
3D PRODUCTION SYSTEMS

From Prototyping To Direct 
Digital Manufacturing

Precision-Optics Product Maker Manufacturers Parts with 
Additive Fabrication 

“If we [change] a component design after a short time, it 
might be more cost effective to build our own parts rather 

than pay...for tooling and production.”
– Michael Jones, Bell & Howell

Real Challenge
Bell & Howell is a producer of quality optics-based products. The company makes 
equipment such as high-end production scanners, high-speed mail-handling systems, 
sorting and inserting equipment, and electronic mail and messaging systems. The 
scanner division in Lincolnwood, IL builds leading-edge high-speed scanners that can 
quickly transform reams of paper documents into electronic files.

Prior to purchasing a Fortus system, Bell & Howell’s design cycle was typically 18 
months. “On average, we brought that down to about nine months: one-half the time 
it used to take,” says Mike Scheller, Director of Mechanical Engineering. “Much of that 
improvement is due to the FDM process.  With it, components fit together better; we 
have a better idea of the aesthetics; and we have much better design review than in the 
past.” Engineers used FDM to improve assembly components in one of their high-end 
scanner models to compete for a multi-million-dollar contract.  After just five months, 
the scanner re-design was complete and the company won the contract. 

Real Solution
Like a number of progressive companies, Bell & Howell has learned that additive 
fabrication systems like FDM can be employed for direct digital manufacturing of parts 
for end use. 

In the process of redesigning the assembly, engineers determined that the quality of 
a component called the flag hold-down, built on the FDM system, was better than 
needed to perform its job. And because they needed under 2000 units per year, the 
company could manufacturer them in bulk on the FDM system rather than order them 
from a molding company. They were able to manufacture the parts in batches of 50 and 
install them directly in the end-product.

“It’s advantageous to have the capability,” says electro-mechanical technician Michael 
Jones. “If a supply company failed to deliver a plastic part for some reason, we could 
prevent a production stoppage by building the parts on the FDM machine.  Another 
advantage is if we planned to change a component design after a relatively short 
time, it might be more cost effective to build our own parts rather than pay a molding 
company for tooling and production.”

Image 2: The components were built 
via additive fabrication in batches of 50 
using FDM

Image 1: A component called the flag 
hold-down was identified for direct 
digital manufacturing

Excerpted and adapted from Application Story AP028, published August 2002. Bell & Howell is a 
trademark of the Bell & Howell Company. Copiscan is registered trademark of the Bell & Howell Company.
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