree of freedom (DOF) which allows to meet
safety requirements comfortably [2] and is useful for the rotor
position estimation ([3], [4]) so that the resolver might become
obsolete in future applications.

However, this additional DOF needs to be considered in
the torque control. In each operating point there is (at least)
one excitation current that is optimal in terms of an efficiency
maximization. If there is a high demand for the dynamic
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behaviour, however, due to a comparatively high rotor time
constant it is necessary to provide a minimum excitation
current at any time. Moreover, since the rotor is usually not
actively cooled, the rotor temperature needs to be considered.
This contribution focuses on the determination of the optimal
excitation current but it also provides a strategy to adapt the
stator current components if the excitation current is above or
below its optimal value.

The minimization of the motor losses is analysed in [5] and
[2]. For this purpose the motor is modelled by a finite element
method. A high motor efficiency is obtained by modelling each
single loss and minimizing the sum of all losses. In [5] the
sum of the copper losses and the iron losses are considered,
whereas [2] considers the stray losses additionally. However,
since these methods are based on a finite element analysis,
the full knowledge of all machine geometries and materials
is required. Moreover, the stray losses are difficult to model
because the causes are diverse [7].

In [6] the motor and its losses are modelled based on
measurement data, whereas the inverter losses are modelled
based on manufacturer’s data. However, an execution and
evaluation of the proposed measurements necessary for the
motor loss identification are difficult to automate.

None of the methods in the mentioned contributions can be
applied without any knowledge of the drive system. Therefore,
this paper pursues a different approach. The basic idea is to
obtain the optimal current reference values from test bench
measurements only. The execution of the measurements, the
evaluation of the data and the parametrization of the inverter
can therefore be carried out fully automated.

II. EESM AND PROBLEM DEFINITION

A. Machine

The description of the EESM in the rotating dq-reference
frame is derived from [6] and holds for reference quantity in-
variant transformed space vectors. The stator voltage equations
of a rotating electrical machine are given by

Ud = RsId +
dΨd

dt
− ωΨq (1)

Uq = RsIq +
dΨq

dt
+ ωΨd, (2)

where Rs is the stator resistance and ω represents the electric
angular frequency. The relation between the flux linkage
components and the current components is defined by the
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direct inductance Ld, the quadrature inductance Lq and the
mutual inductance Lm ((3) and (4)).

Ψd = LdId + LmIexc (3)

Ψq = LqIq (4)

The voltage of the excitation coil can be expressed as

Uexc = RexcIexc +
dΨexc

dt
(5)

with

Ψexc =
3

2
LmId + LexcIexc, (6)

where Rexc is the resistance of the exciation coil and Lexc its
self inductance. The air gap torque

Tag =
3

2
pIq(LmIexc + (Ld − Lq)Id), (7)

with the pole pair number p, depends on the three current
components Iexc, Id and Iq .

B. Control structure

The FOC of an EESM is known since [9]. The present
paper is restricted to the generation of the three optimal current
reference values (Fig. 1). In order to consider the maximum
admissible stator temperature ϑstator, the reference torque is
reduced from the externally demanded torque value Tref∗ to
Tref at high stator temperatures.

The optimal excitation current reference value depends on
the operating point (Tref , rotational speed n and DC link
voltage UDC) of the machine. Since the rotor is not actively
cooled, special attention has to be paid to the rotor temperature
ϑrotor. For this reason, the excitation current reference value
Iexc,ref has to be reduced if the rotor becomes too hot.

The optimal direct current reference value is operating
point (Tref , n, UDC and Iexc,ref ) dependent as well. The
field weakening is performed by reducing the direct current
reference value Id,ref iteratively until the modulation index
m is adjusted to the desired modulation index mmax.

Finally, the quadrature current reference value Iq,ref results
from the torque request Tref and the reference values Iexc,ref
and Id,ref (see (7)).

C. Optimization problem (OP)

The determination of the optimal current reference values
in steady state can be considered as an optimization problem

Rotational speed [RPM]

T
or

qu
e 

[N
m

]

Maximum torque area (1 DOF)
Field weakening area (1 DOF)
Optimal flux area (2 DOF)

Fig. 2: Operating areas of an EESM

defined by the equation set in (8)

minimize
Iexc,Id,Iq

Pl

subject to T = Tref

Uph ≤ Uph,max

Iph ≤ Iph,max

Iexc ≤ Iexc,max,

(8)

where Pl represents the total losses of the drive system, T
is the shaft torque, Uph,max is the maximum phase voltage,
Iph,max is the maximum phase current and Iexc,max the
maximum excitation current of the inverter. Uph and Iph are
given by

Uph ≈ ω ·Ψ = ω ·
√

(LdId + LmIexc)2 + (LqIq)2 (9)

and
Iph =

√
I2d + I2q . (10)

D. Operating areas

The choice of the current reference values depends on the
operating area. If the EESM is controlled optimally, there
are mainly three operating areas1 (Fig. 2). The term base
speed range is not used in this contribution because it implies
the limitation to a certain rotational speed. Instead, the terms
maximum torque area and optimal flux area are used. In the
maximum torque area either the phase current or the excitation
current is at its maximum. For the system with the basic data
provided in appendix A the phase current reaches its maximum
first. The field weakening area is characterized by the fact that
the phase voltage of the inverter reaches its maximum. On the
contrary, in the optimal flux area the stator flux linkage can
be chosen optimally because the inverter voltage is sufficient.

III. ANALYTIC APPROACH

Finding an analytic approach that solves the optimization
problem (OP) in (8) is challenging because there is no analytic
formula to describe the effect of saturation. Moreover, the
target function is the sum of nonlinear functions and therefore
difficult to minimize.

However, if two assumptions are made, the OP can be
solved by an analytic approach. This approach assumes that the

1At very low rotational speeds the inverter cannot provide the maximum
phase current because the losses are not distributed equally over one half
bridge, and not averaged over time. However, this operating area is very small
and therefore neglected in this consideration.
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copper losses in the stator and the rotor (see (11)) are the only
losses that occur. Moreover, constant inductance values are
assumed. The resulting simplified optimization problem (SOP)
covers the three operating areas but it is solved separately in
each operating area. The solution in each operating area is
based on a Lagrange approach.

Pcu =
3

2
Rs(I

2
d + I2q ) +RexcIexc (11)

A. SOP in the optimal flux area

In this operating area the SOP is reduced to

minimize
Iexc,Id,Iq

Pcu

subject to T = Tref

(12)

and the Lagrange approach is

Λ = Pcu + λ(T − Tref ), (13)

with the Lagrange multiplier λ. If the partial derivatives
∂Λ

∂Iexc
, ∂Λ
∂Id

, ∂Λ
∂Iq

are set to zero, the elimination of λ yields in
the two equations

I2q,opt − I2d,opt − Id,opt
Lm0Iexc,opt
Ld0 − Lq0

= 0 (14)

and
Id,opt = Iexc,opt · c1 (15)

with
c1 =

2Rexc(Ld0 − Lq0)

3RsLm0
, (16)

where the subscript zero indicates an unsaturated value.
Equation (14) and (15) represent the optimality condition for
the two remaining DOF. The optimal current reference values

Iexc,opt =

√√√√ 2 Tref

√
3Rs

3Rsc21+2Rexc

3p(Lm0 + c1(Ld0 − Lq0))
(17)

Id,opt = c1 · Iexc,opt, (18)

and
Iq,opt =

2 Tref

3p(Lm0Iexc,opt + (Ld0 − Lq0)Id,opt)
(19)

in this operating area result from solving (7), (14) and (15).

B. SOP in the field weakening area

In this operating area the phase voltage of the inverter
reaches its maximum and therefore the SOP reads as follows:

minimize
Iexc,Id,Iq

Pcu

subject to Tmot = Tref

Uph = Uph,max

(20)

The Lagrange approach

Λ = Pcu + λ1(T − Tref ) + λ2(Uph − Uph,max) (21)

leads to the optimality condition (22) for the remaining DOF
in this operating area.

Iq,opt = ±

√
(3RsLm0Id,opt − 2RexcLd0Iexc,opt)Ψ1Ψ2

3RsLm0(L2
q0

Id,opt + ΔLΨ2 − Ld0Ψ1) − 2RexcL
2
q0

ΔLIexc,opt

(22)

with the substitution variables

ΔL = Ld0 − Lq0

Ψ1 = Lm0Iexc,opt + Ld0Id,opt

Ψ2 = Lm0Iexc,opt +ΔLId,opt

However, the resulting system of equations ((7), (9) and
(22)) cannot be solved for Iexc,opt, Id,opt and Iq,opt in a fully
analytic way because the resulting polynomials exceed the
fourth degree. For this reason, the system of equations was
solved iteratively by the Gauss-Newton algorithm.

C. SOP in the maximum torque area

In this operating area the phase current of the inverter
reaches its maximum and therefore the SOP is reduced to

minimize
Iexc,Id,Iq

Pcu

subject to Tmot = Tref

Iph = Iph,max.

(23)

The optimality condition for the remaining DOF

Iq,opt = ±
√
Id,opt(Id,opt + Iexc,opt

Lm0

Ld0 − Lq0
) (24)

results from the Lagrange approach

Λ = Pcu + λ1(T − Tref ) + λ2(Iph − Iph,max). (25)

Like in subsection III-B, the system of equations ((7), (10)
and (24)) cannot be solved fully analytically and is therefore
solved iteratively by the Gauss-Newton algorithm.

D. Results

The optimal current reference values (Fig. 3, 4 and 5) are
calculated with the parameters in Tab. I. In this subsection
the current limitations of the inverter (Tab. II) were reduced
to Iph,max = 215 A and Iexc,max = 9.1 A in order to
consider the maximum shaft torque (Tmax = 200 Nm).

IV. NUMERIC APPROACH

A. Basic idea

The basic idea of this numeric approach is to overcome the
assumptions made in section III. For this reason, the functions
in (8) are identified by test bench measurements.
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Fig. 3: Optimal excitation current
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Fig. 4: Optimal d-current component
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Fig. 5: Optimal q-current component

B. Test bench setup
The electric drive is fed by a constant DC voltage source and

a constant rotational speed is adjusted by a test bench machine

M
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Fig. 6: Test bench setup
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Fig. 7: Set of current reference values

(Fig. 6). The inverter control unit provides a CAN/CCP
interface which is used to set the three current reference
values and to read internal signals of the inverter. The most
important measurement values are the electric quantities USRC

and ISRC measured at the electric energy source and the
mechanic quantities nTB and TTB measured at the test bench
machine. These values are provided by a CAN interface of the
test bench.

C. Measurement

In the proposed measurement a total number of 73 = 343
operating points are acquired (black stars in Fig. 7). If this
measurement is fully automated, it lasts approx. 90 minutes
only. The red circles result from the maximum admissible
inverter phase current. The space between the two red circles
represents the set of feasible operating points at rotational
speeds below the rated rotational speed nR. The measure-
ment of positive quadrature currents is sufficient, because
Iq,opt(TRef ) ≈ −Iq,opt(−TRef ). In spite of the fact that the
reluctance torque of an EESM with salient poles (Ld0 > Lq0)
is positive, positive direct currents should be avoided in order
to prevent the immoderate saturation of the main inductance.
For this reason, only operating points with a comparatively
small positive direct current are measured. However, the full
range of negative direct currents has to be measured to cover
the field weakening area completely.

All measurements are performed at a constant rotational
speed and a constant source voltage. In order to ensure an
approx. constant stator and rotor temperature the chronological
order of the operating points was adapted and the drive was
temperature conditioned.

D. Evaluation

Before the measurement data are evaluated an interpolation
with a high resolution is performed for each measured quantity
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Q = f(Iexc, Id, Iq).
The shaft torque is obtained from the measured torque by

considering the gear transmission ratio and a constant (warm)
gear efficiency of 96%. The torque function

T = fT (Iexc, Id, Iq) ⇒ Iq,ref = fIq(Tref , Iexc,ref , Id,ref ) (26)

is necessary to satisfy the torque constraint in (8) and is used
to calculate fIq , which is necessary for the quadrature current
reference calculation, by a numeric transformation.

The total losses of the electric drive are calculated by

Pl = |USRC · ISRC − TTB · 2πnTB | (27)

in each operating point and represent the target function

Pl = fP∗(Iexc, Id, Iq)

∣∣∣∣
n,USRC

fIq
= fP (T, Iexc, Id)

∣∣∣∣
n,USRC

, (28)

which is valid at a certain rotational speed and a certain supply
voltage. The measurements in this paper were performed at a
supply voltage of 400 V. However, the optimal current refer-
ence values can be identified for various supply voltages. For
this reason, the dependency on the supply voltage is omitted in
further considerations. Based on two measured target functions
fP1 = fP

∣∣
n=n1=470 RPM

and fP2 = fP
∣∣
n=n2=3760 RPM

the
dependency of the target function on the rotational speed was
modelled as a piecewise defined function.

fP

∣∣∣∣
n

=

{
mfP · (n− n1) + fP1 if n ∈ [0, nR]
mfP · (nR − n1) + fP1 if n ∈ ]nR, nmax]

(29)
with mfP = (fP2 − fP1)/(n2 − n1)

Especially at high rotational speeds the approximation of
this function will become less accurate because the stray losses
will increase. Therefore, the system efficiency might not be
optimal anymore but still very close to the optimum. From
the representation of Pl in (28) it can be concluded that there
is at a certain rotational speed for each torque value (at least)
one combination of Iexc and Id that minimizes Pl. The optimal
current reference values are obtained by a numeric minimiza-
tion of Pl (Fig. 8). Since the set of measured operating points
already considers the current constraint functions in (8), they
do not need to be considered in the minimization anymore.
Therefore, the optimal current reference values in the optimal
flux and the maximum torque area result immediately from
this minimization.

However, in the field weakening area the set of feasible
operating points is limited due to the voltage inequality
constraint. The phase voltage function at an arbitrary rotational
speed

Uph = fU (Iexc, Id, Iq)

∣∣∣∣
n

(30)

is obtained easily from a phase voltage function at a certain
rotational speed (∈ ]0, nR]) due to the proportionality in
(9). Therefore, for each rotational speed each operating point
that violates the voltage constraint has to be rejected. The
loss minimization is performed amongst the remaining set of
operating points.

If the optimal excitation current cannot be applied due to a
high rotor temperature or a demand for high dynamics, there
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Fig. 9: Optimal excitation current at USRC = 400 V

will be still one DOF left in the optimal flux area. Then the
optimization between the direct and the quadrature current is
performed for each excitation current reference value.

E. Results

At small rotational speeds and small torque values the
results are in good agreement with the analytic solution in
section III-D. At higher torque values, however, owing to
highly saturation dependent inductance values the optimal
excitation and quadrature current values in Fig. 9 and Fig.
11 are considerably above the current values in Fig. 3 and
Fig. 5. Almost over the whole operating area, the optimal
direct current in Fig. 10 tends to be smaller than in Fig. 4.
Especially in the maximum torque area the direct current is
used to reduce the flux density in the magnetic circuit.

Figure 12 shows how the direct current reference value
is generated in the maximum torque and the optimal flux
area if the excitation current reference value is changed from
its optimal value. If the changed reference value is above
the absolute minimum (transition between the white and the
coloured area), the phase current is not maximal and therefore
one DOF is remaining. The optimal direct current reference
value in each operating point is indicated by the colour.
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Fig. 10: Optimal d-current component at USRC = 400 V
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Fig. 11: Optimal q-current component at USRC = 400 V

Fig. 12: Optimal direct current component at
n = 2350 RPM , USRC = 400 V

V. COMPARISON WITH KANELIS ([8])

If the current reference values are chosen according to [8],
there will only be two operating areas which are separated
by a rated rotational speed nR∗. Below this rotational speed
the nominal stator flux linkage is set (constant flux area),
whereas above this speed the nominal stator flux linkage is
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Fig. 13: Comparison between the system efficiencies
obtained by [8] and section IV

reduced by the factor nR∗
n (field weakening area). In both

operating areas the condition cos (ϕ) = 1 is satisfied. From
these conditions and a saturation dependent machine model
the resultant current reference values are calculated offline.
Advantages of this control strategy are the good utilization of
both the magnetic circuit and the inverter.

In comparison to the control strategy in section IV there are
mainly two differences. Since the stator flux linkage is limited
to the nominal flux linkage, the maximum achievable torque in
the constant flux area is smaller (150 Nm instead of 200 Nm).
Based on (29) the system efficiencies of both control strategies
were determined (see Fig. 13).

Since the total losses of the drive system in the field
weakening area are based on an extrapolation, the comparison
of the system efficiencies is limited to the constant flux area.
In this operating area the proposed method shows a better
calculated system efficiency than the system efficiency that
results from the control strategy in [8].

VI. CONCLUSION

This article presents a novel method to determine the
optimal current reference values of an EESM in automotive
traction drive applications. The three operating areas of the
EESM were derived from the definition of the optimization
problem in (8). After an analytic preliminary consideration
a numeric approach was chosen to solve the OP offline.
The solution represents those current reference values which
are optimal in terms of a system efficiency maximization.
Moreover, the demand for a high dynamic behaviour and the
protection against too high rotor temperatures was addressed
in both the control structure and the optimization. The data
which are required by the proposed method were obtained by
test bench measurements only. The advantages of the proposed
method are a high system efficiency, a high suitability for
an automated calibration of the inverter control unit and the
applicability on a drive system with unknown parameters.

The efficiency of the drive system can be further improved if
the target function is modelled in more detail. For this purpose
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measurements at lower source voltages and measurements at
high rotational speeds are recommended.

APPENDIX A
SYSTEM PARAMETERS

TABLE I: EESM parameters

Symbol Quantity Value

Tmax Maximum torque 200 Nm

nmax Maximum rotational speed 12000 RPM

nR Rated rotational speed 4750 RPM

(with the inverter from Tab. II)
p Number of pole pairs 4

Rs Stator resistance (at 20◦ C) 7.1 mΩ

Rexc Excitation resistance (at 20◦ C) 7.3 Ω

Ld0 Direct inductance (unsaturated) 615 μH

Lq0 Quadrature inductance (unsaturated) 360 μH

Lm0 Mutual inductance (unsaturated) 16 mH

Lexc0 Excitation inductance (unsaturated) 0.8 H

ΨN Nominal stator flux linkage 80 mV s

TABLE II: Inverter parameters

Symbol Quantity Value

UDC,nom Nominal DC link voltage 400 V

Iph,max Maximum phase current (space vector) 400 A

Iexc,max Maximum excitation current 15 A

Uph,max Maximum phase voltage (space vector) 231 V

fT Switching frequency 10 kHz
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