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Abstract 

In today’s business environment, the trend towards more product variety and customization is unbroken. Due to this development, the need of 
agile and reconfigurable production systems emerged to cope with various products and product families. To design and optimize production
systems as well as to choose the optimal product matches, product analysis methods are needed. Indeed, most of the known methods aim to 
analyze a product or one product family on the physical level. Different product families, however, may differ largely in terms of the number and 
nature of components. This fact impedes an efficient comparison and choice of appropriate product family combinations for the production
system. A new methodology is proposed to analyze existing products in view of their functional and physical architecture. The aim is to cluster
these products in new assembly oriented product families for the optimization of existing assembly lines and the creation of future reconfigurable 
assembly systems. Based on Datum Flow Chain, the physical structure of the products is analyzed. Functional subassemblies are identified, and 
a functional analysis is performed. Moreover, a hybrid functional and physical architecture graph (HyFPAG) is the output which depicts the 
similarity between product families by providing design support to both, production system planners and product designers. An illustrative
example of a nail-clipper is used to explain the proposed methodology. An industrial case study on two product families of steering columns of 
thyssenkrupp Presta France is then carried out to give a first industrial evaluation of the proposed approach. 
© 2017 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. 
Peer-review under responsibility of the scientific committee of the 28th CIRP Design Conference 2018. 
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1. Introduction 

Due to the fast development in the domain of 
communication and an ongoing trend of digitization and
digitalization, manufacturing enterprises are facing important
challenges in today’s market environments: a continuing
tendency towards reduction of product development times and
shortened product lifecycles. In addition, there is an increasing
demand of customization, being at the same time in a global 
competition with competitors all over the world. This trend, 
which is inducing the development from macro to micro 
markets, results in diminished lot sizes due to augmenting
product varieties (high-volume to low-volume production) [1]. 
To cope with this augmenting variety as well as to be able to
identify possible optimization potentials in the existing
production system, it is important to have a precise knowledge

of the product range and characteristics manufactured and/or 
assembled in this system. In this context, the main challenge in
modelling and analysis is now not only to cope with single 
products, a limited product range or existing product families,
but also to be able to analyze and to compare products to define
new product families. It can be observed that classical existing
product families are regrouped in function of clients or features.
However, assembly oriented product families are hardly to find. 

On the product family level, products differ mainly in two
main characteristics: (i) the number of components and (ii) the
type of components (e.g. mechanical, electrical, electronical). 

Classical methodologies considering mainly single products 
or solitary, already existing product families analyze the
product structure on a physical level (components level) which 
causes difficulties regarding an efficient definition and
comparison of different product families. Addressing this 
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Abstract

Additive Manufacturing (AM) has many advantages, but the lack of access to the knowledge associated with it minimises its development in
industry. The design phase is crucial for the success of AM, a challenge for Design for Additive Manufacturing (DfAM) methods is therefore
to facilitate the access and manipulation of this knowledge. This transfer of knowledge can be achieved by formalising rules at all scales, and
communicating them to the designer at the appropriate phase. It is hence necessary to find a way to formalise information in time, space and
space-time dimensions since AM is a process that places material in space and layer by layer. The concept of mereotopology is used to study the
relationships of connection and interaction between parts, wholes and boundaries, and may be a suitable resource to study DfAM along these three
dimensions. The aim of this paper will therefore be to present a method for searching and formulating design guidelines based on a discretisation
of the process enabled by the concept of mereotopology. This method consists in the decomposition of a 3D model into features between which
spatial, temporal and spatio-temporal interactions are studied. Simultaneously, the analysis of manufactured defects on a printed version of the
model allows to link manufacturing defects with a configuration of spatial and temporal elements. Once the defects and configurations have been
linked, rules are formulated and then validated or invalidated according to their recurrence on different models printed with the same process and
material. This method could be integrated in industry to take advantage of manufacturing defects in order to add data to the statistical study.
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1. Introduction

Several factors are still holding back the development of Ad-
ditive Manufacturing (AM) in the industry. One of them is that
the restrictions induced and the opportunities offered by the AM
processes are not always known to designers, who might there-
fore favour traditional methods and miss out on innovations that
could have been made possible with AM. One way to promote
its development is to facilitate access to AM-related knowledge
[19]. Information must be provided to the designer through-
out detailed design of the product, taking into account con-
straints at all scales. Guidelines for AM have been developed
on a macroscale, i.e. considering the object as a whole, in its
shape, orientation and location [6][15]. Others have been devel-
oped at the scale of a layer, which is called the mesoscale [16],

and finally at the scale of the micro-structure, which is consid-
ered as the microscale [9]. The development of benchmark parts
provides quantitative information about the influence of various
parameters on the printing quality of characteristic geometrical
features [23]. However, different phenomena occur during the
printing process depending on the spatial organisation and the
chronology in which the different features are printed. The ob-
jective of this paper will therefore be to present a method to
search for and formulate design rules at the mesoscale in order
to provide designers with AM constraint information during de-
tailed design.

A state of the art of methods, guidelines and tools for AM,
as well as on mereotopology as a means of formalisation is first
presented. The discretization of the AM process in time, space
and space-time is then introduced to obtain a way to formu-
late detailed design rules. Finally, a research and formalisation
method is defined. It is illustrated and discussed through a case
study.2212-8271© 2022 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V.
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2. Literature review

2.1. Design, guidelines and tools for AM

The notion of Design for X (DfX) refers to guiding the de-
sign of a product according to either a stage in its life cycle, or a
given constraint [12]. DfAM methods consist in optimising the
design through the integration of AM-related knowledge. The
methods can be applied at the beginning of the design process
or afterwards in order to assess if the solutions found are in line
with the initial objectives [13].

A popular DfAM approach is to start from defining the func-
tional surfaces and to design the rest of the part by making
use of the advantages of AM [20]. The emergence of topolog-
ical optimisation (TO) and the use of lattice structures have
allowed to make a lot of progress in optimising the design
of parts manufactured in AM. For example, Boyard et al. [2]
propose a method that starts from a graph of function from
which the functional surfaces are deduced to create a prelim-
inary solid, which is then refined by using TO. Moreover, it has
been pointed out that the combination of lattice structures and
TO allows the optimal solution to minimise a part’s weight [22].

Computation-based DfAM methods are therefore widely
used for optimisation purposes. However, few researches are
conducted on the integration of manufacturability constraints
in this type of methods. To optimise the design of a product, it
is necessary to take into account the constraints related to AM
as early as possible in the design process. It has been shown
that the best way to achieve this is to combine computational
and knowledge-based methods [21]. It is therefore necessary to
develop guidelines for design for AM.

Rules of this type have been established, often in the form
of guidance on the limiting sizes and orientations of certain
geometric features, as proposed by Thomas et al. [18] for the
Selective Laser Melting (SLM) process. In some cases the ob-
jective of the designer may be to verify the manufacturability
of a product in AM. Manufacturability analysis tools are de-
veloped for this purpose, in some cases to choose the global
orientation of a part in order to obtain the best result [15], in
others to ensure that the printing of an element will proceed
properly. This is for example the purpose of the ”Will it print”
tool developed by Budinoff et al. [3] which analyses features
and highlights problematic geometries, such as walls which are
too thin to be printed according to mathematical rules that have
been formulated.

However, these methods apply to isolated features, but in
practice a single part is composed of several geometric shapes
that can interact with each other. These features can cause prob-
lems during printing depending on their position within the part.
Changes in geometry take place when passing from one layer
to the next. Depending on where a feature is located, as well as
when it is built compared to the others, different physical phe-
nomena can take place locally. It is therefore interesting to for-
mulate guidelines that take into account the features and their
interactions, at the transitory scale between successive printing
layers, which can be called the mesoscale.

2.2. Mereotopology

AM consists of the deposition of material in layers, built up
one after the other, it is therefore a process that can be discre-
tised in time, space and space-time. Such a discretisation can al-
low to locate and formulate some mesoscale design guidelines,
by using for example the concept of mereotopology.

Mereotopology is a philosophical theory that arose from the
combination of mereology and topology. Mereology was first
introduced by S. Lesniewski and refers to the study of the re-
lations between parts and wholes [14]. Topology is a theory
based on the notion of connectedness, and can be described as
a study of spatial relations [4]. A definition of mereotopology
could therefore be the study of the relations of connectedness
and interactions between parts, wholes and boundaries [17].

The physical or temporal entities that are studied and be-
tween which interactions take place are called regions. A Time
Region (TR) will therefore be a time interval or a moment in
time [8]. Regarding the spatial regions, their nature will depend
on the field of study. The relationships between regions can be
described by using primitives that can be spatial, temporal or
spatio-temporal (ST). The fields of application of mereotopol-
ogy are numerous, ranging from geography to artificial intelli-
gence [7].

In the case of spatial interactions, Smith [17] has formulated
a set of primitives with the format xIy, x and y being the spatial
regions we want to describe, and I the symbol of the primitive
(Fig.1(a)). For example (xPy) means that x is part of y. xTy
means that x is tangential to y, that is to say that the spatial
regions x and y have one point in common but are not overlap-
ping.

Regarding temporal interactions, Allen [1] has defined sev-
eral primitives that are used in a similar way (Fig.1(b)). For
instance, the designation x=y means that the time regions x and
y are starting simultaneously and ending at the same time.

Fig. 1. (a) Smith’s primitives [17]; (b) Allen’s primitives [1]

In the field of AM, Khan and Kim [11] have used spatio-
temporal mereotopology to describe the different stages of an
AM assembly, i.e. the evolution of the surfaces that interact
during the folding process of an element manufactured in AM.
However there is no current record of using spatiotemporal
mereotopology to describe the additive manufacturing process
in itself.
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3. Discretization of AM processes

3.1. Spatial and temporal discretization

Smith’s and Allen’s primitives are relevant to describe the
spatial and temporal interactions occurring during the manufac-
turing process and have therefore been used in this study. First,
isolation of regions based on slicing is required. On each layer,
several spatial regions can be observed, and can be classified
into 3 types:

• The material that is used to build the final product and
which is not intended to be removed will be referred as
matter (M) for the rest of the study.
• The support material is the matter which is added in ad-

dition to the product in order to support surfaces which
are too far from any point of attachment to be built other-
wise. Any material used for manufacturing purposes but
which is not part of the final part will be called support
(S) hereafter.
• In opposition to these two categories, a third type of el-

ement is defined, void (⊘), which corresponds to an ab-
sence of matter and support at a given spatial area.

Thus, Smith’s primitives allow the spatial description of in-
teractions between elements of different types or of the same
type within a layer. Besides, it is considered that each spatial
region perdures in time. The perdurantist approach implies that
each region is considered as a 4-dimensional object consisting
of all its representations in time [10]. In other words, if the ge-
ometry of a region changes over time, it is still considered as
the same entity.

The same entity can thus be present on several layers, but
changing slightly from one layer to the next. Considering the
fabrication of a layer as a unitary temporal region, the interval
of layers on which a spatial entity is present will constitute a
temporal region. Thus, Allen’s primitives enables the temporal
description of the interactions between the builds of different
spatial features.

However, the spatial evolution of the geometry in time can-
not be characterised with the existing primitives, so it is nec-
essary to develop a spatio-temporal discretization in order to
study the evolution of spatial regions through time.

3.2. Fundamental ST primitives

In order to determine a set of ST primitives, a layer-by-layer
analysis was performed on several 3D models. For each model,
three orientations were chosen and the printing process was
simulated with a track thickness of 1mm. By observing the evo-
lution of every spatial regions from one layer to the following,
the list of ST primitives described in Fig.2 has been developed.

The primitives are represented by two bold letters and are
framed by the two elements interacting. x and y are distinct
spatial regions, and z represents the entirety of either the matter
(M) or the support (S) present on the layer. The description is
divided into a succession of time regions noted TR, which is

Fig. 2. Fundamental ST primitives

equivalent in this case to the building of one layer. Within each
interval, Smith’s primitives are used to establish a spatial de-
scription of the interaction between the elements. In addition,
fundamental operators of mereotopology are used for these de-
scriptions [5]. In this paper, the symbols ∧ and ∨ respectively
stand for ”logical conjunction” and ”logical disjunction”, i. e.
”and” and ”or”.

For example for the xMey primitive, x and y are both ei-
ther matter or support and are distant from each other (((xPz)∧
(yPz) ∧ (xDy))Tr1). During a second interval, corresponding to
another layer, x and y become tangent ((xTy)Tr2), and finally
they end up crosses in the third time interval ((xXy)Tr3).

As a result, it becomes possible to describe the spatio-
temporal evolution of spatial regions when progressing from
one layer to the next.

3.3. Common ST primitives

The set of ST primitives mentioned above enables the de-
scription of ST interactions between one layer and the follow-
ing. However, to determine rules at the multi-layer scale, it is
necessary to have a little more distance and to observe the evo-
lution of geometry over a wider layer interval.

Some geometric shapes within a single object can be prob-
lematic during printing. Benchmarks such as the one proposed
by Vorkapic et al. [23] allow a number of parameters to be
tested by offering a variety of shapes found in printed models.
Based on these shapes and personal experience, a set of features
(Fig. 3) has been developed, and described spatio-temporally
using the previously defined primitives. This new set is referred
to as common ST primitives, and it provides a means of de-
scription at different scales. At the macroscale they can be used
to describe simple geometric elements. At the mesoscale, they
describe portions of geometric elements and thus allow the de-
scription of complex geometric shapes discretized into smaller
simple features.

When considering the extrusion for example, it can be either
orthogonal or swept. In the first case, this means that the geom-
etry will have the same shape from one layer to the next, either
maintaining its area (xAcz), increasing it (xAiz) or decreasing it
(xAdz). The use of this feature consequently requires to specify
the type of surface evolution involved.

Thus, the study of benchmark artefacts specific to AM as
well as a layer-by-layer study of 3D models have enabled the es-
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Fig. 2. Fundamental ST primitives
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Fig. 3. Common ST primitives

tablishment of a spatio-temporal discretisation of the AM pro-
cess. This discretisation is based on geometries that are inde-
pendent of the material or process used. This model is therefore
applicable to any layer-by-layer manufacturing processes.

4. Method for design guidelines formalisation

4.1. Research protocol

In order to create and formalise some rules for AM design, a
protocol using the discretization above mentioned has been set
up. This method can be broken down into 4 parts. The first step
(1 on Fig.4) is to choose a part and to design it according to
the specifications. The process and material used must be spec-
ified so that the resulting rules can be classified according to the
right application. The 3D model created is then used for steps
2 and 3 which can be carried out simultaneously. This model
is imported in a slicer and depending on the part’s size, a num-
ber of layers ”N” is determined. This number is not related to
the printing parameters and will simply be used as a temporal
unit of measurement for the spatio-temporal study. N should be
high enough to allow a certain degree of precision while avoid-
ing being too large so that the discretization is not too complex.

Step 2 is the defects analysis. The 3D model is printed with
the parameters, process and material stated in the specifications.
Then, the objective of the study must be defined. Depending on
the type of rules that are going to be formulated, the scale and
the tools used for the analysis will be different. For microscopic
defects, tomography imaging can be used for instance. Once

Fig. 4. Protocol for design rules formulation

this is done, all the defects present on the physical model are
listed and classified depending on their type and location. A ta-
ble is then built, with N columns and one row per defect. Thus,
the layer interval on which the defect is present is highlighted.

The mereotopological analysis (step 3) is carried out by ob-
serving the 3D model slice by slice. The feature recognition
at the mesoscale is done layer by layer and varies depending
on the slicing direction. It is therefore crucial to respect the di-
rection in which the part was printed. Every geometrical fea-
tures from the set defined previously are recognised and listed
in what will be referred to as the ST table (Fig. 5 (a)). The
columns of this table are the N layers defined during step 1.
This table is then declined into a spatial interactions table (Fig.
5 (b)) and a temporal interactions table (Fig. 5 (c)). On the first
one, horizontal arrows are placed over the ST table to indicate
the time intervals during which each interaction takes place. On
the second one, vertical arrows indicate the primitives linking
the features with each others.
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Fig. 5. (a) Spatio-temporal table; (b) Spatial table; (c) Temporal table

The last step is the rules formulation (4 on Fig. 4). The de-
fects, spatial and temporal tables are compared in order to high-
light the configurations of primitives that may have caused the
defects. This method is based on an evolution of features from
one layer to the next, so defects are not always linked to the pre-
cise location where it is detected. The spatio-temporal study al-
lowed by mereotopology enables not only to link a defect to the
feature on which it is spatially located, but also to the succes-
sion of features that precedes it. When the process is repeated
on a certain amount of models, the configurations of primitives
and defects that tend to appear a lot of times will be consid-
ered as general rules. Part quality assessment is used in industry
worldwide, the defect analysis phase could thus be associated
to 3D model features analyses in order to generate rules. Con-
figurations exceeding a certain number of occurrences would
be listed and considered as general rules. These rules, in addi-
tion to the guidelines that can be found in literature, can then be
implemented in a tool as visual warnings. This tool will trans-
mit the appropriate information to the designer according to his
current geometry so that he can identify the problematic areas
throughout the detailed design.

4.2. Case study

A case study has been carried out on the Benchy (fig. 6 (a))
to illustrate the method. The Benchy is a 3D model designed
specifically to test the printers’ parameters, hence presenting a
huge diversity of shapes and surfaces which can cause problems
when printed.

The model has been sliced with a layer thickness of 1mm,
thus creating 48 layers (d). By isolating each layer and compar-
ing it to the ones following it, a total of 12 features were noted
(e). As the part is symmetrical, the features are only noted once
to simplify the study. All the features were sorted in order of
construction, starting with the hull and ending with the chim-
ney. By recording the construction interval of each of them, the
basis for the spatial (f) and temporal (g) interaction tables was
created.

For example, the benchy cabin is a shell whose construction
extends from layer 10 to layer 38. In the first table (f) all spatial
interactions between features are represented by two-way hori-
zontal arrows with labels corresponding to the interaction. For
example the benchy’s hold, which is feature 4, is tangent to the
cabin, feature 5, from layer 10 to layer 16. A horizontal arrow

Fig. 6. Rules formulation protocol applied to the Benchy

therefore extends between column 10 and 16 with the notation
4T5 (fig. 7).

Fig. 7. Extract of the spatial table from the Benchy study

The second table (g) records the temporal interactions be-
tween the features, which are represented by single-way verti-
cal arrows labelled with the primitive linking the two features.
For instance the manufacturing of the cabin and the doors start
at the same time, but the doors are finished first. Thus, an arrow
starts on the row corresponding to the cabin and ends on the
row of the doors with the label s (fig. 8).

Fig. 8. Extract of the temporal table from the Benchy study

Simultaneously with this mereotopological study, the
benchy was manufactured in LPBF with a cobalt-chromium al-
loy. For the purpose of this paper and its understanding, the
defects that were visible to the naked eye have been pictured
(b). The 11 defects that were found are classified according to
whether they are due to the presence of support (either support
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removal trace or unreachable support), a surface problem (ei-
ther spatters or a poor surface state), or some deeper defects
(cracks, porosity or collapsed surfaces). In table (c), the layers
corresponding to the location of each defect are coloured, and
the corresponding features are specified.

Finally, the defects are correlated with the spatial and tem-
poral interactions of the features on which they are located, or
simply with one feature. On table (h), the resulting rules are
formulated. For example on fig. 9, the rule associated with the
crack shown in illustration (b) is that if an upside down shell
(Feature 2) is a boundary of an area increased extrusion (Fea-
ture 1) and that this extrusion is built during the building of
that shell, the two elements are in contact until the end of the
manufacturing of the extrusion, and once its manufacturing is
finished, there is only one shell element left, which has a much
smaller section. This configuration could therefore cause a sud-
den area variation that could result in a local heat variation and
thus a crack forming.

Fig. 9. Example of a rule formulated from the Benchy study

The rules stated here are specific to the benchy, and in par-
ticular to the one made with LPBF in cobalt-chrome. Repeat-
ing this process on other benchys might show different defects
and therefore add other specific rules. In order for these specific
rules to become general rules, the process must be repeated on
other models in order to define which ones are relevant and re-
current, thus establishing a more general set of design guide-
lines.

5. Conclusion

After reviewing DfAM and mereotopolgy literature, a spa-
tial and temporal discretisation was presented. It enabled the
definition of primitives adapted to AM, which led to the de-
velopment and formalisation of a set of spatio-temporal primi-
tives. A method for deducing rules based on mereotopological
configurations was shown by using these primitives to decom-
pose different 3D models and by confronting them with com-
mon manufacturing defects. This method, which is adaptable to
different processes and scales, enables first to formulate rules
specific to a given model, and then by applying it to a large
number of cases, allows to select rules that can be generalised
and thus applicable to any model.
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