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Abstract 
 

This study investigates the feasibility of a novel concept, contact-free support structures, 
for part overhangs in powder-bed metal additive manufacturing. The intent is to develop 
alternative support designs that require no or little post-processing, and yet, maintain effective in 
minimizing overhang distortions. The idea is to build, simultaneously during part fabrications, a 
heat sink (called “heat support”), underneath an overhang to alter adverse thermal behaviors. 
Thermomechanical modeling and simulations using finite element analysis were applied to 
numerically research the heat support effect on overhang distortions. Experimentally, a powder-
bed electron beam additive manufacturing system was utilized to fabricate heat support designs 
and examine their functions. The results prove the concept and demonstrate the effectiveness of 
contact-free heat supports. Moreover, the method has been tested with different heat support 
parameters and applied to various overhang geometries. It is concluded that the heat support 
proposed has potential to be implemented in industrial applications. 
 
Keywords: Overhang, Powder-bed Metal Additive Manufacturing, Support Structures, 
Thermomechanical Simulations 
 
Introduction 
 

Metal additive manufacturing (AM) continues to evolve as an innovative technology that 
stimulates design freedom, improves part functionality, and increases production agility for 
complex parts that are costly to make using conventional manufacturing processes. Currently, 
metal AM processes based on selectively melting of a specified surface area in a powder bed 
have emerged as a key technology, termed “powder bed fusion” (PBF) process per ASTM 
standard [1], with potential of full-scale productions. During the process, a focused energy beam, 
either electron or laser, (thus, called electron beam additive manufacturing (EBAM) or selective 
laser melting (SLM), respectively), is applied to heat and melt metal particles and transform to a 
solid subject by self-cooling solidification. One of the challenges in AM part designs is 
overhangs or similar down-facing features, which require structures to support the weight of an 
overhang. For PBF metal AM processes such as EBAM, support structures for an overhang are 
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not intuitively needed, because the powder bed self-sustains the weight of the built overhang. 
However, in practices, support structures have to still be incorporated, to prevent overhang 
defects such as warping. Typical support structures are thin plates with limited contact (tooth 
type) with an overhang. Such a method, mostly empirical, can eliminate or largely reduce the 
overhang distortions. However, the post-process to remove support structures is rather tedious. 
Figure 1 below shows an example of overhang warping if no support structures and the 
mitigation using conventional support structures. 

 

  
Figure 1. An example of overhang warping and mitigation using conventional support. 

 
Geometric defects associated with part overhangs and the need of support structures have 

received increased attention from the AM community, though few reports for metal AM in 
literature. Recently, Vora et al. attempted to benchmark the problems with overhangs in powder-
bed metal AM and reported cases where overhang warpage occurs [2]. There are also a few 
studies reporting support structures in SLM. However, they mostly focused on “lattice” type 
structures for material usage and post-processing minimization [3-7]. For example, Yan et al. 
studied “cellular lattice structure” for support and investigated the cellular geometry parameters 
to minimize the materials needed for support [3]. Further, Jihabvala et al. reported using pulse 
laser, instead of continuous, to fabricate support structures which may be much easier to be 
removed [4]. Strano et al. [7] also developed cellular supports for overhang parts. The periodic 
implicit surface functions were used to generate different cellular sizes and shapes of lattice 
supports in a CAD file. The authors claimed that the implicit function approach for cellular 
support designs is found versatile, because it allows geometries to be simply defined by 
mathematical expressions. 

 
On the other hand, Calignano [8] investigated different types of support structures: a 

point support used for very small features, a web support used for circular areas and a line 
support suitable for narrow down-facing areas. Cloots et al. [9] studied special lattice supports in 
the SLM process. The authors experimentally built the support structures and classified different 
features: connection to the part realized via fixation points, lattice structures, and grid structures 
used for support rigidity. On the other hand, from the process considerations, Thomas [10] 
studied overhang defects in SLM and reported that in building an overhang, curling will be 
affected by the raster scan pattern, more severe for the raster scan pattern perpendicular to the 
curl direction. Buchbinder et al. [11] conducted an investigation of the preheating-influenced 
distortion of typical overhangs in SLM. From the experimental results, the authors indicated that 
a certain preheating temperature, 250 °C, is appropriate for the material like AlSi10Mg free of 
defects in SLM. 
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In summary, the major focus of support structure studies in literature is a variety of 

“loose” structure or various contact-type supports. However, the thermomechanical behavior, 
which is the root-cause of warping, altered due to an overhang, has not been investigated. In an 
earlier study of process temperatures in powder-bed EBAM, it has been shown that the powder-
bed thermal conductivity is much lower. For example, for Ti-6Al-4V powder-bed of about 50% 
porosity, the thermal conductivity at the room temperature is 0.63 W/m·K vs. 6.2 W/m·K for the 
solid counterpart. Because heat conduction is the primary heat transport mode in such a process, 
the largely different thermal conductivity between the solid and powder-bed indicates distinct 
thermal responses in building either on the solid substrate side or an overhang side [12]. Figure 2 
below compares the simulated melt pool characteristics between scanning on a solid substrate 
and an overhang, which has a larger melt pool. 

 
Figure 2. Thermal response from simulations of EBAM-fabricating an overhang part. 

 
In another experimental study, process temperatures in building overhang features were 

acquired using a thermal imager [13]. Figure 3 below illustrates a few thermal images, using 
near-infrared thermography, from building a part with overhang features. It is noted that during 
the scanning on the overhang side (a in Figure 3), the trace of high temperature zone is much 
longer than when scanning on top of the solid substrate side (b). Moreover, substantial heat 
retention on the overhang surface is noticed causing a slow heat-fading phenomenon. The 
overhang area shows warping after the build, as noted earlier in Figure 1. 
 

 
Figure 3. Thermal images from building overhang-type features, showing drastically different 

temperature distributions between scanning on a solid substrate and on an overhang. 
 
 The results from both thermal simulations and experiments pointed out that by modifying 
the thermal characteristics underneath an overhang may alter the thermomechanical behavior to 



4 
 

be more favorable in reducing thermal stresses, and thus, overhang distortions. For example, 
building a solid piece underneath an overhang, with a small gap (thus, contact-free), may 
enhance the heat flow and restore the thermal behavior closer to that in the solid substrate area. 
The concept has been shown feasible as noted below, Figure 4 [14]; the overhang with a heat 
support has no noticeable warping and the heat support can be detached easily without tedious 
post-processing. 
 

    
Figure 4. An example of (a) contact-free heat support in an overhang model and (b) the 

fabricated overhang without distortion. 
 

The objective of this study is to systematically examine the proposed contact-free 
support, using both numerical and experimental methods, and to test its applicability to different 
conditions and various overhang geometries. Finite Element (FE) modeling technique was 
applied to numerically analyze the overhang distortions, without support structures or with a heat 
support, in EBAM fabrications. In addition, overhang models were designed with different heat 
support parameters and various overhang shapes and sizes, and further fabricated using a 
powder-bed EBAM system. The fabricated overhang parts were studied, examined and 
compared to evaluate the effectiveness of the designed heat support. 
 
Modeling Study – Thermomechanical Simulation for Distortion Analysis 
 

A numerical method was applied to investigate overhang distortion without and with a 
heat support. A 2D FE thermomechanical model was developed by using ABAQUS to simulate 
the thermal process induced mechanical distortions in a multi-layer deposition process of an 
overhang model. Figure 5 shows the geometric domain of a typical overhang model (without and 
with a heat support), which has a substrate placed in powder bed. The heat support modeled had 
a 3 mm thickness with a gap distance (e.g., 0.63 mm, changeable) to the overhang. In this study, 
a total of 3 layers was simulated sequentially due to the long computational time.  

 
Figure 5. Overhang model geometry used in simulations: (a) without and (b) with a heat support. 
 

(a) (b) 

(a) (b) 

Heat 
support
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The element activation technique was applied to simulate the powder-layer adding stage 
in the multi-layer simulation. The second and third powder layers were modeled at the 
beginning, but deactivated in the scanning/melting phase of the first layer. The second and third 
powder layers were reactivated at their corresponding scanning stage. Coupled temperature-
displacement elements (CPE4T) were used for the whole model. A finer mesh was applied in the 
beam scanning path while coarser mesh was used in the regions away from the heat affected 
zone. The element size in the scanning area was 100 μm × 35 μm (x×y) with the mesh size 
gradually increased with the distance away from the primary scanning area. 
 

The major analysis steps consist of the pre-heating cycle, the electron beam 
scanning/melting cycle and the cooling cycle. A conical volumetric heat source with linearly 
decaying along the y-direction (building direction), and scanning along the x-direction, was 
applied on the top powder layer for the heating-melting process. Due to the vacuum 
environment, only radiation was considered for heat transfer between the part and environment. 
The temperature of the substrate bottom was confined as a constant temperature of Tpreheat (730 
°C) as the thermal boundary condition. All the mechanical degrees-of-freedom were confined at 
the bottom of the solid substrate. In final cooling, all the materials were assumed to be under 
slow cooling until the temperature dropped to the room temperature of 20 oC. The displacement 
constraints at the bottom surface of the solid substrate were retained. The material used in this 
study was Ti-6Al-4V powder and the physical, thermal and mechanical properties, temperature 
dependent, were from an earlier study [15], which has the detail of modeling and simulation 
methods. 

 
Figure 6 below compares the overhang distortions between (a) without support and (b) 

with a heat support. The heat support was 3 mm thick with a gap distance of 0.63 mm (9 layers) 
from the overhang. It is clearly evidenced that warping occurs on the overhang if no support. On 
the other hand, the addition of a heat support effectively reduce the distortion.  
 

 
Figure 6. Overhang part deflection (y) examples: (a) without support and (b) with heat support. 

 
 Figure 7 plots the build surface profiles (including the solid substrate and overhang area) 
in different simulation cases of various gap distances. It is noted that the contact-free heat 
support can be effective, changing from 0.13 mm to 0.06 mm deflection, i.e., about 50% 
reduction, when using a suitable gap distance. If the gap distance is too large, the heat dissipation 
may not be effective. 

 

(a) (b) 



6 
 

 
Figure 7. Overhang part surface profile comparison between different heat-support cases. 

 
Experimental Testing – Fabrication, Results and Discussion 
 

A series of experiments was conducted to investigate the effects of the proposed heat 
support. An EBAM system, S12 from Arcam, located at Marshall Space Flight Center, was used 
for part fabrications. The AM process applied was the same in all testing. Standard Ti-6Al-4V 
powder from Arcam was used, the layer thickness was 0.07 mm, and the Speed Function index 
(parameter setting) of 36, default for Ti-6Al-4V, was adopted. No process compensation was 
applied when scanning on the overhang side. The pre-heat setting was 730 oC. After a build was 
completed, the chamber was cool overnight to near the room temperature before the door was 
opened, and the build parts and powder-bed were moved to the powder recovery system to 
remove residual powder. The fabricated overhang parts were examined on the overhang 
distortions. For the overhang parts fabricated, the model geometry in general had an overall size 
of 10 mm by 10 mm by ~20 mm (length, width, and height) on the solid substrate side, and the 
overhang side was a rectangle of 10 mm by 10 mm (unless otherwise specified) with1.5 mm 
thickness. 
 
(I) Effect of Support Structures 

First, overhangs parts with no support, with a conventional support, and with a heat 
support were fabricated. The conventional support was generated using the Magics software 
giving a tooth-type contact with the overhang, underneath and around the perimeter. Figure 8 
shows the CAD model of an overhang with a heat support. The heat support has a 10 mm by 8.7 
mm section (length and width) with 19.37 mm in height, and a gap distance of 0.63 mm (9 
layers) to the bottom surface of the overhang. The vertical spacing between the side surfaces was 
about 1.3 mm. After the fabrication, the parts, in one build, were retrieved from the build plate 
and the powder-bed. For the case with a heat support, the support structure (a solid piece) can be 
easily detached from the part. The fabricated parts are compared in Figure 9, showing noticeable 
warping on the free-end of the no-support overhang part, but virtually little warping on the 
overhang part using either conventional support or the proposed heat support. The physical heat 
support is also shown, separately, in Figure 9. A comparison in a stereoscope clearly shows 
virtually no warping in the overhang fabricated with a heat support, demonstrating the 
effectiveness of the heat support. 
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Figure 8. CAD model of an overhang part with a heat support. 

 

 
Figure 9. (a) Fabricated overhang parts with no support, conventional support or heat support. 

Overhang warping between without and with heat support: (b) Side-by-side comparison, and (c) 
Comparison in stereoscope. 

 
(II) Heat Support of Different Parameters 

For a heat support, two key parameters that are critical to its function are the gap distance 
and the support thickness. The gap distance governs the enhanced heat flow; the smaller, the 
better; however, binding between the heat support and the overhang may occur if the gap 
distance is too small. On the other hand, the thickness of a heat support may also affect its 
capacity in heat dissipation; ideally, the thicker the better, however, resulting in more waste of 
materials. In one testing, 3 cases of the gap distance were investigated, 7, 9 and 11 layers (0.49 
mm, 0.63 mm, 0.77 mm). A short overall model (5 mm tall), but the same sectional size and 
shape was used. The result shows, in Figure 10a, that a smaller gap (0.49 mm) results in binding 
and a larger gap (0.77 mm) was not effective, leading to edge curling. In another testing, 
different heat support thicknesses were further fabricated: ~10 mm and ~ 5mm. The result, 
shown in Figure 10b, indicates that a 10-mm thick heat support is still effective, but for the case 
of 5-mm thickness, the heat support was partially fused with the overhang. 
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Figure 10. (a) Fabricated overhang parts using heat supports with different gap distances, from 
Left to Right: 7, 9, and 11 layers. (b) Overhangs with heat support of different thicknesses: 10 

mm (left) and 5 mm (right). 
 

(III) Different Overhang Geometries 
To examine if the heat support concept may be applicable to different geometries, several 

overhang shapes were modeled, built and evaluated. The first group involved overhang parts 
with different overhang angles, either a fixed angle (30 o tilted upward or downward) or varying 
angle along a curve (i.e., curved with a radius of 10 mm). The designed heat support had a 
constant vertical gap distance, 0.63 mm, along the overhang curve. Figure 11a shows an example 
of the CAD model (side view) of a curved overhang. The result of fabricated parts is shown in 
Figure 11b. In general, the heat supports for different overhang curves are effective, keeping 
overhangs from warping, except that the one with a concave curvature has a rough edge at its 
free-end. 
 

 
Figure 11. (a) Example of CAD model of a curved overhang. (b) Fabricated overhang parts, 
using heat supports, with different geometries, from Left to Right: Convex curve, Concave 

curve, 30o slope upward and downward. 
 

The second group tested has a variety of overhang sectional shapes, ranging from a 
triangle, a pentagon, to a circle. The heat support had the same sectional area as the overhang, 
i.e., a triangular section for a triangle overhang, with a horizontal spacing of 1.3 mm between the 
side surfaces; shown in Figure 12a is the CAD model of a pentagon-shaped overhang with a heat 
support. Overall, all three different overhang shapes show that the heat support is effective in 

(a) (b) 

(a) (b) 
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reducing overhang distortions. Figure 12b shows the pentagon-shaped overhang with a heat 
support (left) or with no support (right). Figure 13 further shows side-by-side comparison of 
overhang distortions between with and without a heat support for three different overhang 
shapes. It is consistent that utilizing heat supports was able to reduce overhang distortions. 

 

  
Figure 12. (a) CAD model of pentagon-shaped overhang. (b) Fabricated overhang: with (Left) 

and without heat support (Right). 
 

 
Figure 13. Overhang distortion comparison between with heat support (Left) and without support 

(Right) for different overhang shapes: (a) Triangle, (b) Pentagon, (c) and Circle. 
 

Limitations and Challenges 
The results presented above prove the potential of the proposed contact-free heat support, 

capable of distortion minimization with no or little post-processing in removing support 
structures. Applications to different overhang geometries have been demonstrated as well. 
However, it is also necessary to point out the limitations of such contact-free heat supports. For 
example, for a longer overhang, a heat support may not be effective to completely eliminate the 
distortion because of a greater thermal-stress induced moment due to the overhang length. 
However, an alternative approach may be to incorporate minimum contacts, e.g., at the corner of 
an overhang edge, as a geometric constraint. Figure 14 shows the CAD model of a long overhang 
(30 mm) with a heat support and 2 anchors (1 mm by 1 mm square section) at the corners. Figure 
15 further shows the fabricated long overhangs with a minimal-contact heat support and without 
a support structure. It is evident that the long overhang remains warping free in contrast to severe 
warping for the no support case. Therefore, the minimal-contact heat support concept may be an 
alternative for very warping-prompt features with a less restricted gap distance requirement. 

 

(a) (b) 

(a) (b) (c) 
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Figure 14. CAD model of a long overhang with heat support plus anchors. 

 

 
Figure 15. Fabricated long overhang parts: (a) Isometric view comparison, and (b) Side view 
comparison. In both, Left: with minimum-contact heat support, and Right: without support. 

 
Conclusions 
 

In this study, an original concept of contact-free “heat support” was investigated to 
develop effective alternative support structures for part overhangs in powder-bed metal AM. FE 
Thermomechanical modeling and simulations were applied to theoretically analyze the 
effectiveness of heat supports in overhang distortion minimizations. A powder-bed EBAM 
system using Ti-6Al-4V powder was utilized to fabricate overhang parts with a heat support, 
which were subsequently evaluated in overhang distortions. Moreover, different heat support 
parameters and various overhang geometries were also experimentally evaluated. The major 
findings are the following. (1) The contact-free heat support has been demonstrated to be an 
effective alternative to conventional support structures in minimizing overhang distortions with 
no or little post-processing needed. (2) The effectiveness of a heat support is sensitive to the gap 
distance and the heat support thickness. (3) The contact-free heat support has also been shown 
effective for various overhang geometries, including different curves and shapes. 

 
This study offers both fundamental understanding and innovations of the heat support 

concept for pragmatic usage in powder-bed metal AM. The proposed contact-free heat support 
has been validated in the laboratory setting with multiple conditions, and the concept is currently 
being evaluated by a private additive manufacturing corporation. Therefore, the heat support 
approach has the potential for implementations in industrial applications in the near future. 
Future work will study and test the heat support concept extended to complex-shaped 
components, to different materials, and to other processes such as SLM; if all successful, it may 
show the ability of the heat support to significantly impact powder-bed metal AM technologies. 
 

(a) (a) 
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