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1
SYSTEM AND METHODS FOR ADDITIVE
MANUFACTURING OF
ELECTROMECHANICAL ASSEMBLIES

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional
Patent Application No. 61/982,172 filed Apr. 21, 2014,
which is incorporated by reference.

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY
SPONSORED RESEARCH OR DEVELOPMENT

This invention was made with government support under
WOI11INF-11-1-0093 awarded by the Defense Advanced
Research Projects Agency (DARPA) and DGE-0707428
awarded by the National Science Foundation (NSF). The
government has certain rights in the invention.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates generally to additive manufacturing.
More specifically, the invention is directed to a hybrid
approach that incorporates three-dimensional (3D) printing
and placement of modules selected from a library of mod-
ules to fabricate an electromechanical assembly. By virtue of
fabrication of the electromechanical assembly, mechanical
properties and electrical properties of the assembly are
created.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Additive manufacturing is increasingly becoming a sig-
nificant fabrication technique, both in research and industrial
settings, applicable to a broad range of applications. Some
commercially important additive manufacturing examples
include, for example, low-cost rapid tooling manufacturing,
low-volume prototype and production runs, medium-vol-
ume automotive and aerospace applications, dental restora-
tion, orthopedic implants, custom orthotics, and user-spe-
cific artificial limbs. Furthermore, additive manufacturing
methods have been used in biomedical research settings to
create heterogeneous tissues from individual precursor cell
types and to create functional replacements for missing or
damaged body parts.

Despite a great deal of effort and the diversity of additive
manufacturing techniques, no additive manufacturing pro-
cess can fabricate high quality electrical interconnections,
computational circuits, sensors or actuators in combination
with mechanical elements in an integrated component, i.e.,
electromechanical component.

With Direct-Write electronics (“DW?”), or the similar
Direct Print (“DP”) technique, it has been demonstrated that
inkjet printers are capable of fabricating transistors, and
have used a combination of inkjet or digital printing and
Fused Deposition Modeling (“FDM”) or Stereolithography
(“SLA”) to create electrical circuits within a 3D printed part.
One interesting alternative approach uses conventional
semiconductor fabrication to create very small semiconduc-
tor devices that are subsequently blended with an ink binder.
Although electromagnetic actuators fabricated in one pro-
cess via FDM and DP has been recently demonstrated, it is
rudimentary at best.

Despite this progress, enormous challenges must be over-
come. Synthesizing electrically conductive materials with
volume resistivity similar to bulk metals that can be
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extruded or deposited in a low-temperature environment (so
that is it process-compatible with other materials in the
assembly) remains an elusive challenge. The current state of
the art, available from various vendors, employs powdered
metal inks that are solvent-borne and achieve volume resis-
tivity that is four times (4x) to ten times (10x) larger than
bulk metal in the case of silver, and 10x to 50x for copper.
These materials require a post-process sintering step, typi-
cally by heating to between 80 and 150 degrees Celsius (°
C.) in order to achieve the stated resistivity, which can be
difficult to integrate with other heat-sensitive components
within the assembly. The active devices such as transistors
that have been fabricated thus far have lower carrier mobil-
ity and lower on-off ratios than similar devices fabricated in
silicon.

Printed transistors using complementary logic (p-channel
and n-channel devices) have been combined to produce
ring-oscillators, inverters and NAND (“Not AND”) gates;
however low fabrication-temperature organic transistors
rely on semiconductor materials that offer dramatically
lower charge carrier mobilities than are available via con-
ventional semiconductor fabrication techniques. The large
discrepancy between the highest reported electron and hole
mobilities for printed polymers for organic transistors
imposes additional design trade-offs when fabricating
complementary transistor circuits, a key component of logic
circuits.

In certain situations carrier mobility impacts the drain
current and the transconductance in a field effect transistor.
Larger drain currents are desirable for some applications;
however, as a consequence of lower mobility and larger
oxide thickness, printed organic transistors typically offer
drain currents that are several orders of magnitude smaller
than conventional devices. It has been found that wider
channels can be used to increase drain current, though this
is usually accompanied by increased leakage. Resolution
limitations of current printable electronics techniques
impose a feature-size penalty of nearly three orders of
magnitude, relative to conventional semiconductor fabrica-
tion techniques, which limits the amount by which the
channel length can be reduced.

Larger transistor feature sizes lead to increased parasitic
capacitances at each transistor, reducing their switching
speed. Lower transconductance also limits switching speed;
the propagation delay of recent fast organic transistors is at
least three orders of magnitude slower than conventional
transistors, limiting their use to relatively simple logic
circuits since this delay accumulates with each cascaded
logic cell. Printed organic semiconductors sacrifice endur-
ance relative to conventionally fabricated circuits, with
published shelf- and operating lifetimes ranging from sev-
eral weeks to two years.

Conductor quality in printed electronics is impaired by
incompatible material processing requirements. Low-resis-
tivity base materials and narrow traces with high current-
carrying capacity are desired In order to achieve favorable
conductivity, electrically conductive materials are used.
Electrically conductive materials including conductive
materials that can be inkjet-printed or extruded are referred
to as “inks”. These inks typically require a post-print curing
or sintering step that entails heat-treating at temperatures
ranging from 125 to 500° C. for an extended period of time.
Since this range exceeds the glass-transition temperature of
most common polymers used in additive manufacturing, the
sintering step can cause other materials in the part to melt or
degrade.
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To circumvent this problem, alternative sintering tech-
niques have been developed based on chemical reactions,
resistive heating, plasma, photonic energy, and radio-fre-
quency heating. Recent results compatible with low-tem-
perature polymer substrates demonstrate conductor resistiv-
ity of 2-10x bulk via pulsed Xenon lamps, and pulsed-laser,
though integration of these methods with structural additive
manufacturing materials has not been demonstrated. Reac-
tive silver inks have been shown to yield traces with
conductivity nearly equal to bulk silver after 15 minutes of
sintering at 90° C., though material costs may limit this
approach.

A commercially available method for creating electrical
conductors on the surface of plastic parts, known as Laser
Direct Structuring (“LDS”), uses a laser to ablate the ther-
moplastic substrate where conductive traces are desired;
organic-metallic additives in the plastic are activated during
this process, leaving behind a surface that can be plated
during successive wet metallization steps. However, like the
other methods mentioned above, LDS creates electrical
traces only on the surface of a part and limitations in
achievable trace thickness impose constraints on current-
carrying capacity despite continuing improvements in mate-
rial resistivity.

An alternative fabrication approach, Shape Deposition
Manufacturing (“SDM”), circumvents material and process
compatibility issues by embedding prefabricated compo-
nents into an assembly as it is being fabricated. This concept
has been demonstrated by embedding complete assembled
circuit boards as well as discrete components; these com-
ponents are interconnected with embedded wires or printed
conductors subject to the limitations discussed above. At a
smaller scale, individual pieces of prefabricated semicon-
ducting material referred to as “chiplets”, have been self-
assembled to form functional arrays of devices over large
scales, including roll-roll manufactured LED sheets, and
flexible arrays of chip-scale solar cells. When fabricated
with high-speed electrical interconnects on their edges,
individual chiplets can be interconnected to form larger
composite circuit “Quilts”. A related approach also decom-
poses the problem into separate high-temperature fabrica-
tion steps using conventional micro-fabrication tools, fol-
lowed by a low-temperature assembly process based on
transfer printing.

Existing manufacturing methods exist that embed com-
ponents; however these methods rely on special-purpose
embedding of particular components for specific designs.
For example, U.S. Pat. No. 5,278,442 to Prinz et al. discloses
electronic components formed in place by incremental mate-
rial build-up of thin layers. At least one mask is used per
layer to form electronic components made of conductors
such as gold and copper, insulators such as ceramic materials
and possibly semiconductors, all of which are applied by
thermal deposition spray using a thermal deposition spray.

Another example of an existing manufacturing method
that embeds components is described in U.S. Pat. No.
5,301,415 to Prinz et al., which forms three-dimensional
objects by applying segments of complementary material
and deposition material so as to form layers of material.
Selected segments of material are then shaped after one or
more segment is formed. In this manner, layers of material
form a block containing the object made of deposition
material and surrounded by complementary material, which
may subsequently be removed.

As further described in U.S. Pat. No. 5,286,573 to Prinz
et al., the support structure has a melting point lower than the
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melting point of the deposition material so that the support
structure can be removed by a melting process.

With all of the above described methods, embedded
components are printed or shaped within a complementary
material, which may ultimately be removed. These compo-
nents are specific to the desired application of the assembly.
Though multiple additive material deposition techniques
have been developed to address diverse users, existing
techniques fail to address three critical requirements that
electromechanical printers must satisty. First, existing meth-
ods produce components with electrical performance that is
inferior to conventionally produced electrical components
by several orders of magnitude. Second, existing methods
are incapable of combining the diverse materials required
for complex, integrated electromechanical systems. Thus,
there is a need for general-purpose, scalable manufacturing
methods that employ a library of pre-fabricated modular
components that are universal in manufacturing a variety of
assemblies. Third, existing techniques that embed compo-
nents do not contemplate or demonstrate a modular, general-
purpose system. Instead they embed specific pre-fabricated
components that are unique to each intended end-use or
printed/assembled design. This limitation makes existing
methods incapable of addressing the need for a general-
purpose electromechanical 3D printer. The invention satis-
fies these needs.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The invention overcomes the material and process limi-
tations of current printable electronics approaches, enabling
complete, complex electromechanical assemblies to be fab-
ricated.

The few available tools that integrate electrical and
mechanical design into an electromechanical design envi-
ronment do so by relying on the printed circuit board as a
natural interface between the electrical and mechanical
functions of the assembly. In making this choice, the tradi-
tional separations between electrical and mechanical design
are entrenched: the circuit board has no mechanical func-
tionality apart from the space that it occupies, and the
mechanical components merely provide a physical substrate
for the electronics. High-performance 3D-printable electri-
cal components cannot be fabricated by existing additive
manufacturing tools.

The invention is directed to finished parts with complex
electromechanical properties that can be simulated, designed
and fabricated. Specifically, the invention relates to an
additive manufacturing process that fabricates high quality
electrical interconnections, computational circuits, sensors
or actuators in combination with mechanical elements in an
integrated electromechanical assembly.

The invention is directed to a hybrid approach that
incorporates three-dimensional (3D) printing and placement
of modules selected from a library of modules to fabricate an
electromechanical assembly with mechanical and electrical
functionality comparable to conventionally produced planar
printed circuit boards. 3D printing processes includes a
variety of methods including, for example, Inkjet, Fused
Deposition Modeling (“FDM”), Stereolithography (“SLA”),
Drop-On-Demand/Inkjet, or Powder-bed/Binder-jetting, to
name a few. Additive processes are used in 3D printing in
which successive regions of material are laid down under
computer control creating an object of any shape or geom-
etry, and may be produced from a 3D model or other
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electronic data source. A component placement system is
used to position one or more module components within the
object during printing.

According to one embodiment of the invention, module
components used in fabrication include both electrical prop-
erties—also referred to as “electrical functionality”—and
mechanical properties—also referred to as “mechanical
functionality”—with each module component treated as an
inherently electromechanical object. This becomes increas-
ingly true as the module size decreases and the percent
volume occupied by modules within the assembly increases.
Modules with unique physical properties expand the variety
available to designers.

The invention goes beyond previous system and methods
that employ either a single module type, or are not modular
at all, requiring components specific to the desired assembly
design to be loaded into a printer. In contrast, the invention
relies on a modular design philosophy: a small set of
modules with generic electrical and/or mechanical function-
ality can be combined, in large numbers if required, to yield
the desired performance.

Specifically, the invention incorporates different module
types—such as a microcontroller module, resistor module,
capacitor module, diode module, transistor module—that
may be mechanically similar, but have distinct electrical
functionality, into a 3D-printed assembly as it is being
fabricated. Each module may include electrical functional-
ity, mechanical functionality, or both. In one embodiment,
the invention employs continuous material deposition via
inkjet to create the portions of the assembly that require
mechanical functionality, and pick-and-place manipulators
to deposit modules wherever electromechanical functional-
ity is required.

The system and methods of the invention may be used to
fabricate any type of assembly, for example one that is
activated when a button is depressed on the surface of the
assembly. The system and methods of the invention may
also be used to fabricate assemblies that exploit the pro-
grammability provided by a particular module.

Design tools such as 3D Computer Aided Design
(“CAD”) systems are used to create an assembly. The
assembly is created to incorporate modules by using vol-
umes of space, or voids. A printer creates regions from
conventional inkjet material and modules are positioned
within the voids of the region portion created by the printer.
If necessary, heating is applied to fuse modules on adjacent
regions together or to fuse modules to the regions them-
selves. This process continues until the assembly is com-
plete.

According to the invention, the number of unique com-
binations of module components positioned within a mate-
rial is endless. The combination and position of module
components determine the mechanical and electrical prop-
erties of the electromechanical assembly.

In a specific embodiment, the invention incorporates a
limited repertoire of prefabricated modules with inkjet-
deposited photopolymers to create assemblies that incorpo-
rate complex mixed-signal circuits with state of the art
performance. This modular technique is scalable, allowing a
single machine to produce finished parts with diverse func-
tionality without being reconfigured and immediately com-
mercialized using available technology.

One advantage of the invention, in contrast to related
work that embeds special-purpose circuit boards within a
printed assembly, the invention utilizes a small library of
general-purpose modules with atomic functionality. By con-
trolling the position and orientation of these parts within an
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assembly, new electrical circuits can be fabricated without
re-designing individual circuit boards.

Electrical components are commercially available in
thousands of distinct physical packages. This heterogeneity,
while offering design flexibility, presents a challenge to
methods that directly embed commercially-available elec-
tronic packages, as it requires package-specific descriptor
libraries for each device envelope and footprint to be devel-
oped.

Another advantage of the invention is that it reduces
designer workload by intentionally restricting the availabil-
ity of components to a predetermined set that have been fully
specified, facilitating circuit modeling via existing tools and
eliminating the need to develop new electrical package
descriptions.

Component heterogeneity also presents challenges for
pick-place apparatus. Though conventional automated
placement tools are flexible enough to accommodate a
variety of component packages, these tools must be manu-
ally configured before each production run, with operators
loading in the particular collection of components that will
be used for the design. This overhead currently limits
low-volume printed circuit board assembly; most commer-
cial assembly providers employ manual assembly at very
low production volumes to circumvent the setup cost. Since
single-unit or ultra-low-volume production runs are a key
motivation for using additive manufacturing, setup costs
must be minimized, which argues for restricting the allow-
able components to a small set that can be permanently
maintained within the printer.

In one embodiment of the invention, the allowable mod-
ule components are restricted to a small set that can be
permanently maintained within the printer through a library
of modules. The library houses prefabricated modules with
the same configuration in terms of size and shape, but differ
with respect to electrical functionality and/or mechanical
functionality. The modules in the library can support a
variety of electrical functionality, such as currents to at least
1 Amp (A), several orders of magnitude larger than known
comparable printed-electronics methods, and leverage
decades of progress in semiconductor fabrication. Comple-
mentary metal-oxide-semiconductor (CMOS) processing
steps for integrated circuits may be used to allow digital
logic to be embedded within each module.

Methods that interconnect embedded commercial com-
ponents with printed conductors are limited by conductivity
(limited by conductor geometry and material volume resis-
tivity), and process temperature, while those that employ
printed semiconductors sacrifice drain current, on/off ratio,
and switching speed. In contrast, electrical connectivity
according to the invention is achieved through direct con-
nections between adjacent modules, yielding composite
conductors that are nearly identical to conventional copper
traces.

The invention and its attributes and advantages will be
further understood and appreciated with reference to the
accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The preferred embodiments of the invention will be
described in conjunction with the appended drawings pro-
vided to illustrate and not to the limit the invention, where
like designations denote like elements, and in which:

FIG. 1 illustrates a block diagram of an exemplary system
for fabricating an electromechanical assembly according to
the invention.
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FIG. 2 illustrates a perspective view of a module com-
ponent according to the invention.

FIG. 3 illustrates schematic diagrams of select module
components according to the invention.

FIG. 4 illustrates a flow chart of an exemplary method for
fabricating an electromechanical assembly according to the
invention.

FIG. 5 illustrates a graphic representation for fabricating
an electromechanical assembly according to the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The invention demonstrates a capability that is impossible
with contemporary electronics printing methods, and would
require a costly electrical and mechanical design cycle,
along with special-purpose tooling if it were produced
following conventional electromechanical fabrication prac-
tice.

The invention is directed to a hybrid approach that
incorporates three-dimensional (3D) printing and placement
of modules selected from a library of modules to fabricate an
electromechanical assembly with both mechanical function-
ality and electrical functionality comparable to convention-
ally produced planar printed circuit boards.

FIG. 1 illustrates a block diagram of an exemplary system
100 for fabricating an electromechanical assembly accord-
ing to the invention. The system 100 facilitates a hybrid
approach that incorporates devices such as a printing appa-
ratus 120 and a component placement apparatus 140 to
fabricate an electromechanical assembly 200. The printing
apparatus 120 may include any type of printing functionality
such as a 3D printing machine. The component placement
apparatus 140 may include any type of selection and place-
ment of components such as a high speed pick-and-place
machine including with parallel pick-and-place techniques,
or other similar techniques. Parallel fabrication methods
may be used to exploit the mechanical regularity of the
modules to manipulate entire regions simultaneously.

The printing apparatus 120 may access a material library
110 to obtain the material for printing. The material library
110 may include one or more different types of materials that
may be printed, for example, photopolymers or thermoplas-
tics, although any type of material may be used that is
capable of being deposited by a 3D printing machine,
including for example an inkjet process.

The component placement apparatus 140 may access a
module library 130 for selection of module components for
positioning within the material printed by the printing appa-
ratus 120. The module library may include different generic,
prefabricated module components that vary in electrical
functionality and/or mechanical functionality. Representa-
tive module components are more fully described in refer-
ence to FIG. 2 and FIG. 3 below.

In certain embodiments, a fusion device 160 such as a
laser sintering machine may fuse the module components to
one another in order to form an electrical connection in order
to realize electrical properties. It is also contemplated the
fusion device 160 may be used to fuse the module compo-
nents to the material printed by the printing apparatus 120.

In addition to the module components including mechani-
cal properties and/or electrical properties, the combination
of material printed from the printing apparatus 120 and
module components selected and placed by the component
placement apparatus 140 create the electromechanical
assembly 200 with both mechanical properties and electrical
properties. Mechanical properties include, for example,
stiffness, strength, stress, and strain. Electrical properties
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include any control of electrical energy such as circuits
including, for example, resistivity and conductivity.

FIG. 2 illustrates a perspective view of a module com-
ponent 200 according to the invention. Each module com-
ponent 200 comprises a tile element 202 comprising a
plurality of surfaces. As illustrated, the tile element 202 is
generally square in shape, but any shape is contemplated.
For example, the tile element may be circular, spherical, or
rectangular parallelepiped, to name a few examples. In one
specific embodiment, the tile element 202 is a 3 millimeter
(mm) square shape with a thickness of 0.9 millimeters (mm)
in order to allow easy scaling to higher levels of additive
manufacturing. However, the invention is applicable to
module components of any size that are amenable to
manipulation using a component placement apparatus.

The tile element 202 includes one or more pads 205 that
may be used for connections. The pads 205 are shown on a
top surface of the module component 202, but pads may also
be located on the surface opposing the top surface. As an
example, pad on the top surface may be connected to pads
on the bottom surface by a via in each pad. It is also
contemplated that the pads may provide programming sig-
nals, enabling the printing apparatus 120 (FIG. 1) to indi-
vidually program each module.

An electrical element 204 and/or a mechanical element
206 may be either positioned on a surface of the tile element
202 or within a surface of the tile element 202 in order to
create functionality/properties—electrical/mechanical—for
the prefabricated module component 200 for entry into the
module library 130 (FIG. 1). The surface opposing the
surface that includes the electrical element 204 and/or a
mechanical element 206 is generally planar. Electrical ele-
ments 204 control electrical energy and may include, for
example, 2-way connect, 4-way connect, crossover connect,
resistor, capacitor, inductor, diode, transistor, switch, and
microcontroller, as seen schematically in FIG. 3. Mechanical
elements 206 control mechanical energy and may include
any working or moveable function, such as a gripper or
robot effector.

FIG. 3 illustrates schematic diagrams of select module
components 204 according to the invention. As shown more
specifically in FIG. 3, a blank module component 210 does
not include an electrical element or mechanical element.
Module component 212 illustrates a 2-way connect. Module
component 214 illustrates a 4-way connect. Module com-
ponent 216 illustrates a crossover connect. Module compo-
nent 218 illustrates a resistor. Module component 220 illus-
trates a capacitor. Module component 222 illustrates an
inductor. Module component 224 illustrates a diode, spe-
cifically a Light Emitting Diode (“LED”). Module compo-
nent 226 illustrates a switch. Module component 228 and
module component 230 illustrate transistors, specifically a
p-channel field-effect transistor (“P-FET”) and a n-channel
field-effect transistor (“N-FET”), respectively. Module com-
ponent 227 illustrates a microcontroller.

The system and methods according to the invention were
used to fabricate a 2.5-D interconnection in which neigh-
boring modules on the same region rely on offset modules
above or below for electrical connections. Electrical circuits
are formed by creating chains of modules on 2 or more
regions. This approach allows new modules to be added to
an assembly at any vacant location, avoiding interference
fits that would otherwise require high-precision placement
or large mating forces. This 2.5-D interconnection strategy
is one of several contemplated topologies; other strategies
compatible with this invention include full 3D interconnec-
tions (in-plane connections between modules).
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It is contemplated that all modules may share the same
mechanical interface, for example 3 mm square, 0.9 mm
thick, with four square pads on the top and bottom. These
dimensions are incidental, as they are driven by the printed
circuit board fabrication methods employed to produce the
modules. The invention is equally applicable to smaller
modules produced via micro-fabrication, with the added
capability of embedding the electronic functionality within,
rather than on top of, each module.

With the exception of the blank module 210 of FIG. 3),
the topside pads of each module are connected to their
corresponding bottom side pads by a via in each pad. FEight
of the module types implement carrier boards for commer-
cially available electronic components, breaking out dispa-
rate package connections into a common format. While
some modules support electrical elements 204 (FIG. 2)
positioned on or within their top side, certain modules may
not have components on or within their bottom side in order
to facilitate automated manipulation. In alternate embodi-
ments, the electrical elements 204 and/or mechanical ele-
ments 206 may be positioned on or within one or more
surfaces of the module component 200.

In particular embodiments, the FET modules 228, 230
support drain currents in excess of 3 A and can be used with
signals as fast as 10 Megahertz (MHz). The microcontroller
module 232 employs an Atmel ATtiny10 that contains 1 kB
of code space, 32 bytes of RAM, an analog to digital
converter, internal oscillators, and timer circuitry. This mod-
ule’s pads may also provide programming signals, enabling
the printer to individually program each microcontroller
module as it is placed.

FIG. 4 and FIG. 5 illustrate exemplary methods for
fabricating an electromechanical assembly according to the
invention. Specifically, FIG. 4 is a flow chart and FIG. 5 is
a graphic representation.

As shown in FIG. 4 at step 402, material is selected and
deposited into a plurality of stacked regions, each successive
region positioned on top of the previous region. At step 404,
module components are are selected from a library of
modules. The module components are positioned into the
material at step 406. In certain embodiments, the module
components may be fused together or fused to the material
as shown in step 408. At step 410, mechanical properties and
electrical properties are created by virtue of fabrication of
the electromechanical assembly.

FIG. 5 illustrates a graphic representation for fabricating
an electromechanical assembly. As shown in FIG. 5, step
“A” is directed to a first device 120 depositing material 122,
for example using an inkjet process, into a plurality of
stacked regions 502a with each successive region positioned
on top of the previous region. The plurality of stacked
regions 502a forms a base region portion 510« including one
or more void elements 520 as constructed by the material
122 such as a photopolymer material.

As shown by step “B”, a second device 140 such as a high
speed pick-and-place machine, selects a module component
240 from the library of module components and positions
the module component 240 in one of void elements 522,
524.

Step “C” illustrates both module components 240, 242
positioned within the base region portion 510a. Step “D”
illustrates a second plurality of stacked regions 50256 form-
ing a top region portion 5105 deposited by the inkjet 3D
printing machine 120. The top region portion 5105 encap-
sulates all or a portion of the module components 240, 242
while forming void element 526.
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As shown by step “E”, the high speed pick-and-place
machine 140 selects module component 244 and positions it
in void element 526.

In certain embodiments, a fusion device 160 as shown in
step “F”, such as a laser sintering machine, applies heat in
the form of a laser beam 162 in order to fuse the module
components 240, 242, 244 to one another. The laser sintering
machine 160 may also apply heat to fuse the module
components 240, 242, 244 to a region portion 510a, 5105.

As shown in step “G”, material is deposited into a third
plurality of stacked regions 502¢ with each successive
region positioned on top of the previous region. The plural-
ity of stacked regions 502¢ forms a second top region
portion 502¢ that encapsulates all of the module components
240, 242, 244 forming an electromechanical assembly 550.
By virtue of fabrication of the electromechanical assembly
550, mechanical properties and electrical properties of the
assembly are created.

The system and methods of the invention may be used to
fabricate any type of assembly, for example an LED key-
chain light, activated when a button is depressed on the
surface. The system and methods of the invention may be
used to fabricate assemblies that exploit the programmabil-
ity provided by a microcontroller module.

For example, a microcontroller module may be pro-
grammed to create specific pulse-trains such as those that
correspond to the on and on-off pulses in a particular
infra-red (IR) remote control protocol. These pulses can be
used to turn an IR LED on and off, controlling a remote
device. Another example includes the play/pause, jog for-
ward, jog backward, volume up and volume down functions,
creating a 5-channel IR remote control. Each of the assem-
blies employ the inkjet-printed material as a supportive
structure, and the remote utilizes a flexible material around
the buttons that allows motion during button-press events.

Another example of an assembly incorporates a LED into
a structure that has full electromechanical functionality.
Inkjet-produced areas can incorporate components such as
rack-and-pinion connections, pin-in sockets, captive hinges,
and springs. When one component is activated, one or more
other components may be activated. For example, when a
component on a gripper is activated, the gripper arms open
and an internal switch closes, activating an illumination
component.

While the disclosure is susceptible to various modifica-
tions and alternative forms, specific exemplary embodi-
ments of the invention have been shown by way of example
in the drawings and have been described in detail. It should
be understood, however, that there is no intent to limit the
disclosure to the particular embodiments disclosed, but on
the contrary, the intention is to cover all modifications,
equivalents, and alternatives falling within the scope of the
disclosure as defined by the appended claims.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method for fabricating an electromechanical assem-
bly, comprising the steps of:

depositing by a first device a first material into a plurality

of stacked regions, each successive region positioned
on top of a previously deposited region, the plurality of
stacked regions forming a base region comprising one
or more void elements;

selecting by a second device two or more module com-

ponents from a library of module components, each
module component comprising one or more connection
elements;

positioning by the second device the selected module

components into a portion of the one or more void
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elements of the base region portion such that the
selected module components are adjacent to and in
direct contact with one another;

connecting directly the one or more connection elements
of the adjacent selected module components, the base
region portion and the connected adjacent selected
module components creating both mechanical proper-
ties and electrical properties of the electromechanical
assembly.

2. The method for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 1 wherein the first device is a
3D printing machine.

3. The method for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 1 wherein the second device is
a pick-and-place machine.

4. The method for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 1 wherein the first material is
a photopolymer material.

5. The method for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 1 wherein each of the two or
more selected module components includes an electrical
element selected from the group comprising: 2-way connect,
4-way connect, crossover connect, resistor, capacitor, induc-
tor, diode, transistor, switch, and microcontroller.

6. The method for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 1 wherein the positioning step
further comprises a step of applying heat by a third device
to fuse the adjacent selected module components to one
another.

7. The method for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 6 wherein the third device is a
laser sintering machine.

8. The method for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 1 wherein each of the two or
more selected module components comprises a top surface
that includes the one or more connection elements, the
connection elements comprising one or more pads.

9. The method for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 8 wherein each of the two or
more selected module components comprises a bottom
surface that includes the one or more connection elements,
the connection elements comprising one or more pads.

10. The method for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 9 wherein the one or more pads
of the top surface of a first adjacent selected module com-
ponent connect to the one or more pads of the bottom surface
of a second adjacent selected module component.

11. An electromechanical assembly comprising:

a base region portion comprising a first plurality of
successive material regions, wherein the first plurality
of successive material regions forms one or more void
elements;

two or more module components positioned adjacent to
and in direct contact with one another in the one or
more void elements, each module component compris-
ing one or more connection elements, wherein a first
module component is directly connected to the one or
more connection elements of a second module compo-
nent; and

a top region portion comprising a second plurality of
successive material regions, wherein the second plu-
rality of successive material regions encapsulates the
connected module components.

12. The electromechanical assembly according to claim
11 wherein each of the two or more module component
comprises a tile element with an electrical element posi-
tioned on a surface or within a surface of the tile element.
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13. The electromechanical assembly according to claim
12 wherein the tile element is a rectangular parallelepiped
shape.

14. The electromechanical assembly according to claim
13 wherein the tile element is a 3 millimeter (mm) square
shape with a thickness of 0.9 millimeters (mm).

15. The electromechanical assembly according to claim
12 wherein the electrical element is selected from the group
of electrical elements comprising: 2-way connect, 4-way
connect, crossover connect, resistor, capacitor, inductor,
diode, transistor, switch, and microcontroller.

16. The electromechanical assembly according to claim
11 wherein each of the one or more connection elements
comprises one or more pads on a top surface or a bottom
surface of the module component.

17. A system for fabricating an electromechanical assem-
bly, comprising:

a printing apparatus configured to deposit a first material
into a first plurality of stacked regions, the first plurality
of stacked regions forming a base region portion com-
prising one or more void elements;

a module library comprising a plurality of module com-
ponents, each module component comprising one or
more connection elements;

a component placement apparatus configured to select
from the module library two or more module compo-
nents, the component placement apparatus further posi-
tions the two or more selected module components
within the one or more void elements of the base region
portion such that the two or more selected module
components are adjacent to and in direct contact with
one another, and wherein the one or more connection
elements of a first selected module component are
connected directly to the one or more connection
elements of a second selected module component; and

the base region portion and the connected selected module
components creating both mechanical properties and
electrical properties of the electromechanical assembly.

18. The system for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 17 further comprising a fusion
device configured to fuse the connected selected module
components together.

19. The system for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 18 wherein the fusion device is
a laser sintering machine.

20. The system for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 17 wherein the one or more
connection elements comprise one or more pads on a top
surface or a bottom surface of each of the two or more
selected module components.

21. The system for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 17, wherein the electrical
properties are achieved through direct connections between
the one or more connection elements of the connected
selected module components without the need for wire or
trace.

22. The system for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 17, wherein the printing appa-
ratus is configured to deposit a second material onto the first
plurality of stacked regions to encapsulate the connected
selected module components.

23. The system for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 17, wherein the two or more
selected module components comprise a tile element with an
electrical element positioned on a surface or within a surface
of the tile element.
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24. The system for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 17, wherein the two or more
selected module components are prefabricated with the same
size and shape, but the electrical properties and the mechani-
cal properties differ between each of the two or more
selected module components.

25. The system for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 17, wherein the two or more
selected module components include an electrical element
selected from the group consisting of: 2-way connect, 4-way
connect, crossover connect, resistor, capacitor, inductor,
diode, transistor, switch, and microcontroller.

26. The system for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 20, further comprising a pro-
cessor containing instructions that when executed, cause the
processor to communicate with a controller such that the
controller provides the one or more pads with programming
signals to enable the printing apparatus to individually
program each of the two or more selected module compo-
nents.

27. The system for fabricating an electromechanical
assembly according to claim 17, wherein the one or more
connection elements are one or more of: a pad, a pin-in
socket, a rack-and-pinion connection, a captive hinge, or a
spring.
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