A 3D printer… Do I need one?
3D printing cannot be ignored

Let’s talk business

Since a couple of years I started designing 3D printed
parts. I am frequently asked why you should consider
buying a 3D printer. Strangely I came to the conclusion
that this question has no straightforward answer. Yes the
printers are becoming cheaper every day and yes you can
download all kinds of fun stuff and create nifty gadgets.
But, why would you spend a couple of hundred euros and
hours of work for a small scale Eiffel Tower or a pen-tray?

This would be a whole different story. Not that many
companies buy something which has “because it is fun” as
its main argument. Will you get rich with 3D printing?
Most likely not at this point and here is why:

3D printing, especially FDM (the common technique in
which the material is laid down in layers), can be
interesting for both consumers and companies. Both
have their specific reasons and I will focus on both in this
white paper.

Fixing things becomes easier and
better!

The 3D printing process is very slow; it can take hours,
sometimes even days for a print to finish. The parts
created are usually not suitable for the end user. 3D
printing is not cheap because you have to spend at least
half an hour on average every time a new part is printed.
This is due to bed cleaning, material change, watching the
first layer to print well, maintenance and post actions
(deburring and support removal).
So, why should you invest in something which is unable to
create something sellable and takes a lot of time to
realise? 3D printers in a working environment will save
money and time, increase product quality, increase
customer value and generates new insights.

Have you ever heard the statement: “If you cannot fix it
3D printing is often used for rapid
with duct-tape, you haven’t used enough
prototyping which makes it possible to
duct-tape.”? Things are often repaired with
Why would you spend a
create a physical model. Faults are found
duct-tape, tie wraps, glue, rope etc. I have
couple of hundred euros and
easier when you are holding them
had several cases in which it took less time
hours of work for a small scale
physically. Besides, the customer will get
to design a 3D printed part than it would
Eiffel Tower or a pen-tray?
excited because his design came to
take with the ‘conventional’ methods as
realisation! This will reduce the risk of
described above. As a side-effect the result
producing a faulty batch of products and increases
looks significantly better.
customer value.
You probably are familiar with the phenomenon of plastic
Secondly, internal use within your organisation
parts breaking or losing which are almost impossible to
is probably even more beneficial. It is very
fix or replace properly. For example: broken keyboard
easy to create specific tooling for various
feet, missing knobs, battery lids or clothing buttons. Or
tasks. E.g. specific holders, clamps,
even simpler things like a nice cap to cover a hole
fixtures and sorting solutions. In
which became optional or obsolete.
Holland we have the phrase: “Good
I can imagine that some of you will think: “I
tooling is half the work”. This is
have no experience with creating 3D
also true when 3D printing is
models, how on earth will I be able to design
deployed properly for these
something?!”. Think of it this way: Unlike
kind of tools.
designing for traditional machined parts out of
You can print with lots of colours. Use this wisely and
metal, 3D printing cannot go wrong 1. Free
3D printing can be used to increase production
software is available in which you can create just
efficiency and reduce faults. How you ask?
about anything. Just play along with it and see if the
Well, use green and red clip-on signs for good
print turns out the way you intended. If you really do
and faulty products, create coloured trays for
not want to take time designing things or fail
different screw sizes and the work
miserably doing it, you can always download most
environment will look more colourful too!
things you can think of and print them or find
someone who can design for you.
Regardless of your purpose, for the fun of
it or practical use, there is definitely
Still not convinced? You shouldn’t… The main
something to achieve with 3D printing.
reason for a consumer to buy a 3D printer is for
Try to keep up with this technique and
the fun of it. The same reason why you would buy
embrace it, you will find solutions you
a video game or a drone. To see something emerge
would have never thought of before!
from raw material is very cool to witness. I am very happy
that I live in a time where this is possible!
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