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ABSTRACT In this work, the design, fabrication and characterization of micro-air-channel-based unit cells
aimed at phase control exploitable in 5G-mmwave applications are reported. The basic unit cell consisted
of rectangular dielectric blocks (RDB) placed onto a thin substrate, realized by means of a resin polymer.
The RDB effective relative permittivity was changed by tuning specific design parameters and infill density
percentage (ID%), that was engineered through the introduction of a number of uniformly distributed
micro-air channels. The reflected phase variation was numerically quantified in terms of frequency range and
ID%, thus proving that a controlled phase variation can be accomplished depending on air-channel number.
The prototypes were fabricated by means of the micro-inverted Stereolithography (SLA). In order to assess
the accuracy of the SLA technology on the dimensions imposed by the high aspect ratio of the structures,
larger unit cells operating in the X band were first fabricated. The acquired technological know-how has been
subsequently exploited to fabricate smaller unit cells operating at mmwave. Geometrical characterizations of
the prototypes, performed via a visual system setup, put in evidence the technological challenges, especially
faced to realize open micro-air channels. In particular, as smaller micro-channel were actually obtained
for some samples, a consequent increase of the actual ID% and effective relative permittivity values was
experienced by the related unit cells. Nonetheless, the experimental results performed on the fabricated
prototypes in the X band and mmwave range were in good agreement with the numerical ones, confirming
the phase variation vs. ID% trends of the simulated unit cell arrays.

INDEX TERMS 5G communications, additive manufacturing, antenna arrays, antenna measurements,
layered manufacturing, millimeter wave communication, reflectarray, smart surfaces, stereolithography,
vision systems.

I. INTRODUCTION
Fifth-Generation (5G) communications have recently
attracted the attention of the scientific community and of the
wider public due to their promise to enhance and accelerate
the interconnection among devices and people [1]. Nonethe-
less, despite its diffusion, the availability of highly efficient
antennas and devices tackling the task of high data rate
with negligible losses is still one of the main challenges.
Additionally, similar issues are faced in the development of
next-generation payloads in the mmwave and sub-THz range
also aimed at space applications, which must be lightweight
and multi-band, in order to guarantee the required spatial
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resolution and sensitivity along both earth-space segments.
Therefore, the design and fabrication of these systems exhibit
several issues to be addressed.

When designing surfaces operating at such high frequen-
cies, the material losses are the major concern, since they
affect gain and radiation efficiency. In this scenario, reflec-
tarray antennas (RAs), transmit arrays (TAs) and integrated
lens arrays (ILAs) may have a key role when it comes to
accomplishing improved performance. In particular, the use
of dielectric elements and the tailoring of their dielectric
properties represent an excellent solution to enhance the
bandwidth, as well as an interesting alternative in the view
of reducing the overall system weight. The very recent topic
related to the design and fabrication of such 5G-mmwave
devices focuses on the arrangements of dielectric elements
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made of low relative permittivity (εr) materials. This scien-
tific orientation is motivated by the following two main rea-
sons: i. bandwidth improvement; ii. opportunity to simplify
and gain flexibility in device fabrication via additive man-
ufacturing (AM) technologies. However, in order to realize
dielectric-based surfaces, the first step is the design and the
optimization of the unit cell composing the whole arrange-
ment. The design of the unit cell is a delicate task, since
the elements must introduce controllable phase shift, which
can be generally accomplished by a variation of the effective
relative permittivity (εr−eff). Concerning RAs and TAs, the
tailoring of εr−eff was generally obtained by changing one
of the geometrical parameters of the element of the basic
RA/TA unit cell. To this regard, the authors in [2] proposed a
unit cell based on cross-shaped metamaterial slab, fabricated
by Fused Deposition Modeling (FDM), placed on a metal
ground; different εr−eff values were obtained by varying the
gap width of the slab, and thus realizing cross-like shapes
with diverse arms width. The simulation results showed that,
in this way, a full 360 degrees range of phase shifts at 9.3GHz
could be accomplished through a continuous variation of
εr−eff, from 1.4 to 5.0. In [3], three RAs designed to operate at
100 GHz were proposed; the unit cells were made of dielec-
tric slab elements with variable height placed on a conductor
plane and fabricated via polymer jetting. The results showed
that the change of εr (from 2.78 to 2.70) and loss tangent
tanδ (from 0.02 to 0.05) provided three different reflected
phase variations, measured in the center of each device: 3.7,
187.5 and 190 degrees.

Dielectric resonator antennas (DRAs) located on a thin
substrate were considered as unit cells for a RA operating
in the Ka band (26-40 GHz) [4]: the relative permittivity
variation and consequent phase shift were accomplished by
changing the DRA length. The unit cells were fabricated by
means of fused depositionmodelling (FDM) and acrylonitrile
butadiene styrene (ABS) material, which was properly mod-
ified to increase the original dielectric characteristics (εr =
4.4 and tanδ = ∼ 0.008). Differently from previous works,
a novel concept of unit cell for a TA operating at 30 GHz
was proposed in [5]: the unit cell was a three-layers dielectric
structure, composed by a central layer featuring a square
hole with varying size sandwiched between two identical
layers having tapered holes. However, as the final TA was
fabricated by polymer jetting, the original designed unit cells
were modified to enable their manufacturing. Measurements
on prototypes were satisfactory, thus proving the feasibil-
ity of AM technologies and related dielectric materials in
these applications. Graded lens, operating between 19 and
25 GHz was described in [6]–[7]: the lens was fabricated by
means of Preperm ABS material and fused filament-based
AM technology. In particular, the desired grading of εr and
tanδ was accomplished by acting on two parameters setting
of the FDM machine, i.e. infill density (ID) percentage and
infill pattern. Similarly, the ID percentage was also exploited
as key parameter in the design and fabrication of an Integrated
Lens Array (ILA) made of polylactic acid (PLA) [8]. The

lens array was realized by FDM, with the goal of reducing
dielectric loss and lens weight, and speeding up the fabrica-
tion time thus decreasing cost. The authors also provided a
parametric analysis on three different ID values and different
deposition patterns, showing how each ID and orientation of
the deposited material affected the PLA permittivity and loss
tangent, and consequently, the performance of the final ILAs.

As it can be noticed, the relative permittivity of a unit cell
can be modified in at least two ways: by varying the geomet-
rical parameters of the unit cell, or the infill pattern and sizing
by the exploitation of some AM technology settings, such as
ID%.

In the present work, unit cells are designed and fabri-
cated considering the combination of both approaches. The
proposed basic unit cell (UC) is composed by a rectan-
gular dielectric block (RDB) located on a thin substrate,
similar to that reported in [4]. In order to provide a con-
trollable phase variation, the relative permittivity of each
RDB was changed by acting on both the RDB length and
ID%. As ID% refers generally to the percentage of polymer
material with respect to air, this concept can be applied
to other AM technologies, different from extrusion-based
processes. Therefore, as described in Section II, the ID%
was implemented artificially by introducing a number of
squared air micro-channels within each RDB: this action
allowed to fine-tune the relative permittivity of each unit cell
and, consequently, control the induced phase shift variation
on a wider frequency range. Numerical results, reported in
Section III and achieved via Finite Element Method (FEM)
analyses, showed that UCs with different value of ID% pro-
vide controlled phase shifts over wideband frequency ranges
(10-12 GHz, 26-40 GHz), depending on the air-channel
number. Some prototypes, described in Section IV-A, were
then fabricated by micro-inverted stereolithography (SLA).
In order to assess the accuracy of the SLA technology on
dimensions and tolerances imposed, especially, by the high
aspect ratio of the air-channels, larger UCs operating in the X
band were first fabricated. Subsequently, improvements were
achieved in fabricating smaller UCs operating at mmwave.
The geometrical characterization of the prototypes was per-
formed by means of a visual system setup, which gave evi-
dence to the impact of dimensional accuracy on the actual
ID% and corresponding actual εr−eff values (Section IV-C).
Finally, Scattering parameter S11 and phase shift measure-
ments were performed in the X band and mmwave range on
the fabricated UC arrangements: results and discussion are
reported in Sections V and VI.

II. DESIGN OF THE UNIT CELL
Without loss of generality, in order to verify the impact of
the ID% tuning on the phase behavior, the unit cell design
will refer to a RA configuration. The periodic arrangement
of a number of UCs, considering periodicities Px and Py
along x and y axes respectively, is reported in Figure 1a. The
basic unit cell (UC) is composed by a rectangular dielec-
tric block (RDB) located at the center of a grounded thin
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FIGURE 1. a) Periodic arrangement of unit cells; b) Full bulk RDB-based
UC; c) UC composed by RDB and 6× 2 air channels; d) UC with air 6× 6
channels arrangement within the RDB, considering PACx = PACy = 0.7 mm
along x and y axes.

dielectric layer (Figure 1b-c); the RDB can be a full bulk
structure (Figure 1b) or a micro-structured one (Figure 1c),
featuring periodically arranged channels (Figure 1d). The
squared air channels have section equal to 0.5 mm× 0.5 mm
each and are periodically arranged considering constant pitch
along both x-y axes equal to PACx = PACy = 0.7 mm
(Figure 1d).

With the introduction of the air channels, the polymer
volume of the RDB is reduced, and consequently the εr−eff
can be controllably decreased varying the infill density (ID%)
explicated by equation (1):

ID% =
VRDB − n · m · VAC

VUC
· 100 (1)

where VRDB is the volume of the bulk polymeric structure
without air channels, VAC is the volume of a single air channel
introduced within the RDB, ‘‘n’’ and ‘‘m’’ are the numbers
of air channels along x and y axes, respectively and VUC is
the volume of the overall unit cell. Bulk RDBs have different
ID% in relation to their dimensions: for instance, by keeping
height H and width W fixed, if the RDB length L is equal
to 4.2 mm, the ID% is 69.93%, while for a length L equal
to 1.4 mm, the ID% is 25.36%. The ID% would be 100%
only in case of RDB coincident with the whole unit cell area
(Figure 1c), i.e. the εr−eff would correspond to the actual one
of the finite dielectric blocks.

Table 1 shows the main design parameters of UC and
RDB and periodicities of the Unit Cell and air channels.
It is worth noticing that the overall UC array dimensions,
indicated by Dx and Dy, were adjusted to fit the WR90 and
WR28 waveguide sections (22.86 mm × 10.16 mm and
7.11 mm × 3.55 mm, respectively).

Table 2 shows twenty configurations achievable with the
indicated sizes. In particular, the first twelve configura-
tions are fabricated for WR90 measurements and feature air

TABLE 1. Nominal dimensional parameter of the UC, RDB and periodic
arrangement.

TABLE 2. Infill density resolution, unit cell dimensions and air channels
distribution.

channels sizes equal to 0.5 mm × 0.5 mm × 6.5 mm; UC
5.5 mm× 4.65 mm× 6.5 mm, substrate thickness of 0.2 mm,
RDB sizes 4.2 mm × 4.2 mm × 6.3 mm. The last smaller
eight configurations are devoted to WR28 measurements and
exhibit air channels sizes 0.5 mm × 0.5 mm × 6.5 mm; UC
3.5 mm× 3.5 mm× 6.5 mm, substrate thickness of 0.2 mm,
RDB sizes 3.5 mm × 3.5 mm × 6.3 mm. The configurations
1-6 are the bulk RDB-based (from 61B to 66B) which provide
an ID% ranging between 14.22-69.93%. In this case, the
resolution of the engineered ID% values is equal to 9.42%.
Conversely, configurations 7-12 relate to RDB with air chan-
nels (from 61C to 66C), which allow to have ID% values
ranging between 8.35-34.74%, with a resolution of 4.46%,
thus proving that the presence of the micro-air channels
enables a more accurate control over the εr−eff. The bulk
RDB-based configurations 13-16 (from 41B to 44B) assess
an ID% between 18.58-65.11%; in this case, the resolution
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FIGURE 2. Array of UCs. (a) Array of 4× 2 UCs corresponding to
configuration 66C in a WR90 and (b) Array of 2× 1 UCs corresponding to
configuration 44C in a WR28; the air channels are here represented as
smaller blocks within the RDB.

related to the engineered ID% values is equal to 15.51%.
The configurations 17-20 refer to RDB with air channels
(from 41C to 44C) and provide ID% values ranging between
10.42-32.45%, with an engineered ID resolution equal to
7.34%.

III. REFLECTED PHASE ASSESSMENT
In order to quantify the reflected phase of the UCs in the
frequency range of interest, between 10-40 GHz, numerical
analyses were performed on arrays of UCs by means of
Finite Element Method implemented via the COMSOLMul-
tiphysics software [9]. The electromagnetic approach chosen
for the analysis was based on One-Port cell configuration
involving Perfect Electric Conductors (PEC) to simulate both
rectangular waveguides, WR90 and WR28, and the ground
plane supporting the UCs. Perfect Matched Layer (PML)
were used along the z-axis in order to avoid unwanted reflec-
tions. Both WR90 and WR28 were only excited by means of
the fundamental mode TE10 in the ranges equal to 10-12 GHz
and 20-40 GHz, respectively, in order to avoid multimode
propagation. In particular, the numerical calculations were
performed on arrangements of UCs corresponding to 62B and
62C, 66B and 66C, 42B and 42C, 44B and 44C configurations
(Table 2, Figure 2); the air-channels are represented as smaller
blocks within the RDB.

The arrays composed by the bigger UCs were inserted into
a WR90 while, for the mmwave range (20-40 GHz) analysis,
the smaller arrays of UCs, involving 42B, 42C, 44B and 44C
RDBs, were considered. The numerical results related to the
reflected phase of the UCs in function of the frequency range
pertaining WR90 (10 – 12 GHz) and WR28 (20 – 40 GHz)
analyses are plotted in Figure 3.

As clearly visible from Figure 3a, referring to the UCs
inserted in the WR90 waveguide, the reflected phases mea-
sured for all samples follow a linear behavior and the phase
variation detected between same bulk and channeled config-
urations is kept constant throughout the X band. In particular,
the phase variation 18 experienced by the 66B-66C config-
urations is equal to 63 degrees, corresponding to 1.75 deg/
air-channel, while 18 is equal to 8 degrees for 62B-62C
configurations, i.e. 0.67 deg/air-channel. Therefore, it is

FIGURE 3. Phase distribution vs. frequency for configurations: (a) 62B
(ID = 25.36%), 62C (ID = 13.63%), 66B (ID = 69.93%), 66C (ID = 34.74%)
and (b) 42B (ID = 34.09 %), 42C (ID = 17.77 %), 44B (ID = 65.11 %), 44C
(ID = 32.45 %).

evident that a higher ID% variation between bulk and chan-
neled UCs leads to higher 18, obtained in a more con-
trollable fashion. Additionally, it can be noticed that as the
number of air-channels in the UC arrangement is increased,
the reflected phase values become higher (solid and dashed
green lines in Figure 3a) and the phase variation is about
36.80 deg/ 24 air-channel.

Numerical results concerning the smaller UCs matching
WR28 waveguide sizes are reported Figure 3b. As inferable
from the curves, also in this range, the reflected phases have
linear trends and the phase variation detected between same
bulk and channeled configurations is kept constant through-
out the mmwave range band. In particular, the phase vari-
ation measured considering 44B-44C configurations (solid
red and green lines) is about 121 degrees, corresponding to
7.56 deg/air-channel, while this value is about 46 degrees for
42B-42C configuration, thus obtaining 5.75 deg/air-channel.
Therefore, also in this case, a higher ID% variation between
bulk and channeled UCs leads to higher phase variation.
Finally, referring to solid and dashed green lines in Figure 3b,
the comparison between 44C-42C configurations shows that
an average phase variation of about 99 deg/8 air-channels
can be obtained throughout the mmwave range. Finally, it is
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FIGURE 4. Drawings of the UC arrangements with air channels. Top view
of sample 62C (a) and 66C (c); Side view of samples 66C and 62C (b);
detailed views of air channels (d).

worth pointing out that, for both ranges, a similar behavior
has been observed when plane wave excitation was applied
to the simulations.

IV. 3D PRINTING OF THE UNIT CELL ARRAYS AND
GEOMETRICAL CHARACTERIZATION OF THE
PROTOTYPES
AM technologies provide rapid prototyping with signifi-
cant reduction of machining time and costs and they have
already proved their effectiveness at enabling the fabrica-
tion of dielectric resonator antennas (DRAs) with intrigu-
ing 3D geometries for 5G applications [10]–[12]. These
technologies are very advantageous to create small form
factors and complex structures, especially compared to the
conventional subtractive manufacturing techniques. In this
study, the main fabrication challenges were due to the over-
all sizes of the RDB and to the micro-scale of the air
channels featuring very high aspect ratio. To address these
issues, the unit cell samples were fabricated using inverted
(bottom-up) Stereolithography (SLA) [13], which is capable
of ensuring high-accuracy, high-resolution and good surface
finishing.

A. UNIT CELL ARRAY FABRICATION VIA MICRO-INVERTED
STEREOLITHOGRAPHY
Bulk UC arrays and RDB with air channels inclusion UC
arrays were 3D-printed; in particular, configurations 62B,
62C, 66B, 66C, 42B, 42C, 44B and 44C (see Table 2) were
fabricated. The final design was developed by means of
Solidworks 3D CAD software: as an example, drawings of all
prototypes are represented in figures 4 and 5. The 3D models
of 66C, 62C, 44C and 42C UCs are reported in figure 6. The
fabrication of all samples was made exploiting the Formlabs
Form3 SLA machine (figure 7a), which provides a minimum
resolution of 85µm (laser spot diameter) and a positioning
resolution of 25 µm on the XY plane. The polymerization,
implying the change of state from liquid mixtures to solid,
was triggered by a class 1 violet laser operating at a wave-
length of 405 nm, considering a power of 250 mW. The
photopolymer used for the UC arrangements fabrication was
the Formlabs Tough V05 [11], [12], [14].

FIGURE 5. Drawings of the UC arrangements with air channels. Top view
of sample 42C (a) and 44C (c); Side view of samples 42C and 44C (b);
detailed views of air channels (d).

FIGURE 6. 3D solid models of UC arrays. a) Sample 66C; b) Sample 62C;
c) Sample 44C; d) Sample 42C.

FIGURE 7. Picture of the fabrication process of UCs arrangement by
means of SLA. a) Formlabs Form3 3D printer; b) Sample models
pre-processing with Formlabs PreForm; c) Samples after IPA washing and
UV curing.

In order to pursue higher quality of the prototypes, the layer
thickness (Z-axis resolution) was set equal to 50 µm, which
is the lowest value allowed by the material. For each layer,
the laser spot polymerized the slice of the model according
to the path generated with the software Formlabs PreForm
v.3.4.2, by pre-processing the STL file of the 3D model
(figure 7b).
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In the specific case, the most challenging part was the
realization of the micro-squared air channels, due to the cum-
bersome evacuation of the liquid resin out of the channels.
Therefore, a proper 3D placement (orientation) of the part
within the build volume was accurately selected. The chan-
nels should be aligned along the vertical z-axis of the printer
as much as possible, with open sides at the bottom, in order
to exploit gravity for resin evacuation. Additionally, the sup-
ports were designed to avoid interference with the flow
out of the resin from the channels. After the 3D printing,
the samples underwent three post-processing steps: washing,
manual supports removal and additional UV curing. The
washing was required to remove the residual liquid resin on
the printed sample surface and also aiding the removal of
the liquid resin potentially left into the air channels. To this
purpose, a first washing was made via immersion of the
samples into high purity 99.9% isopropyl alcohol (IPA) for
20 minutes into a Formlabs Wash machine. Washed sam-
ples are showed in figure 7c. After the immersion in IPA,
an additional washing operation was performed by means of
syringes and shaped funnels, preliminarily prototyped on pur-
pose via Form3 3Dprinter. Using these customized washing
tools, it was possible to force the high-purity IPA through
the air channels at pressure, thus promoting the removal of
residual liquid resin. A 4 bar compressed air jet was also
used to push the liquid resin and IPA outside the channels.
After washing and blowing, all supports were then gently
removed with a cutter and, finally, the samples were exposed
to UV light into a Formlabs Cure machine for 60 minutes at
a temperature of 60◦C for additional curing. The additional
UV post-processing was aimed at improving the mechanical
strength and homogeneity of the part, paying close atten-
tion, though, to avoid the polymerization of residual liquid
resin into the narrow channels. The fabrication of a proto-
type required about 12.5 processing hours and 3 hours of
post-processing operations.

B. GEOMETRICAL CHARACTERIZATION OF THE
PROTOTYPES BY MEANS OF A VISUAL SYSTEM SETUP
The final prototypes were measured by using a vision system
and image processing techniques, which has already been
successfully exploited in other similar applications [15], [16],
based on a USB digital microscope (Texon U500x) with
500x maximum magnification and resolution of 640 × 680
pixels (0.3 Mpixels). A flexible jointed arm was used to
keep the microscope in the correct position, with its lon-
gitudinal axis orthogonal to the measurement plane, and at
a constant distance from the surface of the samples. Four
different configurations of the visual setup were defined
for the RDB measurements: #1 and #3 featuring a large
field-of-view (FoV) but lower magnification, and #2 and
#4 exhibiting higher magnification but lower FoV, suitable
for narrow micro-channels measurements (table 3). In the
first and third configurations, the FoV was set to acquire
and measure both sides of the RDBs, i.e. larger than squared
areas �4.2 mm and �2.8 mm, while in the second and forth

TABLE 3. Parameters of the four vision systems configurations.

FIGURE 8. Images acquired with the first vision system configuration.
a) RDB 4.2× 1.4 mm ID = 13.63%; b) RDB 4.2× 4.2 mm ID = 34.74%;
c) Bulk RDB 4.2× 1.4 mm ID = 25.36%; d) Bulk RDB 4.2× 4.2 mm ID =
69.93%.

configurations, the magnification was maximized to effec-
tively measure the air channels’ dimensions The image scales
were measured by means of a microscope micrometer cali-
bration ruler and with the software ImageJ v.1.52a developed
by theNational Institute of Health NIH, USA [17]. All param-
eters related to the four configurations are summarized in
table 3. Figures 8 and 9 show the images of samples acquired
by means of the first and third visual system configurations
respectively.

From visual inspection, it can be noticed that debris and
burrs can be present on the samples (figures 8 and 9 a-b)
while the typical layer-by-layer texture due to the fabrication
process is clearly visible on the surface of the bulk sam-
ples (figures 8 and 9, c-d). Length (L) and width (W) of
twenty-two samples of RDBs were measured: mean val-
ues, standard deviation (SD) and deviation of measurements
from the nominal values were calculated after three measure-
ments of each dimension. Figure 10 shows two prototypes
located on the metal shorting plates of the WR90 waveguide
(figure 10, a) and WR28 waveguide (figure 10, b) used for
the experimental measurements.

Measurements deviate from nominal values of a quantity
ranging between 34 and 271 µm. Mean standard devia-
tions (SD) are comprised in the range of 0-86 µm. These
values of SD can be also considered as an estimate of the
inverted SLA machine repeatability. All measurements are
summarized in table 4 and 5.
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FIGURE 9. Images acquired with the third vision system configuration.
a) RDB 2.8× 1.4 mm ID = 17.77%; b) RDB 2.8× 2.8 mm ID = 32.45%;
c) Bulk RDB 2.8× 2.8 mm ID = 65.11%; d) Bulk RDB 2.8× 1.4 mm ID =
34.09%.

FIGURE 10. Samples placed at the center of shorting plates for the
assembly with the waveguides. a) Sample 66B on the steel plate for
WR90 waveguide; b) Sample 44B on the aluminum plate for WR28
waveguide.

The second and forth vision system configurations were
exploited to measure air channel sections within the UCs.
The original 24-bit RGB color images (figure 11a) were
also filtered with ImageJ SW via a Hue Saturation and
Brightness (HSB) to highlight air channels edges (red color)
(figure 11b). In particular, ten measurements for each side
(width WAC and length LAC) were performed: mean values,
SD and mean deviations from nominal values related to each
air channel side are reported in table 6. The results reveal that
the actual air channel sides are in the range of 316-509 µm,
thus, some samples exhibit smaller air-channel sizes than the
nominal ones (0.5 mm).

Measurements reported in tables 4 and 5 are also plotted
in two graphs (figure 12). The dashed lines highlight the
nominal dimension values, which were 1.4, 2.8, 4.2 for RDB
(figure 12a) and 0.5 mm for air channels sides (figure 12b),
respectively. As shown in figure 12a, being the standard
deviation lower, UCs’ prototypes are slightly bigger than
nominal ones. Therefore, these results allow to conclude that
the fabrication accuracy is about ±100 µm and hence in line
with the 3D printing process capability.

TABLE 4. UC Samples measurements performed by using visual system
configuration 1.

TABLE 5. UC Samples measurements performed by using visual system
configuration 3.

On the contrary, figure 12b shows that the fabrication
accuracy for the air channels related to UC samples meant
for WR90 measurements is lower, as their actual dimensions
are smaller than nominal ones. A possible explanation can be
found in the residual liquid resin still remained trapped into
the narrow channels and attached to the internal walls, which
likely caused also rounded edges of air channels (figure 11).
Conversely, smaller prototypes fabricated for WR28 waveg-
uide (42B, 44B, 42C, 44C) exhibit air channels affected by
lower deviation from nominal value due to a more effective
IPAwashing of channels performed with customized funnels.
In addition, it can be noticed that a different fabrication

VOLUME 9, 2021 46055



V. Basile et al.: 3D Printed Micro-Cells for Phase Control in 5G mmWave Applications

TABLE 6. Air channels sample measurements by exploiting the visual
system configurations 2 and 4.

FIGURE 11. Images acquired with the vision system configuration 2.
a) Raw image of air channels on the UC; b) Color threshold image
processed by ImageJ with measurements of air channels width WAC and
length LAC.

accuracy is also detected in the two direction (X-Y) due to the
machine accuracy along the two axes and to the orientation
of the samples into the build volume.

As inferable from visual acquisitions and measurements,
from the fabrication viewpoint, the most critical issue was the
liquid resin flow-out from the narrow channels. Resin high
viscosity, along with surface tension and small air channel
sizes resulted in difficult evacuation of the liquid photopoly-
mer resin.

However, despite this fabrication complexity, the realiza-
tion of passing air-channels within the prototypes was suc-
cessful, as no obstruction can be clearly observed from the
inspection of the unit cell cross section along the air channel
direction, obtained by sectioning a UC sample (Figure 13).
The different sizes measured for the fabricated UCs and air
channels sizes lead obviously to different actual ID% com-
pared to nominal values.

To this aim, by assumingmean values of RDB and air chan-
nel dimensions as reference, the actual ID% values can be
calculated (table 7): as expected, actual ID% values increase
in particular for prototypes 66C and 62C featuring air

FIGURE 12. a) Mean values and standard deviations of RDB
measurements of dimensions L and W; b) Mean values and standard
deviations of air channels measurements of dimensions LAC and WAC.

FIGURE 13. Prototypes cross-section along air channels direction.

channels, as their sections were smaller than those set by the
design.

C. ACTUAL RELATIVE PERMITTIVITY OF THE FABRICATED
UNIT CELL
Starting from the ID%, the relative permittivity of the fab-
ricated UCs can be retrieved. In order to obtain such data,
the general rule of mixtures theory [18] can be exploited.
This rule considers the empirical correlation between some
physical properties and the chemical composition of materi-
als. Indeed, it was successfully applied to composite materi-
als [19], [20] made of a matrix and a filler or reinforcement,
to predict the overall value of amechanical properties, such as
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TABLE 7. Actual ID% Estimated by means of uc and air channel
measurements and comparison with nominal values.

TABLE 8. Estimates of effective permittivity of UC SR-EFF, Calculated by
equation (3).

Young’s Modulus E, or other physical property (i.e. density).
The basic model of this theory is formalized by the following
equation (2) [20]:

Pc = VFm · Pm + (1− VFm) · Pf (2)

where VF is the volume fraction of the component matrix
(m) of the material and P is the property to be identified,
Pc is the property of the composite material, Pm and Pf are
the known property of matrix and filler, respectively. In this
work, the UC is conceived as a composite material made of
two components: the dielectric resin and the air. Therefore,
the εr−eff of the composite UC can be identified by means of
the ID%, rearranging the previous formula in equation (3) to
calculate the εR−eff:

εr−eff = ID · εRes + (1− ID) (3)

where εRes is the relative permittivity of the resin [12], equal
to 2.7.

The estimates of the effective relative permittivity of the
UCs are reported in table 8: the actual εR−eff values are in
the range of 1.36-2.27, which results in 1εAR−eff = 0.91.
Nonetheless, nominal and actual εR−eff values are still very
close.

FIGURE 14. Scattering Parameter S11 for (a) samples 66B-1, 66B-2,
66C-1 and 66C-2 and b) samples 62B-1, 62B-2, 62C-1 and 62C-2. The
black line refers to the aluminum plate (MET) used as reference.

V. SCATTERING PARAMETER S11 AND REFLECTED
PHASE MEASUREMENTS
In order to measure the Scattering parameter S11 and the
reflected phase in the X band (10-12 GHz), the prototypes
of the 62 and 66 series were inserted into a standard X-band
(WR-90) waveguide, connected to a Vector Network Anal-
yser (VNA - Agilent Technologies, N9917A) by means of a
SMA/waveguide adaptor. The plots of the scattering param-
eters S11, reported in figure 14a-b, show good repeatability
for all the tested prototypes: negative values and oscillating
behavior of S11, displayed also by the metal shorting plate,
are reasonably due to the SMA-WG transition, which caused
losses induced by non-perfect matching.

Figure 15 reports the experimental results of the reflected
phase in the X band range, 10-12 GHz. In line with the
previous results, very good repeatability of the phase curves
can be observed. Similarly to the observations reported for the
numerical results (figure 3a), the inspection of figures 15a-b
confirms that larger phase shift is accomplished when passing
from air-channel to bulk configurations, and so applying
the maximum available ID% variation. This is particularly
evident for prototypes 66B and 66C (figure 15a), where an
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FIGURE 15. Phase curves for (a) samples 66B-1, 66B-2, 66C-1 and 66C-2,
b) samples 62B-1, 62B-2, 62C-1 and 62C-2. The black line refers to the
aluminum plate (MET) used as reference.

average phase variation of about 25 degrees can be obtained
throughout the range as the ID% varies from 74.29% to
53.96% (delta_ID% = 20.33 %). Conversely, for prototypes
referring to 62B and 62C (figure 15b) the phase shift is
about 5 degrees, achieved with an ID% variation equal to
6.78%. Consistently, all curves fall under the reference black
line related to the metal plate. Nonetheless, ripples in both
amplitude and phase measurements are evident and due to
the not perfect match of the SMA-WG adaptor; this, in turn,
modulates the phase difference between the curves in the
range of interest.

The Scattering parameter S11 and the reflected phase in
the mmwave range (20-40 GHz) related to 42B, 42C, 44B
and 44C prototypes were plotted in figure 16. Also in this
case, the measurements were carried out by inserting the
samples in the WR28 waveguide connected to the VNA
via a 2.4mm-connector to a WR28 waveguide adaptor, and
exciting the fundamental mode TE10. The Scattering param-
eter S11 (figure 16a) exhibits some dips, similarly to what
observed also for X band measurements: the cause of such
behavior can be imputed to the SMA-WG adaptor. Nonethe-
less, the trend of the curves is coherent with the change of the

FIGURE 16. (a) Scattering Parameter S11 and (b) Phase curves for
samples 42B, 42C, 44B and 44C. The black line refers to the aluminum
plate (MET) used as reference.

ID% of the structures: indeed, a frequency shift toward higher
frequencies is observed as the ID% decreases. Figure 16b
shows the measured reflected phase in the range between
26-40 GHz: the average phase variation measured comparing
bulk and channeled samples 44B-44C (solid red and green
lines) is about 43 degrees, obtained with a delta_ID% =
30.41%, while the comparison between 42B-42C (dashed red
and green lines) provides a phase variation of 31 degrees
achieved by a delta_ID% = 15.2%. Therefore, the phase
shift between bulk and channeled configurations are in agree-
ment with the numerical results, reported Figure 3b, although
averagely smaller: indeed, 2.68 deg/air-channel are obtained
for 44B-44C and 3.87 deg/air-channel for 42B-42C. Finally,
the average phase variation exhibited between 44C and 42C
is about 121 deg/8 channels, obtained by considering a
delta_ID% = 19.74%.

VI. CONCLUSION
In this work, the design, fabrication and characterization
of unit cells with micro channels aimed at phase control
in 5G-mmwave applications were reported. The unit cells
were designed to allow the control of the reflected phase:
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this goal was obtained by tuning the unit cell size and the
infill density percentage (ID%), and so, the effective rela-
tive permittivity of the structures. The ID% was engineered
through the introduction of a number of uniformly distributed
air micro-channels within the basic unit cell. Array configura-
tions of unit cells having different sizes and ID% values were
numerically analyzed via FEM analysis; the numerical results
showed that very small phase variation over a wide band
can be obtained especially in the mmwave range, depending
on the air-channel number. The unit cell arrays, with and
without micro-channels, were 3D printed by micro-inverted
Stereolithography and resin polymer as material. This AM
technology was feasible to fulfil the requirements of dimen-
sional accuracy imposed by the unit cell and micro-feature
sizes. Visual inspection of the prototypes highlighted that the
most significant technological challenge was related to the
fabrication of high aspect ratio micro-channels along the unit
cell height. The geometrical analysis also put in evidence dif-
ferences between nominal and actual sizes of micro-channels,
which induced an increase of the actual ID% values and con-
sequent increase of the effective relative permittivity of the
prototypes. Finally, experimental results were performed in
the two frequency ranges: the X band range, where scattering
parameter S11 and reflected phase curves were measured by
means of WR90 waveguide and a VNA; the mmwave range,
where reflected phase variation measurements were obtained
by means of a WR28 waveguide, a WG to coaxial transition
and the VNA. The comparison between experimental and
numerical analyses showed good agreement, especially in
relation to the phase control and wideband behavior of the
fabricated unit cell arrays. As micro-air channels may be
filled with other materials, such as liquid crystals, these unit
cells would allow to obtain wideband, tunable and smart
surfaces, as well.
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