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Abstract. The interest in developing customized external orthopaedic devices,
thanks to the advent of Additive Manufacturing (AM), has grown in recent
years. Greater attention was focused on upper limb casts, while applications to
other body’s parts, such as the neck, were less investigated. In this paper the
computer aided design (CAD) modelling, assessment and 3D printing with
fused deposition modelling (FDM) of a customized neck orthosis are reported.
The modelling, based on anatomic data of a volunteer subject, was aimed to
obtain a lightweight, ventilated, hygienic and comfortable orthosis compared to
the produced medical devices generally used for neck injuries. CAD models
with different geometrical patterns, introduced for lightening and improving
breathability, were considered, specifically, a honeycomb pattern and an ellip-
tical holes pattern. These models were structurally assessed by means of finite
elements analysis (FEA). Furthermore, an innovative composite material was
considered for 3D printing. The material, Hemp Bio-Plastic® (HBP), composed
by polylactic acid (PLA) and hemp shives, offers different advantages including
lightweight, improved superficial finish and antibacterial properties. The results
obtained in terms of design methodology and manufacturing by 3D printing of a
prototype have shown the feasibility to develop customized cervical orthoses,
with potentially improved performance with respect to cervical collars available
on the market also thanks to the use of the innovative composite material.
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1 Introduction

Additive Manufacturing (AM) techniques are increasingly considered as a viable
manufacturing method for various applications. In fact, AM enables the production of
complex geometries that were previously difficult or impossible to manufacture [1].
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In particular, the area relative to biomedical applications has some relevant
potential benefits of using AM. These include tissue engineering bone scaffolds [2–4],
preoperative planning 3D printed models [5, 6], patient specific instruments [7], and
customized orthopaedic devices [8]. The latter involves the customized design and AM
printing of external medical devices, or orthoses, used in the treatment of specific
pathologies. An orthosis is generally designed to stabilize, immobilize, prevent
deformity or protect against injury. The fabrication of a customized device can be,
potentially, more advantageous than that of a prefabricated orthosis, both clinically and
for the patient’s comfort.

Recent research on personalized orthoses was primarily focused on upper limb
casts [9–18] highlighting the feasibility of AM in this field. On the other hand, few
investigations [19] have considered this manufacturing method as a viable option for
the cervical region. This can be attributable to the complex functionality of a cervical
orthosis which has to support, prevent immobilize or correct the spine. Moreover, the
clinical aspects have to be combined with other factors such as the sensation of comfort
and the aesthetic appearance.

In this paper, the design and manufacturing with fused deposition modelling
(FDM) of a customized orthopaedic neck immobilization device are reported. The aim
of the study is to evaluate the customized design and 3D printing of a neck orthosis
highlighting the potential benefit of this methodology. Semi-rigid cervical collars are
available on the market to protect the cervical spine after injuries and, postoperatively,
to immobilize the spine following surgical reconstruction. A primary measure of their
effectiveness is the capability to immobilize the spine. As known, some problems are
usually associated with the use of these devices including muscle atrophy, skin rush or
breakdown, pain, lack of hygiene, odor, heaviness and discomfort.

The design of the customized cervical orthosis was, therefore, conceived for an
optimal performance by adopting a proper geometry for functionality, and, at the same
time, reducing weight and improving breathability for a better comfort. Furthermore,
the concept of sustainability, in terms of material, was introduced by considering for
3D printing an innovative composite material. The new composite is a 3D printing
filament composed by polylactic acid (PLA) and hemp shives, patented by MICA s.r.l.
(Ragusa-Italy) as Hemp Bio-Plastic® (HBP). The sustainable nature of the filament, its
lightweight, improved mechanical performance [20] and superficial finish, and last but
not least its antibacterial properties [21] were the main reasons for this choice.

The study was conducted starting from computer tomography (CT) scans of the
anatomic area of the neck made available by a volunteer subject, that were used to
reconstruct the part of interest. The next step consisted in the computer aided design
(CAD) modelling of the customized cervical orthosis based on the reconstructed neck.
Different geometrical patterns were introduced in the CAD model for lightening the
structure and improving breathability. The models obtained were numerically assessed
by means of Finite Elements Analysis (FEA) in order to globally evaluate the proposed
geometrical configurations. Finally, a prototype of the designed cervical orthosis, made
with the advanced composite, was manufactured with fused deposition modelling.
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2 Design Procedure

The first step in the design procedure was relative to the acquisition and digital
reconstruction of the neck (human neck). A digital representation of an outer part of the
human body can be obtained by means of 3D photogrammetric or laser scanners.
However, a 3D reconstruction can also be achieved from Computer Tomograpy
(CT) scan acquisitions, if available. For this study, CT scan acquisitions (Fig. 1) were
provided by a volunteer subject which underwent a CT Scan for personal issues.

These data were used to create the neck 3D model. Through the use of the
Materialise’s Interactive Medical Image Control System (MIMICS) software, the CT
images (about 600 each analyzed case) were filtered to eliminate the parts that were not
used (such as bones, internal organs, or clothes).

In particular, the “thresholding” filter was used for a first definition of the seg-
mentation. The object was defined based on lower and upper thresholds. In the first
case, the object of the segmentation had all the pixels in the images with a value which
was greater than or equal to the threshold value; in the second case, the pixel value had
to be comprised between both the threshold values to be part of the segmentation
object.

The CT images are a pixel map of the linear attenuation coefficient of the X-rays in
tissue. The pixel values were reduced so that the linear attenuation coefficient of the
X-rays in air was equal to −1024 and that of water was equal to 0. This scale is called
“Hounsfield scale” from the name of one of the tomography pioneers, Godfrey
Hounsfield. The calculation of the polylines was made as the contours of the pixels in
the axial view, so they were built automatically for the cavities inside the mask, as well.

In order to delete such cavities, considering the final interest in extrapolating the
three-dimensional model only of the outer geometry of the neck, the “Cavity Fill From
Polylines” filter was used, thus obtaining a new mask.

Fig. 1. CT Scans views: (a) frontal; (b) transversal; (c) lateral; (d) isometric.
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Once the geometry was “cleaned”, the part associated with the mask (“Calculate
Part” operation) was calculated (Fig. 2). This part is a mesh of the neck in STL format.

This model was imported in a CAD environment and the automatically recon-
structed surface was used to design the geometry of the neck orthosis.

The CAD model developed was intended to design a device with functionality
similar to that of cervical semi-rigid collars available on the market. Generally, this
kind of cervical collar is conceived as an orthosis that fits the neck, anywhere from the
jaw to the chest. It is used to restrict movement and support the neck to allow healing
when treating a cervical injury, fracture, or surgical procedure. On the other hand, soft
cervical orthoses, which have a lighter geometrical design, help in the treatment of
minor neck strains, support the neck and, control pain after an injury (e.g., whiplash).

For obtaining the model, subsequent sections of the neck were reconstructed, also
introducing an offset with respect to the neck surface in order to allow the placement of
a soft pad in the inner part of the orthosis to improve the comfort. Then, the surface
obtained was thickened (4 mm) to obtain the ultimate architecture. The value of the
thickness chosen was the average thickness usually adopted in prefabricated orthoses.
A geometrical pattern was finally introduced in the obtained model.

In fact, as stated in the introduction, among the problems usually associated with
the use of a cervical orthosis, there is the lack of breathability which can result in
discomfort. Furthermore, since the orthosis needs be worn in a very visible part of the
body, the aesthetic aspect is also relevant. Thus, the introduction of a pattern on the
customized orthosis has several purposes, in addition to lightening the structure which
is one of the main advantages allowed by the use of additive manufacturing.

Different patterns were chosen to fill the modelled structure. The first geometry
considered was a honeycomb pattern with uniform cells. The cell size regularity allows
to attain a more isotropic mechanical behaviour [22] with respect to a non-uniform
pattern, such as a Voronoi pattern, frequently used for AM orthoses. A Voronoi pattern
was also taken into account for this application; however, after a preliminary analytical
analysis it was decided to discard this pattern since the relative model showed a low
stiffness with respect to the stress that the neck orthosis has to withstand.

Fig. 2. 3D tessellated final surface.
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A zone devoid of the pattern was also provided to insert hinges for wearing pur-
poses. The finally obtained honeycomb pattern orthosis, shown in Fig. 3, has a volume
fraction of 0.79. This last parameter was chosen to globally characterize the geomet-
rical pattern in terms of porosity, which can affect the structural performance of the
orthosis.

The other geometrical pattern considered, shown in Fig. 4, consisted of elliptical
holes oriented at ±45°.

This geometrical pattern, made of features with different orientations, provides
orthotropic properties, keeping at the same time the porosity at a low value, being 0.87
the calculated volume fraction. Therefore, the investigation of this model, intrinsically
different from the previous considered, is of interest in relation with the complex
combination of forces acting on the neck orthosis.

3 Numerical Assessment of the Customized Cervical
Orthoses

The assessment of the proposed models was done by means of finite elements analysis.
The numerical simulations were used to obtain a global evaluation of the proposed
architectures with the different patterns also comparing their performance in relation
with some main parameters.

Fig. 3. CAD model of the honeycomb pattern cervical orthosis.

Fig. 4. CAD model of the elliptical holes pattern cervical orthosis.
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The composite material Hemp Bio-Plastic® (HBP), previously introduced, was
chosen for the simulations. The mechanical properties were assumed as follows: elastic
modulus 4420 MPa, flexural modulus 3833 MPa and Poisson’s ratio 0.32. Each solid
model was imported in a FE code and meshed by using eight nodes linear brick
elements. Convergence testing was performed in order to minimize the influence of
mesh density on the results. Finally, a model made of 1096142 elements was obtained
for the honeycomb pattern while 1041519 were the elements of the model with the
elliptical holes pattern.

A cervical orthosis is generally subjected to a combination of loads given the
complex structure of the cervical spine and muscles of the neck. Investigations on
cervical collars available on the market to quantify their capability of restricting the
cervical spine motion during flexion, extension, axial rotation, and lateral bending were
made using different experimental methods and also comparative analyses were
reported in literature [23, 24]. FE numerical models of the cervical spine were also
documented in literature mainly developed with the aim to study their injuries due to
impact or similar [25, 26]. In this study a simplified analysis was done in order to assess
the proposed architectures.

The models of the cervical orthoses were structurally analyzed under different
loading conditions namely, extension, flexion and, lateral bending to simulate the
action of the neck that the orthosis has to withstand.

The applied forces were derived from an experimental study [27] which reported
the three-dimensional maximum moments measured during maximum voluntary con-
tractions of neck muscles. In that study, measurements for both genders were reported;
thus it was possible to extract the maximum moments applicable for this analysis. In
particular, the lower limit values for women were considered, in relation with the
characteristics of the volunteer subject under study, and, from these, the force to apply
for each loading arrangement considered, was calculated.

The applied forces for each simulation and the boundary conditions are depicted in
Fig. 5 relatively to the model with the honeycomb pattern. Analogous loads and
boundary conditions were applied to the model with the elliptical holes pattern.

Fig. 5. FE model of the honeycomb cervical orthosis: loads and boundary conditions.
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Figure 5 shows the approximated positions of the applied forces on the outer
surface of the model for clarity of the presentation, but, indeed, they were applied on
the inner surface. In particular, the green arrow in the figure is relative to the load
considered for extension, the red arrow is relative to flexion, while the blue arrow is
relative to lateral bending. The extension force (173.07 N) originates a bending
moment in the plane x-y, as well as the flexion force (193.02 N), while the lateral
bending force (153.84 N) acts on the plane y-z.

The first analyzed parameter was the total displacement resulting from each loading
configuration considered for both models.

Figure 6 shows the isocolour representation of the total displacement, expressed in
mm, obtained for each loading configuration, relatively to the model with the honey-
comb pattern.

The figure shows that the displacements assume values that are quite limited, being
under 1 mm, for the different loading conditions. A similar distribution was obtained
for the other pattern considered, as can be observed from the isocolour representation
shown in Fig. 7.

Fig. 7. Isocolour representation of the total displacement for the elliptical pattern model and
different loading configurations; (a) extension, (b) flexion, (c) lateral bending.

Fig. 6. Isocolour representation of the total displacement for the honeycomb pattern model and
different loading configurations; (a) extension, (b) flexion, (c) lateral bending.
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The results obtained for the models with the different patterns can be compared in
terms of maximum total displacement, as shown in the diagram of Fig. 8.

From the figure it can be inferred that, for each model considered, the maximum
total displacement has a similar trend and that higher values are obtained for the model
of the cervical orthosis with the honeycomb pattern.

The other parameter considered for the evaluation of the two analyzed models is
Von Mises stress. Figure 9 shows the isocolour representation of Von Mises stress,
expressed in MPa, obtained for lateral bending and relative to the two different geo-
metrical patterns considered.

From the figure it is possible to observe that Von Mises stress distribution has a
similar trend for the two patterns considered. However, localized stress concentrations
are more evident in the model with the honeycomb pattern with respect to the other
pattern considered. Analogous results were obtained for the other loading configura-
tions considered.

In this analysis, a parameter of relevance for the evaluation of the two patterned
models is the maximum value of Von Mises stress. Figure 10 shows the values of this
parameter obtained for each loading layout analyzed.
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Fig. 8. Comparison between maximum total displacements of the two models obtained for
different loading configurations.

Fig. 9. Isocolour representation of Von Mises stress for lateral bending; (a) honeycomb pattern,
(b) elliptical holes pattern.
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The diagram shows that, for each loading layout considered, higher values of the
maximum Von Mises stress are obtained for the cervical orthosis model with the
honeycomb pattern with respect to the elliptical pattern architecture.

However, the maximum stresses obtained for each loading configuration of the two
models fall under the flexural maximum strength of HPB (69.7 MPa); accordingly,
both patterns can be considered acceptable from a structural point of view.

4 Additive Manufacturing of a Prototype Cervical Orthosis

As a final step of this study, a prototype cervical orthosis was 3D printed. Between the
two analyzed models, it was preferred to manufacture the model with the honeycomb
pattern, even if it has shown a slightly global lower performance with respect to the
other model assessed, since it has a lower volume fraction and this can be advantageous
both for weight saving and for improved breathability.

The filament used for this case study is the HBP®, acronym standing for Hemp-bio
plastic, previously introduced. The authors believe that, for its characteristic, this
material could be used to create many external medical devices, besides the application
proposed. In fact, it has shown many advantages, first of all in terms of mechanical
properties, with a 30% of improved resistance compared to standard PLA alone, as
stated by the producer [28]. This makes HBP® a good competitor with a largely used,
oil-based thermoplastic, that is ABS (Acrylonitrile butadiene styrene). Furthermore,
hemp shives allow to obtain lightweight composites; in particular, HBP®, thanks to its
composition with hemp shives, shows an average of 20% less weight rather than
standard ABS filaments [20]. The unique composition with hemp shives provide the
HBP® antibacterial properties [21], a feature always preferred in medicine, hence the
smooth and natural superficial finish of the printed part (allowing manual minor finish
for imperfections) generate an hygienic surface. The material tested has not been
proven with dermal contact standards; anyhow it is being tested for many ISO stan-
dards (including skin contact) and has already obtained food contact approval.
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Fig. 10. Comparison between maximum Von Mises stress of the two models obtained for
different loading configurations.

Design of a Customized Neck Orthosis for FDM Manufacturing 715



The prototype model was manufactured using the Printer D300 Technology®
which uses the FDM process for printing. The characteristics of the printer are reported
in Table 1.

Figure 11 shows the 3D printer and the prototype during an intermediate stage of
manufacturing, whereas Fig. 12 reports the final prototype of the neck orthosis.

Table 1. Characteristics of 3D printer D300 technology®.

Characteristic Value

Frame Delta
Print area: Ø 250 � 300 mm
Max. bed temperature 100 °C
Nozzle size 0.6 mm
Max. nozzle temperature 260 °C
Max. Z-axis resolution 0.1 mm
X, Y, Z-axes accuracy 0.05 mm
Printer size 380 mm � 680 mm
Power input AC 110–220 V AC, 50/60 Hz

Fig. 11. An intermediate stage of the printing process.

Fig. 12. Prototype of the neck orthosis.
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5 Conclusions

In this paper the design, assessment and manufacturing with fused deposition mod-
elling of a customized neck orthosis are reported. The procedure of reconstruction of
the neck and subsequent modelling allowed to obtain an orthosis which potentially
should accomplish similar functionality to that of semi-rigid collars available on the
market but with an improved comfort. In fact, the device is customized, lighter and
more breathable thanks to the geometrical pattern introduced in the structure. FE
numerical analysis was applied to assess two intrinsically different geometrical patterns
of the modelled orthosis and the differences in terms of main structural parameters of
interest for this application were highlighted. Reduced stress concentrations were also
observed in the model with the elliptical holes pattern with respect the other pattern
considered. Finally, the manufacturability of a prototype neck orthosis with an inno-
vative composite material was successfully verified. The use of a bio-based material
can have additional advantages including satisfying the aesthetic demands thanks to its
wooden appearance. Future research will be concerned with the improvement of the
procedure by automating the steps for the development of the CAD model, in order to
implement the AM neck orthoses on clinical trials in orthopaedic treatments.
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