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Summary

Objectives—To compare fatigue failure modes and reliability of hand-veneered and over-
pressed implant-supported three-unit zirconium-oxide fixed-dental-prostheses(FDPs).

Methods—Sixty-four custom-made zirconium-oxide abutments (n=32/group) and thirty-two
zirconium-oxide FDP-frameworks were CAD/CAM manufactured. Frameworks were veneered
with hand-built up or over-pressed porcelain (n=16/group). Step-stress-accelerated-life-testing
(SSALT) was performed in water applying a distributed contact load at the buccal cusp-pontic-
area. Post failure examinations were carried out using optical (polarized-reflected-light) and
scanning electron microscopy (SEM) to visualize crack propagation and failure modes. Reliability
was compared using cumulative-damage step-stress analysis (Alta-7-Pro, Reliasoft).

Results—Crack propagation was observed in the veneering porcelain during fatigue. The
majority of zirconium-oxide FDPs demonstrated porcelain chipping as the dominant failure mode.
Nevertheless, fracture of the zirconium-oxide frameworks was also observed. Over-pressed FDPs
failed earlier at a mean failure load of 696 + 149 N relative to hand-veneered at 882 + 61 N
(profile I). Weibull-stress-number of cycles-unreliability-curves were generated. The reliability (2-
sided at 90% confidence bounds) for a 400N load at 100K cycles indicated values of 0.84
(0.98-0.24) for the hand-veneered FDPs and 0.50 (0.82-0.09) for their over-pressed counterparts.
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Conclusions—Both zirconium-oxide FDP systems were resistant under accelerated-life-time-
testing. Over-pressed specimens were more susceptible to fatigue loading with earlier veneer

chipping.
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pressed; hand-veneered; core; porcelain

1. Introduction

Porcelain fused to metal (PFM) fixed-dental-prostheses (FDPs) are used extensively as
dental restorations due to their long-term mechanical performance 1+ 2. However, because of
their metal framework, they are not able to mimic the translucency and transparency of the
natural tooth structure 3,

Metal free all-ceramic restorations can satisfy increasing aesthetic demands and offer
improved biocompatibility 3-5. In 1988, Yttrium-oxide-Tetragonal Zirconia Polycrystal (Y-
TZP) was introduced for fixed-dental-prostheses, a bio-ceramic with high flexural strength
(~900-1200 MPa) and fracture toughness (~5-10 MPa-m%/2) €. The mechanical properties of
zirconium-oxide ceramic are achievable due to its phase transformation toughening effect,
which makes this biomaterial more resistant to crack propagation - 8. Nowadays, Y-TZP is
widely used for frameworks of anterior and posterior FDPs -1, Interest in this ceramic is
increasing because of the improvements in CAD/CAM technologies 12.

However, good mechanical properties of zirconium-oxide do not reflect in the clinical
performance of veneered Y-TZP FDPs, which have shown good structural stability only in
short-term clinical studies 13- 14, The lack of translucency of high-density polycrystalline
zirconium-oxide ceramic 15 makes the use of veneering porcelain with inferior material
properties necessary to achieve an aesthetic outcome. The most critical failure associated
with these types of restorations is chipping or fracture of the veneering porcelain % 10. 14,
which required the replacement of the restoration in many documented instances 3.
Therefore, further efforts are needed to investigate the variables affecting the long-term
clinical performance of zirconium-oxide FDPs, such as framework and coping design,
fatigue behavior, veneering procedures and surface treatment of the framework 16-18,
Chipping can be attributed to potential flaws and artifacts generated during the veneering
technique. Different veneering procedures, involving various porcelain application methods,
heating temperatures, firing profiles, and glazing steps, might lead to distinguished
mechanical function of FDPs. Therefore, it is critical to focus on the influence of the
veneering procedure on the long-term mechanical performance of bilayered all-ceramic
restorations 19 20, such as zirconium-oxide FDPs. However, to date, only limited data are
available concerning the damage modes and reliability of zirconium-oxide three-unit FDP
restorations 21 22,

Two types of veneering methods are available for all zirconium-oxide restorations: hand
built-up and over-pressing 23. The objective of this study was to compare the influence of
the two veneering techniques on the mechanical performance of three-unit zirconium-oxide
FDPs. Mouth motion contact fatigue testing 24 with distributed load was used to simulate
chewing and failure modes were observed in both groups in relation to failure loads and
number of cycles.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Specimen preparation

Thirty-two implant-supported zirconium-oxide mandibular three-unit FDP specimens were
fabricated (Procera, Nobel Biocare, Gothenburg, Sweden) (Fig. 1). A master model was
obtained from a human lower dentition missing the right second premolar, first and second
molar locations. Two implant analogs were positioned at the center of the missing premolar
and second molar. A wax-up of a three-unit FDP was created based on temporary implant
abutments. The wax-up was duplicated and maintained in a master cast providing
standardized specimen dimensions from which polyvinyl silioxane impression matrices were
prepared to permit standardized veneer application. To define ideal implant abutment
dimensions the wax-up was cut back, allowing for sufficient zirconium-oxide framework
and for average veneering porcelain thicknesses of 1.2 mm on occlusal, 1 mm on buccal and
lingual, and 0.5 mm on the bottom surfaces. All specimens had similar thickness of veneer
and core thickness in a particular area by using a standard model FDP. Therefore, in the
loading area, the veneer and core thicknesses were almost identical in all specimens. Wax-
ups of the premolar and molar abutments were scanned and sixty-four custom-made
zirconium-oxide abutments were CAD/CAM manufactured (Procera, Nobel Biocare,
Gothenburg, Sweden). Implant positions at the master model were scanned as well as the
intended FDP dimensions (NobelProcera Scanner, Gothenburg, Sweden). Thirty-two
zirconium-oxide frameworks, consisting of the second premolar and first and second molar,
were CAD/CAM fabricated. For the fabrication of the zirconium-oxide FDP frameworks as
well as the abutments identical CAD files were used to fabricate dimensionally standardized
specimens. Before veneering, air-particle abrasion was performed on the external surface of
all frameworks with 100 micron Al,O3 at 1.0 bar pressure and a distance of 10 mm. Transpa
Clear (NobelRondo, Nobel Biocare, Gothenburg, Sweden) was used for a thin wash bake at
940°C. Sixteen FDPs were hand built-up with veneering porcelain (NobelRondo porcelain,
Nobel Biocare, Gothenburg, Sweden) by a specialized technician using the polyvinyl
siloxane matrices to establish contours and thickness. The remaining sixteen FDPs received
pressed porcelain veneering (NobelRondo Press, Nobel Biocare, Gothenburg, Sweden). The
hand-veneering procedure involved two firings at 910 and 900°C, with a preheat
temperature of 575°C followed by a rise temperature of 45°C/min and holding time (HT) of
1 min according to manufacturer’s information. Two glaze firings at 890°C (HT 1 min) and
850°C (HT 2 min) were performed. For each firing, the technician kept the furnace door
closed until 520°C, which is around 50°C below the porcelain Ty temperature to allow for
slow cooling. For the over-pressing method, the veneer was waxed up on the framework
taking into account the same porcelain thickness of the hand-veneering method. A master
silicone casting mold was realized to obtain standardized veneering wax layers for the
remaining frameworks. The over-pressing method consisted of one unique firing at 1060°C,
with a preheating at 700°C followed by a rise temperature of 60°C/min according to
manufacturer’s information. During the cooling phase the furnace door was locked and the
pressure remained. Then, two glaze firings were performed similar to the hand-veneered
group allowing for slow cooling. The custom-made zirconium-oxide abutments were screw-
retained to Replace-straight-Groovy titanium implants (13 mm in length) (Nobel Biocare,
Gothenburg, Sweden) with a torque of 32 Ncm. Ethanol was used to clean the abutments
and the internal surfaces of the copings. The abutments were cemented into the FDPs
copings with glass-ionomer cement (Ketac Cem, 3M-ESPE), according to manufacturer’s
instructions. A load of 15 N was applied until setting of the dental cement to control cement
thickness. The specimens were embedded in a polymethylmethacrylate (PMMA; Densply
Caulk, Milford, DE, US) base, covering the implants within 2 mm of the implant shoulder.
The emzbsedded FDPs were stored in water at 37°C for at least 14 days before mechanical
testing <°.
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2.2. Mechanical testing

All specimens were mechanically tested until failure occurred. Based on clinical
observations, failure was defined by chipping of the veneering porcelain or chipping in
combination with the fracture of the framework.

Static failure load values of the FDPs were obtained by performing mechanical tests on two
hand-veneered and two over-pressed restorations using a universal testing machine (Model
5566, Instron Corporation, Canton, MA) with a tungsten carbide spherical indenter (d = 6.25
mm) 26, The load was vertically applied with a rate of 1 mm/min up to failure at the buccal
cusp pontic area of the FDPs inclined at 30 degrees (Fig. 2) to simulate clinical occlusal
loading conditions 27. The mean failure load was 1316 N for veneering porcelain chipping
and 1744 N for framework fracture of the hand-veneered FDPs, and 1241 N and 1680 N for
the over-pressed FDPs, respectively. Material-specific step-stress-profiles were designed
based on the load-to-failure values. Fatigue testing was performed using the step-stress
accelerated life testing method (SSALT), which distributes specimens across different load
to cycle profiles 28. According to Nelson 28, three profiles (mild, medium, and aggressive)
are required to predict fatigue life using accelerated lifetime testing. To develop the three
distinguished SSALT profiles, the mean static failure load for veneering porcelain chipping
of hand-veneered and over-pressed FDPs was computed (1279(x57)N). The step-stress
profiles for each test group started at a step load of 5 to 15% of the mean static failure load
(Fig. 3). Each specimen was loaded using one of the three profiles characterized by
increments of increasing load and number of cycles, until defined failure occurred 29, For
both hand-veneered and over-pressed groups, specimens were distributed among the profiles
as follows: seven specimens were tested with profile I, four with profile Il and three with
profile I11. All specimens were tested until failure occurred. It was taken into account that
the applied loads could exceed maximum clinical loading values (approximately 900N 30,
A mouth-motion simulator (ELF 3300, EnduraTEC Division of Bose, Minnetonka, MN, US)
was employed for fatigue testing. The load was vertically applied at the buccal cusp pontic
area of the FDPs inclined at a 30 degree angle (Fig. 2) in water 31 using a tungsten carbide
spherical indenter (d = 6.25 mm) 26 with an aluminum foil spacer of 0.8 mm thickness to
allow load distribution 27. The aluminum foil was replaced every 5000 cycles to avoid foil
wear out. The buccal side of the pontic area in which the load was applied was inclined by
twelve degrees with respect to the horizontal plane (Fig. 2), generating a slight sliding (<1
mm) of the indenter on the occlusal surface during loading.

2.3. Failure modes/loads analysis

For each FDP, failure modes were observed in relation to their corresponding failure loads
and cycles. Fracture patterns were identified with both polarized-reflected-light microscopy
(Leica MZ APO; Leica, Bensheim, Germany) and SEM (S-3500 N, Hitachi Instruments,
San Jose, CA, USA). Superficial cracks were detected on epoxy-resin replicas (Epofix,
Struers, Copenhagen, Denmark), created from impressions of the FDPs using
polyvinylsiloxane (Virtual 380, extra light body and heavy body, Ivoclar-Vivadent,
Mississauga, Ontario, US). Samples were then embedded in epoxy-resin (Epofix, Struers,
Copenhagen, Denmark) to allow for either longitudinally or transversally sectioning (Isomet
1000, Buehler, Lake Bluff, IL). Internal cracks, which would have remained undetected due
to the opacity of the FDPs, were investigated on the sectioned specimens.

A statistical software (SigmaPlot 11.0, Ashburn, VA, US) was used to perform a t-test
(0=0.05) for the comparison of failure loads and cycles between over-pressed and hand-
veneered FDPs tested with Profile 1. The comparison was performed only for specimens in
Profile I (n=7/group), since the sample size in Profiles Il (n=4/group) and I11 (n=3/group)
was too small to justify t-test analysis. Weibull-reliability analysis was performed using
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accelerated life testing software (Alta Pro 7, Reliasoft, Tuscon, AZ), to calculate the
reliability of both hand-veneered and over-pressed FDPs. The applied Weibull-reliability
analysis was developed to allow for reliability calculations for small sample sizes 32.

2.4. Micro-indentation testing

To determine the mechanical properties of the veneering porcelains, fracture toughness
(MPa-m¥/2) of the veneering porcelain was measured in the occlusal pontic area of three
over-pressed and three hand-veneered FDP sections using Vickers micro-indentation (St.
Joseph, MI, USA). Twelve indentations were performed for each specimen with a load of
9.8 N at a dwell time of 5 s. To avoid interactions, indentations were placed at a distance of
at least twice the crack length from artifacts and porcelain borders 33, Fracture toughness
was computed using validated formulas, for which the crack length was measured from the
center of the indentation 3% 35, In highly brittle materials, it is typical that cracks are not
only generated at the apex but also from the sides of the indentation impression. Therefore, a
circle enclosing all associated cracks was drawn, and its radius, developed from the center of
the indentation, was taken to determine the crack length value 34. A t-test data analysis
(0=0.05; SigmaPlot 11.0, Ashburn, VA, US) was performed to determine whether fracture
toughness was significantly different between the over-pressed and hand-veneered

porcelain.

3. Results

3.1. Failure analysis

In all FDPs, buccal chipping of the veneering porcelain was the dominant failure mode
under fatigue testing. Fractographic analysis of the chipped areas demonstrated that cracks
developed from the loading area and stopped in the buccal-apical zone as indicated by the
arrest lines (Fig. 4a,b).

Close examination of the as-fractured as well as sectioned (along the mesial-distal plane)
hand-veneered FDPs revealed the following fatigue damage modes. Out of the fourteen
specimens six failed by buccal chipping of the porcelain only. For the remaining eight
specimens, buccal chipping was associated with fracture in the connector/pontic areas.
Connector/pontic cracks always initiated at the gingival aspect of the connector, but
propagated in a curvature toward the occlusal loading region of the pontic in six FDPs (Fig.
5a) while extended upward toward the occlusal area of the connector in the other two. Three
of the connector/pontic cracked FDPs also exhibited a fracture in one of the zirconium-oxide
abutments (Fig. 6). In two of the three specimens, the premolar abutment fractured in
combination with pontic failure involving the molar connector. In the other specimen, the
molar abutment fractured along with the pontic failure of the premolar connector (Fig. 6). It
is important to note that most of the connector/pontic fractured FDPs showed a very thin
layer of veneering porcelain (0.1 mm) at the gingival aspect of the framework (Fig. 6¢). In
addition, out of the six FDPs with solely buccal chipping, the cross-sections revealed
subcritical crack growth in the framework connector area and including the molar
zirconium-oxide abutment for one sample. Five of the six specimens showed crack
propagation in the occlusal veneering porcelain layer extending towards the abutment
crowns (Fig. 7).

Out of the fourteen over-pressed FDPs, eight failed only by buccal chipping of the porcelain
veneer (Fig. 4). Out of these eight specimens, four showed no further internal damage; one
revealed a crack propagation along the molar connector towards the occlusal surface (Fig.
5b). In this case, only a thin veneer layer was found in the gingival area of the connector.
The remaining three FDPs demonstrated crack development in one or both of the zirconium-
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oxide abutments. Three other over-pressed FDPs showed fractures of one or both zirconium-
oxide implant abutments in combination with buccal chipping; no framework fracture was
observed in these specimens. Another FDP demonstrated premolar abutment fracture
combined with framework failure in the molar connector area. The remaining two over-
pressed FDPs failed by combined chipping of the veneer and framework fracture initiated at
the connector area.

3.2. Weibull-reliability analysis

A master Weibull probability curve was calculated for both zirconium-oxide FDPs groups
using the SSALT data of all failures 32, Reliability calculations (2-sided at 90.0%
confidence bounds) for completion of a mission of 50,000 cycles and 100,000 cycles at 400
N load (Fig. 8) resulted in 0.95 (0.99-0.76) and 0.84 (0.98-0.24) reliability for the hand-
veneered FDPs and 0.72 (0.88-0.42) and 0.50 (0.82-0.09) reliability for over-pressed FDPs,
respectively. The calculations demonstrated that the probability of failure by veneering
porcelain chipping was higher for over-pressed then hand-veneered FDPs.

When profile I specimens were statistically analyzed, failure occurred at significantly lower
loads for the over-pressed FDPs (696 + 149 N, mean + SD) compared to the hand-veneered
FDPs (882 = 61 N) (t-test; p=0.01). Further, a significant difference was found in the
number of cycles to failure (t-test; p=0.01) between the two groups, being 78,000 + 14,000
(mean * SD) for the over-pressed and 95,000 + 9,000 for the hand-veneered FDPs. The
minimum failure load at which buccal chipping of the porcelain occurred was 500 N for the
over-pressed specimens, and 800 N for the hand-veneered samples. Complete fracture of the
pontic associated with buccal chipping of porcelain occurred in one over-pressed sample at
850 N; a similar failure mode was present in three hand-veneered FDPs at 875 + 43 N.

3.3. Micro-indentation

The veneering porcelain of the hand-veneered specimens showed significantly higher
fracture toughness (0.95 + 0.13 MPa-m¥/2) than their over-pressed counterparts (0.53 + 0.12
MPa-m/2) (p<0.001) (Fig. 9a,b ) as measured by the indentation crack length method.

4. Discussion

In the present study, failure modes and reliability of implant-supported three-unit Y-TZP
FDPs using two different veneering methods, over-pressing and hand-veneering, were
investigated. Both groups demonstrated chipping of the veneering porcelain in the occlusal
aspect of the pontic as a dominant failure mode. Porcelain chipping occurred at much lower
loads and less number of cycles for the over-pressed FDPs than the hand-veneered
restorations. However, in both systems, connector/pontic failure and abutments fracture of
the zirconium-oxide framework were associated with a higher load and larger number of
cycles compared to those for veneer chipping. From a clinical prospective, chipping of the
veneering porcelain is the dominant failure mode 9 14; yet fracture of the zirconium-oxide
framework has been reported in some cases 36.

The earlier porcelain chipping of the over-pressed specimens might have been a
consequence of the one time application of the veneering porcelain in the over-pressing
technique. The thermal contraction coefficient (TCC) (~9.5 um/(m-K)) of the NobelRondo
Press* was lower than that of the zirconium-oxide framework* (~10.8 um/(m-K) (*Nobel
Biocare, Gothenburg, Sweden) 37-39, The over-pressed porcelain had to cool down as a
complete layer, by which higher residual stresses in the veneering porcelain might have been
generated between the surface layer and the zirconium-oxide interface. While for the hand-
veneering method, the veneering porcelain (NobelRondo*, similar TCC (~9.5 um/(m-K))
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was applied in multiple layers with various firing cycles which allow for small shrinkage
volumes for each layer, leading to lower residual stresses in the porcelain 49,

The various fabrication temperatures and pressures involved in the two veneering techniques
would result in different mechanical properties of the porcelain. The micro-indentation
results showed that hand-veneered porcelain is significantly tougher than the over-pressed
veneer. Note that the fracture toughness measured here is actually an effective toughness,
representing combined effects from the material intrinsic toughness, residual stresses, etc.
Higher fracture toughness would be more effective to suppress a propagating crack, leading
to a better resistance to fatigue fracture in the hand-veneered porcelain relative to over-
pressed veneer. Based on in-house evaluations and manufacturer’s information, the
composition of both veneering porcelains appears very similar, leucite-free, feldspathic
based homogeneous glass. No differences in density/porosity were found.

Fracture of the pontic in the loading area and through one of the two connectors (gingival
aspect), a characteristic failure mode of our hand-veneered FDPs, was also found in a
previous study on hand-veneered zirconium-oxide specimens 41. Previous works have
shown that the gingival aspect of the connectors of FDPs is a zone of high tensile stress 3 42,
Therefore, total fracture might have initiated in that region, propagating toward the loading
area of the porcelain in the pontic, and leading to total rupture of FDPs in addition to the
buccal chipping of the veneer. The authors expect the gingival aspect of the connectors to be
a zone of high stress also for the over-pressed FDPs; however, only three samples showed
pontic fracture. This is because the buccal chipping of the over-pressed veneer occurred
earlier, before the connector/pontic rupture could take place.

A critical role on the initiation of cracks in the connectors’ gingival region of hand-veneered
FDPs might have been played by the core/porcelain thickness ratio, shown to affect the
strength of bilayered structures 43-45, Cracks/fractures in the core might have easily
developed from the connectors (gingival aspect) in the zirconium-oxide framework, due to a
thin layer of the porcelain veneer 46: 47 Therefore, special attention should be given to the
design of FDPs, by focusing on the veneer/core thickness ratio and geometry.

To better simulate the clinical environment, the mechanical testing configuration developed
in the present study involved rotational loading in the occlusal area of the pontic. This type
of configuration was realized by loading the buccal area of the pontic with an inclination of
30 degrees, so that rotational bending of the specimens was involved during mechanical
testing. This complex loading geometry in combination with the variability of stress
distribution due to the irregular shape of FDPs 48, might be the cause of the various fracture
patterns observed in our specimens. As a result, cracks developed either along the
connectors towards the occlusal surface or oriented towards the loading area of the pontic.
Also, fracture of the abutment, developed in the opposite side of the connector/pontic
fracture, might have been a consequence of the rotational loading. The current accelerated
lifetime tests were developed using the SSALT method, where unusually high loads were
applied. This type of fatigue testing is different from the clinical loading situation, where
mainly lower loads and long durations are involved. However, the SSALT method has the
advantage of applying high loads within a short time span so that failure is accelerated and
specimens can be analyzed in a reasonable time period. In contrast to single load-to-failure
tests, the SSALT method allows for cyclic loading, accumulation of subsurface damage and
slow crack growths in ceramic materials under wet conditions 4%-51, The standardized
SSALT method provides a powerful mechanical testing method to screen various FDP
systems. The knowledge obtained from the current study provides a useful guideline for the
design of better performing FDPs.
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5. Conclusions

The present study demonstrates that both over-pressed and hand-veneered three-unit
zirconium-oxide FDPs resist chewing loads values 30 52. 53, suggesting these restorations to
be suitable for posterior clinical application. However, the over-pressed specimens are more
susceptible to chipping of the veneer in the pontic area, suggesting that the hand-veneered
FDPs are more promising with less chance of porcelain fracture.
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Fernandes

Figure 1.

Schematic drawing of an implant-supported FDP specimen (mandibular zirconium-oxide
FDP). Each specimen consisted of two dental titanium implants (1), two custom-made
zirconium-oxide abutments (ZA), two implant screws (32 N/cm), CAD/CAM fabricated
zirconium-oxide framework (C) and veneering porcelain (V). (Drawing Dr. Carlos
Fernandes)
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Loading
direction

Figure 2.

Mechanical loading was applied on each FDP using a spherical indenter with an aluminum
foil spacer of 0.8 mm thickness to allow load distribution. All specimens were inclined by
30 degrees with respect to the loading direction.
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Figure 3.

Step-stress accelerated life test (SSALT) profiles. The three profiles were characterized as 1)
‘mild’, 2) ‘medium’ and 3) “‘aggressive’ reflecting the varying ratio of load application and
number of cycles.
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Figure 4.

Buccal chipping of the porcelain in the loading area of an over-pressed FDP:

a) Overview of buccal porcelain chipping arresting in the coronal area of the FDP pontic. b)
Fractographic features: Mirror with hackles shows chipping origin in the loading area of the
FDP pontic and development towards the coronal region (SEM).
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Figure 6.

Exemplary failure modes of a hand-veneered FDP: a) Fracture of the pontic from the
gingival aspect of the premolar connector (PC) relative to the premolar abutment (PA)
towards the loading area of the pontic. b) Fracture of the molar abutment (MA) relative to
the molar connector (MC) (optical image). ¢) Overview of the FDP sectioned in the mesial-
distal plane showing the crack propagation (CP) relative to the premolar connector (optical
image) and the fracture of the molar abutment (black arrows).
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Figure 7.

Hand-veneered FDP sectioned in the mesial-distal plane: a) Chipping of the porcelain in the
occlusal loading area (OL) of the pontic (P). No cracks were found in the gingival aspect
(GC) of the molar (MC) and premolar connectors (PC). b) and ¢) Cracks in the veneering
porcelain (white arrows) did not propagate into the zirconium-oxide core but towards the
abutment crowns (optical image).
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Figure 8.
Weibull-reliability calculations of SSALT data: Weibull probability graph of probability of
failure i.e. unreliability (percentage) vs. number of cycles (time) of hand-veneered (HV)
(n=14) vs. over-pressed (OP) (n=14) zirconium-oxide (Y-TZP) FDPs (load level 400N) at 2-
sided 90% confidence bounds.
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Figure 9.

Micro-indentations (SEM): a) Crack propagation in an exemplary micro-indentation
performed on a hand-veneered FDP. b) Crack propagation in a micro-indentation performed
on an over-pressed FDP.
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