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Introduction

When engineers design mechanical systems, predicting how parts interact under load is crucial for safety, 

performance, and cost �efficiency. One of the most powerful tools for this purpose is ANSYS Workbench, a 

comprehensive simulation platform that allows users to model, analyze, and validate complex engineering 

problems. Among its many capabilities, contact analysisstands out as a specialized technique for investigating

interactions between surfaces, such as friction, wear, and load transfer.

This article serves as a detailed, step �by �step guide—an ANSYS Workbench contact analysis tutorial—to help

you master the process from initial setup to post �processing. Whether you are a seasoned simulation professional

or a newcomer exploring finite element analysis (FEA), this tutorial will walk you through the essential concepts,

best practices, and practical examples that will enable you to tackle real �world contact problems with confidence.

What Is ANSYS Workbench?

ANSYS Workbench is an integrated engineering simulation environment that brings together a wide array of

analysis tools—structural, thermal, fluid, electromagnetic—into a single, user �friendly interface. It streamlines the

workflow by allowing you to:

•  Import geometry from CAD tools or create it directly within the platform.

•  Define material properties, boundary conditions, and loads.

•  Generate high �quality meshes tailored to specific analysis requirements.

•  Run simulations using powerful solvers.

•  Visualize results and extract engineering data.

Because of its modular architecture, you can combine multiple physics disciplines in a single study, enabling

multiphysics simulations that reflect real �world interactions.

Understanding Contact Analysis

Contact analysis refers to the study of interactions between two or more bodies that are in physical contact. In

structural FEA, contact problems often involve:

•  Detection of contact or separation between surfaces.

•  Computation of normal and tangential forces.

•  Incorporation of friction, adhesion, or wear models.

•  Handling of large deformations or nonlinear material behavior.

Accurate contact modeling is essential for predicting stress concentrations, ensuring proper load distribution, and

avoiding failure mechanisms such as fatigue, cracking, or excessive wear.

Why Contact Analysis Matters

In many engineering applications, the performance of a component depends heavily on how it interacts with its

mates:



•  Automotive Brakes: The friction between brake pads and rotors determines braking efficiency and wear life.

•  Aerospace Fasteners: Contact stresses around bolts and nuts affect fatigue life and structural integrity.

•  Mechanical Assemblies: Gear meshing, bearing contact, and joint interfaces influence durability and noise.

By performing contact analysis, engineers can:

•  Identify potential failure points before physical prototyping.

•  Optimize designs to reduce stress concentrations.

•  Select appropriate materials and surface treatments.

•  Validate compliance with industry standards.

Preparing Your Model for Contact Analysis

Before diving into the simulation, it’s vital to prepare a robust model that accurately represents the physical system.

The following sections outline key preparation steps.

Geometry Setup

Start with a clean, simplified geometry that captures the essential features of the contact interface. Avoid

unnecessary details that can inflate mesh size without adding analytical value. Use symmetry when applicable to

reduce computational cost.

Material Definition

Assign realistic material properties, including elastic modulus, Poisson’s ratio, and, if relevant, plasticity or damage

models. For contact problems, surface roughness or hardness can influence friction coefficients and should be

considered.

Mesh Considerations

Mesh quality is paramount in contact analysis:

•  Refinement at Interfaces: Use finer elements near contact surfaces to capture stress gradients accurately.

•  Element Type: Quadratic elements often provide better accuracy for contact problems.

•  Mesh Conformity: Ensure that contacting surfaces share a common mesh or use appropriate contact element 

types that can handle non �conforming meshes.

Step �by �Step Contact Analysis Tutorial

Below is a detailed walkthrough of setting up and running a contact analysis in ANSYS Workbench. The example

focuses on a simple two �body contact scenario, but the principles apply to more complex assemblies.

Setting Up the Study

1.  Open ANSYS Workbench and create a new project.

2.  Drag the Static Structural system onto the Project Schematic.

3.  Double �click the Geometry cell and import your CAD model or build geometry using the DesignModeler.

4.  Once geometry is ready, double �click the Model cell to launch the Mechanical interface.

Defining Contact Pairs

1.  In the Mechanical tree, right �click Model and select Add Contact Pair.

2.  Choose the Master and Slave surfaces. The master surface typically has higher mesh density or is more rigid.

3.  Set the contact type. Options include:

Tie: Enforces perfect bonding.



4.  Surface �to �Surface: Allows separation and friction.

5.  Contact with Friction: Incorporates a friction coefficient.

Applying Boundary Conditions

1.  Define constraints such as fixed supports or symmetry planes.

2.  Apply loads—forces, pressures, or displacements—to the appropriate faces.

3.  For contact problems, ensure that the applied load will generate meaningful contact forces. For example, 

press a pad onto a rotor surface.

Solving the Model

1.  In the Mechanical tree, right �click Study 1 and select Solve.

2.  Monitor the solver log for convergence issues. Common warnings in contact analysis include:

“Contact pairs not converging.”

3.  “Large contact forces causing instability.”

•  Refining the mesh near contact regions.

•  Adjusting the contact algorithm (e.g., from “Penalty” to “Lagrange Multiplier”).

•  Reducing the load increment size.

Post �Processing Results

1.  Visualize normal and tangential contact forces using the Contour Plot tool.

2.  Plot stress and displacement fields to assess the impact of contact on the overall structure.

3.  Export data tables for further analysis or reporting.

4.  Use the Contact Force plot to verify that the contact forces match expected physical behavior.

Common Challenges and Tips

Contact analysis can be sensitive to model setup and solver parameters. Below are typical pitfalls and how to avoid

them.

Mesh Quality

Coarse meshes may lead to inaccurate contact force predictions or failure to detect contact. Always refine the 

mesh at interfaces and consider using mesh controls such as Maximum Element Size or Mesh Controlsin

ANSYS.

Contact Algorithm Selection

ANSYS offers several algorithms—Penalty, Augmented Lagrange, and Lagrange Multiplier. Penalty is robust but

may introduce artificial compliance. Lagrange Multiplier provides exact constraint enforcement but can be

computationally intensive. Choose based on the problem’s sensitivity and required accuracy.

Convergence Issues

Nonlinear contact problems may require:

Smaller load increments.

Improved initial guesses for contact forces.

Use of the Newton–Raphson method with appropriate damping.

Advanced Techniques



For more sophisticated analyses, ANSYS Workbench supports a range of advanced contact modeling options.

Frictional Contact

Define a friction coefficient that can vary with temperature or pressure. Use Frictional Contactsettings to include

velocity �dependent friction or stick �slip behavior.

Thermal Contact

When temperature gradients exist across contacting surfaces, thermal contact resistance becomes significant. 

Enable Thermal Contact in the contact pair properties and define the thermal contact conductance.

Nonlinear Contact

For problems involving large deformations, material nonlinearity, or contact with plasticity, enable nonlinear analysis 

options. ANSYS allows you to select Explicit or Implicit solvers depending on the problem’s dynamics.

Practical Example: Brake Pad Contact Analysis

To illustrate the concepts, let’s walk through a realistic brake pad–rotor contact scenario.

Problem Statement

A vehicle manufacturer wants to evaluate the contact pressure distribution between a brake pad and a disc rotor

under typical braking loads. The goal is to assess whether the pad material can withstand the maximum pressure

without excessive wear.

Model Setup

1.  Geometry: Create a simplified 2 �D axisymmetric model of the pad and rotor. Use symmetry to reduce 

computational effort.

2.  Materials: Assign a steel rotor (E = 210 GPa, ;Ò�Ò��ã2’��æB���6ö×�÷6—FR���B�Ö�FW ial (E = 70 GPa, ;Ò�Ò��ã#R’à 

Define a friction coefficient of 0.3.

3.  Mesh: Apply a refined mesh at the pad–rotor interface. Use quadratic elements for better stress resolution.

4.  Contact: Define the pad surface as the master and the rotor surface as the slave. Use a surface �to �surface 

contact with friction.

5.  Boundary Conditions: Fix the rotor’s outer radius. Apply a compressive force of 10 kN to the pad’s inner 

surface.

6.  Study: Use a static structural analysis with a nonlinear solver to capture potential contact separation.

Results Interpretation

After solving, examine the normal contact pressure contour:

•  Identify peak pressures—if they exceed the pad’s yield strength, redesign is required.

•  Check for pressure gradients—high gradients can indicate potential for localized wear.

•  Evaluate shear stresses—high shear may lead to pad failure or rotor damage.

Export the contact pressure data to a spreadsheet for further analysis and comparison with experimental results.
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