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ASPECTS OF MULTIPOINT CONTACT AT SWITCH 
TRAVERSAL 

Mihaela Cristina TUDORACHE1, Ionuț NEAGOE2, Răzvan Andrei OPREA3 

The operating mode of the switch traversal is incomparably more severe than 
other sections, influencing, on one hand, the grip-pseudo-slip-wear characteristics, 
and on the other hand, the dynamic behavior of the vehicle, because the pseudo-slip 
forces are significantly influenced by the contact area and pressures from within this 
area. In this context the paper presents aspects of the multipoint wheel - rail-way 
switch contact using the Contact software. Considering the influence of sliding 
speeds on the contact phenomena at the intersection of the wheel with the running 
path, the paper presents an analysis of the kinematic behavior of the axle while 
passing over a switch traversal. 
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1. Introduction 

In most cases, the rail-road has deviations from the theoretical geometric 
dimensions, which must not affect traffic safety and the demands of the running 
gear, and the track must be within the permissible limits. 

As a consequence, just as important for the safety of the guide is the 
wheel's contact with the switch traversal. Thus, the track switches, in this case the 
switch traversal, ensure discontinuities on the railway causing high dynamic 
loads. In operation, the track devices must ensure three basic requirements: safety 
against derailment, stability while on the move and passenger comfort. 

The problem of the influence of wheel-rail contact phenomena on steering 
safety has been done using simplifying hypotheses until recently and the 
approximate methods led to illustrative results, on one hand. On the other hand, 
the analysis of contact phenomena produced over switch traversal crosses is a 
field of expertise almost untouched in our country, being limited only to a visual 
inspection through the use of template checks. 

A focus on the interaction of the vehicle with the tip of the crossing heart 
is present in the scientific literature in this scope, thus imposing the need for a 
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three-dimensional analysis of the wheel's contact with the switch traversal in 
terms of traffic safety, [1-12]. This analysis is based on the applicability of the 
CONTACT software, [13, 14], this being considered an advanced simulation 
program applied to contact between the wheel and the rail, where in each element 
of the contact ellipse the law of dry friction of Coulomb is applied. The originality 
of the work consists in the application of the software in the case of the bi-contact 
made by the wheel when passing over the switch traversal. 

2. Basics of Kalker's theory 

In France, Levi, a railway engineer, publishes two papers on the rolling 
contact, based on experimental investigations. His purely empirical representation 
can be found in Rocard's monograph on "Stability of locomotive running". The 
relation established by Levi between the coefficient of friction τ and pseudo-slips 
is of parabolic form: 

1 1 1
= +

τ µ χ ⋅ν
                                                        (1) 

where μ = Fmax / N is the maximum coefficient of friction, and κ= tg φ = (τ / ν), 
ν → 0 is called the pseudo-slip coefficient. 

An approach at superior levels regarding the contact is represented by the 
Kalker’s linear theory, which tries to establish the delimitation of the adhesion / 
sliding zones and the unitary efforts within them according to the tangential 
forces. For this, the longitudinal, transverse and spin pseudo-slips and the local 
deformations of the two bodies are calculated at each point in the contact area and 
the normal force resulting from the pressure distribution ellipsoid is considered. It 
is considered that in the sliding zone the tangential forces in the two directions 
satisfy Coulomb's law, and in the adhesion zone they are smaller. The size of the 
areas results from local stresses and deformations, [15-19]. The geometry of the 
two surfaces in the first stage in determining the sliding speeds in the study of the 
contact and, based on that, the contact points are determined according to the 
position of the axle on the path. The contact surface, S, is divided into a Sstick 
adhesion zone and a slip zone, Sslip, for which the conditions must be met: 

( ) ( )
( ) ( )

( ) ( )
( ) ( )

0

0

stick

slip

s x, y,t
x, y S

q x, y,t p x, y,t

s x, y,t
x, y S

q x, y,t p x, y,t

=∈ ⇒  < µ ⋅
≠∈ ⇒  = µ ⋅

                              (2) 

where: q (x, y, t) - tangential stress in the contact area, µ - Coulomb's coefficient 
of friction, p (x, y, t) - normal pressure in the contact area, s (x, y, t) - sliding near 
the point of contact. 
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The tangential force at the point of contact has two components, one 
longitudinal, Fx, and one transverse, Fy, which results from the integration of the 
tangential force: 

( ) ( ) ( ) { }    x y
S

F t q x, y,t , F t F ,F= =∫∫                                   (3) 

In kinematic regime the slip is defined by the following relations: 
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where: φ - spin pseudo-slips, Vm – average speed of the surfaces in contact, 
ux(x,y,t), uy(x,y,t) – longitudinal and transverse displacements. 

For the stationary regime the term ∂/∂t u(x,y,t) becomes null situation in 
which the relations (4) become: 
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                                (5) 

Pseudo-slips that occur in relation 1 together with the coefficient of 
friction and the normal force are essential parameters for determining the wheel-
railway contact forces. The longitudinal, transverse, and spin pseudo-slips are 
established based on the relationships, [20]: 

yx s
x y

ss r, ,
V V V

⋅ω
ν = ν = φ =

 
ωs – angular velocity of spin, V – forward speed. 

Rolling without longitudinal and lateral slips is defined as pure rolling in 
[20-22] and is also called conical rolling, and the longitudinal or transverse 
pseudo-slip is defined as the ratio between the relative speed of the wheel in the 
longitudinal or lateral direction and its forward speed. This rolling can be 
performed only rarely and for short periods of time; all cases of abnormal rolling 
of the vehicle on the rails, such as acceleration or braking, lead to the occurrence 
of pseudo-slips at the wheel-railway interaction. In the case of pure slip, the 
tangential force between the two bodies reaches the friction limit. There is no slip 
below this limit. However, specialized studies have found an intermediate state in 
which the elasticity of the two bodies in contact allows the division of the contact 
area into an adhesion zone and a sliding zone. Thus, below the friction limit value, 
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there is a transition from the predominance of the adhesion zone (1) to the sliding 
zone (4), according to fig. 1. 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Elliptical contact adhesion area [23] 
 
The presentation will be clear and concise, and the symbols used therein 

will be specified in a symbol list (if necessary). In the paper the International 
System measurement units will be used. There will be no apparatus or equipment 
descriptions. 

3. Numerical simulation 

Within this section the analysis of the kinematic regime of the axle is 
performed considering a symmetrically loaded axle. For the presented case, the 
axle is equipped with S78 profile wheels and passes over a switch traversal with at 
a speed of 158 km/h in direct and 29 km/h in deviation. The load on the wheel is 
considered 20kN and 40kN respectively. The attacking wheel comes into contact 
with the switch traversal on the lip by making bi-contact between the switch 
traversal-railway-wheel, so that later, as the wheels advance, the contact moves to 
the outer side of the wheel's rolling surface, see fig. 2. The coordinates of the two 
contact points are established by the method of minimum elevation distances. At 
the same time, the distribution of normal loads on the two contact areas is made 
based on the fact that the rigidities are equal and the deformation is proportional 
to the ratio 3/2. 

 



Aspects of multipoint contact at switch traversal                                      113 

 
 

Fig. 2. The contact points  at passing over switch 
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c                                                                                     d 

 
Fig. 3. Longitudinal pseudo-sliding speeds, load 40 kN-20 kN, speed 158 km/h 

Figure 3 shows the distribution of the relative pseudo-slip velocity in the 
longitudinal direction considering the zero spin coefficient and the wheel load 40 
kN (a,b) - 20 kN (c,d). An increase of the pseudo-sliding speeds is observed at the 
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point of contact on the wheel flange (Fig. 3 a, c), where the sliding area of the 
contact spot is present. Pseudo-sliding speeds are reduced as the load on the wheel 
decreases. At the point of contact on the running surface, point of support, where 
the sliding area predominates, the sliding speeds show very small intensifications 
towards the inside of the running surface, fact justified by the takeover of the 
guide by the lip, see fig. 3 b, d. 

Keeping the initial conditions of the simulation, fig. 4 shows the 
distribution of the relative pseudo-sliding speeds in transverse direction. An 
intensification of the transversal speeds can be observed, compared to the 
longitudinal ones. The maximum values are oriented towards the wheel flange at 
both points of contact and for both cases considered. There is a decrease in values 
as the load decreases. 
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Fig. 4. Transversal pseudo-sliding speeds, load 40 kN-20 kN, speed 158 km/h 
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Fig. 5. Longitudinal pseudo-sliding speeds, load 40 kN, speed 29 km/h, spin 0.000923 rad/s 
 
If the traffic speed on deviation is reduced to 29 km/h, there is no 

significant change in the distribution of the pseudo-slip speed field. 
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Fig. 6. Longitudinal pseudo-sliding speeds, load 20 kN, speed 29 km/h, spin 0.000923 rad/s 
 

In this particular situation, also taking into account a non-zero value of the 
spin coefficient, 0.000923 rad/s, corresponding to the situation in which the axle 
runs at the adhesion limit, the distribution of pseudo-sliding speeds in longitudinal 
and transverse direction can be seen in fig. 5 to 8.  

Pseudo-sliding speeds in the longitudinal direction are significantly 
increased for the situation where the load on the wheel is 40 kN and at the point of 
contact on the lip, see fig. 5a – 6a. This is justified by the guiding role of the 
wheel's lip. In the transverse direction, see fig. 7-8, compared to the situation in 
which the spin coefficient was considered zero, see fig. 4, there is a slight increase 
in values for the two cases considered, which is explained by the pivoting effect. 
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Fig. 7. Transversal pseudo-sliding speeds, load 40 kN. 
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Fig. 8. Transversal pseudo-sliding speeds, load 20 kN. 

4. Conclusions 

In this paper a less studied side was approached from an analytical point of 
view in our country, namely the analysis of the contact between wheel and switch 
traversal and its influence on guidance.  

Also, a three-dimensional approach to the kinematic behavior of an axle 
equipped with S78 profile wheels, by adapting the iterative Contact software to 
bi-contact.  

The originality of the study consists in the application of the Contact 
software in case of wheel's interaction when crossing the switch traversal.  

Friction forces and the distribution of stresses in the contact area are 
determined considering the pseudo-sliding speeds. The problem of tangential 
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contact can also be solved, including the case of the secant contact. The values of 
the multipoint sliding speeds are of major importance when the second point of 
contact is on the wheel flange, which is crucial for safety against derailment. 
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