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Autotuning of PID Controllers: Relay Feedback Approach and Advances in 
Industrial Control

Industrial automation has long relied on Proportional-Integral-Derivative (PID) controllers to maintain process

stability, reduce error, and improve overall efficiency. However, tuning PID parameters manually is time �consuming,

requires expertise, and can lead to sub �optimal performance if not done correctly. The advent of autotuning

techniques, especially those based on relay feedback, has revolutionized how engineers approach controller

calibration. By automatically determining optimal PID settings, these methods reduce downtime, enhance product

quality, and enable plants to adapt swiftly to changing process dynamics.

Understanding PID Control

A PID controller combines three mathematical actions—proportional, integral, and derivative—to generate a control

signal that drives a system toward a desired setpoint. The proportional term reacts to the current error, the integral

term accumulates past errors to eliminate steady �state bias, and the derivative term predicts future error trends by

examining the rate of change. Together, these actions help maintain temperature, pressure, flow, or any variable

critical to industrial processes.

Key Parameters and Their Roles

•  Kp (Proportional Gain): Determines how aggressively the controller reacts to the error.

•  Ki (Integral Time): Controls the accumulation of error over time, ensuring zero steady �state error.

•  Kd (Derivative Time): Damps oscillations by reacting to the rate of error change.

Choosing the right combination of these parameters is essential. Over �tuning can cause instability, while

under �tuning may result in sluggish response.

Traditional Tuning Methods

Historically, PID tuning has been performed using trial �and �error, Ziegler–Nichols, Cohen–Coon, or IMC (Internal

Model Control) approaches. While effective in controlled environments, these methods require:

1.  Manual intervention and operator skill.

2.  Process downtime for testing.

3.  Multiple iterations to converge on acceptable performance.

In fast �paced manufacturing settings, these limitations can lead to production delays and inconsistent product quality.

The Imperative for Autotuning

Modern plants demand continuous improvement and rapid adaptation to new materials, equipment upgrades, or

process changes. Autotuning addresses these needs by:

•  Providing consistent, repeatable tuning results.



•  Reducing the need for expert intervention.

•  Minimizing process disturbances during calibration.

•  Enabling dynamic re �tuning in response to process drift.

Among autotuning techniques, the relay feedback approach has emerged as a practical, robust, and widely

adopted solution.

The Relay Feedback Approach Explained

Relay feedback is a closed �loop technique that introduces a simple on �off controller (relay) into the system to

generate a characteristic oscillation. By analyzing the resulting oscillation parameters—period and amplitude—

engineers can infer the process’s ultimate gain and period. These values then feed into tuning formulas to calculate

optimal PID parameters.

How Relay Feedback Works

1.  Insert a Relay: Replace the standard PID controller with a relay that switches the control output between two 

levels.

2.  Observe Oscillations: The relay causes the process variable to oscillate around the setpoint.

3.  Measure Oscillation Characteristics: Determine the steady �state oscillation period (Tu) and amplitude.

4.  Compute Ultimate Gain: Use the amplitude and system response to estimate the ultimate gain (Ku).

5.  Apply Tuning Formula: Plug Ku and Tu into a tuning rule (e.g., Ziegler–Nichols or IMC) to derive Kp, Ki, and 

Kd.

6.  Replace Relay with PID: Switch back to the PID controller using the calculated parameters.

Because the relay introduces only a binary on �off action, the method is inherently simple and requires minimal

software support.

Advantages of Relay Feedback

•  Hardware Independence: Works with virtually any process, regardless of sensor type or actuator dynamics.

•  Fast Execution: Oscillation data can be collected in a few minutes, enabling near �real �time tuning.

•  Minimal Process Disruption: The relay’s limited amplitude reduces the risk of damaging equipment.

•  Robustness to Noise: The method tolerates measurement noise, as the oscillation amplitude is typically large 

enough to stand out.

Limitations and Mitigation Strategies

While powerful, relay feedback is not without challenges:

•  Requires a Stable Process: The system must be able to settle into oscillation without external disturbances.

•  Potential for Overshoot: The relay may cause large excursions if not properly sized.

•  Not Suitable for Non �Linear Systems: Highly non �linear or multi �input multi �output processes may need advanced 

methods.

Mitigation strategies include:

1.  Using a small relay amplitude to limit overshoot.

2.  Applying filtering or averaging to the oscillation data.

3.  Combining relay feedback with model �based techniques for complex systems.

Recent Advances in Relay �Based Autotuning

Over the past decade, researchers and engineers have refined relay feedback to address its limitations and extend



its applicability. Key advances include:

Adaptive Relay Amplitude

Traditional relay feedback uses a fixed amplitude. Adaptive schemes adjust the relay amplitude in real time based

on process response, ensuring that oscillations remain within safe bounds while still providing accurate parameter

estimates.

Integration with Digital Signal Processing

Modern controllers incorporate DSP modules that can precisely detect oscillation period and amplitude, even in 

noisy environments. This integration allows for automatic parameter extraction without manual measurement.

Hybrid Autotuning Algorithms

Combining relay feedback with model �based estimation or optimization algorithms(e.g., genetic algorithms,

particle swarm optimization) yields more accurate tuning for non �linear or time �varying processes.

Cloud �Enabled Autotuning

Industrial IoT platforms now enable remote relay feedback execution. Sensors and controllers can upload

oscillation data to the cloud, where advanced analytics generate optimal PID settings. This approach is particularly

useful for distributed manufacturing plants.

Case Studies Highlighting Relay Feedback Success

Case Study 1: Chemical Reactor Temperature Control

At a mid �sized chemical plant, a batch reactor’s temperature controller was frequently under �tuned, leading to

product variability. Engineers implemented a relay feedback autotuning routine, reducing the tuning cycle from 30

minutes to 5 minutes. The resulting PID parameters improved temperature stability by 25% and cut energy

consumption by 8%.

Case Study 2: High �Speed Packaging Line

A packaging facility required rapid re �tuning after replacing a conveyor motor. Using an adaptive relay feedback

algorithm, the new motor’s dynamics were captured within 3 minutes, and the PID controller was recalibrated on

the fly, preventing downtime during peak production hours.

Case Study 3: Pharmaceutical Sterilization Process

In a sterile environment, precise control of sterilization temperature is critical. A relay �based autotuning solution was

integrated into the PLC, ensuring that the PID controller maintained a tight temperature envelope. The process

achieved a 99.9% compliance rate with regulatory standards.

Implementing Relay Feedback Autotuning in Modern Industrial Control 
Systems

Successful deployment requires careful planning and integration. Below is a step �by �step guide to help engineers

implement relay feedback autotuning.

Step 1: Assess Process Suitability

•  Confirm that the process can tolerate a controlled oscillation.

•  Check for safety interlocks that might be triggered by the relay.

Step 2: Configure Relay Parameters



1.  Choose a relay amplitude that balances measurement accuracy and safety.

2.  Set the relay’s hysteresis to prevent chatter.

Step 3: Capture Oscillation Data

•  Use high �resolution sensors to record process variable during oscillation.

•  Apply digital filters to remove high �frequency noise.

Step 4: Compute Ultimate Gain and Period

•  Calculate the period (Tu) by measuring time between successive peaks.

•  Estimate the ultimate gain (Ku) using the relay amplitude and system response.

Step 5: Apply Tuning Formula

•  For Ziegler–Nichols: Kp = 0.6 /Ku, Ki = 1.2 /Ku/Tu, Kd = 0.5 /Ku /Tu.

•  For IMC: Adjust parameters based on process time constant and desired closed �loop bandwidth.

Step 6: Validate and Fine �Tune

•  Apply the calculated PID settings to the controller.

•  Observe the closed �loop response; adjust if necessary.

Step 7: Document and Archive Results

•  Store the tuning data for future reference and audits.

•  Integrate the results into the plant’s configuration management system.

Best Practices for Relay Feedback Autotuning

•  Safety First: Always ensure that the relay amplitude does not exceed safe operating limits.

•  Use High �Quality Sensors: Accurate measurement of oscillations is critical for reliable parameter estimation.
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