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Abstract: The technology of additive manufacturing (AM) has transformed the fields of machinery,
aerospace, and electronics. Adopting cost-effective, precise, and rapid procedures in AM is one of the
major concerns of today’s industry. Stereolithography is a promising AM technique that is thought
to meet these requirements. However, the fact that materials printed with stereolithography do not
have good mechanical properties limits their application, such as in biomedicine and aerospace.
Previous studies have shown the shortcomings of stereolithography printers. This research focuses
on enhancing the mechanical characteristics of the polymer resin used in stereolithography (SLA)-like
liquid crystal display (LCD) 3D printers by fabricating a new AM composite material with carbon
fibers. For this reason, chopped carbon fibers (0.1 mm size) at amounts of 0.25 wt% and 0.5 wt% have
been used with Acrylonitrile butadiene styrene (ABS)-like photopolymer transparent resin during
the printing process, and three different print layer thicknesses were tested. For the design of the
experiment (DoE), Q-DAS software was used to analyze the resulting data. A tensile-testing machine
was utilized to determine the ultimate strength using the ASTM D638 standard. The results show an
increase in the ultimate strength by adding carbon fiber to some extent, but after a certain percentage
of carbon fiber added, the strength drops off.

Keywords: stereolithography (SLA); LCD; DLP; carbon fiber; Q-DAS; composite material; resin;
ABS-like photopolymer; design of the experiment (DoE)

1. Introduction

It is believed that 3D printing would revolutionize the entire product design process
as a production approach [1,2]. The layering method of making things replaces the require-
ment for costly molds and makes it possible to produce highly optimized and geometrically
complicated structures. It is perfect for low-volume manufacturing such as prototyping,
customization at scale, and print-based-on-demand. It can also help streamline the logistics
of the supply chain in the direction of distributed manufacturing at local sites, using new 3D
printing materials, such as polymers, metals, ceramics, and electronics. There are currently
numerous types of additive manufacturing processes, such as stereolithography (SLA),
fused filament fabrication (FFF), selective laser sintering, and inkjet printing [3,4]. These
additive manufacturing processes enable the production of intricate products that cannot
be accomplished with conventional machining techniques, and they are employed in a
range of industries, including the mechanical, aerospace, and electronic sectors. Using a
3D printer, objects that were previously assembled from several components can now be
created in a single step [5]. It is anticipated that 3D printing would make it possible for
medical and assistive technology businesses to manufacture individualized prosthetics and
artificial bones. Additionally, the aerospace industry has a significant demand for precision
components that come in a wide variety of shapes. However, the 3D printing materials that
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are used does not help due to their properties. You can have the best printer in the world,
but the quality of the product depends on the material with which you choose to print.
When you realise that you can now print in 3D for structural or biomedical applications,
the relevance of printing quality becomes clear. Polymer was the well-known material of
the 20th century due to its ability to deliver economic and structural benefits; nevertheless,
from the standpoint of 3D printing, the lack of mechanical strength and functionality is a
major obstacle for their widespread usage [6]. In order to increase the mechanical, thermal,
and durability properties, the composites might be called the reference materials of the
twenty-first century [7] if many materials are combined to address these issues. The next
frontier is the development of novel composite materials that are compatible with exist-
ing printers and capable of meeting the requirements of specialized applications [8–11].
When it comes to the resin that is commonly used in 3D printers, it has poor mechanical
properties [12–14]. Resin 3D printers have historically been costly and unwieldy, requiring
specialised technicians and costly service contracts. Today’s small-format desktop printers
produce industrial-grade output at significantly lower costs and with unmatched versatility.
Stereolithography is a method of the additive manufacturing technology referred to as vat
photopolymerization or resin 3D printing. All of these devices utilize a light source, such as
a laser or projector, to turn liquid resin into solid plastic. The arrangement of the important
components, such as the light source, the build platform, and the resin tank, is the most
distinguishing physical characteristic of these devices [15–17].

The resin is utilized most commonly in the production of prototypes in addition to
toys because it is not suited for the production of functioning structures. The quality and
resolution of 3D-printed resin objects can be higher than their FFF counterparts, but they
are often weaker. This is partially owing to the nature of the substance, as well as the
polymerization process, which does not always produce strong bonds. Most conventional
resins are very brittle compared to other 3D-printing materials and are unsuitable for
stressed parts or outdoor use; thus, researchers are attempting to enhance the mechanical
characteristics of resin printing by applying a variety of reinforcing techniques [18,19].
Methods that utilize mixtures of thermoplastic filaments and granules or short fibers, such
as carbon black or reinforcing platelets, chopped carbon fibers, polymer fibrils, carbon
nanotube (CNT), and glass fibers, are currently being evaluated. Additionally, methods that
utilize continuous fibers infused with thermoplastic filaments are also being considered.
In contrast, FFF utilizes a technique called lamination in order to mix many layers of a
thermoplastic material. Delamination and premature failure are potential outcomes of this
technique [20–22]. As a result of the minimal laminated layer thickness of 0.1 mm, the
fabrication precision is unsatisfactory, and there are concerns regarding structural elements
such as large voids between filaments. Another challenge is the distortion that occurs as a
result of the heat-shrinkability of the resin. Popularity has increased for SLA 3D printers as
a partial solution to these problems. As heat shrinkage is practically nonexistent in SLA, the
laminate layers are thin and the fabrication precision is outstanding. SLA-based 3D-printing
techniques include projector printing, rubber material printing, and nanostructure printing.
Due to the limited mechanical capabilities of the SLA resin, reinforcements are necessary
to produce components with high mechanical properties. Numerous studies have been
conducted on manufacturing methods utilizing cellulose nanocrystals, graphene oxide, or
SiO2. However, their mechanical properties show weaker results to those of composites
manufactured using traditional procedures and based on continuous fibers [23–29].

Moreover, to fulfil specific tasks other than mechanical behaviour, numerous 3D-
printed materials such as CNT or graphene-based materials with added electrical func-
tionality have been created. Ref. [30] conducted research on SLA-printed nonwoven glass
fiber mat/epoxy composites. However, they utilised a single layer of fabric for the addi-
tive manufacturing process. To increase the mechanical qualities of SLA-printed objects,
reinforcement is necessary in the form of many layers of continuous fibers. Some research
discusses the usage of filaments comprised of a thermoplastic matrix including short
strands. Examples of fiber materials are continuous or short carbon fiber (CF), Kevlar,
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carbon nanotubes (CNTs), alumina, kenaf, glass, and natural fibers such as bamboo [31].
The load-bearing capability of acrylonitrile butadiene styrene (ABS) was enhanced by com-
bining it with short carbon fibers (3.2 mm in length) for 13 min at 220 ◦C in a compounder
with a rotor speed of 60 revolutions per minute. The substance was then used to produce
filament, and samples were printed using a desktop printer. ABS with 30 wt% CF showed
a 77% increase in tensile strength (from 35 MPa to 62 MPa) in comparison to ABS without
CF. Moreover, attempts to create 40 wt% CF were made; however, the extrusion nozzle
constantly clogged, limiting the number of printed layers [32]. Carbon-fiber-reinforced
polymer (CFRP) filament was produced by mixing ABS plastic pellets and CF powders
(powder diameter: 130 µm and 100 µm) at a temperature of 220 ◦C. The addition of 5%
CF increased the tensile yield strength of specimens produced by a home printer by 25%
(from 34 MPa to 42 MPa). There was an attempt to obtain greater CF loadings, but porosity
harmed the samples to the extent that their tensile strength was lower than that of the 5 wt%
specimens. Studying the 3D printing of a UV-curable resin reinforced with continuous
carbon fibers revealed that the composite structures had superior mechanical performance
and excellent thermal stability due to the crosslinked nature of the material and higher
load-bearing capacity, due to the dispersion of continuous carbon fiber throughout the
polymer matrix [33]. Due to the underlying principles of stereolithography 3D printing,
however, reinforcing polymer material with continuous fiber remains difficult. Using
short fibers to 3D-print thermoset composites by photopolymerization is therefore more
prevalent, as the use of continuous fibers for thermoset resin 3D printing is still relatively
novel [34]. Moreover, the shear alignment of the short fiber has been studied. Shear align-
ment is generated by the movement of the vat in relation to the build plate. Better fiber
alignment in the 3D-printing matrix material can lead to superior mechanical performance;
in this example, the flexural characteristics of SLA-printed composites increased by 90%
compared to randomly distributed samples [35]. A quality composite 3D printer should
meet a number of prerequisites. It should (1) be able to build complex, detailed, and
durable parts; (2) enable users to control the attributes of the composite structures by freely
aligning the fibers and varying the compositions; and (3) have high precision for improved
reproducibility. Due to the limited investment in this area and the technical challenges,
these prerequisites have not been reached [36,37].

In this study, the SLA-related Liquid Crystal Display (LCD) was employed to evaluate
a photopolymer resin mixed with 100 µm carbon fiber powder, utilizing a bottom-up LCD
photopolymerization platform. Carbon contents of 0.25 wt% and 0.5 wt% were used with
print layer thicknesses of 30 µm, 40 µm, and 50 µm. ABS-like photopolymer resin, which is
readily available, was chosen as the fiber-free resin. The ABS-like photopolymer resin has a
liquid density of 1.100 g/cm3, a solid density of 1.195 g/cm3, solidification wavelengths
around 405 nm, and a viscosity (at 25 ◦C) between 150–200 mPa·s. The investigation
focuses on finding the reasons behind the results through studying the microstructure of
the samples.

2. Material and Methods
2.1. Carbon Fiber

Milled carbon fiber is a black filler powder composed of finely crushed carbon fibers.
To increase tensile strength, dimensional stability, and electrical conductivity, it can be
added to tooling resins, casting resins, thermoplastics, adhesives, coating, and paints [38,39].
In this paper, milled carbon fiber was used to reinforce the 3D printing resin and its
influences on the mechanical characteristics of the newly formed composite material (milled
carbon fiber + photopolymer resin) was tested. The milled carbon used is made from
recycled fibers. The carbon fibers used therefore are equipped largely with PU-sizing. The
majority of the sizing evaporates during milling due to the heat produced. When dry, the
milled fibers form fiber balls that dissolve and spread out evenly in resin. Manufactured by
R&G Faserverbundwerkstoffe GmbH (Waldenbuch, Germany), the density of the material
at 20 ◦C is between 1.7–2.0 g/cm3, with carbon content of 94% and Monofilament diameter
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of 7 µm ± 2, The size of the milled carbon fiber used in this study was 100 µm as shown in
Figure 1, and it was tested with the resin in two different amounts (0.25 wt% and 0.5 wt%).
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Figure 1. Milled carbon fiber, 100 µm.

2.2. ABS-like Photopolymer Resin

The material used in this study is ELEGOO ABS-like photopolymer resin. This material
is a type of polymer whose physical characteristics change when exposed to light; it is also
volatile-organic-compound-free. In the context of additive manufacturing, this is a typical
liquid plastic resin that solidifies when exposed to a light source, such as a laser, a lamp, a
projector, or light-emitting diodes (LEDs), with the majority of these light sources emitting
ultraviolet (UV) light, which is compatible with our photo-curing resin. The print quality is
excellent in terms of detail and performance, making it an ideal companion for LCD 3D
printers. Included among the properties of ELEGOO photopolymer resin are the following:
(1) Low shrinkage and exactness: The ELEGOO photopolymer resin is developed to reduce
volume shrinkage during the photo-curing process, hence ensuring the high precision and
smooth finish of the printed model. (2) Rapid curing and excellent stability of ELEGOO
405 nm rapid resin was designed to effectively minimize printing time. In addition to
great stability and appropriate hardness, it ensures a worry-free printing experience and
successful printing. (3) Extensive range of uses: ELEGOO photopolymer resin is compatible
with DLP and LCD 3D printers that use ultraviolet light to cure models. It has numerous
applications, ranging from miniatures for board games to industrial parts and components.
It is also used to print 3D CAD designs and bring them from concept to reality [40]. The
ABS-like photopolymer resin shown in Figure 2 has a liquid density of 1.100 g/cm3 and a
solid density of 1.195 g/cm3, solidification wavelengths around 405 nm, and a viscosity (at
25 ◦C) between 150 and 200 mPa·s.
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2.3. Stereolithographic 3D Printing

This research utilises an ELEGOO Mars LCD printer. The XY resolution of a 2560 × 1440
2K LCD panel supported by an array of 405 nm UV lights and mirrors is 0.047 mm, which
is the industry standard. With a minimum layer height of 0.01 mm, the Mars is able to pro-
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duce prints of substantially greater quality than even the most sophisticated FFF printers.
Figure 3 shows the ELEGOO Mars printer used in the study. In the investigation, CHI-
TUBOX slicing software was employed with the ELEGOO Mars printer to slice the tensile
sample design. The printer’s 3.5-inch colour touch display makes off-line printing simple.
ELEGOO Mars employs a 2560 × 1440 2K HD masking LCD to deliver precise printing
with XY axis resolution of 0.047 mm, Z axis accuracy of 0.00125 mm, layer thickness range
of 0.01–0.2 mm, printing speed of 22.5 mm/h, a build volume of 4.72 × 2.68 × 6.1 inches,
and a power need of 110–220 V.
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Resin 3D printers mostly utilize three printing technologies, SLA, DLP, and LCD, all
of which share a similar operating procedure and applications (Figure 4).
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SLA is a sort of additive manufacturing technology that uses a high-powered laser as
the light source to harden a photosensitive liquid, layer by layer, in a photochemical process
in which 3D models are gradually created and generated across a defined area. Digital
light processing (DLP) employs a digital light projector rather than a laser to concurrently
cure all portions of the resin. DLP 3D printers can construct a 3D model more quickly than
SLA printers because each layer solidifies more rapidly. An array of flat UV LCD panels
projects light directly onto the build platform in LCD 3D printers. LCD light density is the
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most crucial factor in making high-quality printouts. LCD light with a higher resolution
produces greater print quality [41–43].

2.4. Specimen Manufacturing

We used the ELEGOO Mars LCD 3D printer to manufacture specimens for the present
study. By applying ASTM D638 standard, specimens were built in the 3-dimensional
CAD software called Solidworks 2019 and transformed to STL format. The CHITUBOX
slicing software was utilized to slice the layers and regulate other parameters, such as
the 405 nm wavelength. First layer exposure time was 70 s, normal exposure time was
12 s, and layer thicknesses were 0.3, 0.4, and 0.5 mm. Initially, specimens were printed
without carbon fiber using only translucent resin (Figure 5A). Before printing, carbon fibers
were introduced randomly to an ABS-like photopolymer resin and manually mixed for
60 s (Figure 5B). The test specimens were produced by curing for 10 min in an exposure
unit following the completion of manufacturing. In this investigation, several carbon
percentages were evaluated, and for each control factor, three specimens were printed to
ensure the correctness of the test results. Figure 6 depicts a schematic of the production of
the specimen, including carbon fibers, using the LCD machine [44–46].
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2.5. Design of Experiments (DoE) Using Q-DAS

Design of experiments (DoE) is a technique that permits scientists and engineers to
efficiently and systematically investigate the relationship between various input variables
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(also known as factors) and important output variables (also known as responses) [45].
It is a technique for collecting and analyzing data to determine whether a factor or set
of factors affects the response. It is also used to determine whether factors influence the
response collectively and to optimize the response by simulating the response’s behavior
as a function of the factors.

There are currently numerous DoE software packages available; Q-DAS version 13
was utilized to analyze the data for this investigation in order to plan and establish project
objectives and analyze the relationship between elements influencing the process and its
output. These two control factors were chosen each with 3 levels (carbon content and layer
thickness) and one resulting factor (tensile testing) shown in Figure 7. Since the study
consists of 2 factors on 3 levels, central composite design (CCD) is applied in this study
to generate the DoE according to the CCD; the cube points are repeated 2 times and the
central point 3 times, which in total sum up to 15 samples.
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2.6. Mechanical Tests

Tensile tests were performed on the specimen without carbon fiber and carbon fiber
specimens. The specimen dimensions were prepared according to the ASTM standard
D638 (dimensions as below), as shown in Figure 8A. Three specimens were manufactured
for each control factor, as shown in Figure 8B. A Universal Tensile Machine called Inspekt
Retrofit AGS-G 10 kN was used (Figure 9). The loading rate used for the tensile testing was
1.00 mm/min [46–48].
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3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Composite Material 3D Printing

Based on the analysis of the experimental design data, the ideal number of instances
for two control factors with three levels was 15 (Figure 10). Each example was printed and
tested three times, resulting in a total of 45 printed specimens. Carbon content (0, 0.25, and
0.5 wt% CF) and layer thickness (30, 40, and 50 µm) were chosen as the most influential
control factors after several iterations of modifying different parameters shown in Table 1.
A non-uniform distribution of the fiber material was seen in the in-plane direction. This
non-uniform distribution of the carbon fiber has an effect on the surface roughness of the
specimen. The surface roughness increased according to the amount of carbon fiber added,
but the 0.25 wt% had almost no effect. Beginning at 0.50 wt% and above, the dimension
and design of the part will be impacted by the surface roughness. During the iteration
process, up to 2 wt% CF was used and the results show a very rough surface and some
very small voids of <1 mm.
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Table 1. Printed specimen data according to DoE iterations.

No. Carbon Percentage wt% Layer Thickness µm

1 0.00 30

2 0.50 30

3 0.00 50

4 0.50 50

5 0.00 30

6 0.50 30

7 0.00 50

8 0.50 50

9 0.00 40

10 0.50 40

11 0.25 30

12 0.25 50

13 0.25 40

14 0.25 40

15 0.25 40
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3.2. Mechanical Characteristics of the Specimens

The results of the tensile tests vary, depending on the carbon content and layer thick-
ness, with some demonstrating a remarkable improvement in tensile strength and others
showing a drop in tensile strength in comparison to the specimen printed without carbon
fiber. The resulting tensile strength of all 15 samples is shown in Table 2. The tensile
tester was used to construct the force—displacement graph. (Figure 11) depicts the force—
displacement graph for a sample printed without carbon fiber and with a layer thickness
of 0.03 mm. This sample has a greater displacement than samples printed with carbon
fiber, but withstands a lower force. (Figure 12) depicts the force—displacement graph for a
sample printed with a 0.03 mm layer thickness and 0.5 wt% carbon fiber, which demon-
strates a lower displacement and force than Figure 13, which depicts a sample printed with
a 0.03 mm layer thickness and 0.25 wt% carbon fiber, which demonstrates the highest force
and a better displacement than 0.5 wt% carbon fiber. The response surface plot (Figure 14),
generated in Q-DAS, shows the effect of both carbon percentage and layer thickness on the
tensile test results.

Table 2. Tensile test results.

No. Carbon Fiber Percentage wt% Layer Thickness µm Tensile Strength MPa

1 0.00 30 58.96

2 0.50 30 74.98

3 0.00 50 51.29

4 0.50 50 72.42

5 0.00 30 55.72

6 0.50 30 73.57

7 0.00 50 49.76

8 0.50 50 72.20

9 0.00 40 52.10

10 0.50 40 74.20

11 0.25 30 87.16

12 0.25 50 80.32

13 0.25 40 82.27

14 0.25 40 83.40

15 0.25 40 82.54
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The response plot diagram is used to demonstrate the response of a factor in reaction
to a change in other control factors, and it illustrates the changes in a single diagram. As
can be seen in the response surface plot, the response depends on two independent factors,
in this case, carbon fiber percentage and layer thickness. The highest tensile strength, which
is 87.16 MPa, is represented as the dark red color in the response surface plot, and, at that
point, the carbon fiber percentage is 0.25 wt% and layer thickness of 30 µm. The result
shows a 47.82% increase in tensile strength compared to the specimen printed with the
same layer thickness but without carbon fiber. The lowest tensile strength, represented in
dark blue, is 49.76 MPa and occurs at 0 wt% carbon fiber and 50 µm layer thickness.
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3.2.1. Effect of Carbon Fiber Percentages on the Tensile Test Results

Adding carbon fiber to a certain extent increases the printed part’s tensile strength;
however, there is a point at which the strength decreases due to cracks and voids produced
by the amount of carbon fiber added. This study demonstrates that a 0.25 wt% to 0.3 wt%
of a 100-micrometer carbon fiber size produces the maximum strength with a printing layer
thickness of 30 µm (Figure 15); higher carbon fiber content decreases the tensile strength
until it becomes weaker than the actual photopolymer resin.
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3.2.2. Influence of Layer Thickness on the Tensile Strength

The results of the layer thickness when plotted forms a linear graph, meaning that
the thinner the printing layer, the higher the tensile strength, whereas increasing the
layer thickness will affect the tensile strength negatively. As can be seen in Figure 16,
a 30-micrometer layer thickness shows a higher tensile strength compared to a 40- and
50-micrometer layer thickness. However, printing the thinner layer will take longer.
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3.3. Sectional Examination of the Specimens

To examine the distribution of carbon fibers within the specimens, cross-sectional
analyses of both 0.25 wt% and 0.5 wt% milled carbon fiber samples were carried out
using a scanning electron microscope (SEM; TESCAN MIRA 3). The cross-sections of the
specimens containing carbon fiber were analyzed to understand the decrease of tensile
strength between the 0.5 wt% compared to the 0.25 wt% carbon fiber. When referring to
the carbon fiber specimens, the placement of fibers was skewed toward the bottom; only
some fibers could be seen at the top. Due to this, the concentration of the carbon fiber
was much higher at the bottom. The reason for the decrease in tensile strength for the
0.5 wt% compared to the lower carbon fiber content is the number of voids and cracks
that were generated during the fabrication of the specimen. Figure 17 shows the voids and
cracks produced as a result of adding carbon fiber up to 0.5 wt% which, instead of further
increasing the tensile strength, causes a decrease.

As an effect of the carbon fiber being distributed throughout the printed layers, a gap is
created between the ABS-like photopolymer resin and the carbon fiber during solidification,
resulting in a greater number of gaps and cracks in parts of the material. In Figure 18A,
small voids are seen in the 0.5 wt% carbon fiber specimen, and in Figure 18B, despite
a higher magnification, the 0.25 wt% carbon fiber specimen exhibits a smaller number
of voids.
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Figure 18. (A) SEM of the 0.5 wt% carbon: small voids can be detected at 800× magnification; (B) SEM
of the 0.25 wt% carbon fiber specimen at 1000× magnification: less voids are detected due to lower
carbon percentage.

4. Conclusions

This study examines the design of a technique, which may be utilised in 3D printing
discontinuous fibers (i.e., milled carbon fiber) by applying SLA-like resin printing technol-
ogy (LCD). SEM analyses of the 3D-printed specimens indicated that the carbon fiber was
spread inside the photopolymer resin to the extent that the bottom of the object contained
more carbon fiber than the top. Employing up to 2 wt% carbon fiber in 3D fabrication is
possible using LCD. Tensile strength tests on the carbon fiber specimen showed that the
tensile strength was enhanced with the increasing percentage of carbon fiber up to 0.25 wt%,
whilst the fracture strain dropped. The printer is capable of printing with up to 2 wt%
carbon fiber; however, the resulting tensile strength eventually becomes substantially lower
than the sample produced with only the photopolymer resin and the fracture strain of the
photopolymer resin alone is much higher than with the addition of carbon fiber. Adding
0.25 wt% carbon fiber to a 30-micrometre printing layer can boost tensile strength by 47.82%.
These results should aid in the design of structural 3D-printed composite components.
However, any addition of carbon fibre above 0.25 wt% causes a decrease in tensile strength,
and SEM results indicate that the more carbon fiber is added, the more voids and cracks
are produced.
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