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A 
dditive manufacturing 
has become more ubi-
quitous in the industry 
over the past decade, 
but many 3D-printed 
parts never even see 

the light of day. They’re hidden away in 
machines or in vehicles, or they’re used 
in tooling on the factory floor itself. 
Traditionally, that’s meant that while 
strength and durability are of utmost 
importance, being visually appealing 
and providing comfortable hand-feel 
are not.

So when Sure Grip Hand Controls, 
a New Brunswick–based manufacturer, 
needed a new 3D printer that would 
help to produce pieces that would be 
seen, touched and interacted with on 
a daily basis by end users, the company 
needed to dig in and do some research 
to find the right solution. 

Sure Grip serves a unique market 
in Canada, designing and producing 
manual and electronic driving aids for 
people with disabilities. These include 

hand controls, switches, knobs, pedals 
and other products that are retrofitted 
onto mass-market automobiles so that 
people with a wide range of physical 
capabilities can drive.

End users in this market often re-
quire bespoke products due to injuries 
that have resulted in unique physical 
reconstructions, says Cody Howell, 
operations manager at Sure Grip Hand 
Controls. “Our product generally works 
for them but the user interface needs 
to be quite specific,” he says. “We were 
spending a lot of time machining and 
still not coming up with the level of 
product that we were hoping to get. So 
we invested in 3D printing to really help 
that out – for us to make one-off stuff 
for cheaper and with higher quality.”

Time for an upgrade
As the only hand controls manufac-
turer in Canada, and one of only three 
major players in North America, Sure 
Grip was an early adopter of additive 
manufacturing in the vehicle controls 

industry. In September 2012, the 
company acquired its first printer, a 
Stratasys Fortus 250, which uses ABS 
– also known as acrylonitrile butadiene 
styrene, one of the first and most com-
mon materials used in 3D printing. 

“One of the reasons that we were 
needing to get another 3D printer is 
because we were literally running the 
Stratasys 24/7,” Howell says. “It never, 
ever stopped.”

On Friday afternoons, the team 
would set a build plate for a 60-hour 
print, then come in on Monday mor-
ning to pick up the finished part. But 
as orders were increasing, and the team 
kept building new products that would 
require 3D-printed parts, the existing 
printer started to require more main-
tenance. Aware that if the machine 
went down, replacement parts may not 
be available right away, Howell and his 
team knew it was time to get another 
printer.

In 2019, Howell decided to research 
the marketplace to see what was out 
there seven years after the initial pur-
chase. Technology had indeed come a 
long way – Markforged, known in the 
industry for its ability to print with car-
bon fibre, offered a 3D printing solution 
that piqued Howell’s interest for the 
potential integration of robotics. Mark-
forged’s printing material is touted as 
having such a high strength-to-weight 
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On the X7 model, 
Sure Grip prints parts 
at 125 microns 
– twice the 
resolution of its old 
printer.
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