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(57) ABSTRACT

Polymer pellets are formed using air to influence the sepa-
ration of polymer from a polymer melt. In accordance with
one or more embodiments, a polymer material is extruded
through a nozzle to form a polymer melt extending from the
nozzle. A non-uniform thickness is generated in the polymer
melt using a gas or gasses to apply a drag force to the
polymer melt. This drag force reduces a thickness of a
portion of the polymer melt adjacent the nozzle, and the
polymer melt is fractured into discrete droplets at the
reduced thickness. The discrete droplets are then solidified
to form pellets.
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1
POLYMER PELLETIZATION VIA MELT
FRACTURE

FIELD

Aspects of the present disclosure relate generally to
pelletizing, and more specifically, to generating polymer
pellets via melt fracture.

BACKGROUND

Polymer-based pellets are useful in a multitude of appli-
cations. In particular, powders and micropellets (e.g., with
cross-sections of less than 2 mm, 50 microns or smaller)
have been in increasing demand in the field of polymer
processing. For example, processes such as the selective
laser sintering processes (SLS) benefit from powders having
a specific size distribution and shape in order to achieve high
quality products. High powder layer density and small
porosity can be achieved with a continuous size distribution
of spherical particles.

While various micropellets have seen increasing demand,
controlling the properties of pellets in terms of their size and
shape at desirable costs has been challenging. Previous
approaches have been costly to implement and resulting
products have been insufficient to meet certain needs. These
and other problems have been challenging to the manufac-
ture and implementation of a variety of types of micropel-
lets.

SUMMARY

Various aspects of the present disclosure are directed to
forming polymer-based pellets. In accordance with one or
more embodiments, polymer material is extruded through a
nozzle to form a polymer melt extending from the nozzle,
and the polymer melt is fractured into discrete droplets as
follows. A non-uniform thickness is generated in the poly-
mer melt by applying a drag force using gas flowing along
the polymer melt, and thereby reducing a thickness of a
portion of the polymer melt adjacent the nozzle. The poly-
mer melt is then fractured at the portion having the reduced
thickness, and the discrete droplets are solidified to form
pellets.

Another embodiment is directed to a method for manu-
facturing polymer-based pellets as follows. A polymer melt
is extruded from a die, and a drag force is applied to the
polymer melt as it is extruded by flowing heated gas along
a portion of the polymer melt extending from the die. The
drag force is used to repeatedly fracture and separate por-
tions of the polymer melt as the polymer melt is extruded
from the die. The polymer melt is fractured adjacent the die
such that the separated portions of the polymer melt have a
volume that is greater than half a total volume of a portion
of the polymer melt extending from the die when the
polymer melt is fractured (e.g., prior to Rayleigh distur-
bances being introduced in the polymer melt). Discrete
droplets are formed from each separated portion of the
polymer melt, and the discrete droplets are solidified into
pellets.

Another example embodiment is directed to an apparatus
including a polymer extruder that extrudes a polymer mate-
rial, and a die having a nozzle via which the polymer
material is passed to form a polymer melt extending there-
from. The die also has a gas channel via which a gas or
gasses are flowed and directed to the polymer melt extend-
ing from the die. The die and the polymer extruder fracture
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the polymer melt into discrete droplets as follows, for each
discrete droplet. A non-uniform thickness is generated in the
polymer melt by flowing gas along and applying a drag force
to the polymer melt, therein reducing a thickness of a portion
of the polymer melt adjacent the nozzle. Each discrete
droplet is formed by using the air to fracture the polymer
melt at the portion having the reduced thickness, with the
discrete droplets being solidified into pellets.

The above summary is not intended to describe each
embodiment or every implementation of the present disclo-
sure. The figures and detailed description that follow more
particularly exemplify various embodiments.

DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES

Aspects of the disclosure may be more completely under-
stood in consideration of the following detailed description
of various embodiments in connection with the accompa-
nying drawings, in which.

FIG. 1 shows a pelletizing apparatus and method, in
accordance with an example embodiment;

FIG. 2 is a flow diagram for a pelletizing method, in
accordance with another example embodiment; and

FIG. 3 shows a pelletizing apparatus, in accordance with
another example embodiment.

While various embodiments of the disclosure are ame-
nable to modifications and alternative forms, specifics
thereof have been shown by way of example in the drawings
and will be described in detail. It should be understood,
however, that the intention is not to limit the disclosure to
the particular embodiments described. On the contrary, the
intention is to cover all modifications, equivalents, and
alternatives falling within the scope of the disclosure includ-
ing aspects defined in the claims.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Various aspects of the present disclosure are directed to
forming polymer-based pellets. While the present disclosure
is not necessarily limited as such, various aspects may be
appreciated through a discussion of examples using this
context.

In connection with various example embodiments, devia-
toric stresses are applied to a polymer melt extrudate by
using a controlled flow of gas or gasses such as air to cause
a non-uniform deformation and melt fracture. The resulting
polymer melt droplets are cooled to form pellets (e.g.,
micropellets). Such embodiments can be effected at process
conditions in which the polymer is likely to undergo strain
hardening, in which high gas stream speed is used to cause
brittle breakup (melt fracture) of the polymer thread. This
breakup can be effected adjacent a nozzle via which the
polymer melt is extruded, with the respective pellets being
repeatedly separated from a contiguous portion of the poly-
mer melt nearly immediately upon extrusion from the
nozzle. For example, the extruded polymer melt can be
fractured such that the volume of the polymer melt extrudate
(extending from the nozzle) is less than about twice the
volume of the resulting pellets.

In connection with one or more embodiments, it has been
further discovered that this melt fracture can be effected
before Rayleigh disturbances take place (e.g., instead of
Rayleigh disturbances), or with negligible Rayleigh distur-
bances. For example, by flowing gas or gasses along the
polymer melt extrudate immediately adjacent the nozzle, the
portion of the polymer melt extending from the nozzle prior
to melt fracture is kept small with the remaining portion of
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polymer melt being about the same as or smaller than the
size of the resulting droplet. Furthermore, by fracturing the
polymer melt sufficiently adjacent the nozzle with heated
gas flowing along the polymer melt, the fractured portion of
the polymer melt can be maintained in a non-solid state in
which surface tension characteristics of the fractured portion
can be used to shape a droplet from the fractured portion.

More specific embodiments are directed to methods and/
or apparatuses for forming polymer pellets as follows. A
polymer material is extruded through a nozzle to form a
polymer melt extending from the nozzle, and the polymer
melt is fractured into discrete droplets as it exits the nozzle.
In particular, a non-uniform thickness is generated in the
polymer melt by flowing high-speed gas along the polymer
melt and using the gas to apply a drag force to the polymer
melt. This drag force reduces a thickness of a portion of the
polymer melt adjacent the nozzle. The discrete droplet is
formed by fracturing the polymer melt at the reduced
thickness, and the droplets are solidified to form pellets.

Using this approach, individual droplets can be repeatedly
formed and solidified, by causing the melt fracture to occur
immediately adjacent the nozzle using drag force to reduce
the size/thickness of the polymer melt, and fracturing the
polymer melt at the reduced cross-section. This can also be
carried out in accordance with related surface tension and
viscosity characteristics of the material, and set or tuned
accordingly to control the droplet size. Such droplets may be
formed, for example, in one or more of spherical, lenticular,
obloid, or oblate spherical shapes, as may be related to the
aforesaid surface tension. In this context, single droplets can
be repeatedly fractured off the polymer melt as it exits the
nozzle, leaving a small amount of the polymer melt extend-
ing from the nozzle immediately after fracture. This
approach can be used to generate individual droplets of
consistent size, and mitigate undesirable droplet size dispar-
ity that can occur when highly elongated portions of poly-
mer melt extend from the nozzle and break at larger dis-
tances from the nozzle.

The location of the melt fracture and the corresponding
droplet size are controlled using a variety of approaches, to
suit various embodiments. For example, one or more of gas
temperature, gas speed, polymer melt temperature (or
related temperature of a die via which the polymer melt is
extruded), and polymer melt extrusion rate can be controlled
to set the location of the melt fracture, as well as to control
the size of the resulting droplets. For instance, melt strength
and viscosity can be used to determine the size of the
particles after breakup, and molecular structure of the poly-
mer material can be used to influence the occurrence of
breakup. By increasing the viscosity of the melt, the diam-
eter of the resulting pellets can be increased. In some
implementations, drag force is applied to induce deviatoric
stresses and/or strain hardening in the polymer melt, at a
reduced-thickness portion at which the melt fracture is
effected. In other embodiments, the melt fracture is con-
trolled so that the volume of polymer melt that forms each
droplet is larger than a remaining portion of the polymer
melt extending from the nozzle. Such an approach can be
carried out, for example, by using drag force via the applied
gas to neck down a portion of the polymer melt and separate
a volume of the melt via the necking and ensuing melt
fracture. In certain embodiments, the polymer melt is frac-
tured such that the diameter of the fractured melt is greater
than the length (e.g., by fracturing the polymer melt at a
distance from the nozzle that is less than the diameter of the
polymer melt extrudate).
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In various embodiments, the polymer melt is fractured by
applying drag force to the polymer melt while generating
negligible Rayleigh disturbances (e.g., capillary waves). In
this context, generating negligible Rayleigh disturbances
refers to the fracture of the melt before capillary waves form,
in which the fracture mechanism is dominated by the drag
force applied. Negligible Rayleigh disturbances involve no
or small surface tension-induced oscillations or indentations
that lead to stress concentrations which result in fracture of
the polymer strand (e.g., where Rayleigh disturbances form
droplets via the natural growth of the disturbances and
oscillations). Non-negligible Rayleigh disturbances are dis-
turbances that occur in which the melt is broken after
capillary waves form. This approach is facilitated by frac-
turing the polymer melt adjacent a nozzle via which the melt
is extruded, before the length of the polymer melt becomes
long enough to form a melt thread that is susceptible to
Rayleigh disturbances.

The extrusion rate of the polymer material is controlled to
suit one or more embodiments or applications. In some
embodiments, the polymer material is extruded at a rate that
is below a rate at which melt fracture would occur due to the
rapid extrusion (e.g., without the use of gas-induced drag).
Such a rate may be one or more orders of magnitude less
than a threshold rate at which the polymer melt would
exhibit melt fracture caused by the extrusion. For example,
certain embodiments are directed to extruding the polymer
material by operating a screw (e.g., as shown in FIG. 3) at
a linear speed that is less than about 0.5 m/s, and other
embodiments are directed to extruding the polymer material
at a rate that is less than about 0.02 m/s.

A variety of types of polymer-based materials are used to
suit various embodiments. For example, various embodi-
ments are directed to extruding polymer resin that includes
a blend of different polymers. Furthermore, the type of
polymer and its characteristics relative to extrusion such as
brittleness and surface tension can be chosen to facilitate
melt fracture as discussed herein.

For general discussion of polymer pelletization, and for
specific approaches and experimental-type aspects that may
be used in accordance with one or more embodiments
described herein, reference may be made to Aquite et al.,
“Notes on the Micropelletization of Polymer Resins,”
ANTEC (2012) and the references cited therein, and to the
underlying patent application document to which priority is
claimed, which are fully incorporated herein by reference.

Turning now to the figures, FIG. 1 shows a cross-sectional
view of a pelletizing apparatus 100 and related method
aspects, in accordance with another example embodiment.
The apparatus 100 includes a collar 110 and mandrel 120
that are separated by gas flow chamber regions 122 and 124
(e.g., a single cylindrical-type chamber in cross-section).
The collar includes a nozzle 112 via which a polymer melt
130 is extruded. The flow of the polymer melt and gas are
respectively shown by arrows, with the gas being directed
along a portion 132 of the polymer melt 130 that extends
from the nozzle 112. In various embodiments, the respective
portions as shown are insulated to facilitate control of the
temperature of the polymer melt and/or the gas as it is
applied to polymer melt extrudate that extends from the
nozzle 112.

The speed of the gas is controlled to fracture the melt and
produce droplet 134 as shown, adjacent the nozzle 112. As
consistent with the above, a multitude of such droplets 134
can be repeatedly fractured from the polymer melt 130 as it
is extruded via the nozzle 112. This melt fracture is effected
using drag force of the gas, and is carried out adjacent the
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nozzle and before the remaining portion 132 reaches the size
of the droplet 134. The drag force creates a local pressure
difference along the polymer melt and locally decreases the
diameter of the thread. Surface tension and deviatoric
stresses lead to a pinch off and eventual fracture of droplets.
In this context, the melt fracture is controlled via drag and
before any wave-like Rayleigh disturbances occur over the
length of an extrudate. In certain embodiments, a multitude
of such apparatuses 100 (e.g., in an array) are used as
nozzles being fed by an extruder or extruders, to form
pellets. Further, the size and shape of the droplet 134 as
shown is exemplary, with different sizes and shapes set using
one or more aspects of the gas flow, polymer extrusion,
polymer material characteristics and other conditions as
discussed above.

FIG. 2 is a flow diagram for a pelletizing method, in
accordance with another example embodiment. At block
210, polymer material is extruded through a nozzle and
forms a polymer melt extrudate that extends from the nozzle.
At block 220, the polymer melt is necked at a portion
adjacent the nozzle by applying a drag force to the polymer
melt, using a gas or gasses such as air. The polymer melt is
then fractured at block 230, at the necked region adjacent the
nozzle to form a droplet of the polymer melt extrudate. This
necking and resulting fracture is, as consistent with the
above, carried out using drag force applied to the polymer
melt extrudate, as the extrudate extends from the nozzle, and
generally before Rayleigh disturbances occur (e.g., such that
the volume of the fractured droplet is greater than the
remaining volume of extrudate extending from the nozzle).
The respective droplets are solidified at block 240 as they are
fractured and separated from the rest of the polymer melt.

The approaches to melt fracture and formation of pellets
as discussed herein can be carried out with a variety of
different types of extrusion equipment, to suit particular
applications. FIG. 3 shows a pelletizing apparatus 300, in
accordance with one such example embodiment. The appa-
ratus 300 operates to rapidly separate polymer melt extru-
date via melt fracture adjacent a nozzle through which the
polymer melt is extruded as discussed herein, as may be
implemented in a manner similar to that shown with the
apparatus 100 in FIG. 1.

The apparatus 300 includes an extruder 310 that feeds a
polymer melt to a die 320, via which the polymer melt is
extruded. The extruder 310 includes a screw 312 and a
controller/drive 314 that operates the screw as well as
heating components that heat the polymer as it is extruded,
with heating component 316 shown by way of example.
Polymer resin is supplied by a hopper 318.

The die 320 passes the polymer melt through a nozzle 322
and directs air along the polymer melt extending from the
nozzle. An air supply component 330 supplies the air to the
die 320, at a controlled temperature and pressure to supply
a desirable flow rate and resultant drag force upon the
polymer melt. This drag force is used to generate a non-
uniform (reduced) thickness in the polymer melt adjacent
the nozzle 322, and fracture the polymer melt at a reduced
thickness portion thereof. The air supply component 330
may include, for example, a compressor or other type of
pump that generates compressed air. In some embodiments,
one or both of the air supply component 330 and the die 320
includes a heating component that heats the compressed air
prior to flowing along the polymer melt.

Droplets are formed from each fractured portion of the
polymer melt as described herein. These droplets are then
cooled to form pellets (e.g., micropellets) as they fall away
from the nozzle 322. The apparatus 300 controls one or more
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of air temperature, air flow rate, polymer melt temperature
and polymer melt extrusion rate to set conditions of the melt
fracture and the resulting pellets formed upon cooling of the
droplets. In some embodiments, the apparatus 300 includes
an insulative material that insulates the air flow from other
components of the die via which the polymer melt flows, to
facilitate the independent control of air and die temperature.

In some embodiments, the controller/drive 314 and air
supply component 330 are commonly controlled or other-
wise integrated. In certain embodiments, one or both of
these components operates to control the fracture and size of
the discrete droplets by independently controlling at least
one of a temperature of the gas, speed of the gas relative to
the polymer melt, polymer melt temperature and polymer
melt extrusion rate.

Various embodiments described above and shown in the
figures may be implemented together and/or in other man-
ners. One or more of the items depicted in the drawings/
figures herein, in an underlying patent document to which
priority is claimed can also be implemented in a more
separated or integrated manner, or removed and/or rendered
as inoperable in certain cases, as is useful in accordance with
particular applications. For example, different types of poly-
mer resins may be implemented under differing processing
conditions to cause melt fracture adjacent a die nozzle as
discussed herein. In view of this and the description herein,
those skilled in the art will recognize that many changes may
be made thereto without departing from the spirit and scope
of the present disclosure.

What is claimed is:

1. A method comprising:

flowing gas along a polymer melt extending from a

nozzle, and using the gas to apply a drag force that thins
a cross-section of a first portion of the polymer melt
that extends from the nozzle to a second portion of the
polymer melt, the second portion being thicker than the
first portion; and

forming a polymer droplet that includes the second por-

tion by fracturing the polymer melt at the cross-section
via the drag force, the cross-section being offset from
the nozzle.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein fracturing the polymer
melt includes separating a volume of the polymer melt that
forms the polymer droplet, leaving a remaining volume of
the polymer melt that extends from the nozzle, the remaining
volume being less than the volume of the polymer melt that
forms the polymer droplet.

3. The method of claim 1, further including

extruding the polymer melt through the nozzle prior to

forming the polymer droplet, and

after fracturing the polymer melt, continuing to flow the

gas along a remaining portion of the polymer melt
extending from the nozzle while extruding additional
polymer melt from the nozzle, and repeating the steps
of using the gas to apply a drag force and forming a
polymer droplet.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein fracturing the polymer
melt includes flowing the gas from the nozzle and along a
transition between a thinner portion of the polymer melt and
a thicker end portion of the polymer melt, and using the gas
to push the thicker end portion away from the nozzle.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein fracturing the polymer
melt includes separating a portion of the polymer melt
having a diameter that is greater than its length.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein using the gas to apply
the drag force includes strain hardening the polymer melt at
the cross-section.
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7. The method of claim 1, wherein using the gas to apply
the drag force includes thinning the cross-section of the first
portion of the polymer melt predominantly via the drag force
and while generating negligible Rayleigh disturbances.

8. The method of claim 1, further including extruding the
polymer melt through the nozzle at a rate that is an order of
magnitude less than a threshold rate at which the polymer
melt would exhibit melt fracture caused by the extrusion.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein forming the polymer
droplet includes maintaining the polymer droplet in a non-
solid state while using surface tension in the polymer melt
to shape the fractured polymer melt into a droplet.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein fracturing the poly-
mer melt includes forming the polymer droplet with a
volume that is at least half of the volume of the polymer melt
that extends from the nozzle when the polymer melt is
fractured.

11. An apparatus comprising:

a gas supply component; and

a gas channel configured and arranged with the gas supply

component to

flow gas along a polymer melt extending from a nozzle,
and use the gas to apply a drag force that thins a
cross-section of a first portion of the polymer melt
that extends from the nozzle to a second portion of
the polymer melt, the second portion being thicker
than the first portion; and

form a polymer droplet that includes the second portion
by fracturing the polymer melt at the cross-section
via the drag force, the cross-section being offset from
the nozzle.

12. The apparatus of claim 11, further including a die that
includes the gas channel and a mandrel, wherein the die and
mandrel are configured and arranged to flow the polymer
melt through the nozzle.

13. The apparatus of claim 12, wherein

the die includes the gas supply component, and

the gas supply component is an inlet to the gas channel

configured and arranged to direct incoming air into the
gas channel.

20
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14. The apparatus of claim 13, further including the
nozzle and an extruder configured and arranged to extrude
the polymer melt through the mandrel and the nozzle.

15. The apparatus of claim 14, wherein the extruder is
configured and arranged with the gas supply component, gas
channel, die and nozzle to form the polymer droplet while
extruding the polymer melt through the nozzle at a rate that
is an order of magnitude less than a threshold rate at which
the polymer melt would exhibit melt fracture caused by the
extrusion.

16. The apparatus of claim 14, further including at least
one controller configured and arranged to control the frac-
ture and size of the polymer droplet by independently
controlling at least one of a temperature of the gas, speed of
the gas relative to the polymer melt, polymer melt tempera-
ture and polymer melt extrusion rate.

17. The apparatus of claim 11, wherein the gas channel
and gas supply component are configured and arranged to
fracture the polymer melt by separating a volume of the
polymer melt that forms the polymer droplet, leaving a
remaining volume of the polymer melt that extends from the
nozzle, the remaining volume being less than the volume of
the polymer melt that forms the polymer droplet.

18. The apparatus of claim 11, wherein the gas channel
and gas supply component are configured and arranged to
use the gas to apply the drag force by thinning the cross-
section of the first portion of the polymer melt predomi-
nantly via the drag force while generating negligible Ray-
leigh disturbances.

19. The apparatus of claim 11, wherein the gas channel
and gas supply component are configured and arranged to
form the polymer droplet by maintaining the polymer drop-
let in a non-solid state while using surface tension in the
polymer melt to shape the fractured polymer melt into a
droplet.

20. The apparatus of claim 11, wherein the gas channel
and gas supply component are configured and arranged to
form the polymer droplet with a volume that is at least half
of the volume of the polymer melt that extends from the
nozzle when the polymer melt is fractured.
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