
Grasp Quality Evaluation with Whole Arm Kinematic Noise
Propagation

Shuo Liu Stefano Carpin

Abstract— In this paper we propose a new approach to
evaluate grasps that accounts for both the kinematic structure
of the robot and the noise at its joints. Our starting obser-
vation is that with a redundant robot the same grasp can
be implemented with different arm configurations, and these
may display significant differences in terms of robustness to
disturbances. Consequently, the grasp quality metric is seen as a
random variable depending on the arm configuration. Starting
from a first order approximation for the error, we introduce
the high probability force closure region as a tool to evaluate the
local robustness of an arm configuration, and we then introduce
a new metric Qarm to rank different configurations according
to the robustness to noise. By combining this method in an
offline/online framework, we demonstrate through large scale
simulations that this approach successfully captures aspects that
were neglected in former literature regarding grasp evaluation,
and can successfully be integrated into future grasp planners.

I. INTRODUCTION

Grasp quality evaluation is strictly connected to grasp
planning. Indeed, grasp quality is often used as an objective
function to inform the search in the space of possible grasps.
Two major areas of grasp quality metrics have been studied.
The first one focuses on disturbance force rejection [7], [13],
[23], [26], but does not consider the mechanical limitations
of the robotic arm performing the grasp. For instance, the
Ferrari-Canny metric [7] only considers the contact points
without accounting for any kinematic constraint. Most of the
methods in this group share a similar standpoint. The second
area considers the hand structure and optimizes over certain
aspects such as maximizing the smallest singular value of
the hand Jacobian [25], the volume of the manipulability
ellipsoid [32], or the maximum force applied at each contact
[10]. Despite being at times overlooked, the mechanical
structure of the hand is directly related to grasp quality since
contacts are made between the hand and the target object.
However, the arm is an equally important component in
the system, but is seldom considered when evaluating grasp
quality. Furthermore, many classical grasp quality metrics
do not explicitly incorporate a noise-model, and therefore
inaccuracies when a grasp is executed are not taken into
account. This problem is extremely relevant for platforms
with passive joints (e.g., Baxter [8]), where noise in joints
is unavoidable.
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Fig. 1: Two grasps with identical contact points but different
arm configurations. When identically distributed noise is
applied to each joint, the corresponding probability of force
closure P (FC) is different.

In this work, we study the relationship between noise in
the joints and the grasp quality metric defined by Ferrari and
Canny (indicated as Q in the following). Noise is propagated
by forward kinematics and the end-effector distribution is
approximated using a first order expansion. Although the first
order approximation does not provide an accurate bound, it
still offers a rough distribution of the error distribution and
provides a way to rank different arm configurations that can
be used to achieve the same end-effector pose. According to
this approach, the grasp quality measure Q is then a random
variable and the ability to achieve a force closure grasp is an
uncertain event. Therefore, we focus in on the probability of
force closure measure P (FC) [18] and the expected grasp
quality E[Q] to evaluate the quality of a candidate grasp.
Figure 1 illustrates the motivation for this work. It shows an
example of two grasps with identical contacts at the finger
tips, but different arm configurations. A classical analysis of
these grasps not explicitly accounting for the different arm
configurations and the associated noise would consider them
perfectly equivalent. However, by superimposing to each
joint a noise drawn from the same distributions, significant
differences in terms of probability of force closure emerge.
By generating 1000 samples in both cases, we experimentally
assess that the one on the left has a significantly higher suc-
cess probability. Accordingly, we argue that noise-modeling



should be accounted for to anticipate the probability of
success of a candidate grasp. The main goal of this work
is to introduce a framework explicitly considering joint-
level noise for grasp quality evaluation and synthesis. The
effect of uncertainties in mechanical structures has been
extensively studied [6], but this is rarely considered in grasp
evaluation and planning. This paper extends our previous
study [16] by providing a method to quickly select the best
arm configuration among all candidates. In particular, we
propose a grasp quality metric that directly accounts for
how joint-level noise impacts the probability of successfully
completing a planned grasp.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. Related
work is discussed in Section II and in Section III we define
the problem we consider and present the framework for
our study. Experiments and their results are illustrated in
Section IV and finally in Section V we summarize the lessons
learned.

II. BACKGROUND AND RELATED WORK

Analytic Grasp Synthesis

Because of its practical importance, grasp planning has
been extensively investigated. Numerous grasp quality met-
rics have been proposed in the literature with the objective of
solving the grasp synthesis problem using approaches based
on optimization algorithms. The reader is referred to [2],
[24] for a general introduction on grasping, including earlier
physics-based models, such as the quasi-static model [20]
to derive force or form closure grasps. The Ferrari-Canny
metric [7] evaluates grasps based on the necessary effort
to resist an arbitrary disturbance wrench in any direction
acting on the object being grasped. This metric is by far
the most well known and used, although it has certain
drawbacks, i.e., it is not scale invariant, and it does not
account for the geometry of the object. Strandberg and
Wahlberg [26] improved this metric by only taking into
account possible disturbance wrenches instead of arbitrary
ones. The improved method is scale invariant and directly
relates to the geometry of the object, but has been rarely
used in practice due to its expensive computational cost.
Liu and Carpin have recently developed two methods [14],
[15] that notably expedite the computation process of these
two metrics by using a paradigm based on partial convex
hull computation. A comprehensive review of grasp quality
metrics is presented in [25]. However, none of the methods
discussed within the survey explicitly consider noise in
the grasping process, and they are all based on physical
models with known parameters, such as friction coefficients,
contact points, and surface normals. In numerous practical
applications, however, many of these parameters are only
approximately known.

Data-Driven Approaches

Data-driven methods are an alternative approach to an-
alytic grasp synthesis, whereby grasp configurations are
obtained by learning from prior data. The reader is referred to
[3], [12] for recent results in this growing area. For this type

of methods noise is implicitly taken into account during data
collection, but it is often not analytically modeled. Therefore,
the ability to predict the effect in quality with respect to the
noise in both the hand and the arm is limited and typically.

Noise modeling in mechanics

Noise modeling in mechanics has been well studied, e.g.,
in [22], where it is evidenced how noise in modeling robot
arm mechanics is linked to numerous causes, like inaccu-
racies in the geometric models, backlash, nondeterministic
errors due to friction, and quantization errors. Although many
papers account for these noise sources through a linearized
error propagation models and Gaussian distributions, papers
such as [22] consider inaccuracies through error distributions
empirically collected. Along with error modeling, a rich
literature exists in parameter identification, using analytic
approaches [9] or data-driven techniques [1], [27].

Noise modeling for grasping

Noise modeling for grasping has so far rarely been consid-
ered together with the kinematic structure. For example, [11]
accounted for Gaussian errors in the end-effector positions,
friction coefficient and object shape, and formulated the
problem using a probabilistic framework. Similarly, Allen
and collaborators [29] investigated uncertainty in the object
model, which led to the notion of probabilistic force closure.
Furthermore, [18] applied probabilistic force closure and in-
troduced a cloud-based approach for sampling perturbations
of grasps and leverage multi-armed bandits and deep learning
to determine grasps with high probability of force closure.
The approach we consider in this paper is instead focused on
the impact of noise on the grasp quality metric, in particular
through the whole-arm kinematic structure.

Inverse Kinematics

Inverse kinematics (IK) problems have been extensively
studied in literature. For a manipulator with d joints it is
defined as follows: given a pose p ∈ SE(3), compute
a configuration q ∈ Rd such that by applying q to the
manipulator, the end-effector pose is p. If the joint number
is smaller than six, the IK problem is in general not solvable
for arbitrary poses, whereas if n is six, a unique solution
can generally be obtained. When the number of joints is
greater than six, redundancy is introduced, resulting in a
solution space in which a specific configuration can then
be selected based on one or more objectives (e.g., clearance
from obstacles, used energy, etc.).

In the literature, IK problems are often solved using
Jacobian based approaches and/or iterative methods. General
solutions include pseudoinverse methods [30] and Jacobian
transpose approaches [31]. However, these methods lack
the ability to handle singularity problems. As an improve-
ment to deal with these problems, the damped least square
method was proposed in [21], [28]. In contrast to iterative
methods, closed-form solutions can be computed by analytic
approaches. The IKFast method, presented by Diankov in



[5], automatically determines a set of equations for closed-
form IK solving. The algorithm performs well for solving
IK problems with manipulators with up to six degrees of
freedom. As an improvement, Diankov combined IKFast
with a discretized sampling strategy in [4] to deal with
redundancy. This method can then produce multiple solutions
for a redundant manipulator with more than six joints.

III. PROBLEM DEFINITION AND METHODOLOGY

Problem Definition

Consider a robot arm with d degrees of freedom equipped
with a multifingered robotic hand, like the one shown in
Figure 1. The forward kinematics (FK) function, f : Rd →
SE(3), maps a joint-configuration q = (q1, . . . , qd) ∈ Rd

to the position and orientation of a frame rigidly attached to
the end effector (e.g., to the center of the palm of the hand.)
An approach widely used in grasp planning (see e.g. [19])
determines a pose of the reference point and then projects the
contact points for the fingers assuming they are closed until
contact is made with the object being grasped. Knowing the
mechanical structure of the hand and of the object being
grasped, this projection is a straightforward computation.
Hence in the following we can treat f = f(q) as a grasp. The
quality Q of the resulting grasp can then be calculated using
one of the aforementioned metrics. In this work we assume
the joint angles of the arm with d DOF are set to a desired
target value q0 but superimposed noise exists at each joint.
Specifically, noise is modeled as vector ε = (ε1, . . . , εd),
where the εis are independent random variables with a
known distribution. For a realistic setup accounting for the
mechanical limitations governing each joint, we consider
each |εi| to to be bounded by εmax. Moreover, without loss
of generality we assume each random component to have
0 mean. Distributions like the the truncated Gaussian1 and
the uniform distribution are obvious candidates to model this
type of noise.

For the given setup, instead of reaching the target configu-
ration q0, the arm will end up at q = q0 + ε. Consequently,
the grasp quality Q is a random variable. We are therefore
interested in the dependency between the random variable
Q, the noise vector ε, and the kinematics of the robot arm.
To be specific, for the grasp quality metric we consider the
well known Ferrari-Canny metric that measures the size of
the largest wrench along all directions that can be resisted by
the grasp. For the case where the fingers fail to make contact
with the object, or if the grasp does not achieve force closure,
the value of the metric is undefined. To assess the effect of
noise on Q, we consider the formerly mentioned probability
of force closure P (FC) and the expected quality metric
E[Q]. To study the properties of Q as a random variable, we
consider different noise distributions and arm configurations
achieving the same end-effector pose. The goal of our
analysis is to identify variations in grasp robustness caused

1This is a modified Gaussian distribution with 0 mean and whose density
function is set to zero outside [−εmax, εmax] and then normalized to
integrate to 1. We use N (0, σ2, εmax) to indicate this distribution.

by variations in arm configurations, and reason about how
we can computationally select the best arm configuration to
achieve a higher P (FC) for a target end-effector pose.

A. Analytical approximation

As mentioned earlier, FK computes the pose of the end-
effector as a function of the joint angles using the kinematic
equations of a robot. For a given arm configuration q0, the
corresponding end-effector pose can then be written as fe =
f(q0). When noise is added in each joint, the end-effector
pose is instead f ′e = f(q0 + ε). The difference between the
actual pose of the end effector and the desired pose can be
written as

∆fe = f(q0 + ε)− f(q0).

This mismatch is due to the error ε superimposed to the
desired robot configuration q0. Let J be the Jacobian of the
forward kinematics function f . For small values of ε, the
error can be approximated as

∆fe ≈ J(q0)ε.

According to our assumptions, each component of the
disturbance vector satisfies the inequality |εi| 6 εmax. If
q0 is a non-singular configuration we can then write:

∆fTe (JJT )−1∆fe 6 d||εmax||22
This inequality represents an ellipsoid for the error distri-

bution of the end-effector pose with bounded noise ε. We
dub this ellipsoid the noise ellipsoid. The length of the axes
and the orientation of the noise ellipsoid are determined by
the eigenvalues and eigenvectors of matrix JJT . The noise
ellipsoid is however accurate only for noise vectors ε with
small norm, due to the first order approximation we used.

Although the approximation of the noise ellipsoid does
not provide a tight bound, we can still use it to formulate
the problem of computing an arm configuration to grasp an
object that is robust to configuration disturbances. That is to
say that among the various possible solutions provided by
inverse kinematics in the case of a redundant manipulator,
we can use robustness to noise as a selection criterion. To
formalize the problem, we introduce the concept of high
probability force closure region as follows.

Definition 1: Let fe ∈ SE(3) be an end-effector pose
that achieves a force closure grasp. The high probability
force closure region associated to fe with confidence ζ
HPFCR(fe, ζ) is defined as the neighborhood of fe such that

∀f ∈ HPFCR(fe, ζ) PFC(f) > ζ

where PFC(f) is the probability that f achieves force closure.

Starting from this definition, we propose a sampling based
approach to approximate the high probability for closure
region. The steps are as follows.

1) Determine a force closure grasp with grasp quality
value Qfe > QMIN , where QMIN is a predetermined
constant lower bound.



2) Given a bound b and step size s, sample the grasps
around fe within the cubical region with edge size 2b
using step size s. Let PALL be the set of all such
grasps.

3) Evaluate grasps in PALL and let P ⊂ PALL the set of
grasps that are force closure with quality larger than a
threshold tq .

4) Calculate the six-dimensional ellipsoid E fitting P
with confidence percentage c. The confidence percent-
age refers to the percentage of points in set P that are
within E. In the following we set c = 70%, but the
algorithm is not too sensitive to this value.

5) Compute P (E), i.e., the probability of force closure
of E as the ratio between the number of grasps in
E ∩ PALL that are force closure and the total number
of grasps in E ∩ PALL. If P (E) < ζ, increase tq and
go back to step 3. Otherwise, we terminate and set E
to be HPFCR(fe, ζ).

Step 2 in the above procedure is the most critical because
the end-effector pose is a six-dimensional vector and there-
fore brute force enumeration generates about ( 2b

s )6 grasps
that must be evaluated. This problem is however mitigated
in two different ways. First, this entire process is done offline
in a precomputation step. Second, rather than enumerating
all possible grasps in the regularly spaced grid, it is possible
to rather generate just a subset of fixed size. Both these
expedients are explained and illustrated in the following.

After obtaining the high probability force closure region,
the next step is to use it to measure the quality of an arm
configuration, i.e., the ability of an arm configuration to yield
a grasp with high probability force closure despite joint-level
noise. The following definition formalizes this idea.

Definition 2: Let E = HPFCR(fe, ζ) be the high proba-
bility force closure region for a grasp fe and confidence ζ.
By construction, E is a six-dimensional ellipsoid, and let E
be the associated square matrix representing it. For a given
arm configuration qa such that fe = f(qa), let Ja be the
Jacobian matrix, and let e1, . . . , e6 the eigenvalues of the
matrix dε2E−1(JaJ

T
a ). The grasp quality with respect to

arm configuration qa is

Qarm =
1

Σi(
√
ei − 1)2

.

The rationale for this definition is as follows.
√
ei is the

axis length of the ellipsoid determined by dε2
maxE

−1(JaJ
T
a ).

Therefore (
√
ei − 1)2 measures the mismatch against the

unit sphere along the i − th dimension. Defined this way,
Qarm indicates how well the noise ellipsoid and the high
probability force closure region are aligned, and higher
values therefore represents more robustness to noise. Since
for a given grasp, only E−1 is needed, we thereby store
this information along with the grasp after the process of
calculating the high probability force closure region.

The overall pipeline for our entire system is shown in
Figure 2, and is divided into an offline and an online stage.
For a given object, during the offline process, grasps with
good quality are calculated along with their associated high

probability force closure region. Each grasp is stored with
its corresponding E−1 matrix in a database for online use.
During the online process, the relative pose between the
arm and the object to be grasped is determined, usually
through by a vision pipeline as we did in [17]. Next, using
IKFAST we obtain a set of candidate arm configurations,
and determine which one to use after ranking them using
the Qarm metric we just introduced.

Fig. 2: The framework of our entire system.

Algorithm 1 sketches the online part of the algorithm.
The input is the target grasp pose pr and the matrix E−1

associated with the grasp. The output is the best arm con-
figuration qa. The online part of the algorithm is efficient
because it relies just on one call to IKFAST and several
matrix multiplications.

Algorithm 1 Qarm ranking algorithm
1: Input : pr,E

−1

2: Output: Best arm configuration qa

3: Q← IKFAST(pr)
4: for all qj ∈ Q do
5: Jj ← Jacobian(qj)
6: ei ← eigenvalues(dε2

maxE
−1(JjJ

T
j ))

7: Qarmj ← 1
Σi(
√
ei−1)2

8: qa ← {qj |j = arg maxj Qarmj
}

IV. EXPERIMENTS

We start by showing the limited mismatch between the
noise ellipsoid and the actual end-effector pose distribution.
Next, we present some examples of computation of the high
probability force closure region. Finally, we use a sampling
based aproximation of grasp quality for a 7-DOF Kuka Light
weight robot arm (LWR) to show the performance of Qarm

metric.



A. Analytical based estimation of noise on end-effector pose

The noise ellipsoid produces an ellipsoid approximately
aligned with the sampled end-effector distribution when a
bounded noise is applied at each joint. Figure 3 shows the
result of a simple experiment for a planar three-link arm.
The noise applied to each joint is drawn from a uniform
distribution with support [−0.01, 0.01]. The top subfigure
shows the ratio between the eigenvalues defining the noise
ellipsoid and the sampled end-effector position distribution
with the same end-effector position. Over 1000 samples we
can observe that ratio between the maximum and minimum
eigenvalue remains close to 1. The bottom subfigure shows
instead the 2-norm of the difference between the eigenvec-
tor matrices. The the small values indicate the substantial
alignment between the noise ellipsoid and the sampled end-
effector position, i.e., the fact that the approximation error
introduced by the first order expansion is limited.

Fig. 3: The top subfigure shows the ratio between the
eigenvalues of the noise ellipsoid and the sampled end-
effector position distribution for a 3 link planar arm. The
red line represents the ratio of maximum eigenvalue and the
blue line represents the ratio of minimum eigenvalue. The
bottom subfigure shows the 2-norm of the difference in the
matrix representing all eigenvectors.

Similarly, figure 4 shows the comparison between the
noise ellipsoid and the actual sampled end-effector distribu-
tion for a KUKA LWR arm. Data was gathered in simulation,
thus allowing for flexibility in noise generation while relying
on a high fidelity model for the arm. The noise applied at
each of the seven joints is drawn from a uniform distribution
with support [−0.01, 0.01]. The left subfigure shows the
mean and variance of the scale between the eigenvalues,
while the right subfigure shows the determinant of the
difference in the matrix containing eigenvectors. Both figures
confirm that the error is small.

Finally, Figure 5 contrasts the sampled end-effector posi-
tion distribution, when noise drawn from a uniform distribu-

Fig. 4: The left subfigure shows the mean and variance of
the scale between the eigenvalues of the noise ellipsoid and
the sampled end-effector position distribution for KUKA
LWR. The right subfigure shows the determinant value of
the difference in the matrix representing all eigenvectors.

tion with support [−0.01, 0.01] is applied to all joints. For
each shown configuration, 10,000 samples were generated to
determine the distribution of the end-effector position. The
figure confirms that the sampled end-effector distribution is
well aligned with the noise ellipsoid. For the 7 DOF KUKA
arm, the noise ellipsoid therefore provides a good indication
of the actual sampled noise distribution.

Fig. 5: Sampled end-effector position distribution with noise
shown in blue and noise ellipsoid for a 7 DOF KUKA arm
(shown in colored ellipsoid).

B. High Probability Force Closure Region

Our grasp quality measure Qarm relies on the high prob-
ability force closure region. Figure 6 shows an SDH hand
grasping a bottle (this study is instead done using the VREP
simulator), whereas Figure 7 shows the corresponding high
probability force closure region projected in the position
domain and the orientation domain. All points shown as
either red dots or blue dots represent force closure grasps,
but red dots are the points within ellipsoid associated to the
high probability force closure region. To be more specific, the
high probability force closure region is sampled around the
grasp with the bound b = 0.03 and step size s = 0.06. The



confidence percentage c was set to 70% to filter out points
too far away from the center of the ellipsoid E. The quality
threshold was select with tq = 0.2144, which is equal to half
of the maximum quality value over all samples. This value is
selected to achieve a force closure probability of more than
50% within the high probability force closure region. As
shown in figure 7, the ellipsoid in the orientation domain is
comparably larger than the ellipsoid in the position domain.
Blue dots in the left figure are not evenly distributed, as
can be observed noting the lack of points in the left part.
This observation confirms that the high probability force
closure region is biased towards good grasps, so choosing the
associated arm configuration will benefit the final outcome.

Fig. 6: Example grasp on a bottle object.

Fig. 7: The High Probability Force Closure Region projected
in XY Z-coordinate system (left) and RPY -coordinate sys-
tem (right).

Figure 8 shows the relationship between the force closure
probability and the volume of the ellipsoid E with respect
to the quality threshold tq . tq is sampled from 10% of the
maximum quality up to 90% of the maximum quality (that in
this specific case is 0.4288). As tq increases, the force closure
probability also increases whereas the volume of E shrinks as
expected. The ideal probability force closure region would be
the largest region enclosing the probability threshold. Thus,
our iterative method that increases tq at each iteration is
sufficient to locate the ideal probability force closure region.

To accelerate the speed to compute the high probably force
closure region, we can first investigate the variance of the
end-effector distribution in both the position and orientation
domains. For example, the end-effector distribution of the
KUKA LWR arm distribution varies more in the position
domain compared to the orientation domain. Therefore, we
can decrease the size of the bound b for the orientation
domain to improve the efficiency of the algorithm.

Fig. 8: Trend of force closure probability (left) and volume
of fitting ellipsoid (right) with respect to tq .

C. Validation in Simulation

To perform an end-to-end validation of our method in
simulation, we generate the end-effector noise distribution by
applying noise drawn from a truncated Gaussian distribution
at each joint and for each end-effector pose we compute the
corresponding grasp quality. In particular, we compare the
the best arm configuration and the worst arm configuration
selected by Qarm optimizing P (FC) as defined before and
E[Q] defined as the expected force closure quality among
all force closure grasps. Figure 9 shows the comparison
between the best arm configuration (in red) and the worse
arm configuration (in blue) for two different objects under
different noise. The P (FC) and E[Q] values of the best
configuration for both objects are in average higher than the
value for the worst arm configuration, especially when the
noise is large. The high probability force closure region is
computed by sampling within a certain range. For a relatively
small noise, most arm configurations might be included
inside the high probability force closure region, therefore
the P (FC) shows less change among all arm configurations.
The difference is more significant when the noise is large,
such that a more aligned noise distribution against the high
probability force closure region has a higher chance to be
force closure. Similar results were obtained for other objects.

V. CONCLUSIONS

In this paper, we proposed a framework to analytically
address the inter-relation between grasp quality evaluation
functions, joint-level noise, and the mechanical structure of
the robotic arm. In our previous research, we showed the
effect and importance of taking the arm configuration into
account while evaluating grasp quality. As an extension,
this work proposes two important concepts, i.e., the high
probability force closure region, and a new grasp quality
metric Qarm to explicitly consider the structure of the
arm and disturbances when evaluating different ways to
implement a target grasp. This metric can be integrated with
existing grasp quality measures to quantify the quality of the
entire robotic system.

The method we use is based on the first order approx-
imation of the forward kinematics, but our experiments
shows that this is sufficient to obtain significant gain in
robustness of the grasp by ranking the arm configurations



Fig. 9: P (FC) and E[Q] for object bottle under difference
noise distribution with different noise. For each value ε
for the noise bound, the superimposed noise is a truncated
Gaussian N (0, ( ε

3 )2, ε).

using Qarm. Although the offline algorithm determining the
high probability force closure region is time consuming, our
method is efficient for online use.

In this paper we have mostly focused on the noise acting
on the robot joints and how to select the most suitable
arm configuration to gain the success rate of a grasp or its
quality. One could argue that noise may be negligible for
many robots, but with the current trend of relying more and
more on inexpensive robots, it appears that this aspect will
be extremely important in the future.
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