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Abstract: This paper aims to present the design of a new 3D-printed continuously variable trans-
mission (CVT) developed for an electric vehicle prototype competing in Shell Eco-marathon electric
battery category, a world-wide energy efficiency competition sponsored by Shell. The proposed
system is composed of a polymeric conic geared friction wheel assembled in the motor axle and
directly coupled to the rear tire of the vehicle. The conical shape allows to implement a continuous
variation of the geared friction wheel diameter in contact with the tire. The motor with the geared
friction wheel was mounted over a board with linear bearings, allowing the speed ratio to change by
moving the board laterally. A computational simulation model of a prototype electric vehicle with
the proposed 3D-printed CVT was created in Matlab/Simulink environment to obtain the traction
force in the geared friction wheel and also to analyze the vehicle performance. The simulation results
demonstrated possibilities of increasing vehicle speed range output and available torque in the rear
traction wheel. Also, it is shown with the simulated model that the designed CVT consumes 10.46%
less energy than a fixed transmission ratio, demonstrating the CVT concept’s potential for battery
consumption reduction. Lastly, a 3D-printing slicing software with an optimization algorithm plug-in
was used to determine the best printing parameters for the conic geared friction wheel based on
the tangential force, maximum displacement and safety factor. When compared to the original part
with a 100% infill density, the optimized solution reduced the component mass by about 12% while
maintaining safe mechanical resistance and stiffness.

Keywords: continuously variable transmission; powertrain design; electric vehicle; 3D printing; Shell
Eco-marathon

1. Introduction

The automotive industry has been heavily reliant on the use of fossil fuels for decades.
However, due to rising diesel and gasoline prices, as well as environmental pollution and
fossil fuel depletion, it was concluded that alternate vehicle propulsion methods were
required. Electric vehicles (EVs) have been intensively studied and appear as a possible
solution for reducing global warming emission gases in this scenario. To put it in perspec-
tive, the transportation industry alone accounts for over 30% of global warming emissions
in the United States, thus switching to electric vehicles would be a very responsible and
environmentally sound option [1]. International conferences, such as the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), also show international pressure
for the development of sustainable technologies. According to Miyamoto [2], the Kyoto
Protocol, which was signed in 1997, had an indirect impact on climate change discussion by
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boosting the number of worldwide patent applications for renewable energy, emphasizing
the need for international cooperation on the subject.

The Shell Group sponsors an international competition called the Shell Eco-marathon,
which focuses on lowering vehicle fuel consumption and is competed in by university
groups of enthusiastic automobile teachers and students all over the world [3–8]. This and
similar events foster several automotive technology developments, including the demon-
stration of distinctive car designs [9–11] , energy management systems [12–16] , powertrain
innovations [17–20], advanced use of materials and manufacturing methods [21,22], me-
chanical design [23–27] and the development of new 3D-printed automotive parts [28–33].

Significant scientific effort has been put toward inventing vehicle transmissions that
lower an automobile’s energy usage over the previous three decades. Again, this initiative
is a direct result of the growing environmental concern that has imposed mandates on ex-
isting car makers and users to reduce exhaust emissions and boost vehicle economy [34,35].
A continuously variable transmission (CVT) provides a continuous range of transmis-
sion ratios between predetermined limits, improving a vehicle’s fuel economy and dy-
namic performance by better matching engine operating conditions to variable driving
circumstances [36]. The most common type of CVT in automotive applications uses two
pulleys connected by a belt or chain [37,38]; however, several other designs, each having
their own characteristics, have also been used at times (e.g., spherical, toroidal, ratcheting,
hydrostatic, electrical, cone, epicyclic, magnetic and others kinds of CVTs; cf. [39,40]).
The fundamental concepts, mathematical models and computing approaches have been
explored exhaustively and research challenges and key difficulties in dynamic modeling,
design and control of such CVTs have been analyzed [37,41–45]. However, although a CVT
is an important part of the strategy for improving vehicle fuel efficiency, its full potential
in mass-produced and competition vehicles has yet to be realized, especially in a world
where lighter and more efficient concepts are constantly sought.

Additive manufacturing (AM) and 3D printing technologies are rapidly changing
machinery engineering as we know it, allowing for more creativity and freedom in ma-
chine design innovation, with numerous advantages over traditional manufacturing [46].
Free and widely distributed computer-aided design (CAD) and manufacturing (CAM)
software tools, and well established computer numerical control (CNC) standards, com-
bined with readily available and affordable commercial 3D printers and materials, are
fueling an increase in the number of users and potential applications of these technologies,
including powertrain and other automotive components [47,48]. While almost anyone
with a basic understanding of 3D modeling and printing can create their own self-made
parts and devices, the wide design freedom in terms of geometry and materials, as well as
professional quality assurance, raises a slew of new complex engineering questions and
scientific uncertainties that go beyond basic design and functionality. Due to the design
and manufacturing versatility of 3D printing, as well as continuous change and evolution
in the range of available materials, the development and application of 3D-printed power-
train components is still in its infancy, but research and development activities underway
promise alternative feasible and breakthrough solutions.

In response to society’s desire for efficient and environmentally friendly small automo-
tive vehicles, this study proposes to design and validate a new 3D-printed CVT enabling
improved powertrain efficiency with a simpler, lighter, and cheaper design than existing
options for EV prototypes. The competition and EV prototype’s essential specifications are
presented first, with the main requirements for transmission design identified, followed by
the required engineering calculations and analysis. Next, the analysis and results obtained
with the computational vehicle simulation model and the optimized printing parameters
for the CVT gear manufacturing are shown. Lastly, the key findings and conclusions
are drawn.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. The Competition Circuit and Basic Rules

At the Shell Eco-Marathon, prototype vehicles must complete a 12 km distance in less
than 28 min, which equates to 10 turns on the circuit depicted in Figure 1. As a result, an
average speed of 25.71 km/h is required to complete the circuit without exceeding the time
limit. Normally, the circuit’s speed limit is set between 0 and 35 km/h.

Figure 1. Circuit diagram and image of the Brazilian start line for the Shell Eco-marathon competition
(5 m wide rectangular circuit with 90◦ curves with an 8 m radius).

The energy consumption unit commonly used for conventional vehicles with internal
combustion engines (ICE) is a physical unit of fuel volume per unit distance, such as liters
per 100 km (l/100 km). In the case of EVs, energy consumption is evaluated in kWh per
unit distance in km (kWh/km) [49]. At the Shell Eco-marathon, the most energy-efficient
vehicle that wins the competition is the one that completes the entire distance on the circuit
in the allotted time while consuming the least amount of energy; fuel, in the case of ICE
vehicles, or battery, in the case of EVs.

During the edition of the Shell Eco-marathon that took place in 2017 in Brazil, a speed
profile was recorded using a GPS in a prototype vehicle from the Milhas Gerais team. This
driving cycle was used as an input to the computational model built.

2.2. Transmission Concepts and Design

The vehicle’s output speed is affected by the motor’s input speed, the transmission
speed ratio and the tire diameter. For simplicity, the prototype EV transmission system
was first idealized with a fixed speed ratio, in which a geared friction wheel was directly
connected to the tire of the rear wheel, eliminating the need for gear shifting and the
construction and implementation of a more complex driveline system. In this architecture,
when the throttle is pressed by the pilot, signals are sent to the motor controller to change
the motor speed, and consequently the wheel rotation. In the case of DC electric motors,
the speed range can vary from zero to thousands of rotations per minute (rpm) depending
on the voltage received from the motor controller. The first geared friction wheel prototype
design is shown in Figure 2a. This component was 3D printed and assembled in a prototype
vehicle in order to validate the reliability of a plastic geared friction wheel in the vehicle’s
powertrain. However, this solution harmed the performance and efficiency of the EV’s
powertrain, affecting acceleration time, top speed, available torque at the wheels, and
energy consumption. Indeed, the narrow output speed range obtained with this design in
comparison to the torque required to start the vehicle demonstrated the importance of a
variable transmission.
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(a) (b) (c)

Figure 2. Geared friction wheel design concepts: (a) first wheel attempt, (b) idealized conic wheel
and (c) final wheel (left to right by order of appearance).

The simplest implementation of a variable transmission system began with an ideal-
ized conic geared friction wheel, as illustrated in Figure 2b. This component was originally
assembled in the motor axle and directly coupled to the vehicle’s rear tire. If the electric mo-
tor is assembled with the proper inclination angle and on a movable platform, the conical
shape would allow the geared friction wheel diameter in contact with the tire to gradually
increase. As a result, the solution was to mount the motor on a board with linear bearings,
allowing the speed ratio to be varied by lateral movement of the board. To move the motor
base and thus the geared friction wheel, a system of strings and pulleys connected to a
lever system can be attached to the board. When necessary, the pilot may pull or push
this lever, thereby changing the speed ratio. The first conic geared friction wheel designed,
shown in Figure 2b, was able to achieve the proposed speed range; however, its geometric
format was not properly designed to handle the contact force with the vehicle rear tire,
resulting in teeth fractures, wear and loss of performance. The EV prototype and idealized
variable transmission concept employing the final geared friction wheel design in Figure 2c
is shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3. EV prototype (left) and virtual representation of the idealized CVT concept (right).

The maximum and minimum gear speed ratios u from the variable transmission can
be obtained considering the wheel tire diameter D and the maximum and minimum values
of the conic geared friction wheel diameter d, given by
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max u =
D

min d
and min u =

D
max d

. (1)

The vehicle speed Vx as a function of the transmission ratio u and angular velocity of
the electric motor ω = 2πn/60, where n is the rotating velocity of the electric motor in rpm,
from which the limiting EV speeds can be determined, is given by

Vx =
ωD
2u

. (2)

Similar relations can be established to determine torque magnification at the output
wheel. The corresponding torques on the wheel tire and the geared friction wheel, TD and
Td, respectively, can be determined according to the rated power of the electric motor P
and the transmission efficiency η, yielding

Td =
P
ω

and TD = uηTd. (3)

Considering an intermediary value of the electric motor speed n = 1900 rpm and
the output wheel tire diameter D = 480 mm, according to Equations (1) and (2) it is
possible to define the maximum and minimum diameters of the conic geared friction
wheel that assure the required speed range for the circuit. The minimum and maximum
geared friction wheel diameters chosen were min d = 68.71 mm and max d = 96.19 mm
and the corresponding gear speed ratios found were max u = 6.99:1 and min u = 4.99:1.
Considering an electric motor with rated power P = 1000 W and adopting, for simplicity,
the transmission efficiency η = 100%, as shown in Figure 4, Equations (2) and (3) can
be used to determine the variation of the vehicle’s speed and output wheel torque as a
function of the geared friction wheel diameter.
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Figure 4. Vehicle output speed and output wheel torque as a function of the conic geared friction
wheel diameter (transmission ratio); the CVT ranges from the value of u = 6.99:1 to u = 4.99:1.

2.3. Vehicle Dynamic Model and Performance

As previously stated, the geometric format of the first conic geared friction wheel
design shown in Figure 2b was not designed to withstand the contact force generated by
the vehicle’s rear tire, resulting in teeth fractures, wear, and performance loss. To gain a
better understanding of the forces and torques acting on the vehicle’s powertrain and to
evaluate the proposed CVT, a computational model of the EV prototype was developed
and is described in what follows.

The aspects of a vehicle’s design which affect the dynamics can be grouped into drive-
train and braking, suspension and steering, distribution of mass, aerodynamics and tires.
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To model longitudinal vehicle dynamics and study forward vehicle motion in response
to driver inputs, propulsion system outputs, ambient conditions, air/surface/water con-
ditions, and other factors, a simplified one degree of freedom lumped mass model and
Newton’s second law are used [49,50], yielding

mV̇x = Fx − Fd − Rx − mgsin(α), (4)

where m is the vehicle total embedded mass, V̇x is the time derivative of the vehicle speed
(acceleration), Fx is the traction force, Fd is the aerodynamic drag force, Rx is the rolling
resistance force and α the road angle considered for calculating the gravitational force
component in the vehicle movement direction; these forces have been well established
in [49,51] and can be defined as

Fd =
CdρAf(Vx + Vw)2

2
, Fx =

2Tduη

D
and Rx = Crrmg, (5)

where Cd is the aerodynamic drag, ρ is the air mass density, Af is the projected frontal area
of the vehicle, Vw is the wind speed, and Crr the rolling resistance coefficient; further info
and details on these parameters can be consulted in [51]. The parameters in the above
equations and vehicle data used in this study are defined in Table 1; the road angle and the
wind speed were considered equal to zero.

Table 1. Operational and physical characteristics of the vehicle.

Output wheel diameter, D [mm] 480
Vehicle + pilot mass, m [kg] 100
Frontal area, Af [m2] 0.49
Drag coefficient, Cd 0.3
Rolling resistance coefficient, Crr 0.0015
Air density, ρ [kg/m3] 1.2
Gravity, g [m/s2] 9.81

The transmission in a powertrain provides the transmission (or speed) ratios needed to
match the engine’s torque and speed range to the vehicle’s torque and speed requirements.
It thus transmits power with some losses while also converting from an input torque and
speed product to nominally the same power product at the output but with a different
combination of torques and speeds. According to the longitudinal vehicle model previously
defined, to better understand the forces and torques acting on the vehicle powertrain and
also to evaluate the proposed CVT, a computational simulation model was implemented in
Matlab/Simulink environment as shown in Figure 5.

To simplify the model, the transmission losses by friction, gear slipping and elastic
deformation were neglected, hence, 100% efficiency was adopted. The computational
model uses a predefined array of speeds as input that defines the driving cycle. The speed
ratio in the simulation is calculated according to the reference speed and the geared friction
wheel diameter selected in a lookup table, created with the maximum and minimum geared
friction wheel diameters versus vehicle output speed shown in Figure 4. The block vehi-
cle dynamics portrays the vehicle longitudinal dynamics established in Equations (4) and (5).
In the computational model, a proportional-integral speed controller was also implemented
to play the pilot’s role. The proportional and integral gains defined for this controller
were kp = 0.03 and ki = 0.001, respectively. Furthermore, a DC motor controller was
implemented to command the motor speed, changing the motor mean voltage with the
variation of a PWM (pulse-width modulation) duty cycle informed by the speed controller.
The duty cycle determines how long the signal is in a high state. If the duty cycle is equal
to 50%, the mean voltage on the motor will be half of the source voltage. So, in accordance
with the changes in duty cycle, the mean voltage varies, controlling the motor speed.
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Figure 5. Schematics of the computational simulation model of the EV prototype considering a
longitudinal dynamic model and a continuous variable transmission (CVT).

According to [52], the battery model used in the EV prototype can be defined by its
state of charge (SOC) and its voltage V,

SOC(%) = (1 − AH
AHnom

) · 100, (6)

V = −7.1 SOC3 + 21 SOC2 − 8.3 SOC + 37, (7)

where AH represents the available capacity of the battery and AHnom its nominal capacity,
i.e., a fully charged battery has a SOC of 100% and a fully discharged one has a SOC of 0%.
Therefore, by integrating the product between the current required by the motor and the
voltage obtained in Equation (7), it is possible to extract the energy consumption.

2.4. 3D Printing Concepts and Methods

The final geared friction wheel design depicted in Figure 2c was produced using
polymer AM technologies, which involve layering materials to create objects from 3D
model data via material extrusion, in which the material is selectively dispensed through a
nozzle or orifice. The process is called FDM (fused deposition modeling; a trademark of
the company Stratasys), and it is a material extrusion process that uses heated extrusion
and layer deposition of materials to create thermoplastic parts. In its untrademarked form,
the FDM process is also referred to as FFF (fused filament fabrication), and is typically
associated with a less industrial grade technology (desktop, hobbyist level 3D printing
technology). The 3D printer model used is the widely accessible, low-cost and hobbyist
grade technology, Anet A8. To determine the optimal printing parameters for the STL part
file generated from the 3D geometric model of the geared friction wheel, a commercially
available plug-in and tool called SmartSlice (Version 21.0.28) was used. It is designed
to be used with Ultimaker’s Cura slicer (Version 4.11.0) software and incorporates an
optimization algorithm. To ensure structural requirements are met, the software is fed
with the force acting on the component, the component’s maximum displacement, and the
desired safety factor. Additionally, this plug-in makes use of modifier meshes to reinforce
infill density in critical regions without requiring the entire body to be reinforced with
additional material.

The Table 2 compares the mechanical properties of PETG to those of some of the most
commonly used filaments in 3D printing from the 3Dlab brand. Although PLA is stronger
than PETG, PETG is better suited for outdoor use due to its resistance to weather and
sunlight. PETG has a temperature tolerance of approximately 75 ◦C. On the other hand, 3D
printed parts made of PLA must be kept below 55 ◦C to avoid thermal deformation and
stiffness relaxation. The black PETG with 1.75 mm of diameter from 3DFila was chosen as
the material for the final version of the geared friction wheel. The printing temperature set
for this material was 240 ◦C with the built plate temperature adjusted to 65 ◦C.
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Table 2. Typical materials properties values and printing parameters used with FDM printers.

Properties ABS PLA PETG

Tensile modulus [MPa] 1335 1896 1067
Yield strength [MPa] 14.7 24.8 18.6
Ultimate strength [MPa] 29 46 32.6
Strain at break [%] 7.08 3.69 7.74
Specific weight [g/cm3] 1.04 1.24 1.27
Build plate temperature [ºC] 100–110 60–80 60–80
Printing temperature [ºC] 220–245 190–210 220–245
Printing speed [mm/s] 60–100 60–100 40–60

3. Results
3.1. General Driving Cycle Simulation

The results for a general driving cycle simulation with a maximum speed of 35 km/h
are shown in Figure 6. The graphics show the variable transmission speed ratio according
to the vehicle speed. The reference speed is plotted with a constant blue line and the
red line is the simulated model actual speed. As presented in Figure 6, for speeds below
24.61 km/h, the implemented transmission ratio will be limited to 6.99:1. When more speed
is required, the speed ratio is continuously changed. The maximum speed of the vehicle is
obtained with the speed ratio of 4.99:1 and the maximum speed error between the reference
profile and the simulated model speed curve occurred in the vehicle acceleration stage and
was less than 2 km/h. This error is related to the controller gains selected and its value is
smaller than the value obtained by [53].

Figure 6. Transmission ratio and output speed comparison for a general driving cycle.

Considering the motor rated power of 1000 W, it is also possible to obtain from the
simulation of the computational model the traction force according to the general input
driving cycle. Accordingly, Figure 7 shows the traction force plot where the maximum and
minimum forces are 621.78 N and 317.26 N, respectively.
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Figure 7. Vehicle traction force for the general driving cycle.

The traction force acquired from simulation was used to obtain the tangential force
applied to the surface of the geared friction wheel teeth. Furthermore, a second version of
the conic geared friction wheel (see Figure 2c) was designed with reinforced teeth and with
smooth fillets. Considering the tangential force and trying to obtain better gear strength
with reduced component mass, Cura slicer software with an optimization printing tool was
used to evaluate the best printing parameters for the geared friction wheel. This subject is
presented in Section 3.3.

3.2. Shell Eco-Marathon Circuit Driving Cycle Simulation

Figure 8 shows the speed profile recorded by the Milhas Gerais team during the
Shell Eco-marathon competition. The actual vehicle model speed compared to the speed
reference from the used driving cycle is shown in Figure 9. The maximum speed error
between the input driving cycle and the simulated vehicle speed curve was observed to be
1.96 km/h.

Figure 8. Recorded speed profile (driving cycle) during the 2017 Brazilian edition of the Shell
Eco-marathon competition.
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Figure 9. The competition reference driving cycle and the simulated vehicle model speed.

By integrating the product between the current required by the motor and the voltage
obtained in Equation (7), it is possible to extract the energy consumption for the fixed-ratio
transmission model and for the CVT as shown in Figure 10. As shown, the simulated model
with the designed CVT consumed 10.54% less energy than the simulated model with the
fixed transmission ratio. This result validates the variable transmission’s development
efforts and demonstrates the concept’s potential for battery consumption reduction.

Figure 10. Energy consumption: geared friction wheel design with fixed ratio (left) and variable ratio
CVT (right).

These results demonstrate that the vehicle’s overall efficiency can be enhanced with
improved powertrain systems, with fewer rotating components (reducing rotating inertia)
as obtained with the CVT concept presented as compared to conventional CVT models.
Moreover, the vehicle weight can be reduced by applying 3D-printed components, which
also contributes to energy saving. Lastly, losses related to friction can be addressed with
new components design and the use of new materials enabled by AM.

3.3. 3D Printing Optimization

Initially, in the SmartSlice software, a structural simulation was performed just by
fixing the center of the gear hole and applying a distributed force on the teeth flanks. The
total force used was equal to 621.78 N and was obtained considering the maximum traction
force and the respective transmission ratio discussed in the previous section. The software
then calculates the safety factor and the maximum displacement for this situation. The
values obtained are shown in Table 3. In this first step, the maximum displacement found
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was 0.24 mm. Therefore, for optimization, it was decided to define as constraints the value
of 0.3 mm for the maximum displacement and a safety factor of 1.5.

As shown in Table 3, by adjusting the printing parameters to its optimized setting
it was possible to reduce the mass from 437.2 g to 386.7 g, maintaining an acceptable
maximum displacement and guarantying the safety factor previously stipulated. Figure 11
illustrates the geared friction wheel slicing process before and after optimization where
it is possible to verify the mesh reinforcement close to the teeth surface. Moreover, local
reinforcements were used in the part holes. Due to local reinforcement complexity, the
printing time in the optimized configuration was approximately 40 minutes higher for a
printing speed of 60 mm/s; however, it is not critical in this project, since the main concern
is about improving the geared friction wheel mechanical strength and stiffness.

Table 3. 3D printing optimization parameters and comparison of results.

Parameters
Initial Settings Optimized Settings

Extruder Local Rein-
forcements Extruder Local Rein-

forcements

Top and bottom layers 3 - 4 3
Infill density [%] 100 - 35 85
Wall thickness [mm] 0.6 - 0.6 0.6
Wall line counting 3 - 2 3

Results

Mass [g] 437.2 386.7
Max displacement [mm] 0.24 0.28
Printing time 22 h 57 min 23 h 36 min
Factor of safety 3.92 3.24

Figure 11. 3D printed geared friction wheel slicing comparison: initial (left) and optimized slicing
(right) performed with the 3D printing software Cura slicer from Ultimaker; the red lines denote
external shell surface, orange and yellow the infill regions, and green the inner wall.

4. Conclusions

The present work proposes a new CVT architecture utilizing a conic geared friction
wheel. This wheel engages with the rear wheel’s tire and is coupled to the electric motor
axle. The speed ratio change is obtained moving the motor, which is mounted over a
movable board with linear bearings. The proposed variable transmission is unprecedented
and its constructive simplicity suggests opportunities for application in small vehicles. A
computational model was implemented to simulate a prototype 3-wheeled vehicle with
this designed transmission. It is shown with the simulated model that the designed CVT
consumes 10.46% less energy than a fixed transmission ratio, demonstrating the CVT
concept’s potential for battery consumption reduction. Furthermore, an optimization
algorithm was used to obtain optimized printing parameters for manufacturing the geared
friction wheel in PETG. The obtained set of parameters demonstrated possibilities to reduce
the geared friction wheel mass about 12% in relation to the 3D-printed geared friction
wheel with 100% of material infill without loosing mechanical resistance and stiffness. In



Machines 2022, 10, 84 12 of 14

future work the EV prototype will be tuned and tested in a real-driving cycle. To determine
the powertrain’s efficiency, data on speed, time, motor current, battery voltage, and battery
consumption will be collected. Additional testing will be conducted to determine the
transmission’s efficiency and durability.
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