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Abstract
We investigated the interaction of proppant simulant (impactor) colliding on the surface of a fractured rock by performing 
3-dimensional discrete-based numerical simulations. The fractured rock represented a medium-strength clastic material, 
and the linear parallel bond contact model was implemented to simulate the bonding properties. The ratio of the impactor 
to rock particle size was equal to 30, which represents, based on the relative dimensions of the problem, typical proppants 
of 40/70 mesh colliding on fine-grained siltstone. A parametric study was conducted, taking into account the influence of 
existing fractures within the rock mass as well as their aperture and distance from the impact zone. Significant differences 
were observed based on the collision velocity (with a distinction in low- and high-velocity impacts), even for intact rock 
simulations, while, because of the second-order roughness of the rock due to its clastic nature, the impacts were oblique, 
resulting in the partition of the total kinetic energy. Energy losses, penetration depth, stress transmission through the rock 
mass, and the influence of the structural characteristics of the analogue rock were systematically investigated to provide 
some insights into the fundamental contributing mechanisms of impactor-fracture rock interactions.
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Introduction

The interaction problem of proppant-proppant and prop-
pant-rock systems has received a significant amount of 
research in petroleum geomechanics and engineering as 
it comprises a key constituent in the hydraulic fracturing 
stimulation in unconventional reservoir exploitation (Tomac 
and Gutierrez 2015; Ma et al. 2016; Wang and Sharma, 
2018; Dong et al. 2019; Huang et al. 2020; Wang et al. 
2019, 2020a; Zoback and Kohli 2019). Previous studies 
have examined the frictional problem of proppant-rock 

systems (Xiao et al. 2016; Zhang et al. 2019a, 2019b; He 
and Senetakis 2020; He et al. 2020), proppant damage and 
embedment (Ahamed et  al. 2019; Bandara et  al. 2018, 
2020a, 2020b) as well as dynamic phenomena involved 
in rocks during the hydraulic fracturing process (Naghi 
Dehghan et al. 2014; Hadei and Veiskarami 2020; Li et al. 
2021; Xu et al. 2021; Wang et al. 2021). As the analyses 
of proppant-rock (and proppant-fluid-rock) systems involve 
very complex mechanisms, researchers have attempted to 
examine the problem by means of discrete-based numeri-
cal simulations (DEM), coupled DEM with computational 
fluid dynamics (PFC-CFD) and finite element methods 
(PFC-FEM) as well as other numerical techniques (Zeng 
et al. 2016; Zhang et al. 2017, 2018, 2019c; Zheng and 
Tannant 2019; Hu et al. 2020; Li et al. 2020; Yang et al. 
2020; Duan et al. 2018a, 2021). DEM (as well as DEM 
coupled with computational fluid dynamics codes) have also 
received a significant amount of research in the study of 
rock mechanics and fracture propagation problems (Duan 
and Kwok 2015; Duan et al. 2018b; Le et al. 2021; Peng 
et al. 2018, 2021, among others).

Most numerical studies examining the hydraulic fractur-
ing process have investigated the performance of fractures in 
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the presence of proppants, fluid flow, crack propagation dur-
ing hydraulic fracturing, and other essential aspects involved 
in unconventional reservoir analysis. However, the hydraulic 
fracturing process involves impacts among the proppants 
and between proppants and the rock. These processes may 
involve very complex mechanisms such as collision veloc-
ity influence, oblique impacts and damage development 
(Stronge 2018). Thus, fundamental studies of proppant-rock 
systems through collision experiments and simulations can 
provide additional insights into the behaviour of these com-
plex systems, improving our understanding of the prevailing 
energy transport and dissipation mechanisms. Also, the pres-
ence of fractures or joints in the rock mass significantly alter 
their constitutive behaviour (Cui 2019; Jiang et al. 2017; Oh 
et al. 2017), which in turn becomes a concern for the associ-
ated impact mechanisms in the fractured rocks.

The collision (or impact) behaviour of solid objects, apart 
from its direct interest in the study of hydraulic fracturing prob-
lems, is also encountered in various industrial and natural sys-
tems, such as flow behaviour of powders and grains and phar-
maceutical applications (Aryaei et al. 2010; Yu and Tafti 2016; 
Stronge 2018; Li et al. 2019), or granular flows and interactions 
of landslide materials with protective barriers (Iverson 1997; 
Clelland and Hrenya 2002; Moriguchi et al. 2009; Teufelsbauer 
et al. 2011; Cui et al. 2018; Hu et al. 2018; Jiang et al. 2018; Li 
and Zhao 2018; Shen et al. 2018; Tan et al. 2021; Yang et al. 
2021). Within this context, many studies have attempted to pro-
vide fundamental insights into the impact problem of particle 
against block systems through experimental (Marinack et al. 
2013; Patil and Higgs 2017; Tang et al. 2019; Wang et al. 2020b; 
Sandeep et al. 2020, 2021) and numerical simulations (Aryaei 
et al. 2010; Jiang et al. 2019; Tang et al. 2019; Wang et al. 2020b; 
Calvetti et al. 2017; Marzulli et al. 2020). An example of recent 
numerical simulation works highlighting the impact or collision 
behaviour of granular materials may refer in the study by Shen 
et al. (2019). In that work, the variation of contact forces, penetra-
tion and stress transmission due to the collision of a rock block of 
different shapes with a soil buffering layer were discussed. Also, 
Shen et al. (2017) studied the fragmentation process of rock due 
to impact loading using DEM simulations, and the influence of 
impact loading rate was explored. Other such works focussing 
on the impact problem in granular materials through discrete 
element methods include the studies by Bourrier et al. (2008) 
and Awasthi et al. (2015). On the other hand, both experimen-
tal and numerical works have been conducted to understand the 
behaviour of rocks (i.e. fracturing) due to impact loading (Wang 
and Tonon 2011; Chau et al. 2003; Giacomini et al. 2009), and 
these works classified the impact problem as a part of loading 
rate influences (e.g. Zhang et al. 2000). Loading rate influences 
have also been highlighted in previous fundamental studies in 
rocks mechanics examining the behaviour of fractures (e.g. Tang 
and Wong 2016); however, very limited number of numerical 
works are available discussing the impact behaviour of rock bed 

with pre-existing fractures and its influence on the impactor (e.g. 
Aziznejad et al. 2018).

The study of problems in hydraulic fracturing stimula-
tion necessitates an understanding of the influence of pre-
existing or newly developed fractures within the rock mass 
as well as other types of geological structures such as faults 
(Westwood et al. 2017; De Silva and Ranjith 2019a, 2019b; 
Ahamed et al. 2019; Duan and Kwok 2020; Li et al. 2020; 
Yang et al. 2020). Despite the significant amount of research 
on proppant-rock interactions, less attention has been given 
to the analysis of the influence of pre-existing fractures (or 
newly formed fractures) on the behaviour of the fundamental 
analogue system of single impactor colliding on rock base 
block, which may be additionally influenced by the veloc-
ity at collision (e.g. higher impact velocities may result in 
damage of the rock and inference of additional energy dis-
sipation mechanisms). This problem, because of the clastic 
nature of many rocks involved in the hydraulic fracturing 
(such as mudrocks and siltstones), may result in second-
order roughness, which may induce oblique impacts; oblique 
impacts influence the kinetic energy and the energy losses 
differentiating the behaviour of impactor-block systems sig-
nificantly compared with that of direct impacts (Banks et al. 
2005; Crüger et al. 2016; Higham et al. 2019).

In the present study, it was attempted to investigate the 
collision behaviour of an analogue proppant (impactor)-
rock base system performing 3-dimensional discrete-
based numerical simulations. The base block simulated in 
the study corresponds to a medium-strength clastic rock, 
and in the simulations, a pre-existing fracture of various 
geometries was considered. Major objectives of the present 
study were directed in the understanding of the influence of 
pre-existing fractures in the distribution of the total kinetic 
energy, the partition of translational and rotational compo-
nents of kinetic energy and the role of the rock structural 
characteristics, as well as the variation of stresses within 
the rock (fractured) mass and the penetration of the impac-
tor into the base, providing in this way some fundamental 
insights into the collision problem of proppant-rock sys-
tems. Even though major applications of the present study 
may be directed in the hydraulic fracturing stimulation (at 
the fundamental level of analogue single proppant–rock sys-
tem), outcomes from the study may also find applications in 
other problems involving collisions of “particles” against 
fractured-cohesive systems.

Methodology

Three-dimensional (3D) DEM simulations were performed 
using the particle flow code (PFC) software to explore the 
behaviour of the impactor-base system under the influence 
of different fracture configurations in the base. The base 
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was modelled as a simulant of medium strength clastic rock 
using the bonded particle model, which, as a general contact 
model, has been adopted in many previous simulations of 
rock mechanics problems (e.g. Potyondy and Cundall 2004; 
Zhang and Wong 2014; Potyondy 2015; Peng et al. 2017, 
among others). In this study, the linear parallel bond con-
tact model (Potyondy and Cundall 2004; Potyondy 2015) 
was implemented to simulate the cemented particles of the 
base, and a single rigid ball was modelled as the impactor 
colliding with the base (Fig. 1a). In the 3D linear parallel 
bond model, the force–displacement law for the bond force 
(normal and shear) and moment (twisting and bending) fol-
lows a linear trend and the bond breaks when the stresses 
(normal and shear) reach the limiting strength of the model. 
Equations (1) and (2) show the formulations for the normal 
stresses (which depend on the normal force and bending 
moment) and shear stresses (which depend on the shear force 
and twisting moment). Both the normal and shear stresses 
are updated at every cycle till the corresponding strength is 
reached.

In Eqs. (1) and (2), F and M express forces and moments, 
respectively, and the subscripts N, S, B and T represent nor-
mal, shear, bending, and twisting directions, respectively. Ā 
represents the cross-sectional area, β represents the moment 
contribution factor (equal to 1 in the present study, after 
Potyondy 2011), R is the bond radius, I is the moment of 
inertia (bending direction), and J is the polar moment of 
inertia (twisting direction).

The analogue rock (base) was simulated as fractured, 
and a smooth joint contact model was applied to the desired 
range of balls depending on the width of the fracture to be 
simulated. The frictional joint behaviour was modelled for 
the fracture where the interface is linear-elastic and fric-
tional (with the Coulomb limit for sliding). The Hertz con-
tact model was assigned between the impactor and base 
block, where nonlinear formulations based on the theory 
of Mindlin and Deresiewicz (1953) were used to simulate 
the force–displacement behaviour. The force generated at a 
given contact is the algebraic summation of the nonlinear 
Hertz force and the dashpot force (with normal and shear 
components for both). The essential input parameters for the 
Hertz contact model in PFC are the effective shear modulus 
(G*), the effective Poisson’s ratio (υ*), the friction coeffi-
cient (μ), the exponent (α) and the normal critical damping 
ratio (βN). The calculation of the forces depends on these 
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parameters and the surface gap (gc) between the contact-
ing bodies. Equations (3)–(5) show the formulations used 
in implementing the Hertz contact model in the PFC to esti-
mate the normal forces using the mechanical properties and 
the displacements. The shear modulus values in Eq. (3) are 
calculated based on the elastic modulus and Poisson’s ratio 
estimates. A low βN (normal critical damping ratio) value of 
0.1 was assumed between the impactor and the base block, 
representing a lower energy dissipation at the contact of the 
impactor and the base. The shear forces were calculated 
based on the initial values of normal force, shear force and 
tangential stiffness. A nominal friction coefficient of 0.1 was 
used between the impactor and the base rock. The simula-
tions performed in the present study were direct impacts, in 
which case the major contribution of kinetic energy results 
from the vertical translational velocity (Z-axis).

The base block generated for these simulations was a 
100-mm cube with spherical balls of radius 0.5 to 1.0 mm 
(total of 483,784 balls) and a density of 2600 kg/m3. The 
impactor had a radius of 25 mm (0.25 times the base dimen-
sions and 30 times the average ball size of the base) and a 
density equal to the base grains. Note that in these analyses, 
the critical factor to be simulated is, predominantly, not the 
absolute sizes of the impactor and the particles (or balls) of 
the analogue rock, but their relative size. For proppants cor-
responding to a mesh 40/70, the average size of the particles 
(or impactors) would be around 0.3 mm (after Bandara et al. 
2020b), thus for proppants impacting on fine-grained silt-
stone (of 0.01 mm average size), the relative size of impactor 
over the rock grain size would be, approximately equal to 30.

To further understand the base rock behaviour in terms of 
its strength, a representative uniaxial compression strength 
(UCS) test was performed on the rock simulant in 3D PFC 
with the same micro-parameters as described in Table 1. 
UCS test was performed on a cylindrical sample of height 
at 100 mm and diameter at 50 mm, and the stress–strain 
variation was recorded during the simulation. Figure 1 b 
shows the UCS test sample and the fragments generated in 
the sample at the end of the test. The axial stress–strain vari-
ation during the UCS test is plotted in Fig. 1c. This analysis 
showed an unconfined compressive strength of 75 MPa and 
a strain at peak stress of around 0.06%. This compressive 
strength classifies the analogue rock simulated in the present 
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study as a medium-strength material, according to ISRM 
suggestions (Clout and Manuel 2015). Figure 1 c also shows 
the number of fractures developed in the rock during the 
UCS test, further signifying the weaker strength of the bond 
between the grains in the rock.

The fracture properties were set to represent frictional 
joints with zero cohesion and zero tensile strength. Other 
details of the input parameters for the impactor, the base, 
and the fracture used in the present simulations are shown in 
Table 1. In this study, only horizontal fractures were simu-
lated in the base i.e. the normal of the fracture plane and the 
initial kinetic energy of the impactor are in the Z-direction. 
The primary intention of the present study is to understand 
the impactor behaviour upon colliding with the rock base, 
and hence the microparameters used in the present 3D model 
were arbitrarily chosen based on the previous micromechani-
cal experiments of the authors (Kasyap and Senetakis 2020; 

Kasyap et al. 2021). Particularly, the impact calibration 
parameters (i.e. the contact properties between the impac-
tor and the base) were meticulously selected based on impact 
experiments and tribological micromechanical-based tests 
(Sandeep et al. 2020, 2021; Sandeep and Senetakis 2018, 
2019).

A parametric study was conducted by simulating colli-
sions by varying the impactor velocity, fracture width and 
fracture depth from the surface. The influences of two impact 
velocities (Vi = 1 m/s and 10 m/s), three fracture widths 
(Fd = 0.2 mm, 2 mm and 20 mm) representing extremely 
close spacings in accordance with the international rock 
classification system (ISRM 1978, after Sivakugan et al. 
2013), and two fracture distances from the impact surface 
(d = 25 mm and 75 mm) were systematically studied. The 
present 3D base block model has a total number of contacts 
(parallel bonded) of more than three million with a bond 
coordination number of around 11. For the three cases of 
fracture widths, the total number of contacts involved in the 
fracture are 1%, 4.7%, and 41% for Fd = 0.2 mm, 2.0 mm 
and 20 mm, respectively. Note that the fracture distances 
from the rock surface correspond to one and three times the 
size of the colliding impactor, thus representing near-surface 
fractures based on the relative dimensions of the problem. 

Fig. 1  Numerical setting: (a) 3D DEM model of rock base and 
impactor indicating different dimensions, (b) 3D DEM simulation of 
UCS test on the modelled rock simulant with fragments (each colour 
stands for different fragment: 258 fragments were generated at peak 
stress), (c) axial stress–strain variation and the number of cracks gen-
erated in the sample

◂

Table 1  Parameters for 
3D-DEM model

Property description Base block

Particles (balls) Ball radius (mm) 0.5–1.0 (average: 0.75)
Normal to shear stiffness ratio 2.5
Coefficient of friction 0.5
Density (kg/m3) 2600
Young’s modulus (GPa) 60.0

Parallel bond Model Linear parallel bond
Young’s modulus (GPa) 60.0
Tensile strength (MPa) 10
Cohesion (MPa) 50
Normal to shear stiffness ratio 2.5

Impactor Contact model with base Hertz
Ball radius (mm) 25
Effective shear modulus (GPa) 28
Normal critical damping ratio 0.1
Poisson ratio 0.25
Friction coefficient 0.1

Fracture properties Model Smooth joint
Size (m) 0.15
Distance from impacting surface (m) 0.025, 0.075, Inf
Fracture width (mm) 0.2, 2.0, 20.0
Friction coefficient 0.7
Normal Stiffness (GPa/m) 2.0
Shear stiffness (GPa/m) 3.0
Cohesion (MPa) 0.0
Tension (MPa) 0.0
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These results were compared with the behaviour of the intact 
base (no fracture case). A total of 14 different numerical 
simulations were performed, and parameters such as the total 
kinetic energy (KE) of the impactor (and its partitions), the 
penetration of the impactor into the base upon collision, the 
number of contacts made by the impactor with the base, the 
contact forces generated in the impactor and the transmis-
sion of stress waves in the base block are examined in this 
study. The penetration distance of the impactor is calculated 
as the change in vertical position of the impactor from the 
point of first contact to the point of rebound initiation.

Results and discussion

Kinetic energy and its partitions

The variations of the total kinetic energy (KE) of the impac-
tor (three translational and three rotational components) 
with time during the impact and rebound phases are shown 
in Fig. 2. The curves were plotted based on the time dura-
tion between the first contact of the impactor with the base 
to its final contact. The influence of impact velocity (Vi), 
fracture width (Fd) and fracture distance (d) are compared 
in this figure. The no-fracture cases (d = Inf) are plotted in 
all the respective sub-figures at Vi = 1 m/s and 10 m/s for 
comparison with d = 25-mm and 75-mm cases for different 
fracture widths. For low-velocity impact, the kinetic energy 
versus time variation was similar for d = Inf and d = 75-mm 
cases, and only slight additional energy losses (20% more 
than the no-fracture case) were observed with Fd = 20 mm. 
However, for the nearest surface fracture (d = 25 mm), the 
energy losses increased significantly with increasing frac-
ture width, implying that the collision behaviour of the 
impactor-block system is highly sensitive to small changes 
of the fracture distance from the surface i.e. a distance of 
one or three times the impactor diameter results in a sub-
stantial difference in the energy losses. The numerical data 
of the near-surface fracture cases also suggested that the 
total duration of the impact process was doubled when the 
fracture size increased from 0.2 to 20 mm for low-velocity 
impact. For high-velocity impact, the increase was even 
higher. Due to the presence of a fracture near to the sur-
face, the effective resistance from the base to the impac-
tor will be significantly low, leading to deeper penetrations 
(discussed in subsequent section). Hence, the total time 
duration between the start of the impact and the end of the 
rebound is higher for near-surface wide fractures.

For 10-m/s impacts, there were observed significant energy 
losses due to the collision in all the cases of fracture widths 
and distances as there was extensive breakage of the con-
tact bonds in the base block, unlike the low-velocity impact. 
Hence, some oscillations in the kinetic energy versus time 

curves (Fig. 2) were observed owing to the large number of 
contacts made with the base grains (discussed in “Penetra-
tion and contacts of the impactor”) and the bonds broken dur-
ing the impact. In the ideal case of no-fractures in the base 
block (i.e. intact rock), with one order higher impact veloc-
ity, the coefficient of restitution of the impactor substantially 
decreased from 0.867 at 1-m/s impact velocity, to 0.091 at 
10-m/s impact velocity (note that the coefficient of restitution 
from the simulations at low-velocity impacts would match the 
general range of values reported by Sandeep et al. (2021), on 
perfect sphere-stiff block collision experiments). In the high-
velocity impacts, approximately 90% of the impactor energy 
was absorbed by the base block caused, predominantly, by the 
bond breakage. Further discussion of the differences in energy 
for the impacts at lower and higher velocities is discussed in 
“Contact force of the impactor and normal stress in the base”.

In the case of low-velocity impacts, the energy loss 
was highest for the nearest-surface fracture, as most of the 
energy was absorbed by the fracture plane without much 
energy return to the surface. Also, as the fracture width 
increased, the rebound energy decreased, and the contact 
duration increased. However, with high-velocity impacts, 
the kinetic energy variation and hence the impact behaviour 
was different for different fracture widths. At Fd = 0.2 mm, 
the fracture nearest to the surface (d = 25 mm) showed a 
higher energy loss similar to the low-velocity impact. How-
ever, as the fracture width increased to 2 and 20 mm, the 
total kinetic energy (KE) of the impactor was the high-
est with near-surface fracture, and the COR (coefficient of 
restitution) increased with increasing fracture width (from 
0.114 at Fd = 2.0 to 0.383 at Fd = 20 mm). This increased 
COR or decreased energy losses with larger-in-width frac-
tures in high-velocity impacts is possibly contributed by 
the additional resistance from the disruption of the fracture 
zone. An example of such disruption of the base in the pre-
sent DEM simulations is shown in Fig. 3a. However, the 
contact time has increased significantly due to the exten-
sive embedment of the impactor into the rock base. The 
interpretations made from the disruption condition in the 
base block as shown in Fig. 3a are compared with an exam-
ple of fracture configuration with lower vulnerability (i.e. 
Vi = 10 m/s, Fd = 20 mm, d = 75 mm, Fig. 3b). The post-
impact behaviours of the base block with near- and far-
surface fractures at the same impact velocity and fracture 
width are extremely different. The disruption phenomenon 
observed in the near-surface fracture case was not observed 
and only a slight crater formation was noticed at the impact 
location. However, the key observation to be made is the 
COR values in order to quantitatively evaluate the influence 
of disruption in the base block. As previously discussed in 
this section, higher COR is observed when the base block 
is disrupted due to the impact, as additional resistances 
induce greater rebound kinetic energy to the impactor. This 
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Fig. 2  Variation of total kinetic energy of the impactor at different impact velocities and fracture distances
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additional resistance to the impactor is possibly generated 
from the kinetic energy of the grains in the base block tend-
ing to move at different velocities (predominantly vertically 
away from the base) due to the disruption. In the case as 
shown in Fig. 3b with no disruption, the COR of the impac-
tor was lower than 0.05 i.e. at least 7.5 times lower for far-
surface fracture than the near surface fracture.

At both low and high-velocity impacts, it was observed 
that the kinetic energy of the impactor has never reached 
zero for all the cases of fracture widths and distances. This 
is because at least one of the impactor velocity compo-
nents is a nonzero value when the dominant vertical trans-
lational kinetic energy (TKE-Z) is zero. This transition of 
initial TKE-Z to other components after the impact is due 
to the localized obliqueness at the impact location (Fig. 4a), 
while the global behaviour is a direct impact with the angle 
between the impactor kinetic energy vector and the normal 
vector of the base block (as a whole) to be equal to zero. 
When the impactor collides with the base, different sizes of 
base grains oriented in various directions within the impact 
zone and the sliding friction at the impactor contact lead to 
the transfer of initial TKE-Z into other translational and rota-
tional components. The total kinetic energy of the impactor 
at any point in the impact process can be divided into three 
translational velocities (TKE-X, -Y and -Z) and three rota-
tional velocities (RKE-X, -Y and -Z). At the maximum point 
of penetration i.e. when TKE-Z is zero, the percentages of 
the other five kinetic energy components are quantified and 
their variation is plotted in Fig. 4b, c for all the simulation 
cases. Though the absolute values of these five KE com-
ponents (other than TKE-Z) are smaller than the dominant 
TKE-Z, it provides a basis for the conception of impactor 
behaviour due to the fractures.

It is to be noted that the present study describes the 
behaviour for one particular case of local oblique and global 
direct impact. This localized oblique impact in the present 
DEM model due to the scale of the contacting grains can be 
comprehended on a larger scale as the result of mesoscale 
roughness of the rock surface (second order roughness), 
which is controlled by the undulation due to the clastic tex-
ture of the rock. With random arrangements of grains in the 
base, the numerical values of the energy partitions might 
be different but the tendencies of the impactor to rotate and 
spin are highly dependent on the fracture configurations 
and impact velocities. A more systematic analysis would be 
required to correlate the kinetic energy partitions and bond 
arrangement, which is beyond the scope of the present study.

The partitions of kinetic energies were entirely different 
at the two impact velocities. For low-velocity impact (1 m/s), 
there was no significant influence of the fracture width when 
the fracture is farther from the impact surface (d = 75 mm), 
with most of the kinetic energy to correspond to rotational 
component (around 76%). When the fracture is nearer at the 
surface, this propensity of the impactor to slide is dependent 
on the fracture width, possibly caused by the greater number 
of broken contacts. On the other hand, with the high-velocity 
impacts (10 m/s), the impactor showed an increasing ten-
dency to slide than to spin as the fracture width increased 
from 0.2 to 20 mm. It can be comprehended that a larger 
fracture width (comparable with the size of the impactor) 
tends to disrupt the kinetic energy of the impactor caused 
by the significant damage of the base block. When this dam-
age is magnified with nearer-surface fractures, the behaviour 
becomes highly erratic, demonstrating the high complexi-
ties in the hydraulic fracturing stimulation of proppant-rock 
interactions (as well as other problems involving collisions) 

Fig. 3  Behaviour of base block upon impact at Vi = 10 m/s with Fd = 20 mm at a d = 25 mm and b d = 75 mm. Legends represent the contact 
force magnitude of the balls in N
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and the sensitivity of the geometry of the problem i.e. frac-
ture geometry, its distance from the rock surface, the impact 
velocity, among other factors.

Penetration and contacts of the impactor

During the impact phase, the impactor penetrates the base 
block as the TKE-Z  in its kinetic energy is a dominant 
component. This penetration is critical in understanding 
the crater depths and the corresponding damages induced 
in the rock mass and granular media in various impact 
problems (Suzuki et al. 2012; Melosh and Collins 2005; 
Uehara et al. 2003; Walsh et al. 2003). The impact velocity 
is known to be one of the critical factors for the penetra-
tion depth variation. The following discussions report the 
variation of penetration depth at different impact veloci-
ties under the influence of fracture in the base block. Fig-
ure 5 compares the variation of penetration depth of the 
impactor in different impact simulations. These variations 
are compared with the corresponding number of contacts  

made by the impactor, evaluating the compaction and accel-
eration mechanisms in the impact phase of the simulation.

The primary difference observed between the low and 
high-velocity impacts in the present simulations was the 
mode of penetration. In low-velocity impacts, even with the 
gravest fracture conditions (d = 25 mm and Fd = 20 mm), 
the impactor rebounded without damaging the surface, as 
observed from the positive values of penetrations in Fig. 5. 
For the rock base, due to its particle size (in the range of 
0.5–1 mm), some protrusions occurred beyond the size of 
the block, and the impact phase was completed solely by 
contacting the surface grains of the block. As can also be 
observed from the number of contacts (Nc = number of balls 
in the base contacted by the impactor) shown in Fig. 5, the 
maximum Nc value for Vi = 1 m/s was 4. The maximum 
penetration was observed for the most adverse fracture 
configuration (d = 25 mm and Fd = 20 mm), and the abso-
lute value of penetration (or displacement) was 0.177 mm 
(Nc = 3), which is only 24% of the average ball radius of the 
base block. For Vi = 10 m/s, the impactor penetrated around 

Fig. 4  Analysis of the kinetic energy and obliqueness of the impacts: 
a schematic description of localized oblique impact in the DEM 
simulations. Partitions of kinetic energies (translation and rotation) 

at zero translational kinetic energy in the impact direction for b low-
velocity impact and c high-velocity impact



 S. S. Kasyap et al.

1 3

   31  Page 10 of 15

Fig. 5  Variation of penetration of the impactor into the base at different impact velocities and fracture configurations. (The dotted lines indicate 
penetration and the solid lines indicate number of contacts)
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1.8 mm into the base block (total penetration of 2.2 mm) for 
the case without fracture. Only minute changes in penetra-
tion (and the corresponding time) were observed with the 
d = 75 mm case, but the d = 25-mm case showed significant 
penetration when the fracture width was 20 mm. This behav-
iour was similar to the low-velocity impact case but with 
around 30 times higher magnitude of penetration. The Nc 
variation also showed values around one order of magnitude 
higher than the low-velocity impact, and the values were 
highly irregular during the impact phase.

Another primary difference between low and high-
velocity impacts is the number of contacts at the maximum 
penetration point. Irrespective of the number of contacts, 
the low-velocity impacts showed the highest Nc value at the 
maximum penetration point. On the other hand, the high-
velocity impacts showed a significant drop in the number 
of contacts before the maximum penetration as numerous 
bonds were broken and lost contact with the impactor. This 
behaviour will be reflected in the contact force of the impac-
tor (discussed in “Contact force of the impactor and normal 
stress in the base”). A combined observation of Nc and pen-
etration depth variations indicates that in the initial stages 
of the impact phase, the impactor penetrates into the base 
by making more contacts (increasing Nc), and then the stiff-
ness between the impactor and the already contacted base 
grains (stable Nc) prevents (instantly) further penetration to 
reach the maximum point. The fraction of time in the impact 
phase (from the first contact with the base to zero kinetic 
energy of the impactor) increases with increasing fracture 
width (from no fracture to Fd = 20 mm). This behaviour was 
evident for 1-m/s impacts, but the higher impact velocity 
showed an irregular trend as the number of contacts made 
by the impactor are oscillating. For Fd = 2.0 mm and 20 mm 
at Vi = 10-m/s case, a slight indication of stable Nc can be 
observed from the horizontal variation and change in the 
slope of Nc versus time curves, respectively. This phenom-
enon abstractedly describes the resistance from the base 
block to the generation of macroscopic changes (which can 
be understood from the rapidly changing Nc).

Contact force of the impactor and normal stress 
in the base

“Kinetic energy and its partitions” and “Penetration and 
contacts of the impactor” discussed the variation of the 
impactor-rock interaction at two collision velocities under 
the influence of different base block fracture configurations. 
Once the impact occurs, stress waves transmit through the 
base block and based on the energy absorbed by the base 
block, the rebound characteristics of the impactor vary (con-
sidering completely rigid impactor). A two-dimensional 
DEM study by Aziznejad et al. (2018) showed that the stress 
waves transmitting in the rock originated from an impact 

on its surface can reflect at the joint and modify the dam-
age configuration of the rock. They also concluded that the 
cracks generated in the rock due to the impact stop at the 
fracture and are orthogonal to the fracture. In this section, 
the variation in the stresses recorded at the bottom end of the 
base block upon impact is analysed, and the effects of differ-
ent fracture configurations are highlighted. These variations 
of stresses are correlated with the contact force of the impac-
tor to highlight the influence of the fracture. A measurement 
region of 5-mm radius was created at the bottom end of the 
base block, and the normal stresses, both vertical and lat-
eral i.e. parallel and perpendicular to the impact direction, 
respectively, were recorded in that region.

In Fig. 6, the stresses (both vertical and lateral) generated 
at the bottom centre of the base rock are plotted for selected 
cases to delineate the behaviour. When the base rock is intact 
(without any fractures), the average stresses in the measured 
region varied significantly with the impact duration. The ten-
sile lateral stresses and the compressive normal stresses were 
highest when the impactor contact force was at its peak. Due to 
the presence of fracture, the stress waves were delayed reach-
ing the bottom of the base block, and the delay was higher 
with larger fracture width. When the fracture is farther from 
the impact surface (d = 75 mm), the delay was even higher, 
and the intensity of the stress waves (relatable with the normal 
stresses) was reduced due to the dissipation of energy at the 
bonds above the fracture. The peak values of the stresses in 
the base block were attained after the completion of the impact 
process (impact and rebound), as indicated by the dotted lines 
in Fig. 6. Also, significant undulations in the stresses were 
observed only when the fracture was nearest to the surface 
(or farthest from the measuring region). This phenomenon 
can be attributed to the multiple reflections and refractions of 
the stress waves originating from the vibration of the bonded 
grains. One such simple observation can be derived from the 
case of Vi = 1 m/s with Fd = 20 mm and d = 25 mm (near sur-
face) where two peaks in the normalized impactor contact 
force variation were observed. When the impactor contact 
force variation in Fig. 6 is correlated with the number of con-
tacts variation in Fig. 5, the horizontal segment in Nc associ-
ated with increased penetration led to the drop in the impactor 
contact force and a new contact developed during the final 
stage of the impact phase which led to an additional peak in 
the impactor contact force. This particular example is a simple 
observation to relate the number of contacts and the contact 
force of the impactor, and this phenomenon is intensified in the 
high velocity impacts (10 m/s). On the other hand, when the 
fracture is closer to the base, these reflections and refractions 
are filtered by the loosely packed fracture zone grains, and the 
stresses recorded below the fracture zone are comparatively 
regular. It was also observed that the vertical stresses were also 
in the compressive mode, while the lateral stresses oscillated 
at different magnitudes and frequencies in compressive and 
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tensile modes. This oscillation of lateral stresses was dominant 
at high-velocity impacts. One particular example of Fd = 2 mm 
and d = 25 mm at Vi = 10 m/s is shown in Fig. 6. The phenom-
enon of delayed stress wave arrivals due to a fracture holds 
good also for high-velocity impacts. The variation of the nor-
malized impactor contact force in high-velocity impacts is 
irregular with time unlike the low-velocity impacts, while the 
stresses in the base block are harmonically varying with time 
in both the cases. Despite the irregularities in the high-velocity 
impacts, the maximum value of impactor contact force was 
before the arrival of stress waves to the base of the block. Since 
the number of contacts made by the impactor with the grains 
of the base is significantly high (as discussed in “Penetration 
and contacts of the impactor”), there exists multiple origins of 
stress waves from the contact between impactor and base, and 
also internal reflections of these stress waves are predominant.

Conclusions

Three-dimensional DEM simulations were performed on 
impactor-block systems to conduct a systematic paramet-
ric study exploring the influence of a horizontal fracture 
in a rock on the impact behaviour of the system. Two 
impact velocities, three fracture widths and two fracture 
distances from the impact surface were simulated, and 
the corresponding behaviour of the impactor and the base 
block was compared with intact base block condition. The 

base block represented an analogue medium-strength clas-
tic rock, and the linear parallel bond contact model was 
implemented to simulate the cemented rock particles. The 
following major conclusions were drawn from the simula-
tion test results.

1) The presence of fractures in the base rock primar-
ily resulted in increased impact duration (impact and 
rebound phase), and the variation was significantly 
higher when the fracture was nearer to the surface. The 
loss of kinetic energy of the impactor was higher with 
graver fracture configurations (larger width and nearer 
to the surface), but an opposite trend was observed with 
high-velocity impact where additional kinetic energy 
was appended to the impactor due to the disruption of 
the base block.

2) For the nearest surface fracture (distance from the rock 
free surface equal to the impactor size), the energy losses 
increased significantly with increasing fracture width, 
implying that the collision behaviour of the impactor-
block system is highly sensitive to small changes in the 
fracture distance from the surface i.e. a distance of one 
or three times the impactor diameter resulted in a sub-
stantial difference in the energy losses.

3) A trend between the penetration of the impactor and 
the number of contacts made with the base block delin-
eated the compaction and acceleration phenomena of 
the impactor during the impact phase. The penetration 

Fig. 6  Variation of vertical and lateral stresses at the bottom of the base due to the impact on the top surface under different impact velocities 
and fracture configurations
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depths were higher for the nearer-surface fractures and 
the penetration magnitude increased with the fracture 
width.

4) At the maximum penetration depth and when the trans-
lational kinetic energy in the vertical direction (TKE-
Z) became zero, the fractions of other kinetic energy 
components (translation and rotational in different 
directions) for low-velocity impacts systematically var-
ied with different fracture configurations. With the frac-
tures nearer to the surface, the rotational kinetic energy 
decreased and the translational kinetic energy increased 
as the fracture width increased, signifying a sliding ten-
dency of the impactor.

5) The stress transfer within the base block due to the 
impact was delayed due to the fracture in the base block. 
As the fracture width increased, the delay in the arrival 
of the stress waves to the bottom of the base from the 
impact location increased. This delay was found to be 
greater than the whole impact duration. When the frac-
ture was closer to the impact location, higher noise in the 
stresses was observed owing to the significant internal 
reflections.
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