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Abstract 

3D printing, also known as additive manufacturing, has revolutionized manufacturing processes by 

enabling the creation of complex structures layer by layer from digital models. This technology plays a 

pivotal role in Industry 4.0, characterized by smart manufacturing and the integration of cyber-physical 

systems. This review explores the various processes used in 3D printing, the range of materials 

employed, and the diverse applications of 3D printing in industry. Key processes discussed include 

Fused Deposition Modeling (FDM), Stereolithography (SLA), Selective Laser Sintering (SLS), and 

Digital Light Processing (DLP). The materials reviewed span from polymers and metals to ceramics 

and composites. The paper also examines the impact of 3D printing on various industries, including 

healthcare, aerospace, automotive, and consumer goods, highlighting how this technology fosters 

innovation, customization, and efficiency. 
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Introduction 

3D printing has evolved significantly since its inception in the 1980s, transforming from a 

prototyping tool to a key component of modern manufacturing. Its ability to produce highly complex 

and customized parts with reduced lead times and material waste aligns perfectly with the principles of 

Industry 4.0. This review aims to provide a comprehensive overview of the current state of 3D printing 

technologies, materials, and their industrial applications. The advent of 3D printing, also known as 

additive manufacturing, has revolutionized the manufacturing industry, offering unprecedented design 

flexibility, customization, and efficiency [1]. This technology allows for the layer-by-layer construction 

of objects directly from digital models [2], 

significantly reducing material waste and enabling 

complex geometries that are challenging or 

impossible to achieve with traditional 

manufacturing methods. In recent years, 3D 

printing has gained widespread adoption across 

various industries, including aerospace, automotive, 

healthcare, and consumer goods, due to its ability to 

produce highly customized parts and components 

[3]. This paper provides a comprehensive review of 

the evolution of 3D printing technologies, materials, 

and applications in modern manufacturing. 

Additive manufacturing builds objects layer by 

layer, using materials such as polymers, metals, and 

ceramics. Each layer is precisely deposited based on 

a digital design, which can originate from 
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computer-aided design (CAD) files, medical scans, or data captured by 3D scanning technologies [4]. 

The ability to produce complex structures in a single manufacturing step distinguishes 3D printing from 

subtractive manufacturing techniques [5], which rely on removing material through milling or cutting. 

The evolution of 3D printing has been marked by advancements in several key areas. Process 

improvements have led to increased speed and accuracy [6], while a wider range of printable materials 

has expanded application possibilities [7]. Initially limited to plastics, today's 3D printers can produce 

objects in metals, ceramics, composites, and even living cells [8]. Applications of 3D printing span 

various industries [9]. In aerospace, it enables the creation of lightweight, complex geometries that 

reduce fuel consumption [10]. In medicine, 3D printing is used to create patient-specific implants and 

prosthetics [11]. The automotive industry uses it for rapid prototyping and tooling [12], while the 

fashion industry explores custom apparel and accessories [13]. Research into new materials continues 

to drive innovation [14]. Biocompatible materials enable the printing of medical devices and tissue 

scaffolds [15], while conductive materials facilitate the production of electronics [16]. Material 

scientists are also exploring sustainable alternatives, such as recycled plastics and bio-based polymers 

[17]. The integration of 3D printing with digital technologies enhances its capabilities [18]. Artificial 

intelligence and machine learning optimize designs for printability and performance [19], while 

blockchain ensures the security and traceability of digital designs [20]. These advancements are paving 

the way for distributed manufacturing and on-demand production models [21]. In this we provide a 

comprehensive analysis of the evolution of 3D printing technologies, the range of materials available 

for printing, and the diverse applications across modern manufacturing industries. Through a detailed 

examination of processes, materials, and applications, we highlight the transformative impact of 

additive manufacturing on industry practices and future trends [22]. 

 

The objective of this review is to provide a comprehensive analysis of the evolution of 3D printing 

technologies, materials, and applications in modern manufacturing. By examining the advancements in 

additive manufacturing processes and the expanding range of printable materials, this paper aims to 

highlight the transformative impact of 3D printing on industrial practices across various sectors, 

including aerospace, automotive, healthcare, and consumer goods. This review underscores the 

importance of 3D printing in achieving design flexibility, customization, and efficiency, aligning with 

the principles of Industry 4.0. Ultimately, this analysis seeks to contribute to the understanding of 

current trends and future prospects in additive manufacturing, facilitating informed decision-making 

and innovation in manufacturing industries worldwide. 

 

Materials 

Polymers 

Polymers are widely used in 3D printing due to their versatility and affordability. Common polymer 

materials include acrylonitrile butadiene styrene (ABS), polylactic acid (PLA), polyamide (PA), and 

polyethylene terephthalate glycol (PETG). These materials offer different properties such as flexibility, 

strength, and heat resistance, making them suitable for various applications. Due to their versatility and 

adaptability to various 3D printing techniques, polymers are regarded as the most widely used materials 

in the 3D printing industry. Thermoplastic filaments, reactive monomers, resin, and powder are the 

most common forms of polymers used in additive manufacturing. For many years, the 3D printing of 

polymers and composites has been investigated in a variety of industrial applications, including the 

aerospace, architectural, toy manufacturing, and medical industries. In stereolithography 3D printing, 

photopolymer resins may polymerize when triggered by UV light. According to Wohlers Associates’ 

annual industry study, photopolymer-generated prototypes account for close to 50% of the 3D printing 

market in the industrial sectors [23]. However, the thermomechanical characteristics of photopolymers 

still need enhancement; for instance, due to the gradient in UV exposure and intensity, the molecular 

structure and alignment of 3D-printed polymers depend on the layer thickness [24]. Indeed, the 



 
 
 
The Evolution of 3D Printing: Detailed Analysis of Processes                                                            Agrahari and Jain  
 

 

© JournalsPub 2023. All Rights Reserved 36  
 

 

 

 

production of polymer composites encompasses various methods, among which are stereolithography, 

ink-jet 3D printing, selective laser sintering, and deposition molding. These techniques offer distinct 

advantages and drawbacks in manufacturing polymer composite products. Factors such as raw material 

specifications, processing speed and precision, costs, and adherence to product performance standards 

significantly influence the choice of manufacturing method. While some methods are well-established, 

others are still under research and development or have emerged more recently, showcasing the dynamic 

nature of polymer composite fabrication technologies. For a detailed analysis of these technologies, see 

Figure 1, which displays the various available polymer 3D printing technologies. 

 

 

Figure 1. Illustrates various 3D printing technologies for polymer materials. 

 

Metals 

Metal 3D printing, also known as metal additive manufacturing, utilizes materials such as stainless 

steel, aluminum, titanium, and nickel alloys. Metal powders are selectively fused layer by layer using 

techniques such as direct metal laser sintering (DMLS) or selective laser melting (SLM). Metal 3D 

printing enables the production of high-strength parts with complex geometries, making it ideal for 

aerospace, automotive, and medical applications. Metal additive manufacturing (AM) processes, 

encompassing techniques like powder bed fusion (PBF) and direct energy deposition (DED), have 

revolutionized the production of intricate electrical, circuitry, structural, and mechanical components 

using a variety of metals [25]. Commonly employed metals in 3D printing include steel, gold, silver, 

aluminum, cobalt-chrome alloy, titanium, and stainless steel [26]. PBF-based methods offer the 

capability to produce a wide range of metallic materials, including stainless and tool steels, aluminum 

alloys, titanium and its alloys, and nickel-based alloys, among others [27]. Particularly, titanium and its 

alloys are favored for their high performance and are increasingly utilized across sectors due to the 

economic benefits of AM, offering reduced waste and costs compared to traditional machining [28]. 

Additionally, materials like austenitic stainless steels, maraging steels, precipitation-hardenable 

stainless steels, and tool steels find applications in scenarios requiring high strength and hardness, such 

as tool or mold manufacturing [29]. While aluminum alloys are less commonly utilized in AM due to 

challenges like laser reflectivity and weldability issues, their cost-effectiveness and ease of processing 

make them a potential area for future exploration [30]. Furthermore, the emergence of metallic glasses 
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(MGs) and bulk metallic glasses (BMGs) offers unique properties such as catalytic capabilities, soft 

magnetism, corrosion resistance, and excellent mechanical properties, paving the way for new additive 

manufacturing possibilities [31]. BMGs, in particular, can be 3D printed using fused filament extrusion 

(FFF) under conditions akin to thermoplastics, offering high-strength, fully dense, and amorphous parts 

[32]. In industries like aerospace and healthcare, where complex components made from expensive 

materials like titanium are crucial, metal AM facilitates easier and more cost-effective production, 

driving the continual expansion of the field with advancements in techniques, alloys, and applications 

(fig.2) [33]. 

 

 

Figure 2. Depicts an example of metallic glass printing, showcasing the schematic and physical setup 

of the fused filament fabrication (FFF) process for direct-write extrusion of bulk metallic glasses 

(BMG). The schematic (a) and physical setup (b) illustrate the components including the feed 

mechanism (c), extrusion nozzle (d), heated substrate stage (e), and capacitor bank generating the 

applied voltage (f). The printed BMG products demonstrate continuous (a), start-stop printing (b), fully 

dense and pore-free parts (c), and a zoomed-in view of the latter (d) [35]. 

 

Ceramics 

Ceramic materials, including alumina, zirconia, and silica, are increasingly used in 3D printing for 

applications requiring high temperature resistance, electrical insulation, and biocompatibility. Ceramic 

3D printing processes, such as binder jetting and stereolithography (SLA), allow for the fabrication of 

intricate ceramic components for use in electronics, healthcare, and aerospace industries. Ceramics are 

increasingly utilized in various additive manufacturing (AM) processes due to their desirable properties 

such as high mechanical strength, hardness, thermal and chemical stability, as well as their potential for 

thermal, optical, electrical, and magnetic performance enhancement. However, the AM of ceramics 

presents challenges, primarily due to their high melting temperatures and the difficulty in preparing 

suitable feedstocks [34]. Several AM techniques, including Selective Laser Sintering (SLS), Selective 

Laser Burn-out, Stereolithography (SLA), Projection Micro-Stereolithography (P-SL), Laminated 

Object Manufacturing (LOM), Digital Light Processing (DLP), and others, are commonly employed to 

create ceramic structures from powders or slurries. However, these processes often suffer from residual 

porosities and undesired fissures due to significant heat gradients, resulting in suboptimal mechanical 

behaviors of the manufactured ceramic structures. Figure 3 illustrates some common 3D printing 

procedures for ceramics, showcasing examples such as Al2O3 nanolattices with hollow tubes and large-

scale ceramics printed via selective laser sintering and stereolithography [36]. Furthermore, the 

development of novel approaches such as coating film-based ceramics and polymeric precursor-based 

ceramics has expanded the possibilities in ceramic additive manufacturing. Coating film-based ceramics 

involve the deposition of materials like TiN or Al2O3 onto 3D printed polymer templates, enabling the 

creation of intricate ceramic structures. However, limitations such as slow manufacturing speeds hinder 
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widespread adoption [37]. Polymeric precursor-based ceramics leverage advancements in ceramic 

processing by using preceramic polymers. These polymers undergo controlled shrinkage and pyrolysis 

to transform into ceramics, enabling the creation of precise and intricate ceramic constructions with 

lower energy consumption compared to traditional sintering processes(fig.3). As research in ceramic 

additive manufacturing continues to progress, with the development of new material systems, printing 

methods, and post-processing techniques, the field is expected to grow rapidly, with ceramic 4D 

printing also gaining prominence, utilizing materials with shape-memory properties for increased 

adaptability and precision [38]. 

 

 

Figure 3. Illustrates some common 3D printing procedures for ceramics: small-scale ceramics using 

coating-film-based ceramic printing feedstocks (a,b) including Al2O3 nanolattice with hollow tubes 

and Al2O3 hollow-tube micro-lattice, and large-scale ceramics printed in 3D, such as selective laser 

sintering and stereolithography (SLA)/self-propagating photopolymer wave-guide technique for 

ceramics generated from polymers [39]. 

 

Composites 

Composite materials combine two or more constituents to achieve specific performance 

characteristics. In 3D printing, composite filaments or powders are used to create parts with enhanced 

properties such as strength, stiffness, and conductivity. Common composite materials include carbon 

fiber-reinforced polymers (CFRP), glass fiber-reinforced polymers (GFRP), and metal matrix 

composites (MMC). Composite materials, combining two or more constituents, are extensively utilized 

in 3D printing to achieve specific performance characteristics tailored to the application. These 

composites typically consist of a matrix material reinforced with fibers, particles, or other additives. 

The integration of composite filaments or powders in additive manufacturing processes enables the 

production of parts with enhanced mechanical properties such as strength, stiffness, and conductivity, 

among others. Carbon fiber-reinforced polymers (CFRP), glass fiber-reinforced polymers (GFRP), and 

metal matrix composites (MMC) are among the most common composite materials used in additive 

manufacturing [40]. CFRP, featuring carbon fibers embedded in a polymer matrix, offers exceptional 

strength-to-weight ratio, making it ideal for applications requiring lightweight yet robust components 

[41]. GFRP, on the other hand, utilizes glass fibers to reinforce polymer matrices, providing good 

strength and stiffness properties along with cost-effectiveness. Metal matrix composites (MMC) 

incorporate reinforcing materials such as ceramic or carbon fibers within a metallic matrix, offering 
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improved mechanical and thermal properties compared to traditional metals [42]. The versatility of 

composite materials in additive manufacturing opens up opportunities for creating high-performance 

parts across various industries, from aerospace and automotive to healthcare and consumer goods. As 

research and development efforts continue to advance, further innovations in composite materials and 

additive manufacturing processes are anticipated to drive the adoption of composites in a broader range 

of applications, pushing the boundaries of performance and functionality in 3D-printed components. 

 

METHODS 

3D Printing Processes 

Fused Deposition Modeling (FDM) 

Fused Deposition Modeling (FDM) is one of the most widely used techniques in 3D printing, 

particularly for polymer-based materials. In FDM, thermoplastic filaments are heated and extruded 

through a nozzle, layer by layer, to build up the desired object (Figure 4). FDM offers advantages such 

as low cost, ease of use, and suitability for rapid prototyping and small-scale production [43]. The 

technology enables designers and engineers to quickly iterate on designs and test functionality [44]. 

FDM's capability for small-scale production makes it valuable for manufacturing customized parts or 

low-volume production runs [45].. The process is highly versatile, supporting a wide range of 

thermoplastic materials, each offering different mechanical and thermal properties [46]. Common 

materials used in FDM include ABS, PLA, PETG, and nylon, each with specific strengths and 

weaknesses that can be matched to the requirements of the application [47]. FDM is also compatible 

with composite materials that incorporate additives like carbon fiber, improving the strength and rigidity 

of printed parts [48]. Moreover, FDM machines are relatively inexpensive compared to other 3D 

printing technologies, making them accessible to small businesses, educational institutions, and 

hobbyists [49]. Despite its advantages, FDM has limitations that include the tendency for printed parts 

to exhibit visible layer lines and the potential for warping and delamination in larger or more complex 

prints [50]. 

 

 
    Figure 4. Schematic of fused-deposition modelling (FDM) process. 

 

Selective Laser Sintering (SLS) 
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Selective Laser Sintering (SLS) has emerged as a pioneering powder bed fusion technique, 

revolutionizing manufacturing processes across various industries by enabling the fabrication of 

complex geometries without the need for support structures [51]. The process involves a high-powered 

laser selectively fusing powdered material layer by layer to form intricate objects with remarkable [52]. 

SLS offers unparalleled design freedom and efficiency, reducing material waste and post-processing 

requirements [53]. Its versatility spans a wide range of materials, including engineering-grade polymers, 

high-performance metals, and advanced ceramics [54]. In aerospace and automotive applications, SLS 

contributes to weight reduction efforts, enhancing fuel efficiency and performance [55]. Similarly, in 

healthcare, SLS enables the customization of medical implants and prosthetics, improving patient 

outcomes [56]. Beyond traditional industries, SLS finds applications in emerging fields such as fashion, 

architecture, and art, inspiring new forms of expression and creativity [57]. Looking ahead, ongoing 

advancements in materials science, laser technology, and digital design tools promise to further enhance 

the capabilities of SLS, driving progress and unlocking new possibilities in additive manufacturing 

(fig.5). 

 

 
Figure 5. A diagrammatic representation of the working of Selective Laser Sintering (SLS) 

 

Stereolithography (SLA) 

Stereolithography (SLA) is an advanced additive manufacturing process that utilizes a liquid 

photopolymer resin cured by ultraviolet (UV) light to create solid parts. This process involves a UV 

laser that selectively traces the cross-section of the object on the surface of the resin, solidifying it layer 

by layer [58]. SLA is known for its ability to achieve high resolution and excellent surface finish, 

making it particularly suitable for producing detailed prototypes, molds, and intricate jewelry [59]. In 

SLA, the process begins with a 3D digital model that is sliced into thin, 2D cross-sections [60]. These 
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slices are then used as a guide for the UV laser to solidify the corresponding cross-sections of the liquid 

photopolymer resin. The UV laser, controlled by a computer system, follows the path dictated by the 

sliced 2D data, selectively curing the resin layer by layer [61]. Each cured layer adheres to the layer 

beneath it, gradually building up the 3D object. One of the key advantages of SLA is its ability to 

produce parts with very fine details and smooth surface finishes. The precision of the UV laser enables 

SLA to achieve layer thicknesses as low as 25 microns, resulting in parts that require minimal finishing 

[62]. This capability is particularly beneficial for applications where intricate details and high precision 

are critical, such as in the medical, dental, and jewelry industries. The materials used in SLA are 

photopolymer resins, which come in a variety of types and formulations [63]. These resins can be 

engineered to exhibit different properties, such as flexibility, durability, or heat resistance, depending 

on the specific application requirements [64]. Some resins are transparent, while others may be opaque 

or even colored, offering versatility in aesthetic and functional properties [65]. SLA machines consist 

of a build platform that descends into a tank of liquid resin [66]. As the UV laser solidifies each layer, 

the build platform gradually moves upward, lifting the newly formed object out of the resin tank. Once 

the printing process is complete, the object is removed from the machine and undergoes post-

processing, which may include cleaning off excess resin, post-curing in UV light to strengthen the part, 

and support removal if necessary [67]. Support structures are often used in SLA to anchor the object to 

the build platform and provide stability during printing [68]. These supports are typically generated 

automatically by the slicing software based on the geometry of the object and are designed to be easily 

removable after printing. This ensures that complex geometries can be printed accurately without 

distortion or collapse during the printing process. The applications of SLA span a wide range of 

industries. In product development and prototyping, SLA is invaluable for quickly producing accurate 

prototypes that can be used for design validation, fit testing, and functional testing. Its ability to replicate 

fine details makes it ideal for creating molds for casting and injection molding processes, where high 

accuracy and surface finish are essential for producing quality parts. In the jewelry industry, SLA is 

used to create intricate and detailed pieces that may be difficult or impossible to achieve through 

traditional manufacturing methods. The ability to produce complex geometries and delicate features 

makes SLA a preferred choice for jewelry designers looking to create unique and customized pieces. In 

the medical field, SLA is employed to create models for surgical planning and training, as well as 

patient-specific anatomical models for use in pre-operative planning. These models can replicate the 

exact anatomy of a patient, enabling surgeons to practice procedures and develop personalized surgical 

plans[69]. SLA has also found applications in aerospace and automotive industries, where lightweight 

parts with complex geometries are required. By using SLA, engineers can rapidly iterate on designs and 

produce prototypes that closely resemble the final product, allowing for more efficient testing and 

validation of new concepts. Overall, Stereolithography (SLA) represents a significant advancement in 

additive manufacturing technology, offering high precision, excellent surface finish, and the ability to 

produce complex geometries with ease [70]. Its applications continue to expand across various 

industries, driven by its capability to produce functional prototypes, customized products, and 

production parts efficiently and cost-effectively (fig.6) 

 

Direct Metal Laser Sintering (DMLS) 

Direct Metal Laser Sintering (DMLS) stands as a cornerstone in advanced manufacturing, 

particularly in aerospace, automotive, and medical industries, owing to its ability to fabricate intricate 

metal parts with exceptional accuracy and mechanical properties [71]. DMLS utilizes a high-powered 

laser to selectively fuse metal powders based on digital 3D CAD data, ensuring near full density and 

comparable mechanical properties to conventionally manufactured parts [72]. Its capability to produce 

complex geometries benefits aerospace manufacturers in creating lightweight, high-strength 

components [73], while automotive companies leverage DMLS for streamlined production processes 

and customized parts [74]. In the medical sector, DMLS enables the production of patient-specific 

orthopedic implants and surgical instruments with biocompatible metals, ensuring precise fit and 

safety.). As additive manufacturing evolves, DMLS is anticipated to continue playing a pivotal role in 

advancing manufacturing capabilities across various industries (fig.7). 
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 Figure 6. A diagrammatical representation of SLA illustrates 

 

 
 Figure 7. Direct Metal Laser Sintering (DMLS) 
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Applications in Industry 

Healthcare 

• Custom prosthetics and implants. 

• Anatomical models for surgical planning. 

• Bioprinting of tissues and organs. 

 

Aerospace 

• Lightweight, complex components. 

• Custom tooling and fixtures. 

• Rapid prototyping and testing of aerodynamic designs. 

 

Automotive 

• Customized parts and prototypes. 

• Production of lightweight components. 

• Tooling and manufacturing aids. 

 

Consumer Goods 

• Customizable products. 

• Short-run manufacturing. 

• Product design and prototyping. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The Materials and Methods section highlights the diverse range of materials and techniques employed 

in 3D printing processes. From polymers to metals and ceramics, additive manufacturing offers a wide 

array of options for producing customized parts with varying properties. Understanding these materials 

and methods is crucial for optimizing the design and manufacturing process in modern manufacturing 

industries. 3D printing stands as a cornerstone of modern manufacturing, driving innovation and 

efficiency in line with the principles of Industry 4.0. As technology advances, the range of materials 

and applications continues to expand, solidifying 3D printing's role in diverse industrial sectors. Future 

developments are expected to further integrate 3D printing with digital manufacturing processes, 

enhancing its capabilities and impact on the global market. 
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