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Abstract 
 

One of the main limitations of parts made with Material Extrusion (ME) is their 
anisotropic mechanical behaviour. This behaviour limits the functionality of these components 
in multi-directional loading conditions. A critical factor for this mechanical behaviour is the 
poor bonding between layers. 5-axis ME has the capability to orientate the printed layers in 
order to limit the effect of poor inter-laminar bonding. Previous studies have investigated 5-
axis ME, but not fully explored 5-axis capabilities of this manufacturing technique. To address 
this gap, this paper compares the mechanical behaviour of 3-axis and 5-axis ME samples when 
subjected to compressive loading. The results demonstrate how depositing material in “3D 
layers” can improve the consistency of a sample’s mechanical behaviour. This study indicates 
that 5-axis ME can enable more isotropic behaviour in printed samples. 
 
Introduction 
 

Material extrusion (ME) is the most prevalent category within additive manufacturing 
(AM) (1). ME is the process by which a material, in a liquid state, is metered through a nozzle 
or orifice (2). The extruded bead of material meets the build plate or previous layer and adheres 
to it. Typically, the extruder head is moved in the x-y axes via a gantry system that allows the 
creation of the layer detail. Once the layer is completed either the printed head is raised, or the 
build plate lowered by the layer thickness. This accumulation of multiple layers builds three-
dimensional geometries. From a mechanical perspective, ME components present an 
anisotropic mechanical behaviour, because the inter layer bonding is much weaker than the 
intra layer one (3–8).  
 

According to the 2017 Wohlers report, functional parts are the largest single application 
for AM produced components, with 33.8% of AM printed parts created for this purpose (9). 
For ME parts to be utilised for functional end-use applications, they must withstand complex 
multi-directional loadings. To address this limitation, the authors speculated that 5-axis ME 
could be utilised to improve parts’ mechanical behaviour by aligning the filament in the 
direction of the loads. In a previous paper, it was established that multi-axis ME can indeed 
improve the mechanical behaviour of ME parts (10). However, that study was limited to 4.5 
axes due to one of the rotational axes being locked perpendicularly. This limitation was suitable 
for the geometrical complexity of the examined parts, but it did not address the difference in 
mechanical behaviour between fully 5-axis and 3-axis samples. Similarly, other studies that 
have looked into curved layer deposition have utilised a  DELTA parallel robot  (5,11) resulting 
in parts that were limited by the fixed position of the nozzle. 
 

This paper will expand on previous work by exploiting 5-axis capabilities through a 
highly curved geometry represented by a simple thin-walled dome. Due to its topology, this 
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geometry is appropriate to explore how to optimise the mechanical performance of ME parts 
by exploiting 5 axes capabilities to selectively orient the deposition of filament.

The geometry that was the selected for this study is a dome with a interal radius of 
15mm and a wall thickness of 3mm. This geometry was selected as it is a simple shape that 
would allow for 5-axis ME to be explored with the revlevent directionality associated with this 
AM method. The thickness was selected based on the number of shell that could be used via a 
5-axis method, with seven shells being decided upon. With the internal radius set at 15mm to
keep samples in line samples produced in previous studies using similar methods (10).
Traditional compression sample may be able to produce cleaner results, but the geometry may
restrict the investigation into full 5-axis ME. This restriction could impede the comparrision
between three and five axis ME.

Method

A finite element analysis (FEA) simulation was conducted to determine the direction 
of the stress vectors within the geometry of the dome when loaded in compression in the 
direction of its vertical axis (Figure 1). The simulation was carried out within Solidworks CAD 
software (12). A section of the dome’s geometry was used in the simulation, with the boundary 
surfaces being constrained to allow sliding. A force was then applied to the top of the section, 
to induce the resultant stress vectors. The simulation indicates that the vertical direction is the 
dominant direction of the stress vectors. The horizontal stress component was indicated to be 
the next dominant component. In Figure 1, the colour of the vectors denotes the magnitude of 
the stress, in Solidworks red is used to indicate high values, while green indicates a lower value.
When a compressive force of 1000N is applied, the vertical stress vectors have a maximum 
value of 12.34MPa with the horizontal having a maximum value of 3.84MPA.

This information was then used to create printing strategies for the 5-axis samples, as 
the direction of these stress vectors indicates the direction that material should be deposited in.
The process of creating a 5-axis sample is shown in Figure 2 and expanded upon below. A
sample data set will be created that includes a concentric infill pattern, to deposit material 
aligned with these stress vectors.
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Figure 1: Simplified FEA of Model Section: (left) Horizontal Stress Vectors, (right) Vertical 
Stress Vectors

Figure 2: Flow Chart of 5-Axis Print Process

Once the direction of the stress vectors within the geometry has been understood, the print 
strategy can be created. As there is no “slicing” software available for converting CAD models 
to 5-axis tool paths, the tool paths for the experiment must be generated by the researchers.
This process started with the print pattern created on a 2D plane, this pattern was then wrapped 
onto the surface that it will be printed on (i.e. the dome) and offset by half the thickness of the 
deposited material. Examples of the tool path for the initial layers of the samples are shown in
Table 1. These curves are then scaled through parametric modelling techniques in Rhino 
Grasshopper (13), with each layer being joined to create a single continuous three-dimensional 
curve. This curve is then converted into a G-code for the 5-axis ME machine using proprietary
software provided by the machine vendor (14).
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Table 1: Sample Print Strategies

Print Strategy 3 Axis 5 Axis
Horizontal

Vertical

Concentric

Combined

The next stage was to create the printing jig as the base for the first layer to be deposited 
onto. Typical 3-axis ME processes require the use of support structures for printing 3D 
geometries (15). The printing jig acted as a support for the 5-axis machine and was reused 
across multiple prints. The 3-axis samples were printed utilising a MakerBot Replicator 2 
Machine, whereas the 5-axis samples were printed utilising a 5axismaker machine. With the 
same material and deposition temperature being used on both machines to maintain 
consistency.

The initial set up period for the 5-axis machine required more time than a conventional 
3-axis ME machine. This was due to the need to establish the central axis for each print, as it
is entirely user-defined. To reduce the effect of this on the ability to print samples, the jig was
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designed to be modular the purpose of this design choice was to allow the section of jig that 
the samples were printed on to be removed. This would ensure that the retained section of the 
print jig would be left in place maintaining the relative positioning in the machine. The process 
of depositing material in this fashion is shown in .

Figure 3: 5-Axis Material Extrusion: (left) Combined Print, (right) Horizontal Print

After printing each sample, its mass and dimensions were measured prior to the
compression testing. The dimensions of the samples were measured through the use of a digital 
calliper, while the weight was measured through the use of digital scales. The average values 
are shown in Table 2. The printing times included show purely the printing time and do not 
include any post-processing the samples required. 5-axis samples required minimal post-
processing due to the lack of support structures, whereas the 3-axis sample required 
significantly more time to remove the support structure. Examples of the 3-axis samples are 
shown in Figure 4. This figure illustrates the amount of support material that had to be removed 
prior to the compression testing.

Figure 4: 3-Axis Material Extrusion with Support Structures: (left) Vertical Print, (right) 
Horizontal Print

Another interesting point that is highlighted in Table 22 is the difference in mass 
between the two printing processes, with all the 3-axis and 5-axis displaying similar mass 
within their own process. To establish fair comparison data sets, the CAD model used for the 
3-axis sample was a solid dome with the average wall thickness of 5-axis samples. As the 3-
axis samples display a thicker wall than the 5-axis samples, the residual support material may 
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be left attached to the surface of the samples. For each data set, 5 samples were produced in 
order to establish a reasonable average and to make identifying any outliers easier. 

Table 2: Dome Study Average Measurements

Sample Mean Diameter 
(mm)

Mean Thickness 
(mm)

Mean 
Mass (g) Print Time (min)

3-Axis Horizontal 35.60 2.88 6.18 55
3-Axis Concentric 35.93 2.86 6.15 53

3-Axis Vertical 35.64 3.00 6.20 40
5-Axis Horizontal 35.78 2.74 5.22 94

5-Axis Vertical 35.86 2.85 5.38 73
5-Axis Combined 35.84 2.90 5.36 84

The axial compression testing was carried out on an Instron 3366 material test system 
with a 5kN load cell and a compression speed of 2mm.s-1. The purpose of this test procedure 
was to establish the different mechanical behaviours of the test samples in regard to their 
respective stiffness, ductile behaviour and maximum compressive loading. The experimental 
setup is illustrated in Figure 5.

Figure 5: Compression Testing Set-up
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Results and Discussion

The data from the compression testing of each sample were tabulated into an excel 
spreadsheet, for all 5 samples in each data set. The mean average for each set of samples is 
displayed in Figure 6.

Figure 6: Average Compression Test Results for Dome Samples

The results of this study contain some unexpected findings. What stands out in Figure 
6 is how the 3-axis Horizontal and Concentric samples were able to withstand significantly 
more load compared to all the other samples. Two possible explanations could be at play. First, 
the load was applied in one direction to a continuous symmetrical geometry enabling the 
stacked layers to be in constant compression. This led to the poor inter-laminar bonding not 
being a major limiting factor until the sample began to deform radially, at which point, the 
sample failed catastrophically. What is implicated here is that these samples were in
compression until failure, meaning the samples behaved more lick a strut than a thin-walled 
dome. This leads to the second explanation. All the samples followed similar failure behaviour, 
that of catastrophic failure. This differs from previous studies done by the Izmir Institute of 
Technology in Turkey that has analysed thin-walled domes (16).  In that work, a dome deforms 
by first flattening its top, then the centre section is forced into space beneath the dome.
Comparing the failure behaviours of the samples within this study the wall thickness is too high 
to allow for this plastic deformation. The sample shown within Figure 7 shows how much the 
3-axis samples typically deformed prior to catastrophically failing. The specific sample shown 
is from a 3-axis horizontal sample. The top surface was deformed to the point where the centre 
should be forced through the centre; however, the thickness prevented this type of plastic 
deformation due to the amount of material present. The 3-axis vertical samples followed this 
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failure behaviour but at a significantly lower applied force, compared to all other samples. An 
explanation is that the forces where able to shear the interlaminar bonding, with minimal plastic 
deformation occurring. This confirms how significantly intralayer and interlayer bonding and 
thus print orientation affect the mechanical behaviour of 3-axis samples (16–19).
As to why the 3-axis Concentric and Horizontal samples displayed different values this can be
explained by analysing their infill patterns. The concentric 3-axis samples had a concentric 
infill pattern while the horizontal pattern had a linear infill pattern. The linear nature of the 
infill pattern allowed it to resist some of the radial deformation allowing for the sample to 
withstand further loading. In comparison, the concentric infill pattern could only rely on inter-
road bonding with each layer, to resist the radial deformation.

Figure 7: 3-Axis Horizontal Sample Post Compression Testing

To understand why our samples’ failure behaviour differs from other work conducted 
on similar geometries, a sample 3-axis horizontal sample was printed with a wall thickness of 
1.2mm, Figure 8 depicts the failure deformation of these samples. Notably, these samples
follow the failure behaviour that was expected for this geometry, with initial plastic 
deformation occurring when a force of 500N was applied to the sample. The outcome of this 
clarification experiment indicates that there is a wall-thickness boundary condition for this type
of geometry. This boundary condition drastically alters the failure behaviour of the samples 
and the amount of force they can withstand. This result highlights that if the desired geometries 
are not likely to allow plastic deformation and bending to occur, 5-axis ME may not be the 
most suitable manufacturing process. This would be an important factor where isotropic 
behaviour may not be required.

Another aspect of the 3-axis sample that may have impacted the results come from the 
support structures themselves. The support structures used in sample creation where break 
away supports made of the same PLA material as the sample. This means that the support 
material and any remaining support material could impact the compression test results. 
Perticularly in regard to the different support structures used to create the 3-axis samples, and 
how this extra material can alter the compression behaviour of the samples.
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Furthermore, this indicates that there is a further area of research indicated within this 
study, i.e. to look at samples with smaller wall thickness.  A comparison could be made between 
how 3 and 5 axis samples differ in their compressive resistance when following this different 
failure behaviour.

Figure 8: Thin-Walled 3-Axis Horizontal Sample

The initial shape chosen for this study was selected based upon the assumption that they 
would follow the failure behaviour similar to those seen in other studies (20) while being a 
suitably complex shape that could be still be created via ME manufacturing techniques. A dome 
represented the simplest shape that incorporated one axis of rotational symmetry and can be 
printed with 2 axes of rotation. The method for creating the required tool path that enabled 5-
axis deposition has highlighted that it is possible to create complex tool paths related to a known 
surface. This means that more complex geometries that would highlight the benefits of 5-axis
could also be created and tested, in order to further explore the potential benefits of 5-axis ME.
Focusing purely on the 5-axis samples, the vertical print strategy was able to withstand more 
applied force than the horizontal print strategy. This does indicate that orientating material to 
resist the 1st principle stress vector does improve the samples’ mechanical behaviour. 
Moreover, the combined print strategy was able to resist more force over a prolonged period.
This implies that alternating print patterns that resist a combination of the dominant principle 
stresses can create samples that display improved mechanical behaviour. This is a potential 
area of further research that would focus on how much material needs to be deposited along
the different dominant stress vectors dependent on their magnitude. This is best explained in
Figure 9, which contains a sample created to demonstrate how the alternating shells where 
deposited. More complicated shell patterns are possible in order to create samples that allow 
for bending moments to create plastic deformation in a non-catastrophic manner. This would 
allow for better control over failure behaviours and allow samples to behave in a more isotropic 
manner.  
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Figure 9: 5-Axis Combined Print Strategy Demo Sample

The 5-axis samples were not able to withstand as much compressive force as the 3-axis 
horizontal samples. This would indicate that only part of these samples acted in compression 
until failure. The rest of the sample would then be acting in tension, to create a bending moment 
in the sample as illustrated in Figure 10.

Figure 10: Illustration of Internal Compression/Tension Present in 5-Axis Samples

While this mechanical behaviour did not allow the 5-axis samples to withstand as much 
force as some of the 3-axis samples, it does indicate that these samples behave more 
isotopically, since all three build orientations had rather similar mechanical properties. This is 
an interesting result that could lead to further research and applications in industry.

 1827

Applied Loading◊ 



Conclusion 
 

Research into 5-axis ME is currently rather underdeveloped. As such, experimentation 
is required to improve the understanding of the limitations and benefits of this technology. The 
3-axis ME results produced by this work did not generate the expected failure behaviour. 
However, the 5-axis samples did display the predicted mechanical behaviour in terms of which 
samples performed best in the compression loading test. This indicates that a combination print 
stratergy has some potential to improve mechanical behaviour in ME samples, but that further 
research is required to explore its applicability. The anisotropy of most current ME process was 
shown most dramatically in the difference between the 3-axis vertical samples and the 3-axis 
horizontal samples. Orientating the print through 90° changed the load-bearing capability of 
samples by a factor of 3.5. Overall, 5-axis deposition along principle stress vector directions 
enabled the anisotropic nature of ME to be reduced. Such behaviour has the potential to expand 
the use of this manufacturing process for mechanical prototypes and end-use products.    

 
A limitation of the 5-axis ME process that was used was that there is no automated 

software available to create the tool paths required for printing. Generating bespoke tool paths 
for samples could lead to further research in what is the best way to align material in a 5-axis 
context. 

 
A future area of research will be to continue to explore 5-axis ME with the inclusion of 

reinforcing fibres that can be aligned in the direction of printing. At the time of writing this 
work is currently being carried out with a view to further publications. 
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