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Abstract 

In today’s business environment, the trend towards more product variety and customization is unbroken. Due to this development, the need of 
agile and reconfigurable production systems emerged to cope with various products and product families. To design and optimize production
systems as well as to choose the optimal product matches, product analysis methods are needed. Indeed, most of the known methods aim to 
analyze a product or one product family on the physical level. Different product families, however, may differ largely in terms of the number and 
nature of components. This fact impedes an efficient comparison and choice of appropriate product family combinations for the production
system. A new methodology is proposed to analyze existing products in view of their functional and physical architecture. The aim is to cluster
these products in new assembly oriented product families for the optimization of existing assembly lines and the creation of future reconfigurable 
assembly systems. Based on Datum Flow Chain, the physical structure of the products is analyzed. Functional subassemblies are identified, and 
a functional analysis is performed. Moreover, a hybrid functional and physical architecture graph (HyFPAG) is the output which depicts the 
similarity between product families by providing design support to both, production system planners and product designers. An illustrative
example of a nail-clipper is used to explain the proposed methodology. An industrial case study on two product families of steering columns of 
thyssenkrupp Presta France is then carried out to give a first industrial evaluation of the proposed approach. 
© 2017 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. 
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1. Introduction 

Due to the fast development in the domain of 
communication and an ongoing trend of digitization and
digitalization, manufacturing enterprises are facing important
challenges in today’s market environments: a continuing
tendency towards reduction of product development times and
shortened product lifecycles. In addition, there is an increasing
demand of customization, being at the same time in a global 
competition with competitors all over the world. This trend, 
which is inducing the development from macro to micro 
markets, results in diminished lot sizes due to augmenting
product varieties (high-volume to low-volume production) [1]. 
To cope with this augmenting variety as well as to be able to
identify possible optimization potentials in the existing
production system, it is important to have a precise knowledge

of the product range and characteristics manufactured and/or 
assembled in this system. In this context, the main challenge in
modelling and analysis is now not only to cope with single 
products, a limited product range or existing product families,
but also to be able to analyze and to compare products to define
new product families. It can be observed that classical existing
product families are regrouped in function of clients or features.
However, assembly oriented product families are hardly to find. 

On the product family level, products differ mainly in two
main characteristics: (i) the number of components and (ii) the
type of components (e.g. mechanical, electrical, electronical). 

Classical methodologies considering mainly single products 
or solitary, already existing product families analyze the
product structure on a physical level (components level) which 
causes difficulties regarding an efficient definition and
comparison of different product families. Addressing this 
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Abstract

The search for higher and higher performance is pushing part geometry to increased complexity. A significant contribution to this trend has
been given by the diffusion of additive manufacturing technologies: substituting a simple additive manufacturing part with a complex one does
not significantly affect the production cost.

The diffusion of complex geometries has made geometric inspection more and more complicated. However, in recent years a new technique
for geometric verification has emerged, which is not affected by the complexity of the geometry: X-Ray Computed Tomography (XCT). XCT
substitutes the point probing of geometric metrology with a volumetric scan of the X-Ray absorption of the material. As the whole volume is
(even internally) scanned without any accessibility issue, complex geometries are easily acquired.

Even if XCT is totally flexible, this does not mean it can scan any geometry with the same degree of accuracy. In many cases, the part can be
measured but the required degree of accuracy cannot be reached. In this work we will try to highlight which are the geometries the most suitable
for XCT scanning. This can serve as guide to design parts which can be easily measured by XCT, and simultaneously avoid the generation of scan
defects and artifacts which could negatively affect the measurement result. These indications can also serve as an input to develop new rules for
topological optimization software.
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1. X-Ray Computed Tomography for Geometric Verifica-
tion

Complexity has always been a problem in engineering. Man-
ufacturing complex parts is of course more difficult than sim-
pler ones. The manufacture of complex parts usually requires
the definition of complex tool paths. This can be at tool manu-
facturing level (for casting and forming, where the mold/pattern
has to be manufactured) or directly on the part (chip removal).
Complexity of surfaces adds to the global uncertainty of parts,
both at design and inspection level [14]: proper techniques of
“design for manufacturing” and “design for metrology” are
needed.

In recent years the rise of additive manufacturing technolo-
gies has suggested that this paradigm could change. Addi-
tive manufacturing is said to allow “complexity for free” [22].
Although complexity makes part manufacturing design more
complicated, the increase of difficulty for additive manufactur-
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ing is far less than for traditional manufacturing. Furthermore,
given the volume of the part, manufacturing complex parts by
additive manufacturing is approximately as expensive as man-
ufacturing simple parts: the deposition time is not significantly
affected by complexity. This is made possible by the layer-by-
layer process additive manufacturing is based on. Then com-
plex surfaces are no more a taboo, and complex parts require
less joining operations to be manufactured. Additive manufac-
turing allows an almost direct translation of solid models into
real parts.

When dealing with complex surfaces, not only manufactur-
ing, but also inspection is badly affected by complexity. In re-
cent years, many authors [1, 4, 6, 7, 15, 17–19, 21, 23, 24] faced
this problem and proposed solutions. In general, the classical
coordinate measuring machine (CMM) is not a very suitable
measuring system for inspecting free-form surfaces. Their sur-
face generates intrinsic accessibility issues, which can currently
be faced by articulating probing CMM [9], but this kind of sys-
tem is in general less accurate than rigid ones. The varying slope
of the surface can significantly affect the accuracy of the single
points, as the direction of approach changes. Finally these parts
often need a different degree of measurement accuracy in dif-
ferent portions of their surfaces (see e.g. turbine blades, requir-
ing a higher accuracy on the entrance and exit surfaces rather2212-8271© 2019 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V.
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than on the middle surface), leading to difficult-to-plan inspec-
tion strategies. In practice, the approaches found in literature
are mostly based on adaptive inspection, but still adaptivity is
not possible at shop-floor level, even if the diffusion of the In-
dustry 4.0 concept pushes this way [11]. It worth noting that
accessibility issues affect both contact and non-contact CMM.
If it is easier for non-contact systems to acquire sculptured sur-
faces, which are difficult for contact systems, the first ones can-
not measure undercut surfaces nor deep holes.

But now, as additive manufacturing has made complexity
for free feasible in manufacturing, the use of these approaches,
which require complex planning operations for part inspection,
can be a bottleneck in complex part manufacturing. To cope
with additive manufacturing challenges also a “complexity for
free” approach to inspection is needed. Furthermore, an advan-
tage of additive manufacturing is its ability in manufacturing
internal surfaces. Conventional non-contact measuring systems,
being based on light projection, are usually limited to the mea-
surement of external surfaces.

Up to now, the inspection technology the closest to the con-
cept of “complexity for free inspection” is X-Ray Computed
Tomography (XCT) [3, 5, 10]. This characteristic makes XCT
probably the most suitable measurement technique for additive
manufacturing parts [12, 13]. XCT is based on the acquisi-
tion of several radiographic projections of the part to inspect,
and then the reconstruction of its volume based on a “back-
projection” algorithm [8]. The raw output an XCT scan offers
differs form the typical output of a coordinate measuring sys-
tem: instead of a discrete representation of the surface based
on a cloud of points, a volumetric (voxel) representation of the
X-Ray absorption in the whole scanning volume is produced.
As such, before the measurement result can be analyzed by
the conventional coordinate metrology tools, it must undergo
a “segmentation” step, which turns the volumetric representa-
tion into a surface one by defining a border between the part and
the surrounding medium. Finally, it is possible to compare the
measurement result to a CAD representation, verify geometric
tolerances, or doing some reverse engineering (Fig. 1).

Planning an XCT scan requires a series of parameters to be
selected:

• X-Ray source voltage;
• X-Ray source intensity;
• number of projections;
• geometric magnification;
• physical filter.

The choice of these parameters affects the accuracy of the scan
and the time required to perform it, so it is essentially an inspec-
tion optimization problem. Once these parameters have been
set, all the following steps are almost automatic and carried out
by some software. In general, defining these parameter and ob-
taining a scan is not particularly difficult.

However, “obtaining a scan” differs form “obtaining a good
scan”. Obtaining a scan sufficient for the qualitative identifica-
tion of defects is not difficult, but a obtaining a scan adequate
for geometric metrology is not as simple. Actually, the char-

Fig. 1. Work-flow for the use of XCT in coordinate metrology.

acteristics of the part (geometry, material) affect the quality of
the XCT scans that can be obtained. Even if the part can still
be scanned, the quality of the scan (noise, contrast) can be too
poor, and then geometric measurements extrapolated form the
scan can be characterized by an excessive uncertainty to verify
geometric tolerances.

In this work, we aim at highlighting a few characteristics of
a part that can badly affect an XCT scan. These characteristics
then set a series of rules that one should consider when design-
ing a part (made e.g. by additive manufacturing) which is ex-
pected to be inspected by XCT: the operator should try to avoid
them. In the specific case of additive manufacturing parts, these
rules should be turned into constraints of the eventual topolog-
ical optimization [20] algorithm adopted.

2. Rules for an easy-to-XCT scan part

Although XCT measurement does not require a particular
planning of the scan, as it is sufficient to put the part on the
rotary table of the scanner and then let several radiographic
projection be taken from different points of view, not all parts
are easily measurable by XCT. Some geometric features of the
part can badly affect the quality of the scan. As XCT is gain-
ing importance in part verification, developing parts that can be
scanned obtaining good quality scans is important.

The reader is addressed to specific works on XCT [3, 5, 8,
10] to better understand the process of XCT scanning. Here, a
very simple description is given.

2
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G. Moroni and S. Petrò / Procedia CIRP 00 (2019) 000–000 3

An XCT system is essentially constituted by three compo-
nents:

• An X-Ray source, which generates an X-Ray beam. Most
industrial X-Ray sources generate a conic beam (so the
projection of the scanned object is conic and character-
ized by some magnification), with a continuous spectrum
of emission.
• A rotary table on which the object to scan is put. This

way, different X-Ray projections can be taken from dif-
ferent points-of-view as the object rotates.
• A detector capable of turning the projections into digital

images. Most X-Ray industrial detectors are constituted
by a scintillator plus a CCD array of given resolution.

Taking an XCT scan means taking a series of projections of the
object to scan at different rotation angles of the table. Once the
projections have been acquired by the detector, a filtered back-
projection algorithm reconstructs them into a voxel representa-
tion of the X-Ray absorption in the reconstruction volume.

Here are a few rules to be taken into account when designing
a part which is expected to be scanned by XCT.

2.1. Reduce the maximum thickness of the part

Probably the main limitation of XCT is related to the ca-
pability of X-Ray to penetrate dense materials. To obtain radio-
graphic projections, X-Rays must be capable of passing through
the part to measure. If low density materials, like polymers and
aluminum, are easily pierced by the X-Rays, when denser ma-
terial like titanium, ceramics, steel, and other special nickel,
chromium, zinc, tungsten, copper, etc. alloys are considered ob-
taining projection is not so easy. But if a single pixel of the de-
tector is not hit by X-rays, this can cause artifacts in the XCT
scan.

One could then think to solve this problem by using an X-
Ray source with a higher voltage and intensity. However, this
cannot always solve the problem. In most cases, the part to in-
spect does not intercept the whole X-ray beam: a portion of the
detector is directly hit by the unattenuated X-Rays. But if the
X-Rays are too intense, they can saturate the detector: like a
pixel which is not hit by the X-Rays, a saturated pixel can also
generate artifacts in the XCT scan. Furthermore, increasing the
voltage of the X-Ray source broadens the X-Ray spectrum. This
adds to the so called “beam hardening” artifact, which causes
the external hull of the part to seem denser than the inside. Al-
though many approaches have been proposed to correct beam
hardening during reconstruction [2], still the only way to obtain
high accuracy scans is to use low voltage X-Rays coupled with
a physical philter which cuts out the low-energy X-Rays.

Table 1 gives a general indication of the maximum thickness
of parts that can be scanned with X-Ray sources characterized
by different voltages. These values refer to continuous materi-
als. It is worth noting that most parts are not massive, and this
is particularly true for additive manufacturing parts, which are
usually constituted by lattice structures.

Table 1. Maximum material thickness as a function of the X-Ray source volt-
age.

130 kV 150 kV 190 kV 225 kV

Steel - Ceramics 5 mm 8 mm 25 mm 40 mm
Aluminum 30 mm 50 mm 90 mm 150 mm
Polymers 90 mm 130 mm 200 mm 250 mm

Fig. 2. XCT scan of a Zamak joint. The yellow area presents a sever beam
hardening due the variation of the thickness of the part, which causes what
seems like a “fog” around the part.

2.2. Avoid thickness variability

Industrial X-Ray sources are polychromatic. Unfortunately,
this makes the X-Ray absorption strongly non-linear: low-
energy (“soft”) X-Rays are absorbed quickly by the material,
while high-energy (“hard”) X-Rays can pass through it almost
unaltered. This phenomenon is known as “beam hardening” [8].

Beam hardening generates several defects in the recon-
structed volume. Among the others, one should consider that,
in parts characterized by different thicknesses, thinner features
are pierced by the soft X-Rays, while thicker ones are not Fig.
2. As such, thinner parts seem less dense than thicker ones. This
can generate issues in the correct choice of the threshold, lead-
ing to underestimate of the size of thin feature and overestimate
of thick features. As such, parts easy to scan by XCT should be
characterized by a thickness as constant as possible.
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Fig. 3. Interaction of X-Rays with thin layers of materials. a) the X-Rays pass
almost unaltered. b) only a small portion of the X-Rays is completely absorbed.

2.3. Avoid thin layers of materials

Scanning very thin layers of materials can be tricky. If a
sheet structure is scanned, when the X-Rays are perpendicu-
lar to it, they can pass through it almost unaffected, while when
they are parallel, a small portion of them will encounter a very
thick layer of material, which will block them, and the remain-
ing X-Rays will pass completely unaltered (Fig. 3). Even if the
part is not so thick in any projection to deny penetration, this in
general reduces the quality of the scan. In particular the inner
part of the thin structure seems less dense than the external one,
as exemplified in Fig. 4. Even if these images can be sufficient
for a qualitative inspection, obtaining quantitative measurement
from them is impossible with a good degree of accuracy.

2.4. Avoid sharp edges

Sharp edges of the part can cause scatter of the X-Rays [8].
This alters the straight propagation of the X-Rays, causing in
general blurred images, and a lack of definition of the sharp
edges themselves, which can seem denser or less dense, de-
pending on the specific scanning conditions. In this condition,
performing a good segmentation is difficult: edges tend to look
rounded. This has been in part solved by the so-called “local
thresholding” algorithms; however, the solution is still non op-
timal. An example of this is shown in Fig. 5.

2.5. Consider the required resolution

The resolution of XCT scans is mainly limited by two fac-
tors: the size of focal spot, and the combination of the geometric
magnification and the size of the detector (Fig. 6).

The first one is a characteristic of the X-Ray source, and as
such is a hardware constraint to the maximum resolution that
can be obtained by a specific XCT scanner. This limits the XCT
capability of measuring small parts.

The second one is typical of conic projection XCT scanners,
which are the current industrial standard, and is usually more
relevant. This effect can at least in part be controlled by the
operator.

Fig. 4. A thin structure scanned by XCT. Hot colors should denote a higher
density of the material, but the material is actually homogeneous.

Fig. 5. Sharp edges scanned by XCT. Hot colors should denote a higher density
of the material, but the material is actually homogeneous.

Fig. 6. Real and projected size of the part. Limit to the maximum magnification.

4
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In order to avoid “partial volume” artifacts [8], the part must
be completely projected in all views. But if the magnification is
excessive, part of the projection could fall outside the detector.
As such, the maximum size of the projection is limited by the
part and detector width (Fig. 6). The maximum magnification
is then

Mmax =
D
d

(1)

where D is the width of the detector and d is the (maximum)
width of the part. Supposing it is possible to obtain such pro-
jection (which usually is not the case, as a projection exactly
fitting the detector is difficult to obtain), then the same projec-
tion is digitized into n pixels, n being the number of pixels of
the detector. Each pixel covers then a

Rmax =
l

Mmax
(2)

portion of the object (l is the pixel width). This Rmax value,
which can be easily shown to be equal to Rmax =

d
n , is ap-

proximately equal to the minimum voxel size that can be ob-
tained by the considered XCT scanner. As the voxel size influ-
ences the resolution of the XCT scan, when designing a part,
one should consider that the maximum resolution that can be
obtained when scanning it is inversely proportional to its size.
Scanning large parts at high resolution is still impossible.

2.6. Avoid the use of multiple materials

One of the typical application of XCT is the analysis of
multi-material objects. As different material are characterized
by different X-Ray absorption, after the reconstruction it is pos-
sible to distinguish them, allowing the verification of assem-
blies, the observation of the structure of composites, or the in-
vestigation of the homogeneity of concretes. Additive manu-
facturing shares this suitability for multi-material parts, as with
some technologies different materials can be deposited simulta-
neously.

But the presence of multiple materials creates additional dif-
ficulties for geometric verification. Due to the different X-Ray
absorption, the different materials require different thresholds
for the correct segmentation from the background, and the sep-
aration of the two materials from each other requires a further
threshold. In the case the X-Ray abortions of the materials are
almost identical, defining a boundary in the XCT scans is very
difficult and prone to an incorrect choice of the threshold. As
such, a more careful segmentation is required, and automatic
methods can fail in perform the correct segmentation [16].

Scanning materials of very different X-Ray abortion gener-
ates different problems. In this case, finding parameter which
can lead to a perfect scan of both materials is difficult (Fig. 7).
This leads to severe beam hardening artifacts when one concen-

Fig. 7. XCT scan of an aluminum rod with a brass bearing. The section high-
lights the lack of contrast, in particular in the bearing, and a serious beam hard-
ening artifact at the boundary between the aluminum and the brass.

trates on the softer material, or makes the latter almost “trans-
parent” if one concentrates on the denser material. In the case
the denser material forms only small inclusions, then a “metal”
artifact [8] is generated, too. These problems can be reduced
with the use of the monochromatic X-Rays generated by a syn-
chrotron, but the adoptions of synchrotrons is not feasible in
industry.

3. Conclusions

XCT is spreading as technique for geometric inspection, and
this is mainly due to its flexibility when facing complex parts.
However, even if complex parts can be easily scanned, this does
not mean that the result is always optimal. Choosing the cor-
rect scan parameters is of course fundamental to obtain optimal
scans. But there are parts which are intrinsically difficult, or
even impossible, to scan with very high accuracy.

In this paper a series of indications have been given regard-
ing which are the characteristic of a part to avoid to obtain ge-
ometries which can be easily inspected by XCT. In most cases,
the suggestions regard the total size of parts: middle-sized parts
are usually easier to scan than small and large parts. The other
crucial factor is the presence of voids inside the part. This re-
duces the total thickness of material that has to be crossed by
the X-Rays. It is worth noting that often the presence of voids
is considered a problem in the measurement by means of con-
ventional measuring systems.

The proposed indications could also be translated into con-
straints for topological optimization software.
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