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Abstract: A room temperature liquid metal-based microvalve has been proposed in this work. The
microvalve has the advantages of easy fabrication, high flexibility, and a low leak rate. By designing
a posts array in the channel, the liquid metal can be controlled to form a deformable valve boss and
block the flow path. Besides, through adjustment of the pressure applied to the liquid metal, the
microvalve can perform reliable switching commands. To eliminate the problem that liquid metal is
easily oxidized, which causes the microvalve to have poor repeatability, a method of electrochemical
cathodic protection has been proposed, which significantly increases the number of open/close
switch cycles up to 145. In addition, this microvalve overcomes the shortcomings of the traditional
microvalve that requires an alignment process to assemble all the parts. When the valve is closed, no
leak rate is detected at ≤320 mbar, and the leak rate is ≤0.043 µL/min at 330 mbar, which indicates it
has good tightness. As an application, we also fabricate a chip that can control bubble flow based on
this microvalve. Therefore, this microvalve has great prospects in the field of microfluidics.

Keywords: liquid metal microvalve; repeatability; easy fabrication; high switching ratio

1. Introduction

Microvalves are essential components in the field of microfluidics [1–4]. There are
many applications, such as fluid mixing [5,6], droplet fusion [7], nucleic acid manipula-
tion [8,9], and cell culture [10,11]. Microvalves can also change the resistance of the fluid in
the channel and the shape of the flow channel with the help of a micro-pump. The presence
of microvalves greatly reduces manual labor and increases the efficiency of microfluidic
control [12].

The materials of microfluidic chips are typically polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS). There
are many studies on all kinds of PDMS-based microvalves, including electrostatic [13,14],
electrokinetic [15], piezoelectric [16], phase change [17], electromagnetic [18], and SMA [19]
studies. Among them, the most common and simplest structure is the Quake’s valve [20].
This valve has three-layer architecture made in PDMS: a microchannel lying orthogonally
on top of another microchannel with a thin elastomeric membrane between them. One of
the microchannels acts as a “control channel” that, when pressurized, causes deflection
of the membrane to interrupt the flow in the orthogonal “flow channel”. However, a
multi-layer structure needs high-precision alignment technology for valve fabrication and
location. Special treatment is also required to make the microchannel round instead of
rectangular to minimize the dead volume of the Quake’s valve. Gui et al. proposed an SMA
valve that can achieve high performance in a flow channel with a large aspect ratio [21].
Lee et al. proposed using 3D printing technology to make non-rectangular channels. This
structure improved the switching performance of the valve to some extent [22]. However,
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these valves also often require complex multi-layer structure design and high-precision
alignment.

Low-melting-point metals or alloys (gallium, gallium-based alloys, and bismuth-based
alloys), as “injectable metals”, have been recently introduced and widely developed in
the microfluidic field. Liquid metals have been used in almost all basic aspects of mi-
crofluidic systems—such as electrodes [23], electroosmotic pumps [24], sensors [25,26], and
antennas [27]—except microvalves. Gao et al. successfully integrated liquid-metal-based
microfluidic elements into one microfluidic system to fabricate a fast thermal response mi-
crofluidic system, including liquid metal micro-heaters, liquid metal temperature sensors,
and liquid metal electroosmotic flow pumps [28]. This microfluidic chip is totally soft be-
cause it has only two kinds of soft materials inside, which are PDMS and liquid metal. The
soft chip has potential applications many areas, such as wearable devices. However, this
system had no valves. Therefore, this kind of system lacked an essential basic element, the
“liquid metal-based microvalve”, which is responsible for controlling the on/off switch of
fluid channels and fluid flow direction, so the fluid could not arrive at the specified sensor
area within the specified time. There are also some studies on liquid-metal-based valves.
Debray et al. manufactured disposable valves with low leakage by using low-melting
alloys [29], which relied on mechanical strength changes caused by changes of alloy state
through temperature regulation to achieve the valve function. It worked as a one-shot
microvalve, but it was not soft enough due to the solid alloy at room temperature and
the chromium–copper multilayer in the structure. Shaikh et al. utilized the properties of
solidification and melting of low-melting alloys to lock and open the valves [30]. However,
solid–liquid phase change increased the response time of the valve unexpectedly, and a
multi-layer alignment process was required. It also had other issues, such as membrane
collapse and stillation. Pekas et al. proposed using electrostatic forces between liquid metal
and ITO to achieve valves’ on/off switching [31]. However, this valve also required an
alignment process, and ITO is of poor flexibility and increases the chip cost.

In this work, a room temperature liquid metal-based microvalve with simple fabrica-
tion has been proposed. First, this microvalve avoids the complex alignment process of
many other microvalves, such as the Quake’s valve [20], thus increasing the success rate
of chip fabrication. Second, it is a total soft metal microvalve because it consists only of
liquid metal and PDMS, and also, no phase transition is required compared with Shaikh’s
valve [30]. Therefore, it is suitable for integration with wearable devices. The liquid metal
we use in this work is GaInSn. GaInSn is nontoxic and has a low melting point of only
11 ◦C. Due to good flowability and high surface tension, GaInSn can be pumped into the
specified flow channel without leakage and works like a “liquid metal tongue” with high
tensile strength to block the flow. Third, due to less dead zone being produced, it can
present excellent anti-leakage characteristics, with a leak rate ≤0.045 µL/min at 330 mbar,
which proves that the valve has good tightness. In addition, the maximum burst pressure
of 390 mbar also reflects the good shock-resistance of the valve. Because the liquid metal
oxides stuck to the PDMS may affect the repeatability of the valve, electrochemical cathodic
protection has been verified as an effective way to prevent oxidation [32] to improve the
repeatability. Based on this work, we also fabricate a microfluidic chip that can control the
direction of bubble flow as a possible application.

2. Experimental Details
2.1. Design of the Microvalve

The liquid-metal-based microvalve chip was designed to control micro-fluidic motion.
As shown in Figure 1a, this valve consisted of two layers: the upper layer was a PDMS
slab (2 mm thick) embedded with a “T”-shaped microchannel (50 µm high). The lower
layer was another PDMS slab (2 mm thick) as the base without any structures. The vertical
channel (0.5 cm long, 300 µm wide) was a liquid metal flow path and the horizontal channel
(2 cm long, 300 µm wide) was a fluid sample flow path. Two columns of PDMS posts
were juxtaposed and equally spaced at the intersection of the liquid metal and the fluid
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sample flow path. Figure 1b shows the partially enlarged view of the PDMS posts. The
shape of the post is isosceles trapezoidal with an upper base width of 25 µm, a lower base
width of 40 µm, and a height of 25 µm. The minimum gap between the posts was 18 µm.
These parallel post columns were the core structure in the valve which prevented liquid
metal from entering the fluid sample channel. The posts were also designed at different
inclination angles for parametric study, including 30◦, 45◦, 60◦, 75◦, and 90◦.
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Figure 1. Structure diagrams of the microvalve. (a) Schematic of “T”-shaped microvalve; the vertical
channel was filled with liquid metal, and lateral flow channel was filled with the sample fluid. (b) The
plane structure of the microvalve with an inclination angle of 45◦. (c) Photographs of the microvalve
and its micro-structure under a microscope.

2.2. Fabrication of the Microvalve

The liquid metal microvalve chip was fabricated by standard soft lithography. First,
a SU-8 2050 (MicroChem, Westborough, MA, USA) was used to make the mold of the
T-shaped channel with a height of 50 µm on silicon wafers (Ultrapak® 100 mm, Entegris,
Billerica, MA, USA). Second, a Sylgard 184 silicone elastomer (PDMS) (a mixture of a base
and curing agent at a ratio of 10:1 by weight, Dow Corning, Midland, MI, USA) was used
for casting on silicon wafers to form transfer patterns. After baking at 65 ◦C for 2.5 h, the
cured PDMS can be peeled off from the silicon wafer. Then, the PDMS was cut into cuboid
slabs (2.5 cm × 1.5 cm × 2 mm) that contain the entire channels. Third, another PDMS slab
without any structures (2.5 cm × 1.5 cm × 2 mm) was used for plasma bonding with the
previous channel layer (plasma cleaner, YZD08-2C, Tangshan Yanzhao Technology). After
baking at 95 ◦C for 10 min, the fabrication of the microvalve chip was completed. In this
work, the liquid metal Ga66In20.5Sn13.5 (weight percent, Ga 66%, In 20.5%, Sn 13.5%; melting
point: 10.6 ◦C; ShanxiZhaofeng Gallium Co., Ltd., Quanyang, China) was prepared to
work as the valve material, and DI water (Merck Chemical Technology CO., Ltd., Shanghai,
China) was used as the fluid sample. Figure 1c shows the photograph of the microvalve
and its microstructure under a microscope (Axio Observer Z1, Carl Zeiss, Jena, Germany).
The liquid metal filled the whole vertical channel working as the valve, and the position
between the posts is “liquid metal tongue”. The flow direction of DI water was from inlet
to outlet.
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2.3. Device Operation

The microvalve control and detection system is shown in Figure 2a. The switching of
the microvalve is achieved by a four-channel microfluidic control system (MFCSTM-EZ,
FLUIGENT, France) that regulates the pressure in the liquid metal flow path and the fluid
sample flow path separately. Before pumping the liquid metal, the whole channel was
filled with DI water to expel the air from the flow channel. The microvalve is opened at
this moment. When the microvalve needs to be closed, the liquid metal is then pumped
into the vertical channel. Due to the surface tension of the liquid metal, it can fill the entire
vertical channel without flowing out of the gap between the PDMS posts to contaminate
the sample flow path. At this time, the liquid metal completely block the fluid sample flow
path, which prevents the sample from flowing through, thereby realizing the closing of
the valve shown in Figure 2b(i). When the microvalve needs to be re-opened, the liquid
metal pumping pressure is reduced, and the sample pumping pressure is increased at the
same time. The pressure of the sample not only has a horizontal leftward push but also an
upward push on the liquid metal. As a result, the sample pressure will gradually force the
liquid metal to flow back to the vertical channel. Then the sample can flow normally from
left to right, thereby realizing the opening of the valve shown in Figure 2b(ii).
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Figure 2. The control and flow detection platform of a microvalve and a valve switch diagram. (a) A
computer works as a control module connected to a four-channel microfluidic control system (for
pumping the liquid metal and Di water into the microchannels), and a flow rate platform (includes
a FLOWBOARD and a FLOW UNIT model) to detect the flow rate of Di water. A high voltage
sequencer is used to apply cathodic protection: the liquid metal inlet is connected to the cathode, and
the anode is connected to the Di water outlet and grounded separately. (b) The close (i) and open (ii)
state of the microvalve observed by a microscope.

To detect the switching performance of the microvalve, a Flow Rate Platform (MFCSTM-
EZ, FLUIGENT, Villejuif, France) was used to monitor the change of the flow rate of the
fluid sample. The minimum flow measured by the flow rate platform is 7 nL min−1, so



Micromachines 2021, 12, 1051 5 of 14

it is sensitive to small leakage of the microvalve. By using this device, properties of the
microvalve can be tested, including switching ratio, response time, and repetitiveness. It is
noted that the microvalve chips need to be observed under a microscope during the whole
process.

To increase the repeatability of the microvalve, a high-voltage sequencer (HVS448
6000D, LabSmith, Inc., Livermore, CA, USA) was used to apply negative voltage to the
liquid metal to remove the oxide layer using the electrochemical protection method. As
shown in Figure 2a, the inlet of the liquid metal microchannel is connected to the cathode.
The anode is connected to the DI water and grounded separately. At this time, hydrogen is
produced on the surface of the liquid metal by water electrolysis. Hydrogen plays the role
of “mechanical stripping” on the surface of the electrode. Then, due to the high migration
rate of hydrogen ions, there will be plenty of H+ aggregation near the cathode. The
acidic environment on the electrode surface will also prevent the electrode from oxidation
(Figure S1).

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Valve Closing and Opening

To ensure that the valve can be closed and opened properly, electrochemical protection
was required to remove the liquid metal oxides effectively in the switch operation. However,
when a voltage (−800 V in this work) is applied on the liquid metal, electrowetting will
occur, thus reducing its surface tension [33]. In this case, the liquid metal will rush out
from the post gap more easily, with the maximum closing pressure reduced. Experiments
were performed to study the range of pressure required to close the microvalve with
and without −800 V applied. The test results are shown in Figure 3a. When −800 V is
applied, the closing pressure of liquid metal for all angles is from 363.3 ± 5.8 mbar to
457.7 ± 5.8 mbar. When no voltage is applied, the closing pressure is from 386.7 ± 5.8 mbar
to 606.7 ± 5.8 mbar. This indicates that the voltage applied reduces the closing pressure
for liquid metal. Figure 3a shows the pressure range of the liquid metal required to close
the valve for all the angles. The pressure range for −800 V and 0 V has an overlapped
area between the green line and black line. Any pressure in this overlapped area can make
sure the valve is properly closed, whether the −800 V is applied or not. Therefore, for
convenience, we select a liquid metal pressure of 400 mbar in this area as a proper closing
pressure for all the valves. During the experiments, when the 400 mbar is applied on the
liquid metal, no leakage is detected when the pressure of fluid is lower than 330 mbar.
Figure 3b shows the morphology of the microvalves with different inclination angles when
they were fully closed at 400 mbar with −800 V applied.

When the valve needed to be opened, the pressure in the liquid metal flow path was
quickly reduced from 400 mbar to 100 mbar, while the pressure in the sample flow path
was set between 100 mbar and 200 mbar. Then, the liquid metal gradually returned to the
inlet of the liquid metal channel under the combined action of the fluid pressure and the
liquid metal tension, that is, the valve was in a fully open state, and then the fluid pumping
pressure could be reduced to 0.
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3.2. Electrochemical Protection Test

To achieve normal on/off switching of the valve and improve its repeatability of use,
electrochemical protection is adopted. The effect on oxide removal was discussed first to
find out the optimal value for protective voltage. Thus, the effects of different voltages
in electrochemical cathodic protection were studied. Figure 4a1 shows the operation of a
liquid metal valve without cathodic protection. After opening the valve for just the first
time, a large amount of metal oxide remained in the liquid metal flow channel; this is
because the main composition of the oxide is Ga2O3, and Ga2O3 has strong wettability
on the surface of many solid materials, including PDMS. The liquid metal could not be
completely retracted to the vertical channel due to the adhesion of the metal oxide to the
wall, which causes valve failure.
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Figure 4. Diagram of the first three openings of the valve under different voltages: (a1) without
cathodic protection; (b1–b3) opening status of the valve the first three instances at −100 V; (c1–c3)
opening status of the valve in the first three instances at −400 V; (d1–d3) opening status of the valve
in the first three instances at −800 V; (e1–e3) opening status of the valve in the first three instances at
−1500 V.

As control experiments, voltages of −100 V, −400 V, −800 V, −1500 V were respectively
applied to the liquid metal in different microvalves. (The voltage is high because of the
high electrical resistance of the DI water in microchannel.) Figure 4 shows the first three
instances of valve opening at different voltages. At −100 V (Figure 4b1–b3), many oxides
stuck to the wall, even when the valve was opened for the first time, and for the second
and third time opening, accumulation of a large amount of oxide caused large areas of
liquid metal to be unable to completely retreat from the posts. At −400 V (Figure 4c1–c3),
the removal effect of oxide was obviously improved, and most of the liquid metal could
retreat from the posts, but there were still residues remaining in the channel, especially on
the right edge. During the third opening, too much liquid metal residue on the wall caused
valve failure. At −800 V (Figure 4d1–d3), the removal effect of oxide was recognized as an
ideal situation, and all three openings could be carried out successfully. It indicated that a
higher voltage was more useful in eliminating oxide, showing the better performance of the
valve opening. However, at −1500 V (Figure 4e1–e3), although there was almost no oxide
remaining in the channel, many bubbles appeared in the liquid metal channel because the
higher voltage led to obvious water electrolysis (Movie S1), which also affected the normal
transportation of the fluid. Therefore, −800 V is the adopted cathodic protection voltage,
considering repeatability of the microvalve switch and smooth transportation of fluid.

3.3. Repetitiveness

To verify the improvement of repeatability by cathodic protection, cycle switching
tests were performed on the microvalves. The specific process was as follows: When the
negative protection voltage remained at −800 V, the pressure of the liquid metal and Di
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water were set to 400 mbar and 100 mbar, respectively. At this moment, the valve started to
close, and the waiting time was set to 20 s. Then, the liquid metal valve pressure was set
to 100 mbar and the Di water pressure remained unchanged, so that the valve started to
open, and the waiting time was set to another 20 s. This process acted as a cycle, during
which the flow rate was continuously recorded. Thereafter, we repeated this cycle and
continuously observed the valves’ opening and closing conditions by using a microscope
until the valve failed to work, reflecting a significant change in flow rate. It is noted that
the procedure described above is controlled by the programmable software “Microfluidics
Automation Tool” connected to the four-channel microfluidic control system.

After several tests, the microvalve with the 30◦ angle had the best repeatability, and
could complete up to 145 on/off switch cycles under −800 V; the result is shown in Figure
5a,b and Movie S2. In Figure 5a, each time the curve passes one peak represents one
valve opening, and each time it passes one trough represents one valve closure. A total of
148 on/off switch cycles were carried out in this test. However, in Figure 5b, during the
146th valve opening process, the time for valve opening is significantly delayed compared
with previous cycles due to the large accumulation of residual oxides on the wall, and
the average flow rate starts to decrease. Similar results are presented in the 147th and
148th openings. This indicates that the valve opening function is obstructed after the 145th.
Therefore, the maximum number of cycles is 145. For comparison, the maximum number
of cycles for other microvalves at a voltage of −800 V in multiple tests could be seen from
Figure 5c. It was 84, 58, 39, and 1, corresponding to 45◦, 60◦, 75◦, and 90◦, respectively
(Movie S3–S6). The microvalve with the 90◦ angle was almost non-repeatable. This is
because the larger the angle, the smaller the pressure applied on the liquid metal along the
microchannel, thus the liquid metal has more difficulty in flowing back. For a 90◦ valve,
the pushing direction is completely perpendicular to the direction of movement of the
liquid metal, so it can hardly be fully opened.
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3.4. Valve Tightness

Valve tightness is an indicator of valve performance, and is reflected in the leak rate
and open/closed flow ratio. Leak rate is the flow rate when the valve is closed, and the
open/closed flow ratio is acquired by Qopen/Qclose (Q is the volume flow rate) when the
sample pressure is constant. Figure 6a shows that the flow rate of the sample increased
nearly linearly (R2 = 0.99517) as the sample pressure increased when the valve was opened.
At a minimum pressure of 330 mbar, the flow rate was a minimum of 109.5 ± 1.0 µL min−1.
When the pressure reached 380 mbar, the maximum flow rate was 123.8 ± 0.8 µL min−1.
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Micromachines 2021, 12, 1051 10 of 14

After the valve was closed (400 mbar of the liquid metal), the data regarding the average
flow rate of the sample at different pressures (one measurement point per 10 mbar) was
recorded. At ≤320 mbar, no leak rate was detected by the flow rate platform, which proved
excellent tightness of the valve. When the sample pressure reached 330 mbar, leakage occurred.
Figure 6b shows the leak rates of the valves with different angles from 330 mbar to 380 mbar.
When the sample pressure is 330 mbar, the average leak rate of each valve (from 30◦ valve to
90◦ valve) was only 0.043 ± 0.005 µL min−1, 0.035 ± 0.001 µL min−1, 0.024 ± 0.003 µL min−1,
0.027 ± 0.003 µL min−1, and 0.028 ± 0.004 µL min−1, respectively. In general, the leak rate
of all the valves was ≤0.043 µL min−1 at 330 mbar. When the sample pressure changed
from 370 mbar to 380 mbar, the average leak rates of all valves increased substantially and
reached their maximum values, which were 0.454 ± 0.03 µL min−1, 0.401 ± 0.04 µL min−1,
0.309 ± 0.01 µL min−1, 0.188 ± 0.01 µL min−1, and 0.502 ± 0.10 µL min−1, respectively. This
indicated that the valve tightness for each angle at 380 mbar became weak. In Figure 6c, we
compared the leak rate of our microvalve (0.043 µL min−1 at 330 mbar) with others reported in
the current literature [34–38]. It proves this work presents excellent anti-leakage characteristics.
Figure 6d also shows the results of average open/closed flow ratios of all types of valves at
different pressures. It could be seen that as the sample pressure increased, the open/closed
flow ratio decreased. When the sample pressure was 330 mbar, the open/closed flow ratios
were high (2527, 3144, 4501, 4087, and 3900, respectively, from 30◦ valve to 90◦ valve). Among
them, the 60◦ and 75◦ valves had higher open/closed flow ratios. Even when the pressure
reached 370 mbar, the open/closed flow ratio of each valve was above 103, and this order of
magnitude is sufficient for our microvalve to do some applications, such as bubble flow control.
However, when the sample pressure reached 380 mbar, a substantial increase in leakage caused
the open/closed flow ratios to become 273, 309, 401, 659, and 246, respectively. Therefore, to
ensure the tightness of the valve, the sample pressure should be kept below 370 mbar.

3.5. Valve Response Time

Response time of the microvalve is reflected in the time required for the valve to open
or close at one time. The test method was as follows: the microvalve executed multiple
switch commands under the optimal cathodic protection of −800 V, while the relationship
curve between the flow rate and time was recorded during the operation of open and close
for the 1st time, the 5th time, the 10th time, the 15th time, and the 20th time. The time
required for the flow rate to change from start to steady during the opening or closing
process was regarded as the valve response time. The response time results of a 30◦ valve
can be seen in Figure 6d. The response time results of all other angles, except for 90◦ (the
90◦ valve cannot be opened) are shown in Figure S2. The average response time required
for the 30◦ valve opening was 9.2 s, and the average time required for the 30◦ valve closing
was only 3.0 s. Figure 6e also shows the average response times of the valves with different
angles. Among them, the 60◦ valve (7.6 s for opening, 2.8 s for closing) and 75◦ valve (7.6 s
for opening, 2.6 s for closing) had faster response times than the others; this is because
their liquid metal paths are shorter. Overall, the opening speed of the microvalve was slow,
because the pressure value provided by our microfluidic control system dropped slowly,
and it was also limited by oxide accumulation. However, sometimes a relatively slow
response time increases the cushioning capacity of the microvalve, which effectively avoids
water hammer caused by instantaneous pressure difference, thus preventing deformation or
even rupture of the “liquid metal tongue” and improving the durability of the microvalve.

3.6. Burst Pressure

“Burst pressure” is the water pressure at which the deformation of the liquid metal
tongue is larger than 10% when the valve is closed. It reflects the maximum pressure of
the sample that the valve can withstand. When the water pressure was relatively low, the
liquid metal could fill almost the entire vertical channel without voids (except some dead
zones due to the contact angle) under certain liquid metal pressures, thus the microvalve
was completely closed. Figure 7a shows the state of the microvalves when they were
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completely closed. When the water pressure gradually increased to a certain value, which
was also the burst pressure value, it could be observed that the deformation of the liquid
metal tongue was larger than 10%, as shown in the red circles of Figure 7b (Figure S3 and
Movie S7 also show the phenomenon of burst pressure).

Micromachines 2021, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 15 
 

 

liquid metal could fill almost the entire vertical channel without voids (except some dead 
zones due to the contact angle) under certain liquid metal pressures, thus the microvalve 
was completely closed. Figure 7a shows the state of the microvalves when they were com-
pletely closed. When the water pressure gradually increased to a certain value, which was 
also the burst pressure value, it could be observed that the deformation of the liquid metal 
tongue was larger than 10%, as shown in the red circles of Figure 7b (Figure S3 and Movie 
S7 also show the phenomenon of burst pressure). 

From Section 3.1, it is known that the proper pressure of the liquid metal for valve 
close is 400 mbar. Later, we also found that the liquid metal pressure to maintain the valve 
close is from 200 mbar to 400 mbar (except for the 90° valve, which is from 250 mbar to 
400 mbar) if no water pressure is applied. Therefore, the burst pressure values correspond-
ing to different liquid metal pressure values when the valve closes were studied (Figure 
S4 shows the state of a 30° microvalve at its different burst pressure values). The results 
from Figure 7c show that the burst pressures of all types of microvalves changed almost 
linearly with the liquid metal pressure values in a certain range (from 300 mbar to 400 
mbar). The highest burst pressure was 385 mbar of the 75° valve when liquid metal was 
400 mbar. However, when the liquid metal pressure was reduced to 250 mbar, the liquid 
metal tongue of the 90° microvalve started to flow back, so the valve could not maintain 
closure below 250 mbar even if no water pressure was applied; this means the burst pres-
sure became 0. Other types of microvalves also began to flow back when the liquid metal 
pressure reduced to 200 mbar, so their burst pressures also become 0 below 200 mbar. This 
can be explained based on the high surface tension of liquid metal. When the pressure of 
the liquid metal is not high enough to overcome the surface tension, the liquid metal 
tongue will withdraw back to its microchannel even if the water pressure is 0 mbar. These 
results indicate that if we want the valve to withstand more pressure, a 75° valve with 
liquid metal pressure of 400 mbar is the best choice. 

 
Figure 7. Morphological changes of microvalves at burst pressure and burst pressure values under different conditions. 
(a) The microvalves were completely closed. (b) Partial gaps appeared in the microvalves. (c) Burst pressure curve for the 
microvalves of different angles. 

3.7. Application in Bubble Flow Control 
Based on the study of liquid-metal-based microvalves, we also fabricated a chip that 

could control bubble motion. As shown in Figure 8, two liquid-metal-based microvalves 
were respectively integrated in the two branch channels of a Y-shaped channel. First, bub-
bles were generated by a T-shape channel. Di water worked as a continuous phase with 
pressure of 130 mbar; air worked as a dispersed phase with pressure of 160 mbar. Then 
the bubbles were delivered to the bifurcation of the Y-shape channel. When the bubbles 
reached the bifurcation point, the microvalve in the branch channel could control their 
flow direction (shown in Figure 8 and Movie S8). 

Figure 7. Morphological changes of microvalves at burst pressure and burst pressure values under different conditions.
(a) The microvalves were completely closed. (b) Partial gaps appeared in the microvalves. (c) Burst pressure curve for the
microvalves of different angles.

From Section 3.1, it is known that the proper pressure of the liquid metal for valve close
is 400 mbar. Later, we also found that the liquid metal pressure to maintain the valve close
is from 200 mbar to 400 mbar (except for the 90◦ valve, which is from 250 mbar to 400 mbar)
if no water pressure is applied. Therefore, the burst pressure values corresponding to
different liquid metal pressure values when the valve closes were studied (Figure S4 shows
the state of a 30◦ microvalve at its different burst pressure values). The results from
Figure 7c show that the burst pressures of all types of microvalves changed almost linearly
with the liquid metal pressure values in a certain range (from 300 mbar to 400 mbar). The
highest burst pressure was 385 mbar of the 75◦ valve when liquid metal was 400 mbar.
However, when the liquid metal pressure was reduced to 250 mbar, the liquid metal tongue
of the 90◦ microvalve started to flow back, so the valve could not maintain closure below
250 mbar even if no water pressure was applied; this means the burst pressure became 0.
Other types of microvalves also began to flow back when the liquid metal pressure reduced
to 200 mbar, so their burst pressures also become 0 below 200 mbar. This can be explained
based on the high surface tension of liquid metal. When the pressure of the liquid metal is
not high enough to overcome the surface tension, the liquid metal tongue will withdraw
back to its microchannel even if the water pressure is 0 mbar. These results indicate that if
we want the valve to withstand more pressure, a 75◦ valve with liquid metal pressure of
400 mbar is the best choice.

3.7. Application in Bubble Flow Control

Based on the study of liquid-metal-based microvalves, we also fabricated a chip that
could control bubble motion. As shown in Figure 8, two liquid-metal-based microvalves
were respectively integrated in the two branch channels of a Y-shaped channel. First,
bubbles were generated by a T-shape channel. Di water worked as a continuous phase with
pressure of 130 mbar; air worked as a dispersed phase with pressure of 160 mbar. Then
the bubbles were delivered to the bifurcation of the Y-shape channel. When the bubbles
reached the bifurcation point, the microvalve in the branch channel could control their flow
direction (shown in Figure 8 and Movie S8).
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Figure 8. Bubbles’ flow direction manipulated by two microvalves in Y-shaped channel. (a) Before
two valves were closed. (b) The lower side valve was closed. (c) Both the upper and lower side valve
were closed. (d) The lower side valve was opened. (e) The upper side valve was opened. (f) Both the
upper and lower side valve were opened.

Besides bubble flow control, we also believe that this microvalve can be used to control
most water-based microflows. In addition, it can also be used for controlling the movement
of droplet, particles, or cells in water-based microfluidic control. For flow control of
biological samples, the applied voltage may cause damage; however, by designing the
microchannel structure, for example increasing the distance between the microvalve and
the sample area, the effect of voltage can be greatly weakened. Compared with other
microvalves, this liquid-metal-based microvalve has a very simple structure where no
multi-layer fabrication is needed, making this technology simple to implement. Besides, if
the chip material is soft, this microvalve can also be totally soft. Because of its single-layer
structure, this microvalve can be easily integrated into a very thin membrane, so it has
advantages in stretching and bending, which is suitable for wearable devices in the future.
Therefore, we believe this liquid-metal-based microvalve has a wide application prospect
in microfluidic systems.

4. Conclusions

In this study, a room temperature liquid-metal-based microvalve with simple fabrica-
tion, easy operation, high flexibility, and a low leak rate was proposed and demonstrated.
This microvalve can be designed and fabricated at the same time with a sample channel
on the same chip layer, which overcomes the shortcomings of the traditional multi-layer
microvalve structure that is normally complicated to fabricate. This microvalve can be
closed or opened by controlling the pressure of the liquid metal according to the pressure
of the sample. In order to eliminate the effect of metal oxide, which limited the lifespan
of the microvalve, a cathodic protection method for liquid metal has been proposed and
demonstrated which allows the microvalve to achieve as high as 145 cycles. In addition,
this microvalve has a low leak rate that is ≤0.43 µL/min even if the fluid pressure is as
high as 330 mbar, indicating that it has good open/close efficiency. Finally, the bubble flow
control using this microvalve reflects its application prospect in the field of microfluidics.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/
10.3390/mi12091051/s1, Figure S1: Principle of cathodic protection of the valve. Figure S2: The
relationship curve between the flow rate and time for one complete switching process of other angle
valves. Figure S3: All types of microvalves’ change under their burst pressures. Figure S4: Gaps
occurred of 30◦ microvalves at different burst pressure values. Movie S1: Bubbles appeared in the
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microvalve at −1500 V. Movie S2–S6: Cycle switching test of microvalves with different angles at
−800 V. Movie S7: Microvalve’s change under burst pressure. Movie S8: Application in bubble
manipulation.
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