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Abstract: Biodegradable stents made of poly-L-lactic acid (PLLA) have a promising prospect thanks
to high biocompatibility and a favorable biodegradation period. However, due to the low stiffness of
PLLA, polymeric stents have a lower radial stiffness and larger foreshortening. Furthermore, a stent is
a tiny meshed tube, hence, it is difficult to make a polymeric stent. In the present study, a finite element
analysis-based optimization method combined with Kriging surrogate modeling is firstly proposed
to optimize the stent structure and stent microinjection molding process, so as to improve the stent
mechanical properties and microinjection molding quality, respectively. The Kriging surrogate models
are constructed to formulate the approximate mathematical relationships between the design variables
and design objectives. Expected improvement is employed to balance local and global search to
find the global optimal design. As an example, the polymeric ART18Z stent was investigated.
The mechanical properties of stent expansion in a stenotic artery and the molding quality were
improved after optimization. Numerical results demonstrate the proposed optimization method
can be used for the computationally measurable optimality of stent structure design and stent
microinjection molding process.

Keywords: biodegradable polymer; stent; expansion performance; injection molding; kriging;
multi-objective optimization

1. Introduction

A stent is a tiny mesh tube used to treat arterial occlusive diseases, with an angioplasty procedure
performed to partially open up the blocked vessel. After being positioned in a stenosis segment,
the stent is expanded radially under the action of balloon expansion. Once the balloon is deflated
and removed, the expanded stent retains its diameter and provides a scaffoldlike support structure to
maintain the patency of the vessel, thereby promoting blood flow. There are three development
stages of stents: bare-metal stents (BMS), drug-eluting stents (DES), and bioresorbable stents.
Currently, bioresorbable stents, which can address the concerns raised by permanent metallic stents
(e.g., long-term safety), is considered to be the fourth revolution in interventional cardiology [1].
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Among them, biodegradable stents made of poly-L-lactic acid (PLLA) have a promising prospect
thanks to high biocompatibility and a favorable biodegradation period.

Although the previous studies have shown encouraging development prospects of biodegradable
polymer stents, the low stiffness of polymers and the lack of a precise and efficient method of
manufacture potentially limit the development of polymeric stents. Due to the low stiffness of polymers,
polymeric stents have low radial strengths compared to metallic stents with similar dimensions [2].
The deficiency of mechanical strength of polymeric stents can result in radial recoil after the deflation of
balloon, which can reduce the luminal area of the vessel and, therefore, influence blood flow. In order
to increase the stiffness of the polymeric stents, all currently known polymeric stents have thicker
and wider struts than metallic stents. For example, the bioresorbable vascular scaffold (BVS)-B stent
has a strut thickness of 0.15 mm, and both the Igaki-Tamai stent and ART18Z stent have the same
thickness of 0.17 mm. However, a wider strut results in a larger surface area of stent, which may
lead to higher rates of restenosis [2,3]. Moreover, stents with thicker struts can reduce stent flexibility
and significantly occupy the lumen of the artery. This results in a difficult delivery of the stent and
a reduction of blood flow through the lumen [2]. Furthermore, there is a significant foreshortening
in the process of stent expansion. This not only affects the position of stent, but also causes injury to
the vessel wall. Therefore, it is necessary to design the structure of stent to improve its mechanical
properties before manufacture.

Currently, the design of polymeric stents has learnt from the design of permanent metallic
stents. Among them, there are numbers of computational-based studies of parametric comparison.
For example, the expansion behavior of several stents with different geometries was compared in
terms of dogboning, foreshortening, elastic recoil, and so on. Migliavacca et al. [4,5] and Beule et al. [6]
assessed the mechanical properties and behavior of balloon expandable stents to determine how
the finite element analysis (FEA) method could be used to optimize stent designs. It is easy to perform
and study the effective factors using these types of study. Although the results obtained are helpful to
stent design, it is difficult to find the globally optimal design of a stent in design space.

In terms of processing methods of a polymeric stent, the traditional method of making a stent is
laser-cutting, except for some coil stents with special structures. In 2008, Clarke et al. [7] proposed
a method of making a polymeric stent by a microinjection molding process with a central core pin and
a plurality of slides. Using the microinjection molding process to make a stent has many advantages,
such as less expensive tooling, reduced part cost, more accurate parts, very fast cycles, and obtaining
parts with complex geometries. However, the injection molding process has not been used commonly
in stent manufacturing because of the difficulties that appear during the process of microinjecting
polymeric materials, such as difficult flow, mold cavity filling conditions, as well as some difficulties in
their extraction from the cavity. In addition, the warpage induced during the injection molding process
has an important influence on the quality of injection molded products [8,9]. It is obvious that the
injection molding parameter—including clamping force, shot size, injection velocity, packing pressure,
and temperature—will affect the quality of molded parts. Therefore, the optimization of injection
molding parameters will help to improve the quality of the stent.

For the optimizations, whether structural optimization of the stent or process optimization of stent
microinjection, the functional relationships between design variables and design objectives are complex,
nonlinear, implicit, and multimodal. Moreover, the number of function evaluations is severely limited
by time. It is hard to find a global optimal design using traditional optimization algorithms, such as
gradient-based algorithms. Fortunately, surrogate modeling, predominantly involving the method
of Kriging [10], can address such engineering problems effectively. It can construct an approximate
functional relationship between design objectives (the output) and design variables (the input), thereby
replacing complex engineering computation to greatly reduce computational cost. Timmins et al. [11]
adopted Lagrange interpolating polynomials (LIPs) to optimize the stent; Shen et al. [12] improved
the stent’s resistance against compression and decreased internal pressure in an expanding stent by
employing the artificial neural networks (ANN). Li et al. [13,14] proposed an adaptive optimization
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method based on Kriging surrogate model to (1) optimize the stent structure to eliminate the dogboning
phenomenon during the stent expansion process and (2) optimize stent coating to prolong the effective
period of drug release. Kriging surrogate model, a semi-parameter interpolation technique, is more
precise and flexible compared to Lagrange interpolating polynomials and ANN, and thus widely used
in multidisciplinary design optimization (MDO).

In the present paper, both the structure optimization of a biodegradable polymer stent and
process optimization of polymeric stent microinjection molding were sequentially studied using
an adaptive optimization method based on Kriging surrogate modeling. A multi-objective optimization
was proposed to optimize the geometries of the biodegradable polymer stent so as to improve
stent expansion performance. Then, microinjection molding process optimization of the optimal
stent obtained from structure optimization was proposed to optimize the parameters of injection
molding in order to reduce the deformation of stent, so as to improve the stent quality. The Kriging
model was used to build the relationship between measures of stent expansion performance and
stent geometries in the structure optimization, as well as the relationship between deformation
of the stent and injection molding parameters in the microinjection molding process optimization,
thereby replacing the expensive finite element reanalysis of the stent expansion and injection molding
process. The optimization iterations are based on the approximate relationships for reducing the high
computational cost. Optimal Latin hypercube sampling method [15] (Optimal LHS) was used to
generate the initial training sample points. In the adaptive optimization process, the expected
improvement (EI) function was adopted to balance local and global searches, as it tends to find
the find the global optimal design, even with a small sample size. Finite element method (FEM) was
used to simulate the stent expansion and stent injection molding. The numerical results and design
optimization method of this work could potentially be useful in further optimization studies and
development of biodegradable polymer stents, as well as development of the method of making
a polymeric stent by means of the microinjection molding process.

2. Materials and Methods

Most of the currently known biodegradable polymer stents are constructed of PLLA, which has
high biocompatibility and a favorable biodegradation period in coronary arteries. As an example,
the bioabsorbable ART18Z stent was studied, which has a length of 13.75 mm, a thickness of 0.17 mm,
and an outer diameter of 3.36 mm. The CAD model of a generic polymer stent with straight bridges
based on the ART18Z platform is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Generic polymeric stent with straight bridges based on the ART18Z platform.

When undertaking an FEM-based design optimization, whether it is structure optimization or
molding process optimization, the design optimization process consists of the following three parts:

(i) optimization problem (including design objectives, design variables, and constraints);
(ii) finite element method; and
(iii) optimization algorithm.
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2.1. Optimization Problems

2.1.1. Stent Structure Optimization

Generally, due to the low stiffness of PLLA, polymeric stents have lower radial stiffness.
Hence, there is radial recoil of the stent after the deflation of the balloon. This can reduce
the blood flow area though the lumen. Moreover, because of the large deformation of the stent
in the expansion process, there is a significant foreshortening of the stent, which can affect not only
the stent position, but also cause mechanical damage to the vessel wall. Furthermore, the larger
coverage can cause neointimal hyperplasia in the vessel wall, and usually it is not more than 20%.
Therefore, the multi-objective optimization design of the stent structure can be defined as:

min radial recoil, foreshortening
st x<x <X 1

coverage < 20%
where x; is a vector of design variables of stent, x; and X; are the lower and upper limits of x;, and

Rloading - Runloading
Rloading

radial recoil (RR) = x 100%

L— Lunloading

foreshortening (FS) = x 100% @)

coverage = Astent x 100%
Ao
where Rjpading is the radial of the full expanded stent, Runjoading i the diameter of stent after unloading,
L is the initial length of stent, and Lynioading 15 the length of stent after unloading. Astent is the area of
stent outer surface and Ay is the area of a cylinder with the same diameter as the stent.

Both RR and FS are two important performance of stent expansion. However, since RR and FS
of a polymeric stent are very different and have different scales, it is not easy to choose appropriate
weights. If we scale both of them to [0, 1], then we might be able to assign an intermediate weight of
0.5. Therefore, the optimization problem defined in Equation (1) can be written as:

. RR — RRmm FS — Psmin
min x1) = 0.5 + 0.5
Sxa) = 0 R ™ RRuin 2 P — FSomim
s.t. 22mm <ag < 2.6 mm
14mm < b < 1.6 mm 3)

0.1mm < w < 0.13mm
0.1 mm < d <0.15mm

coverage < 20%

where RRpin and RRpmax are the minimum and maximum of RR in the samples, respectively, and FSpin
and FSmax are the minimum and maximum of FS in the samples, respectively. x; is a vector of design
variables, which consists of the geometrical parameters a, b, w, and d of the stent, shown in Figure 1,
in which a and b are the length and width of the diamond hole, and w and d are the width and thickness
of struts.
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2.1.2. Stent Injection Molding Process Optimization

The warpage of a biodegradable polymer stent during the microinjection molding process is
an important measure to evaluate stent molding quality. Hence, the optimization of the stent injection
molding process to improve stent quality can be defined as:

min Warpage

s.t. 80°C < Tholg £90°C
190 °C < Tppelt < 205 °C
0.13cm3/s < v < 0.25cm3/s
75% < P < 90%
01s<t<2s

(4)

where Tie and Tyyo)q are the temperature of the melt and the mold, respectively; v is the flow rate,
P is the packing pressure, and ¢ is the packing time.

2.2. Finite Element Methods

2.2.1. Stent Expansion

There are many FEMs used to investigate the expansion process of stents in the published
studies [16-18]. Among them, a three-dimensional simulation model combining artery, plaque, stent,
and balloon is thought to be realistic and available. The finite element model in three-dimensions is
shown in Figure 2. ANSYS 15.0 (ANSYS, Inc., Canonsburg, PA, USA) program was used to simulate
the polymeric stent expansion in stenotic artery. Because of the symmetry of the entire model, 1/12 of
the entire model—with 1/6 in the circumferential direction and 1/2 in the longitudinal direction—was
simulated in this study. The balloon was placed inside the polymeric stent. The plaque was not
in contact with the polymeric stent at the beginning of expansion. The thicknesses of plaque were
modeled to be 0.48 mm at proximal and 0.08 mm at distal. The artery was modeled to have an identical
thickness of 0.15 mm. The balloon was modeled with a length of 7.75 mm and a thickness of 0.05 mm.

Plaque Arte
q Ty 7.9mm

0.15mm
/ 0.08mm

—

2.81mm

Figure 2. The finite element model of polymeric stent expansion in a stenotic artery. The 8-node solid
element was assumed for the artery, plaque, and polymeric stent, while the shell element was assumed
for the balloon. The balloon consists of 896 elements, with 56 elements along its length and 16 elements
in circumference. The polymeric stent was discretized by 930 elements with 3 elements in the modeled
thickness. The artery consists of 504 elements and the plaque consists of 960 elements.

The contact between balloon and stent and the contact between stent and plaque were considered,
while the friction between them was ignored. A radial displacement with two steps was applied
to the balloon. In the first step, the outer diameter of stent was expanded to the inner diameter of
the artery (5.32 mm in this study). Then, the balloon was deflated to the initial state in the second step.
The symmetry constraints were applied to the symmetry parts of artery, plaque, stent, and balloon,
while the distal parts of them were free.



Polymers 2017, 9, 20 6 of 15

In this simulation, the material properties were based on the data available from previous
studies [19]. Therein, the PLLA stent had an elastic modulus of 3.363 GPa, a Poisson ratio of 0.45,
and a yield stress of 40 MPa. A linear isotropic and nearly incompressible model was assumed for the
plaque and artery with elastic moduli 1.75 and 2.19 MPa, as well as a Poisson ratio of 0.499. The balloon
was modeled as a Mooney-Rivlin hyperelastic shell with two parameters: cop; = 1.0688 MPa,
co1 = 0.71092 MPa. The polymeric stent expansion process in the stenotic artery is shown in Figure 3.
The stent expands as the balloon is inflated (see 1st to 5th stage). After the deflation of balloon, the stent
remains the shape to form a vascular support (see 4th and 5th stages).

mm
0 - e Stage
0.0495 S

0.1523 |
0.2552
0.3581
0.4609
0.5638
0.6667 M
07695
0.8724

2nd stage

3rd stage 4th stage

5th stage

Figure 3. The expansion process of a polymeric stent in a stenotic artery displayed in symmetry.

2.2.2. Stent Microinjection Molding

FEM was also used in the injection molding process optimization. Xu et al. [8] firstly proposed
an integrated FEM of the injection molding process to optimize process parameters using a neural
network. In this study, there are six repeating cells in the circumference of the ART18Z stent. In order
to balance the melt flow in the cavities, six gates were arranged at the distal ends of the stent.
The simulation model of stent injection molding based on the ART18Z platform is shown in Figure 4.
Moldflow program was used to simulate the filling process of the polymeric stent. The stent finite
element model consists of 80,670 elements with 40,227 nodes.

Figure 4. The simulation model of stent injection molding based on the ART18Z platform.

In this simulation, the material of the polymeric stent was considered as a crystalline structure
with a melt mass-flow rate (MFR) of 0.55 g/min, measured under the conditions of a temperature of
200 °C and a load of 5 kg. From PLLA’s rheological properties (shown in Figure 5), it can be seen that
viscosity of the PLLA decreases slightly by increasing shear rate from 1 to 1 x 10?2 s~1, and the effect of
temperature on viscosity is remarkable. From 1 x 102 to 1 x 10° s!, the viscosity will decrease rapidly,
and not be obviously influenced by temperature. The injection molding process of the stent is shown
in Figure 6. The melt flows into the cavity from the right distal end, and then fills the entire cavity.
The maximum warpage is distributed at the left distal end of stent, while the minimum warpage is
located at the proximal end of stent.
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Figure 5. The rheological properties of poly-L-lactic acid (PLLA) with crystalline melt mass-flow rate
(MFR) of 0.55 g/min measured under the conditions of a temperature of 200 °C and a load of 5 kg.

1st stage

2nd stage

3rd stage

4th stage

Figure 6. The injection molding process of a stent based on the ART18Z platform.

2.3. Optimization Algorithm

In engineering optimization design, when the number of function evaluations is limited by time
or cost, it is appropriate to address this problem by surrogate models, especially Kriging surrogate
model. The key steps in surrogated model-based optimization process are:

(i) define an optimization problem (the design variables (or inputs), measures of performance (or
outputs), upper and lower bounds);

(ii) get the initial training samples by a space-filling algorithm (or design of experiment), and then
analyze each design to get the objective function value;

(iii) construct the approximate relationship between design objective and design variables based on
the training samples;

(iv) choose an optimization algorithm to obtain the optimal design based on approximate
function; and

(v) check the convergence criteria.

Figure 7 depicts the process of an optimization algorithm based on the surrogate model.
In the present study, altered adaptive optimization method based on Kriging surrogate model is
employed to minimize the design objectives. Kriging surrogate model [10,20] coupled with a design of
experiments (DOE) algorithm [21] is used to create approximate functional relationship between design
objective and design variables. The basic idea of Kriging is to predict the value of a function at a given
point by computing a weighted average of the known values of the function in the neighborhood of
the point. It derives the best linear unbiased estimator, based on assumptions on covariance, makes use
of Gauss—-Markov theorem to prove independence of the estimate and error, and employs very similar
formulae. A new value can be predicted at any new spatial location by combining the Gaussian
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prior with a Gaussian likelihood function for each of the observed values [22]. As a semi-parametric
approach, Kriging model is more flexible in application than interpolation method, which involves
a parametric model, and is more powerful in making global prediction than semi-parametric model [23].
Optimal Latin hypercube sampling (LHS) and orthogonal LHS are adopted to select sample points
in the design space of the stent’s geometries and in the design space of the stent injection molding
process, respectively. Expected improvement (EI) function [21] is adopted to balance the local and
global search so as to find the optimal result. The optimization iteration starts from a sample point
corresponding with the minimum objective in training samples. We modify the Kriging model in each
iteration step until the error between Kriging predictive value and FEM simulation falls below a given
tolerance. The optimization process stops when the following conditions of convergence are met:

EL
Ymax - Ymin
fe =kl < &2 ®)
\fk — fie1l < &3

<£1

where EI, denotes the functional value of EI at the ky, iteration. Ypmax and Yiu;n are the maximum and
minimum responses, respectively, among the sample points. f; and f;_; are the values of objective
functions at the fith and f;_;th iteration, respectively. §j; denotes the predicted value of Kriging at
the kth step.

[ Define optimization problem ]

[ Select s samples in the design space ]

2

[ Calculate the response y(x) of each sample point by FEM ]

Select a sample corresponding with minimum
f(x:) as the initial point for the optimization

¥

Construct an approximate relationship between the objective
function and design variables using Kriging surrogate model

Add the modified 4’
design x into the [ Calculate EIlx) based on fix) ]

set of samples

N Select optimization algorithm (sequential quadratic

programming in this study) to implement the optimization
design based on max EI and obtain the modified design x

¥

Get the predictive value , of x from Kriging

¥

[ Calculate the response flxx) by FEM ]

Convergence?

Figure 7. Flowchart showing the process of optimization algorithm based on surrogate model.
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3. Results

3.1. Results of Stent Structure Optimization

The radial recoil and foreshortening based on ART18Z stent platform was minimized by
the proposed method, with the constraint that coverage is less than 20%. The initial trial samples,
including an initial experience design and another 30 samples generated by optimal LHS, were selected
for constructing Kriging surrogate model. The optimization iteration is based on the constructed
surrogate model. The polymeric stent expansion processes in the stenotic artery for all trial samples
are simulated by ANSYS software. EI function was employed to balance local and global search in
the design space. The optimization process started from the initial point with the minimum value
of optimization function among all the sample points. Twenty-one iterations were needed to obtain
the optimal solution.

The optimization result was compared to the original design, as well as to the comparable stent,
which has the same geometries as the original stent except for the width and thickness of struts,
as shown in Table 1. With the comparison to the original stent, the optimal stent has similar mechanical
properties as the original stent, even though both the width and thickness of the struts of the optimal
stent were decreased by 0.02 mm. The reduction of the strut width of the optimal stent is conducive to
the smaller neointimal hyperplasia and better stent coverage, which can reduce the risk of in-stent
restenosis. Moreover, although the radial recoil of the optimal stent is slightly larger than that of
the original stent (due to the smaller thickness of the optimal stent), it has a larger lumen area than
the original stent. When compared to the stent having the same geometrics as the original stent except
for the width and thickness of struts (named “comparable stent” in this study), the optimal stent has
lower radial recoil and larger lumen area, although both of them have the same width and thickness
of struts.

Table 1. Optimization result of stent structure compared to the original stent and comparable stent.

Stents w(mm) d(mm) a(mm) b(mm) Coverage(%) Lumen area (mm?) RR FS
Original stent 0.15 0.17 2.4 1.56 18.97 14.4422 0.0669  0.2538
Comparable stent 0.13 0.15 24 1.56 16.56 13.7382 0.0963  0.2372
Optimal stent 0.13 0.15 2.2175 14 16.20 14.5918 0.0705 0.2617

RR: radial recoil; FS: foreshortening.

The radial recoil and foreshortening are two conflicting objectives. Generally, the foreshortening
is greater when the stent diameter expands to a larger degree. However, a larger deformation of
the polymeric stent results in a larger region of greater plastic deformation, thereby the elastic
deformation and the region in which it occurred are relatively small. This results in smaller radial
elastic recoil caused by the elastic deformation of stent. Furthermore, because both the radial recoil
and foreshortening are not only related to the stent structure, but also connected with the materials
and expansion process of the polymeric stent, it is hard, even impossible, to eliminate them.

In order to study the effect of the strut dimensions on the expansion performance of stent,
the effect of each design variable on the radial recoil and foreshortening were studied independently,
with other variables fixed at their optimal values, as shown in Figure 8. These results demonstrated
that radial recoil and foreshortening are two conflicting measures of stent performance. The stent
radial recoil decreased with the strut width and strut thickness, because the stent mechanical strength
increased with the increase of these two design variables. Meanwhile, the foreshortening increased
with these two design variables, because the foreshortening was larger when the stent was expanded
to a greater degree. There was an optimal value of the diamond-shaped hole length to minimize
the stent radial recoil in the design range, while the diamond-shaped hole width had a value that
corresponded to the maximum of radial recoil. This was because the stent studied consists of diamonds
and hexagons, which had common edges. The geometry of the diamond affected the geometrical
structure of the hexagon, which also had an impact on the stent radial recoil. The foreshortening
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of stent decreased with the length of the diamond-shaped hole, and increased with the width of
the diamond-shaped hole.
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Figure 8. The effect of each design variable on the radial recoil and foreshortening when fixing other
variables at their optimal values: (a) the effect of strut width on the radial recoil and foreshortening;
(b) the effect of strut thickness on the radial recoil and foreshortening; (c) the effect of diamond-shaped
hole length on the radial recoil and foreshortening; (d) the effect of diamond-shaped hole width on
the radial recoil and foreshortening.

3.2. Results of Stent Injection Molding Process

16 initial trial samples generated by orthogonal LHS were used for constructing Kriging surrogate
model to build the approximate relationship between stent warpage and design variables including
temperature of the melt and the mold (T, and Tyyo14), flow rate (v), packing pressure (P), and packing
time (f). Twenty-one iterations were needed to obtain the optimal solution. The optimization
result was compared to the best design point, which corresponding to the minimum value of
optimization function among all the initial trial sample points, as shown in Table 2. The warpage of
the optimal design was reduced by 28.3%, which was helpful to improve the molding quality of stent.
The distribution of warpage of the comparable design corresponding to the best design among trial
samples and optimal design are shown in Figure 9, from which it can be observed that the optimal
design has smaller deformation than the comparable design.

Table 2. Optimization result of stent injection molding process compared to the design point
with the minimum value of optimization function among all the initial trial sample points (named
comparable design).

Stents Tmold (°O) Tnett CCO) v (cm3/s) P (%) t (s) Warpage (mm)

Comparable design 88.9 193.0 0.2 83.9 1.9 0.0159
Optimal design 90 190 0.2 90 1.3 0.0114
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[mm]
I 0.0159

0.0120
I 0.0082
0.0043

0.0004

(b) Optimal design

Figure 9. The distribution of warpage of the comparable design and optimal design.

In order to study the effect of injection molding process parameters on the warpage of the stent,
the computation of the single factor analysis is performed by fixing other factors in the optimal solution,
the results of which are plotted in Figure 10. It reveals that, in the given design domain, these injection
process parameters do not contribute equally to the warpage of the stent. The flow rate and
packing pressure have the most substantial impact, followed by mold temperature, melt temperature,
and packing time.

In Figure 10, the warpage decreases as the mold temperature increases. For one thing, the lower
mold temperature usually causes larger shear stress near the wall, which subsequently evolves into
the larger flow-induced residual stress in the part. This will result in greater warpage after ejection,
finally. Besides, the higher mold temperature can increase the cooling time. If the packing process is
not reasonable, it will cause greater shrinkage in the part, which results in larger warpage. Figure 10
presents the phenomenon of warpage decreasing when mold temperature changes from the lowest
value to the reasonable value for the given range.

0.019 0.0145
0.01 0,014 F
0.017 HO.UUS i ]
E006f =
E E oozl ]
E-A v
20.015 &
g S0.0125
Z 0014 2
0012
0.013
ooz b 0.0115
0.011 - k A . 0011
80 82 84 86 88 90 190 195 200 205
(a) Mold temperature (°C) (b) Melt temperature (°C)
0.035 T T T T T T 0.022
0.03 0.02p
E £ 0.018
E 0025 £
<~ ]
2 E0.016
B (=3
5 002p 5
= Z 0014
0.015F
0.012F
0.01 " " " A - " 001
0.4 016 018 02 022 024 s 50 py" %
(c) Flow rate (em’/s) (d) Packing pressure (%)

Figure 10. Cont.



Polymers 2017, 9, 20 12 of 15

0.0155 T T

0.015

0.0145

0.014

0.0135

0.013

Warpage (mm)

0.0125 f

0.012

0.0115 o 7

° 7

0.011 z = -

0 0.5 1 1.5 2
(e) Packing time (s)

o]

Figure 10. The effect of each design variable on the warpage, when fixing other variables at their
optimal values: (a) the effect of mold temperature on the warpage of stent; (b) the effect of melt
temperature on the warpage of stent; (c) the effect of flow rate on the warpage of stent; (d) the effect of
packing pressure on the warpage of stent; (e) the effect of packing time on the warpage of stent.

The warpage increases with the melt temperature. The effect of melt temperature is similar
to that of mold temperature. Increasing melt temperature can increase the cooling time as well.
Then, the shrinkage of the part relies on the packing process. If packing pressure is not large
enough or packing time is not long enough, there is greater shrinkage in the part, which leads
to the greater warpage.

There is a nonlinear relationship between the warpage and the flow rate. Lower flow rate will
increase the viscosity due to more heat lost at the flow front, which can make shear stress increase.
However, higher flow rate can avoid heat loss, but increase the shear rate, which can cause higher shear
stress as well. These usually result in higher residual stress in the part, and then cause serious warpage.
Actually, low flow rate means long filling time, while, on the contrary, high flow rate represents short
filling time. These process conditions require high injecting pressure, which is not expected during
manufacturing since it indicates more energy consumption. Therefore, the reasonable value of flow
rate should be determined carefully.

The warpage decreases when the packing pressure increases. This is because the higher packing
pressure could ensure injection of a certain material in order to compensate for the shrinkage during
cooling. However, packing pressure cannot be too high, since it can induce over-packing, which is not
beneficial to prevention of warpage. Therefore, an intermediate packing pressure is preferred.

The warpage decreased with the packing time, and then had little effect on the stent warpage,
as shown in Figure 10. Because the sizes of stent and the injecting gate are both very small, the cooling
time in the process is not too long. Although packing is proceeding due to hot runner and gate, no melt
material can be injected into the cavity. A short packing time is sufficient, and the effect of long packing
time on warpage is the same as that of this short packing time. Therefore, there exists the platform on
the curve in Figure 10.

4. Discussion

For the biodegradable polymeric stent, the low stiffness of polymers and the lack of a precise
and efficient method of manufacture are the potential limitations of the development of polymeric
stents. Due to the low stiffness of polymers, polymeric stents have low radial support capacity.
Generally, the polymeric stents have been designed with thicker and wider struts in order to increase
their stiffness. However, the thicker struts can cause a reduction of stent flexibility, as well as a reduction
of the area of blood flow through the artery lumen. A wider strut also increases the level of injury to
the vessel. In the present paper, in order to decrease the thickness and width of the struts of polymeric
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stents, the range of the thickness and width of polymeric stents studied here were set to be [0.1, 0.15]
and [0.1, 0.13]. Obviously, reducing the thickness and width of struts will decrease the stent radial
stiffness, and this will cause radial recoil after the deflation of balloon. Consequently, the optimization
design of stent structure has an objective to minimize the radial recoil of the stent so as to provide
sufficient support for the stenotic artery, as well as an objective to minimize the foreshortening so as
to reduce the level of injury to the vessel. After optimization, with both the width and thickness of
the struts having been reduced by 0.02 mm, the optimal stent had similar expansion performance as
the original stent.

It should be acknowledged that when the stent was implanted into a stenotic artery with different
diameters, the stent expansion performance (including the radial recoil and foreshortening) will
differ from that in this study, and this will lead to a different optimal result of stent structure.
Similarly, the injection molding process optimization result would be different if a different stent
was investigated. However, as an example, this study illustrated how to use surrogate modeling
to optimize stent structure and stent injection molding process, with the aim of demonstrating that
a superior structure of stent can be designed and refined computationally.

Currently, metallic stents are approaching a mature stage of evolution, while degradable polymeric
stents are still in the development stage. It is urgent that polymeric stent designs learn from the design
of permanent metallic stents. There have been many parametric studies of metallic stents by their
comparative tests. Dumoulin and Cochelin [24] evaluated and characterized the mechanical properties
and behaviors of a balloon expandable stent. In terms of stent design, Migliavacca et al. [4,5] and
Beule et al. [6] assessed the mechanical properties and behavior of balloon expandable stents to
determine how the FEA method could be used to optimize stent designs. These studies are beneficial to
aid stent design, and it is easy to analyze the effective factors. However, it is difficult to find the globally
optimal solution in the design space because the functional relationship between the geometrical
parameters and dilation performance of stent is complex, nonlinear, and implicit, in addition to
the complicating factors of time and cost.

In contrast to the expansive computational simulations employed in the comparison test studies,
the surrogate modeling approach uses surrogate models to represent the relationship between design
objectives and design variables [10]. Harewood et al. [24] optimized the radial stiffness of a single ring.
Li et al. [12,14] optimized stent dogboning and drug release, respectively. Grogan et al. [25] performed
an optimization for maximum radial strength. When considering multiple objectives, Pant et al. [26]
constructed the Pareto fronts generated by treating each objective separately. Bressloff [2] recast
the multi-objective optimization as a constrained problem. Although there have been some previous
studies about surrogate model-based optimization of stents, and the potential for future studies
have been demonstrated, the surrogate models, especially the Kriging surrogate model, as well as
the optimization tools associated with Kriging, have not been used as efficiently as they could have
been. Currently, the existing research of multi-objective optimization of the stent just focuses on
a single or a few objectives. However, the multi-objective optimization of stents design involves a large
number of design objectives, especially for the biodegradable stents, in which the degradation should
be considered. Therefore, in future research, the optimization of biodegradable stents should consider
more design objectives using the surrogate model-based optimization method combined with effective
optimization tools.

In terms of stent manufacture, as a new method of making a polymeric stent, microinjection
molding has demonstrated its potential for the future, although it has not been widely used in
production. Because the stent has a complex spatial structure and tiny struts, it is difficult to make
it by injection molding. The parametric study of the stent injection molding process can provide
guidance for the manufacturing of it. Moreover, the wall shear stress of the stent in the injection
molding process results in the safety of stent. In addition, the residual stress of the stent in the injection
molding has an influence on the service performance of stent. Furthermore, the strength of weld lines,
as well as the overall polymer orientation, will play a major role in the mechanical strength of the stent.
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However, there is quite a lack of research in these areas. Hence, there are potential challenging studies
of the stent injection molding process in future.

5. Conclusions

This article presents a finite element analysis-based design optimization method combined with
Kriging surrogate model to improve the expansion performance and the microinjection molding
process of a bioresorbable polymeric stent with tiny struts. The Kriging surrogate model coupled with
DOE methods was adopted to construct an approximate relationship between the objective function
and geometries. The EI function was employed to balance local and global searches with the aim of
finding the global optimal design. The results show that the proposed optimization method could be
used for both the stent structure optimization and stent microinjection molding process effectively and
conveniently. This provides a new method of the structure design and injection molding process design
of a polymeric stent, and represents a new direction of research. This optimization method combined
with experimental verification can serve as a useful tool for stent design and injection molding process
design before manufacture.
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