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ABSTRACT 

Polyolefins dominate the market for commodity plastics due to their low cost and suitable 

properties, but polyolefins are rarely used in 3D printing due to issues with deformation of the 

printed structure during crystallization from the large volume change. Here, we demonstrate that 

filaments containing approximately 50% of either high density or low density polyethylene 

(HDPE/LDPE) as a shell with a polycarbonate (PC)/ABS blend core can be printed using standard 

fused filament fabrication (FFF) methods with adequate to good dimensional accuracy, improved 

impact resistance, and enhanced elongation at break relative to samples printed with PC/ABS 
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alone. The combination of lower crystallinity (28 %) of LDPE in comparison to HDPE (62 %) and 

lower crystallization temperature of LDPE (89 ºC) than HDPE (117 ºC) leads to improved 

dimensional accuracy of the printed part. However, the elastic modulus of the composite 

containing LDPE is only 48 % of the part printed with only PC/ABS for flat (XY) orientations, 

whereas the reduction in modulus with the HDPE shell is significantly less. The mechanical 

behavior can be rationalized in terms of aligned fiber composite theory where anisotropic modulus 

is expected to dependent on the angle between stretching direction and fiber axis. The low cost of 

LDPE and HDPE along with the ability to increase impact strength and extensibility of printed 

parts further demonstrate the promise of composite core-shell filaments for additive 

manufacturing.  

INTRODUCTION 

Additive manufacturing (3D printing) promises new products with massive customization, 

improved material utilization, and designs incompatible with traditional manufacture.1–3 Over the 

past several decades, 3D printing has been used to accelerate prototyping and provide models for 

improving part designs,4 but introducing these parts into products has been limited by the inferior 

and directional mechanical properties of 3D printed parts.3  For polymers, there are five common 

classes for 3D printing: extrusion, selective laser sintering, jet printing, sheet lamination, and 

stereolithography.3,5 Generally, these printing techniques all build up the part in a layer-by-layer 

manner, which leads to degradation in mechanical properties from the generation of internal 

interfaces.6 There have been some efforts to eliminate these interfaces, particularly by modification 

of stereolithographic techniques, such as the continuous liquid interface process (CLIP) being 

commercialized by Carbon.7 This process can lead to isotropic mechanical properties in 3D printed 
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polymer parts, but forces generated during printing associated with hydrodynamics can deform the 

object8 and there are limitations for adoption due to the high cost associated with specialty 

photocurable resins. Ideally, low cost commodity thermoplastics could be used in additive 

manufacturing through fused filament fabrication (FFF),9 which is a type of extrusion processing 

for 3D printing. In FFF, the thermoplastic is melted through a hotend and deposited selectively to 

build a part.10 However, there are challenges with 3D printing of many commodity plastics, 

particularly polyolefins, with FFF that arise from the nature of the process.  

Due to its relative simplicity, 3D printers based on FFF have infiltrated the consumer market as 

well as been demonstrated for commercial production, such as the fused deposition modeling 

(FDM) process from Stratasys.11 Two polymers, acrylonitrile-butadiene-styrene (ABS)12 and 

polylactic acid (PLA),13 dominate the reports for FFF due to their availability and suitability for 3D 

printing in terms of adequate mechanical properties and dimensional accuracy. The polymer 

requirements include that: (1) the filaments are sufficiently stiff to extrude the melt from the hotend 

of the printer (avoid Euler buckling), (2) the liquification (melt) temperature is within a suitable 

range for the printer, (3) zero shear melt strength is sufficient to maintain shape as printed, (4) 

shape is maintained during solidification, and (5) sufficient diffusion occurs across the interface 

during printing to provide adequate mechanical strength to the 3D printed part. Engineering 

plastics, such as polycarbonate (PC)11, polyetherimide (PEI),14 and poly(ether ether ketone) (PEEK), 

13 have been reported but their mechanical properties are only generally slightly better than those 

for ABS when 3D printed due to challenges in overcoming weaknesses from the interfaces.13 

Despite these requirements, the number of polymers in commercially available filaments for FFF 

printers has grown significantly in the past several years due to the increased demands for 

improved performance and functionality of 3D printed parts.  
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However despite the dominance of polyolefins in terms of the global polymer market and need 

for recycling of post-consumer polyolefin products,15 polyolefins only comprise a very small 

fraction of the commercial filament market with some polypropylene (PP) grades available. For 

semicrystalline polymers, the volume change on crystallization can lead to warpage of the part 

from crystallization induced stresses.16 This large volume provides a challenge for using polyolefins 

in FFF. For PP, composites have been reported to dramatically decrease the shrinkage (84 %) to 

help to maintain the printed shape.17 In general, addition of inorganic fillers can act to improve the 

dimensional accuracy of 3D printed parts18,19 by decreasing the coefficient of thermal expansion to 

decrease stresses developed on cooling and increasing the elastic modulus of the material to reduce 

the deformation in response to thermal stresses. For polyethylenes (PE), the lower modulus can 

challenge the initial feeding of the filaments into the printer as the filament can buckle, especially 

with low density polyethylene (LDPE). There are engineering solutions to enable printing of LDPE 

by FFF through decreasing the drive-to-nozzle distance and printing at very slow rates.20 However, 

this work did demonstrate the potential for additive manufacturing to be local solution to recycling 

of common plastic waste (LDPE). 20 The decreased modulus of PE in comparison to PP decreases 

the resistance to warp deformation21 to adversely affect the dimensional accuracy. 

Here we demonstrate the ability to enable enhanced mechanical properties in terms of impact 

resistance and ductility of 3D printed parts through the inclusion of approximately 50 vol % PE in 

core-shell filaments where a high-performance PC/ABS blend was used as the core material and 

the control polymer for comparisons. This large PE content could act to significantly decrease the 

cost of filaments for FFF. Both LDPE and high-density PE (HDPE) were examined as shell 

materials. The higher crystallinity of the HDPE (62 %) than the LDPE (28 %) leads to a smaller 

decrease in the elastic modulus in comparison to the neat PC/ABS, but increased warp 



 5 

deformation. The impact resistance is more than doubled with the core-shell filaments in 

comparison to the neat PC/ABS, but these do not quite achieve the impact resistance associated 

with much higher cost engineering plastics in core-shell filaments (PC and Surlyn).22 Additionally, 

the failure mechanism of the parts under tensile load changes from brittle fracture for the 3D 

printed PC/ABS to ductile for the core-shell materials. These results demonstrate that core-shell 

filaments provide a potential route to use low cost polyolefins in FFF 3D printing with 

improvements in the impact properties and extension prior to failure of the parts. 

 

EXPERIMENTAL SECTION 

Materials and Filament Manufacture. Commercial polycarbonate/Acrylonitrile-Butadiene-

Styrene (PC/ABS) copolymer blend (Bayblend T45PG, Covestro LLC), high density polyethylene 

(HDPE, SUNTEC B161, ASAHI KASEI) and low-density polyethylene (LDPE, ADSYL 5C37F, 

Lyondellbasell) were used as the polymers for the fabrication of 3D-printing filaments. Prior to 

extrusion to fabricate the filaments or 3D printing of the filaments, the PC/ABS was dried in a 

vacuum oven for 12 h to remove absorbed water (pellets at 110 °C; filaments at 80 °C). Residual 

water can lead to severe degradation during melt processing of polycarbonates.23 

Core-shell filaments were fabricated using two single-screw extruders (Rheomex 252p and Akron 

Extruder M-PAK 150), both of which are equipped with a separate gear pump, that are connected to 

the core-shell co-extrusion die with a circular opening (diameter = 2 mm). A schematic for this process 

is shown in Figure 1A. Details about this co-extrusion system have been reported elsewhere.22 Table 1 

shows the temperature profiles used for the extrusion of the different filaments. These temperatures 

are within the acceptable processing window per the manufacturer’s datasheets for the polymers 

examined here. Both extruders have 3 separate heating zones and a melt pump, which provides 4 
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independently controlled temperatures. The extruded filaments were quenched in a room-temperature 

water bath and wound onto a take-up wheel. The speed of the take-up wheel was used to draw the 

diameter of the extruded filaments down to 1.70±0.03 mm. This drawing of the filaments also acts 

to improve the uniformity of the filament diameter, which is an important factor in the mechanical 

properties obtained from 3D printing with FFF.24 

 

Table 1. Temperature profiles in the extruders for fabrication of the filaments 

Filament 
Zone 1 

(°C) 

Zone 2 

(°) 

Zone 3 

(°C) 

Gear Pump 

(°C) 

Die 

(°C) 

PC/ABS 220 230 240 240 230 

PC/ABS@LDPE 
core 220 230 240 240 

200 
shell 170 180 190 190 

PC/ABS@HDPE 
core 220 230 240 240 

200 
shell 170 180 190 190 

 

Characterization of Polymers and Filaments. The thermal properties of the as-received, filament 

extruded, and 3D printed polymers were determined by differential scanning calorimetry (TA 

Instruments DSC, Model Q50). To assess the crystallinity of polyethylene content in co-extruded 

filaments and 3D printed samples, polyethylene shells were mechanically stripped from 

PC/ABS@LDPE and PC/ABS@HDPE core-shell filaments, and thin (0.2-0.4 mm) sections were 

cut from the corresponding 3D-printed tensile samples and ultrasonicated in Dimethylformamide 

(DMF) for 1 h to remove all of the PC/ABS without impacting the PE. The samples (4-6 mg) were 

sealed in hermetic aluminum pans and heated at 10°C min-1 under a nitrogen atmosphere from room 



 7 

temperature to 240 °C to determine the crystallinity of the PE. The properties of the neat polymers 

on cooling at 10°C min-1 under a nitrogen atmosphere from 240 °C to 0 °C were also measured to 

determine the solidification temperatures (Tc and Tg). The composition of the core-shell filaments 

was confirmed by quantification of the cross-section of the filaments using optical microscopy 

(Olympus BX51).  To prepare the cross-sections, the filaments were sealed in epoxy resins and 

cut into 0.1 mm sections using a LECO VC-50 Precision Diamond Cutter. 

3D printing of filaments. The fabricated filaments were used with a Cartesio 3D printer (model: 

W09) equipped with an E3D-v6 (1.75 mm type) hot-end (liquefier) to print impact bars (ASTM-

D256) and tensile dogbones (ASTM-D638V). The hot-end was heated with a 24 V−40 W cartridge 

heater (E3D) and the nozzle had a diameter of 0.4 mm. The extrusion temperature (Text) was varied 

between 260 °C and 300 °C as the extrusion temperature tends to affect both the mechanical 

properties and dimensional accuracy. The print platform was heated to 120 °C and covered first 

with Kapton tape and then a thin layer of washable poly(vinyl alcohol) adhesive (Elmer’s glue 

stick). The combination of Kapton and poly(vinyl alcohol) was found to promote adhesion of the 

core-shell polymers to the print platform. The thickness of each layer was set to 0.21 mm. The first 

layer was printed at an extrusion speed of 10 mm/s in order to ensure good contact with the 

platform stage to maintain the shape of the part. The other layers were printed at 20 mm/s. All 

samples were built in a 0°/90° infill pattern with a theoretical 100% infill density. After the build, 

the part was rinsed liberally with DI water to remove any residual PVA adhesive. 

Two orientations were examined for the printing of the impact bars: flat (XY) and edge on (XZ). 

The schematics for these orientations are shown in Figure S1. The impact bar dimensions matched 

ASTM-D256, 63.5 mm (length) ´ 12.7 mm (width) ´ 4 mm (thick). For sample printed in XZ 

direction, a 4 mm-wide brim extended from the edge of the sample was printed to the first layer to 
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provide more surface area for the printed object to stick onto the print platform. For the tensile 

tests, samples were printed in the XY (flat) orientation with a total thickness of 1.5 mm in 

accordance with ASTM-D638V at the same temperatures as the impact samples.  

Dimensional/Structural Characterization. A 3D scanner (GOM Metrology, ATOS Core 200) 

was used to determine the shape of the printed sample. The dimensional accuracy of the printed 

part was elucidated by direct comparison to the computer (CAD) model. In order to obtain highly 

accurate measurements of the printed objects, the specimens were first coated with white primer 

(RUST-OLEUM) and decorated with multiple reference points. The number and location of the 

reference points were selected to ensure that at least 3 reference points were captured in each 

image. In each image, all individual measurements scans are automatically transformed into a 

common coordinate system with a complete 3D point cloud. In order ensure that the sample 

remained stationary during the measurement, the sample was fixed in clay. Since the clay will 

cover part of the sample at the base, each sample was scanned twice to combine mesh models into 

one single 3D mesh model that captures the full printed specimen.  

To provide insight into the internal structure of the printed parts, microcomputed x-ray 

tomography (μCT, Bruker Skyscan1172) operating at 50 kV/200 μA was used. Transmission 

images were obtained at 0.4° increments over 180° from which the cross section was reconstructed 

(NRecon). The reconstructed images were imported into a Skyscan CT Analyzer (V1.1) to obtain 

the full 3D images. The core and shell structure can be resolved in the printed part with μCT due 

to the differences in the electron density between the PC/ABS core and the LDPE or HDPE shell. 

Additionally, samples were examined after mechanical testing (both impact and tensile) to provide 

insights into the failure mechanisms.   
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Mechanical Testing. Tensile and impact measurements were performed to obtain information 

about the mechanical properties of the 3D printed samples. An Instron 5567 with a load cell of 

1000N was used to measure the tensile properties following ASTM-D638V. These tensile data are 

reported in terms of engineering stress and strain. The outer cross-section of the tensile gauge 

section was used to calculate the area for the stress; this area should be similar to the actual cross-

section as the porosity of the samples (determined from x-ray tomography) under the print 

conditions used was small in all cases. The stretching rate was 10 mm/min and all measurements 

were performed at room temperature. All samples were stretched to failure. The impact properties 

were obtained using the notched Izod impact resistance test (ASTM D-256). The printed samples 

were mechanically notched and tapered using a notch cutter (Model TMI 22-05, Testing Machine 

Inc.). The notch depth was 2.54 mm. The impact resistance of the samples was measured using a 

standard ASTM D-256 Izod pendulum impact machine (Instron 2950) with 5.5 J pendulum energy.  

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Figure 1A illustrates the co-extrusion process used to generate the core-shell filaments. Both 

PC/ABS blend, which comprises the core, and polyethylene (high density and low density), which 

comprises the shell are melted at elevated temperatures in two separated single-screw extruders 

with the volumetric output rate of the melts controlled by two gear pumps. The two melt streams 

merges to form the core-shell structure in the specially designed co-extrusion die. For these studies, 

the volume fraction of the core in the co-extruded filaments was controlled to be 50% by matching 

the volumetric output rate of the two gear pumps. This composition has been confirmed by optical 

microscopy on the cross-sectioned filament (Figure S3). The volume fractions calculated from the 

cross-sections are 46.7 % LDPE and 47% HDPE for the two core-shell filaments. We have 

previously demonstrated the efficacy of this core-shell approach with filaments containing 
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approximately 50-50 of the core-shell to improve the impact properties of 3D printed parts,22 but 

only for a single system with expensive polymers for both the core and shell.  

 

Figure 1. (A) Schematic of coextrusion process to fabricate PC/ABS@LDPE or PC/ABS@HDPE 

core-shell filaments. (B) Schematic 3D printing core-shell filaments by fused filament fabrication 

(FFF).  

Figure 1B schematically illustrates how the core-shell filaments are used in the FFF 3D-

printing process, which is essentially unchanged from traditional filaments in terms of processing 

but the printed part maintains the core-shell structure internally.22 During the 3D-printing, the core-

shell filament is continuously fed into a temperature-controlled nozzle (often referred to as the 

liquefier), in which the solid filament is melted and then deposited onto a build-platform through 

the nozzle orifice. Here the extrusion temperature for 3D-printing of core-shell materials was 

between 260 °C to 300 °C, which is high enough to melt both the core (Tg of PC/ABS = 140 °C) 

and shells (Tm of LDPE = 90 °C and HDPE = 110 °C). Lower extrusion temperatures led to 

challenges in the smooth extrusion of the PC/ABS, while yellowing occurred at temperatures 

higher than 300 °C. A conformal shell layer appears to remain around the core through the nozzle 

as the core distribution in the printed part is uniform. When the melt filament is deposited onto the 

platform, adjacent printed filaments are bonded together through chain diffusion between the 

shells.25 Increased chain diffusion should act to improve the weld line interface between printed 
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filaments, but this is balanced by the adhesion strength between the core and shell polymer. LDPE 

and HDPE crystallize (Tc) at 89 °C and 117 °C respectively as shown in Figure 2. These 

temperatures are lower than the glass transition temperature (Tg= 127°C, Figure 2) of the PC/ABS 

core. The lower solidification temperature of the PE shell in comparison to the PC/ABS core 

should enable the PE to diffuse over a broader temperature range during cooling in comparison to 

the PC/ABS. For PE alone, the diffusion should not be appreciably affected under the same print 

conditions as the thermal conductivity of the polymers are similar, but the dimensional accuracy 

would be adversely impacted by the volume change on crystallization of the whole printed bead. 

This enhanced diffusion in comparison to neat PC/ABS filaments along with crystallization of 

chains across the interface could act to improve the strength of the interface between printed 

filaments. The mechanical properties of FFF manufactured parts are known to be highly 

anisotropic due to the weak point at the filament interfaces.12,26 Therefore, to examine the mechanical 

properties of 3D-printed parts, impact test specimens were printed with flat (XY) and edge-on 

(XZ) orientations; these orientations are schematically illustrated in Figure S1.  
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Figure 2. DSC thermograms for the different components of the filaments on cooling at 10°C/min. 
The polymers were heated first to 240 °C to remove their thermal history prior to the DSC 
measurements during cooling. The crystallization temperatures for HDPE and LDPE as well as 
the glass transition temperatures for the PC/ABS blend (see inset for a smaller range to better 
illustrate Tgs) are determined from the thermograms.  

 

Application of polyethylene filaments in FFF 3D-printing are limited by the warpage 

deformation due to their significant volume shrinkage on crystallization. Unlike the other semi-

crystalline thermoplastics that are widely used in FFF such as PLA27 or Polyamide27, the high 

crystallinity of the HDPE (62%, see Figure S4) used in this study would generally lead to 

unacceptable shrinkage induced internal stress on crystallization. Due to the abrupt density change 

during crystallization, warpage deformation has been a common challenge, even for traditional 
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molding of polyethylene.28 These same stresses lead to significant warpage deformation in the 

layer-by-layer printing process of HDPE filament, and more catastrophically, delamination of the 

part from the build-platform during the print process. The delamination leads to failure during the 

printing of impact specimens with filaments of only HDPE (as shown in Figure S5). On the other 

hand, due to its low modulus, LDPE filaments cannot withstand the stress applied in FFF extrusion 

process, which leads to buckling. Therefore, LDPE is generally unable to be printed alone, 

although with a sufficiently slow print rate and short drive-to-nozzle distance LDPE can be printed 

by FFF. 20 In contrast to these semicrystalline olefins, PC/ABS is a partially miscible polymer blend 

that is widely used in electrical devices and automobile interiors due to their combination of good 

mechanical and thermal properties associated with PC and easy processability and good notched 

impact resistance associated with ABS.29,30 The incorporation of the PC/ABS as the core polymer 

provides sufficient stiffness to withstand the force during extrusion without buckling even with a 

LDPE shell. Similarly, the PC-ABS core allows HDPE to be printed without severe warpage 

deformation.  

Figure 3 shows the false color images of impact test specimen that are printed in XZ 

direction at different extrusion temperatures. The color scale illustrates the local dimensional 

deviation from the original CAD model in the 3D-scanning image at the surface of the samples. 

As shown in the left column in Figure 3, specimen printed with pure PC/ABS filament replicates 

the original CAD model with only minor deviation near the outer edges of the sample printed at 

260 °C, but the surface roughness significantly increases at higher printing temperature (280 °C 

and 300 °C), which is associated with the red and gray colors in the images. The increased 

roughness of the PC/ABS printed at high temperature is likely to be associated with the lower 

viscosity of the polymer at higher temperature and the associated flow at the sample edges. The 
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center column in Figure 3 shows that the rectangular-shaped specimens printed with 

PC/ABS@LDPE core-shell filaments provide improved dimensional accuracy as compared to 

those printed with pure PC/ABS. This comparison indicates the ability of LDPE shell to generate 

a smoother finish of FFF printed samples at high temperature. The right column in Figure 3 shows 

that impact samples printed with the PC/ABS@HDPE core-shell filaments are rectangular and 

mostly free from the severe shrinkage-induced warpage deformation that is observed during 

printing of pure HDPE (Figure S5). Although there is substantial shrinkage with PC/ABS@HDPE 

filaments in comparison to PC/ABS@LDPE or PC/ABS, the PC/ABS core effectively mitigates 

the shrinkage-induced deformation of HDPE.  

 

Figure 3. 2D representations of the impact bars [63.5 mm (length) ´ 12.7 mm (width) ´ 4 mm 

(thick)] from the front, back and side (left to right) when printed in the XZ direction at different 
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extrusion temperature as determined from 3D scanning. The color scale corresponds to 

dimensional deviation (<0.4 mm) from the CAD design for printing with red representing 

excessive material on the surface and blue representing insufficient filling of material in 

comparison to the part design.  

Figure 4 illustrates how the impact resistance of these 3D printed samples depends on the 

composition of the filaments, extrusion print conditions, and the print orientation. It should be 

noted that the PC/ABS blend is known for its superior notched impact resistance in comparison to 

most other materials used in FFF. The notched impact resistance of 3D printed PC/ABS is less 

than 200 J/m, which is much lower than the commonly reported value from injection molded 

specimens (406 J/m at 23°C, equivalent to 40kJ/m2 impact strength).31 The large decrease in impact 

resistance for 3D printed objects as compared to injection molded ones is attributed to the poor 

strength of the interfaces between printed filament and associated void content in the printed 

samples. As shown in Figure 4, PC/ABS@PE core shell filaments significantly increase the impact 

resistance in both XY and XZ orientations, irrespective of the extrusion temperatures. The data 

from the impact test are included in Table S1. The impact resistance of PC/ABS@LDPE samples 

and PC/ABS@HDPE samples printed in XZ orientation decreases as the printing extrusion 

temperature increases, but these are still significantly greater than neat PC/ABS. The possible 

cause of decreased mechanical properties at high temperature is the more active thermal 

degradation at increased temperature32,33. Figure 4A shows that the impact resistance is enhanced 

more with the HDPE shell when printed in XZ direction, whereas the impact resistance 

improvement is greater for the PC/ABS@LDPE samples printed in XY direction (Figure 4B). 

HDPE is known to be less impact-resistant as compared to LDPE31 or PC/ABS blend29,30. Therefore, 

the impact resistances shown in Figure 4 indicate that a toughening mechanism distinct from the 
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combination of the bulk properties of core and shell is responsible for the increased impact 

resistance with the PC/ABS@HDPE printed parts.  

 

Figure 4. Impact resistance of 3D printed samples of PC/ABS, LDPE-PC/ABS and HDPE-

PC/ABS materials when printed in the (A) XZ and (B) XY directions at 260, 280 and 300 °C. 

To investigate the origins of the enhanced impact properties, X-ray microCT was used to assess 

the morphology after impact. Figure 5A illustrates the structure of the damage zone after impact 

for a specimen printed in the XZ geometry with PC/ABS@LDPE. A crack is generated starting 

from the notch, but the crack only propagates about 60% of the way through the thickness of the 

specimen. In the damage zone, fibers of PC/ABS bridges across the crack as shown in the cross-

section image of the damage zone in Figure 5A. In addition, core-shell delamination observed near 

the end of the crack indicates that the impact energy generates a crack through LDPE matrix 

whereas the delaminated PC/ABS core fibers bridging the cracked zone are not cracked. The 

smaller cross-section of delaminated fibers as compared to the fibers in the LDPE matrix suggests 

the delaminated fibers are stretched by the impact energy.  

Figure 5B illustrates the structures in the PC/ABS@HDPE samples after impact. The reduced 

distance of the crack propagation suggests that most of the impact energy is dissipated through 

mechanisms other than crack propagation for the PC/ABS@HDPE. The cross-section image 



 17 

shown in Figure 5B demonstrate cracks transverse to the impact direction at the core-shell 

interface. These minor cracks could act to dissipate part of the impact energy. Because the PC/ABS 

core and PE shell are immiscible thermoplastics, the core-shell interface in the printed parts is the 

weakest point in the final part as opposed to the weld line interface between each printed filament, 

which is commonly the weak link in additively manufactured parts with FFF.26,35,36 The debonding 

between core and shell not only provide an additional energy dissipation mechanism in the printed 

samples, but also limits the crack propagation to prevent the core from failing. Examination of the 

fibers bridging across the interface (Figure 5A) demonstrates a decreased diameter for the single 

fibers of the PC/ABS. This change in dimension is consistent with stretching deformation of the 

PC/ABS fibers that bridge the cracks. This plastic deformation could act to dissipate impact 

energy. The stretching of the PC/ABS cores appears to be significantly reduced with the HDPE 

matric (Figure 5B) as the diameter of the PC/ABS fibers that bridge the crack are generally similar 

to the size in the intact regions. Additionally, the samples overall appear to compress and buckle 

during the impact test from examination of the cross-sections of both core-shell specimens (Figure 

5A and 5B) where the edge opposite to the impact is deformed from the original shape. The 

inhibition of simple crack propagation through the sample enables large scale (global) deformation 

upon impact instead of only local crack generation and propagation. From examination of the 

damage zone, the energy dissipation mechanisms to toughen the samples printed with core-shell 

samples were identified as core-shell debonding, stretching deformation of the core, crack 

inhibition, and sample bending.  
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Figure 5. X-ray μCT characterization of impact bars printed in the XZ direction after Izod impact 

test with (left) 3D side-view (left) and (right) cross-section images for (A) PC/ABS@LDPE and 

(B) PC/ABS@HDPE. The cross-section is showed at the center of the notch as marked by the blue 

dashed line. The yellow regions are PC/ABS core and darker red regions are associated with the 

LDPE or HDPE due to the differences in density between the polymers. 

Although the core-shell approach leads to significant improvements in impact properties, it is 

critical to understand the tensile properties as these are important for any application of the printed 

parts. With the different geometry of tensile bars in comparison to the impact bars, examination of 

the dimensional accuracy can provide insights into how the part geometry may impact the ability 

to obtain a high-quality part. As shown in Figure 6, the dimensional deviation in comparison to the 

digital model for the tensile bars is similar to what was observed previously for the impact bars (Figure 

3). At low temperatures, surface roughness for parts printed with pure PC/ABS samples can be clearly 

observed. These lines are mostly eliminated at the highest temperature examined, but the tensile bar is 
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thinner than the digital model in the neck (light blue in middle image), but wider at the bottom (red in 

the right image). These differences are consistent with the PC/ABS flowing under gravity during the 

print due to the high temperature. For the core-shell filaments, the surface finish appears improved at 

all temperatures, but there is warpage deformation after removal from the build-platform. This warpage 

is most prominent for extrusion at 300 °C, which is likely due to the high temperature softening the 

PC/ABS domains to decrease their efficacy in holding the shape. The warpage was most severe with 

the PC/ABS@LDPE. However, decreasing the temperature to 280°C significantly decreases the 

warpage of the tensile bars with the core-shell filaments. At these lower temperatures, the warpage is 

greater for the PS/ABS@HDPE as would be expected based on the higher overall crystallinity and 

higher Tc of HDPE than that for LDPE (Figure 2). When the core-shell filaments are extruded at 280 

°C, the shape accuracy of the tensile bars is best, similar to the findings for the impact bars.  
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Figure 6. Determining the dimensional accuracy of the 3D printed tensile bar (ASTM-D638V) 

through 3D-scanning. The images show different sides of tensile samples (top, bottom and side) 

printed in XY direction at different extrusion temperature. The color scale corresponds to 

dimensional deviation (< 0.4 mm) from the CAD design.  

Figure 7A shows the stress−strain curves for the tensile tests on samples printed at 280°C. 

Additional stress-strain curves for the other printing conditions are shown in Figure S7. The 

PC/ABS sample fails immediately after yielding, which suggests a brittle fracture mode. This is 

counter to the reported ductile tensile behavior of compression molded PC/ABS.37 This decrease in 

ductility is commonly observed38–40 for 3D-printed samples due to their poor weld-line interface 

strength and higher void defect concentration than with traditional manufacturing. Conversely, the 

samples printed with core-shell samples do not fail directly after yielding. Instead for the core-

shell materials, the tensile stress decreases in a stepwise manner as the strain increases beyond the 
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yield strain. This behavior is similar to the stepwise failure mode for fiber reinforced composites.38,39 

Each drop in tensile stress is attributed to the tensile failure of an individual fiber in the composite.39 

The composite-like tensile properties is consistent with the internal structures of the samples 

printed with core-shell samples, in which the polyethylene matrix filled with continuous PC/ABS 

fibers oriented along X- and Z- axis as shown in Figure S6. From the tensile data (Figure 7A), 

mechanical properties of the printed parts were determined. Figure 7B shows how the elastic 

modulus decreases for the core-shell parts in comparison to the 3D-printed PC/ABS. This decrease 

in modulus is expected because LDPE (473 MPa) and HDPE (1080 MPa) are intrinsically less stiff 

than the PC/ABS blend (2659 MPa) when processed by compression molding. It is important to 

note that the modulus of 3D-printed PC/ABS is approximately half of the modulus obtained from 

compression molding of the same PC/ABS due to weak points at the weld-line interface. The core-

shell filaments containing 50 % of either LDPE or HDPE, but the elastic moduli of their 3D printed 

parts are reduced by much less than the weighted average based on the compression molded 

properties. A larger difference between the neat PC/ABS and the core-shell materials is found for 

the yield stress (Figure 7C). This decrease in yield stress can be explained in terms of the lower 

intrinsic modulus of the polyethylenes. However, the toughness as determined from the area under 

the stress-strain curves is significantly enhanced by the ductility of the samples printed with the 

core-shell filaments (Figure 7D). This result is consistent with the increased impact resistance as 

determined from the notched Izod impact tests (Figure 4). However, the improvement in toughness 

determined from the tensile measurements (Figure 7D) is significantly greater than the 

improvement in toughness determined from impact properties (Figure 4). The larger improvement 

in toughness can be attributed to the slow strain rate of tensile test in comparison to the Izod impact 

test, which allows more uniaxial stretching deformation of PC/ABS core fibers the PE matrix to 
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dissipate more energy during the test. Overall, these tensile data show that there is a trade-off 

associated with the inclusion of polyethylene in the filaments due to the poorer intrinsic 

mechanical properties of LDPE and HDPE in comparison to the PC/ABS.  

 

Figure 7. Tensile properties for the 3D-printed PC/ABS, PC/ABS@LDPE and PC/ABS@HDPE 

materials. (A) Stress-strain curves of parts printed at 280°C. (B) Dependence of processing 

conditions and composition of the filament on the Young’s modulus of the printed part. Composite 

theory can be used to estimate the modulus for the core-shell samples for (●) LDPE and (○) HDPE 

shells. (C) The yield stress is significantly reduced with the core-shell filaments due to the lower 

intrinsic properties of the polyethylenes, but (D) toughness of 3D printed parts determined from 
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the area under the stress-strain curve is substantially improved with the core-shell filaments 

irrespective of printing temperature.  

To understand the failure mode of the core-shell samples, the fracture areas were examined using 

X-ray microCT after the tensile tests. Figure 8A illustrates the fracture surface of a 

PC/ABS@LDPE sample. Similar to the impact bars, PC/ABS fibers are extended from the fracture 

surface. The thicknesses of these exposed fibers are different from the original structure (Figure 

S6) with a broader distribution of thicknesses after failure, which we attribute to the PC/ABS fibers 

being extended and breaking at different elongation at break to change the draw on the fiber. These 

changes in the structure are consistent with stepwise failure of individual fibers during stretching 

that was hypothesized from the behavior of the stress-strain curves. The cross-section image 

(Figure 8B) illustrates core-shell delamination at the fracture surfaces during tensile test, similar 

to the failure observed from impact. The different cross-section shapes of the delaminated fibers 

suggest that the step-wise failure modes of the fibers begin with core-shell delamination, because 

the fibers that remain in contact with the LDPE matrix have a more uniform cross-section shape 

and are not exposed at the fracture surface. A similar structure is observed after tensile failure for 

the PC/ABS@HDPE materials (Figure 8C and 8D). Unlike for impact, the damage structure is not 

obviously different between the HDPE and LDPE.  
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Figure 8. Structure of damage zone determined from X-ray μCT of PC/ABS@LDPE with (A) 3D 

images and (B) fracture surface at location marked in A of 3D printed tensile specimen printed in 

the XY direction. Analogous images for PC/ABS@HPDE are shown in C and D. The PC/ABS is 

shown in red, while the LDPE and HDPE are yellow regions in the X-ray μCT images. 

 

Examination of the internal structures and tensile behavior of the samples printed using the core-

shell filaments demonstrates the potential for their mechanical properties to be described in terms 

of models developed for fiber reinforced polymer composites with defined layups. Here we use a 

model that was developed for describing the elastic modulus of continuous fiber reinforced 
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composites by Jaquect et al.43 to predict the elastic properties of the samples printed with the core-

shell materials. For the tensile samples, there are 7 layers of deposited filaments with a layup 

orientation that alternates between 0° and 90° relative to the primary axis of the tensile bar 

(elongation direction). We can calculate the expected modulus of the layers with the  0° orientation 

(E0) as shown in equation (1) and similarly the modulus of layer printed with 90° orientation (E90) 

from equation (2) based on the rule of mixtures for a unidirectional fiber-reinforced composite.43 

 

 E" = E$%&'𝑓$%&' + E*+',,（1 − 𝑓$%&'） (1) 

 

 E/" =
E$%&'E*+',,

E*+',, + E$%&'(1 − 1𝑓$%&')/1𝑓$%&'
+ +E*+',,(1 − 1𝑓$%&') (2) 

where E$%&' and E*+',, are the moduli of the core (fiber) and shell (matrix) materials and 𝑓4567  is 

the volume fraction of the core polymer in the filaments, which based on the conservation of mass 

will be equal to the composition of the printed part. As the printed tensile bars contain 4 layers 

oriented at 0°(n0=4) and 3 layers oriented at 90° (n90=3), the expected elastic modulus of the printed 

core-shell filament materials is: 

 E = E"
n"

(n" + n/")9 + E*+',,
n/"

(n" + n/")9  (3) 

Using the elastic modulus of the 3D-printed PC/ABS as Ecore, while E*+',,:;<=> = 1080	MPa 

and E*+',,:E<=> = 473	MPa were obtained from compression molded samples due to the inability 

to 3D print these neat polymers, the estimated moduli of core-shell 3D printed samples are 

E=I/JKL@;<=> = 1178	MPa and E=I/JKL@E<=> = 819	MPa. These predicted moduli agree quite 

well with the measured elastic moduli of the 3D printed core-shell parts (Figure 7B). This 

agreement is consistent with our hypothesis that the printed core-shell materials behave as oriented 
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fiber composites. As properties from compression molded PE materials are used in this calculation, 

this suggests that the PE shells can act to increase of the strength of weld line interfaces between 

adjacent printed filaments in 3D-printed objects to achieve mechanical properties closer to those 

expected from traditional polymer processes. It should be noted that the strength of the weld 

interface will be dependent on the rheological characteristics6 of the PE and thus the efficacy of 

the PE shell could change if different PE is used. The correspondence of the mechanical behavior 

to oriented fiber composites also provides potential insights into the role of the strength of the 

interface between the core and shell on the properties as this should correspond to the matrix-filler 

interface for composites, which has been extensively studied.44  

These core-shell filaments based on polyethylene provide several new insights into the design 

of structured filaments for use in FFF 3D printing. The large difference in solidification 

temperature between the core and shell used with the initial reports (~90 °C)22 is not necessary to 

achieve high impact resistance for the printed part as the Tg of the PC/ABS and the Tc of the HDPE 

are within 10 °C (Figure 2), but the impact properties are significantly enhanced with the core-

shell architecture (Figure 4). The temperature offset between the core and shell appears to be more 

critical to obtaining good dimensional accuracy. Within a narrow processing window, the warpage 

of the PC/ABS@HDPE can be controlled to a reasonable level, but small deviations lead to 

significant increases in the warpage or other deformations that adversely impact the dimensional 

accuracy. The larger difference in solidification temperature between PC/ABS and LDPE (Figure 

2) appears to be correlated with a decreased warpage when printed away from the optimal 

conditions. An even larger processing window in terms of good dimensional accuracy for the 

PC@Surlyn core-shell filaments previously reported, which has the largest difference between the 

core and shell. This decreased sensitivity to the processing variability with these core-shell 



 27 

filaments when there is a large difference in the solidification temperature of the core and shell 

may prove useful to improve the part yield for additive manufacturing with FFF.  

CONCLUSION 

In this work, we demonstrate the ability to effectively include polyethylene (PE) thermoplastics 

in 3D printing by FFF through the use of co-extruded filaments where the shell of the filament is 

PE. Here PC/ABS@PE core−shell filaments containing »50 vol% PE overcome the poor stiffness 

and shrinkage induced shape inaccuracy of LDPE and HDPE; these properties have historically 

limited the application of PE as FFF feedstock. These core-shell filaments lead to 3D printed parts 

with significantly enhanced toughness when compared with the PC/ABS alone. The failure of the 

3D printed parts transitions from brittle failure for PC/ABS to ductile with the core-shell filaments. 

The core−shell filament yields a composite-like architecture where the continuous PC/ABS fibers 

along X- and Y- axis act as reinforcement. The immiscibility of PC/ABS and PE leads to 

debonding under modest stresses, which provides a mechanism to increase stretching of PC/ABS 

fibers to dissipate energy for enhanced toughness. Although the tensile properties are reduced in 

comparison to PC/ABS, the tensile performance of the PC/ABS@PE objects conforms to 

expectations from fiber reinforced composite due to the intrinsic lower modulus of PE. The 

reduced window to solidify the core of the filament prior to crystallization with HDPE along with 

its higher overall crystallinity tends to lead to increased warpage of the printed samples. The 

difference in the warpage between HDPE and LDPE cores indicates that the crystallinity and the 

differences in the solidification temperature between the core and shell impact the dimensional 

accuracy of the 3D printed part. These results illustrate the potential for using polyethylene in 3D 

printing to overcome the brittle and failure prone nature of standard 3D-printed parts. 
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