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Abstract: Digital microfluidics (DMF) driven by electrowetting-on-dielectric (EWOD) has recently
been attracting great attention as an effective liquid-handling platform for on-chip cooling. It enables
rapid transportation of coolant liquid sandwiched between two parallel plates and drop-wise thermal
rejection from a target heating source without additional mechanical components such as pumps,
microchannels, and capillary wicks. However, a typical sandwiched configuration in DMF devices
only allows sensible heat transfer, which seriously limits heat rejection capability, particularly for
high-heat-flux thermal dissipation. In this paper, we present a single-sided digital microfluidic
(SDMF) device that enables not only effective liquid handling on a single-sided surface, but also
two-phase heat transfer to enhance thermal rejection performance. Several droplet manipulation
functions required for two-phase cooling were demonstrated, including continuous droplet injection,
rapid transportation as fast as 7.5 cm/s, and immobilization on the target hot spot where heat flux
is locally concentrated. Using the SDMF platform, we experimentally demonstrated high-heat-flux
cooling on the hydrophilic-coated hot spot. Coolant droplets were continuously transported to
the target hot spot which was mitigated below 40 K of the superheat. The effective heat transfer
coefficient was stably maintained even at a high heat flux regime over ~130 W/cm2, which will allow
us to develop a reliable thermal management module. Our SDMF technology offers an effective
on-chip cooling approach, particularly for high-heat-flux thermal management based on two-phase
heat transfer.
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1. Introduction

Digital microfluidics (DMF) is a liquid-handling technology driven by the electrowetting-on-
dielectric (EWOD) principle, which modifies the surface tension of a liquid droplet on a solid surface
with an applied electric field [1–3]. By addressing digitized electrodes, DMF rapidly manipulates
liquid droplets in the volume ranging from pL to µL and performs various drop-wise functions such as
injection, transportation, merging, mixing, and cutting [4–7]. Due to the benefits of the surface tension
force dominance over body forces in micro/mesoscales, fast response time in the range of milliseconds,
and low-power consumption, the DMF technology has been used for numerous applications, including
lab-on-a-chip [8–12], electronic papers [13–15], tunable optical components [16–18], and energy
harvesting [19–21].

In recent years, DMF has drawn attraction as a liquid-handling platform for effective cooling of
target heating sources [22–28]. Unlike conventional cooling technologies such as heat pipes [29,30],
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heat spreaders [31,32], microchannel-guided liquid cooling [33,34], and jet impingement cooling [35],
DMF does not require additional mechanical components such as pumps, valves, microchannels, and
capillary wick structures for coolant delivery. Instead, it utilizes the EWOD-based surface tension force
(i.e., non-mechanical) to rapidly deliver coolant liquid in a discrete manner, while requiring extremely
low power consumption in the range of mW. Furthermore, it just consists of several thin layers of a
dielectric and an electrode on top of heating sources. Such thin layers (a few µm) between coolant
liquid and the heating source enhance heat dissipation performance by reducing the thermal resistance.

Figure 1 presents schematics of the hot spot cooling using a typical sandwiched DMF platform.
A cooling droplet is sandwiched between two parallel plates with a few hundreds of µm gap and
transported to the hydrophobic-coated hot spot (Figure 1a). Upon the arrival, the droplet experiences
sensible heat transfer to take out the heat from the target hot spot (Figure 1b), thus cooling down the
temperature (Figure 1c). Then, the droplet leaves for a heat sink to release the heat to outside, while the
hot spot temperature is recovered (Figure 1d). To continuously mitigate the hot spot temperature, these
processes are rapidly repeated with a series of the droplets. Using this DMF-based cooling approach,
Paik et al. demonstrated thermal mitigation of the target hot spot on which a water droplet passed
through [25]. The hot spot was initially heated up to 90 ◦C at the heat flux of 33.3 W/cm2. Upon arrival
of the cooling droplet, the temperature at the hot spot dropped down to 60 ◦C and recovered to the
original temperature after its departure. Whilst increasing the frequency of the droplet delivery, the
target hot spot was maintained at low temperature [27]. Since sandwiched DMF devices typically
use sensible heat transfer as the main thermal rejection mechanism, it was further proposed to utilize
liquid metals or alloys as coolant which offers a few orders of magnitude higher thermal conductivity
than that of water to improve heat transfer capability [22]. Analytical studies were also conducted to
support the fact that the droplet transportation between two parallel plates causes the circulation flow
inside of the droplet and hence significantly enhances heat transfer performance [23].
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source (i.e., hot spot) where the heat is transferred from the hot spot to the cooling droplet and the 
temperature lowers down; (d) Then, the droplet leaves for a heat sink to release the heat to outside. 
These processes are rapidly repeated to keep mitigating the hot spot temperature. The DMF-based 
cooling method mainly uses sensible heat transfer for thermal rejection from the hot spot. However, 
such a single-phase cooling approach limits the level of applicable heat flux. 

Despite numerous studies of DMF-based cooling previously reported [22–28], such a single-
phase heat transfer approach cannot be used for high-heat-flux (>100 W/cm2) applications, for 
example, high power density semiconductors such as graphic processing units (GPUs), power 
amplifiers, and insulated gate bipolar transistors (IGBTs). In order to achieve high-heat-flux 

Figure 1. A hot spot cooling approach based on digital microfluidic (DMF) technology. (a) Cooling
liquid is sandwiched between the top and bottom plates coated with a hydrophobic layer; (b,c) By
sequentially addressing digitized electrodes, a droplet is rapidly transported to the target heating
source (i.e., hot spot) where the heat is transferred from the hot spot to the cooling droplet and the
temperature lowers down; (d) Then, the droplet leaves for a heat sink to release the heat to outside.
These processes are rapidly repeated to keep mitigating the hot spot temperature. The DMF-based
cooling method mainly uses sensible heat transfer for thermal rejection from the hot spot. However,
such a single-phase cooling approach limits the level of applicable heat flux.

Despite numerous studies of DMF-based cooling previously reported [22–28], such a single-phase
heat transfer approach cannot be used for high-heat-flux (>100 W/cm2) applications, for example,
high power density semiconductors such as graphic processing units (GPUs), power amplifiers,
and insulated gate bipolar transistors (IGBTs). In order to achieve high-heat-flux dissipation, the
two-phase heat transfer mechanism needs to be integrated [29,30,34]. However, DMF devices could
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not incorporate the two-phase cooling mechanism due to the difficulties associated with active boiling
and evaporation within the tightly sandwiched configuration (a few hundreds of µm gap) and less
droplet pinning effect on the hydrophobic-coated surface of the hot spot.

In this paper, we present a single-sided digital microfluidic (SDMF) device, shown in Figure 2,
which enables not only effective coolant delivery without additional mechanical components such as
pumps, capillary wicks, and microchannels, but also two-phase evaporation/boiling heat transfer on
the target hot spots with the minimal volume of cooling liquid on a single-sided plate. Cooling droplets
can be continuously injected, transported as fast as 7.5 cm/s, and immobilized on the hydrophilic
hot spot surface. Hot spot surface properties were investigated to enhance the thermal rejection
capability of the device. Using the SDMF platform, we experimentally demonstrated high-heat-flux
cooling on the hydrophilic-coated hot spot. Coolant droplets were transported to the target heating
location which was mitigated below 40 K of the superheat (i.e., the difference between the surface
temperature and saturation temperature). The effective heat transfer coefficient, which is estimated as
the heat flux divided by the superheat, was maintained stable even at a high heat flux regime over
~130 W/cm2, which will allow us to develop a reliable thermal management module. Our SDMF
technology potentially offers an effective on-chip cooling approach particularly for high-heat-flux
thermal management based on two-phase heat transfer.
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Figure 2. A schematic of the single-sided digital microfluidic (SDMF) device and the working principle
of effective liquid delivery and two-phase cooling. A cooling droplet is continuously injected and
transported to the target hot spot on which the surface is modified to super-hydrophilic or hydrophilic
to enhance the heat rejection capability of the device. The target hot spot experiences two-phase heat
transfer while coolant liquid is vaporized and boiled. The device consists of multiple layers on a glass
substrate (not to scale): a 100 nm resistance thermal detector (RTD), a 1.5 µm SiO2 for passivation, an
array of the 1 µm Au electrodes, a 120 nm Ta2O5 as a dielectric layer, and a 40 nm FluoroPel polymer
as a hydrophobic layer.

2. Device Fabrication and Working Principle

Figure 2 illustrates a schematic of the SDMF device and its working principle for coolant delivery
and two-phase cooling. For the on-chip heat transfer study, we used the resistance thermal detector
(RTD) which is able to directly measure the temperature of a target hot spot. Fabrication of SDMF
devices began with the RTD embedded in the device. A gold (Au) layer of 100 nm thickness was
first deposited on a glass substrate by a sputter and patterned for the RTD fabrication. On top of
the RTD pattern, a 1.5 µm thick layer of silicon dioxide (SiO2) was subsequently deposited as an
insulation layer via plasma enhanced chemical vapor deposition (PECVD), on which an array of the
1 µm thick Au electrodes was deposited and patterned with the 1.45 mm pitch and the 20 µm spacing.
Subsequently, a dielectric layer of a tantalum pentoxide (Ta2O5) was deposited in 120 nm thickness
by an electron beam evaporator. To provide a hydrophobic surface required for EWOD-based liquid
delivery, a FluoroPel polymer solution (FluoroPel PFC 1601V, Cytonix) was spin-coated at 3000 rpm
for 30 s, followed by being baked on a hot plate at 180 ◦C for 30 min. To provide a hydrophilic
surface property on the target hot spot, a Kapton tape was simply used to cover the only hot spot area
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with the size of 4 × 4 mm2. After spin-coating and curing of a FluoroPel polymer solution, the tape
was removed and thus the surface of the Ta2O5 layer was directed exposed to provide a hydrophilic
hot spot surface. The RTD also functioned as a thin-film heater to simulate a heating source on the
target hot spot. Our preliminary measurement and calibration of the RTDs indicated an almost linear
relationship between the electrical resistance of an Au thermometer and the temperature change of a
heating source.

Manipulation of coolant liquid on SDMF is based on the EWOD principle, which controls the
surface tension of a liquid droplet on a solid surface. An applied electric potential re-distributes
the charge at the liquid–solid interface and decreases the associated interfacial energy by expanding
the surface area of the droplet. The droplet contact angle is consequently reduced from θ0 to θ.
The Young–Lippmann equation mathematically describes such a contact angle change with respect to
the voltage drop (V) across the dielectric layer [36]:

cos θ = cos θ0 +
1

2γ
ε0εr

t
V2 (1)

where γ is the surface tension between the droplet and surrounding medium, ε0 is the vacuum
permittivity, εr is the dielectric constant, and t is thickness of the dielectric layer. When a digitized
electrode nearby the droplet is electrically addressed, the contact angle changes at one of the edges
and such a droplet shape change causes the pressure gradient inside the droplet. As a result, the
droplet is attracted to the electrode addressed. As shown in Figure 2, a cooling droplet is transported
to the target hot spot by sequentially addressing digitized electrodes. Upon the arrival, the droplet
experiences two-phase heat transfer (e.g., evaporation and boiling) on a hydrophilic surface of the hot
spot. These steps are rapidly repeated to achieve continuous thermal modulation on the target heating
location before the droplet dries out.

3. Droplet Manipulation on a Single-Sided Surface

To achieve effective two-phase cooling on SDMF, we built up a LabVIEW-based electric control
system that enables the regulation of the coolant droplet volume injected and dispensing frequency.
Two adjacent electrodes are simultaneously activated: one is powered and another is grounded.
The next pair of the electrodes is sequentially activated to transport droplets on a single-sided surface.
With this electric control scheme, we have achieved several important droplet manipulation functions
necessary for two-phase heat transfer, including continuous droplet injection, rapid transportation,
and immobilization on top of the target hot spot.

Figure 3 shows the droplet transportation on a single-sided surface without additional mechanical
components such as pumps, valves, microchannels, and capillary wicks. A 30 µL water droplet was
transported as fast as 7.5 cm/s at a 35 V DC bias and an interval of 20 ms between each activation
of the paired electrodes (supplementary movie 1). At a lower voltage of 20 V, the droplet was not
actuated. The reduced electric potential could not provide a large enough EWOD force to overcome
the contact angle hysteresis [37]. Another test was also conducted with the faster interval of 10 ms.
It was observed that the droplet was just transported along a couple of the electrodes, but not all the
patterned 24 electrodes. This might be because the electrode activation is too fast for the droplet to
immediately follow it up.
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Compared to droplet transportation, the injection or cutting process is more challenging on a
single-sided plate than a sandwiched one. According to the previous study [4], the tight constraint of
the droplet height is critical to achieve droplet cutting. In DMF devices, the droplet height is typically
confined by the top and bottom plates with a few hundreds of µm gap, while such a height constraint
cannot be permitted on a single-sided configuration. To facilitate the droplet injection process on
a single-sided surface, our group previously used a pin connection to a reservoir, which was able
to reduce the surface tension force by constraining the droplet area at the pin tip [7]. Using this
method, light-driven droplet injection at 2.5 µL was demonstrated with less than 1% volume variation.
This approach was similarly used to control the injected droplet volume as well as feeding frequency.
Figure 4 shows a complete set of the droplet-based functions that are necessary for two-phase cooling
on SDMF (supplementary movie 2). Cooling liquid is pumped through a pin from the reservoir by
EWOD forces and the liquid grows to touch the bottom surface (Figure 4a). The surface tension force
of the droplet is minimized at the tiny pin tip to facilitate the droplet cutting process. By electrically
addressing the nearby electrodes, the EWOD force takes off the droplet from the pin tip (Figure 4b).
Subsequently, it is rapidly transported and immobilized on the hydrophilic surface of the target hot
spot where the droplet contact area increases to enhance the heat transfer rate (Figure 4d). Meanwhile,
the next droplet is successively dispensed to continuously mitigate the hot spot temperature.
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Figure 4. Video snapshots showing a complete set of the droplet manipulations to achieve effective
two-phase cooling on SDMF. A 12.5 µL water droplet is injected, directly transported, and immobilized
on the hydrophilic hot spot. The droplet expands the contact area and increases the heat transfer rate
on the hydrophobic surface. A 35 DC bias was applied. (a) Before; and (b) after the droplet injection,
t = 0 s; (c) t = 3.2 s; and (d) t = 6.5 s.

4. Experimental Results and Discussion

4.1. Enhaced Two-Phase Heat Transfer on SDMF

Recent studies reported that a thin layer of cooling liquid on a super-hydrophilic or hydrophilic
surface is able to enhance heat transfer performance by reducing thermal resistance of the liquid
layer [38–40]. This low-energy surface is also free from the hydrophobic polymer coating that
behaves as an additional thermal barrier. However, DMF-based cooling studies [22–28] previously
reported critically require the hydrophobic polymer coating on top of the hot spot to facilitate droplet
transportation. As indicated in Figure 1, while a cooling droplet passes over the target hot spot, the
heat is rejected based on sensible heat transfer, which limits the level of applicable heat flux. Unlike
such a limited heat transfer performance on DMF, a single-sided configuration of SDMF devices allows
two-phase heat transfer by forming a thin layer of a coolant droplet on the super-hydrophilic or
hydrophilic surface of the hot spot and thus can be used for high-heat-flux applications, for example,
high power density semiconductors such as GPUs, power amplifiers, and IGBTs. Hence, our first
study was conducted to see the thermal performance relying on the hot spot surface conditions, for
which we prepared two SDMF devices: one with a hydrophobic surface provided by spin-coating of a
FluoroPel polymer on the hot spot and another with a hydrophilic surface by removing the polymer
layer (i.e., a coolant droplet directly contacts on the Ta2O5 surface). De-ionized water was selected as
coolant liquid for the heat transfer study and the follow-up wettability tests show the contact angle at
118◦ on the hydrophobic surface, while 68◦ on the hydrophilic surface (see the insets of Figure 5a).
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around 164 ◦C at the heat flux of 6.5 W/cm2 and then thermally mitigated by the cooling liquid.
The insets show the contact angle of a water droplet on each of the surfaces.

To quantify the SDMF’s capability for two-phase heat transfer, thermal experiments were
conducted within an enclosed environment, assuming the near-saturation condition. The superheat
was calculated by the temperature difference between the hot spot temperature and the saturation
temperature (100 ◦C) at 1 atm operating pressure and the heat flux was defined as the supplied power
divided by the area of the micro heater. The effective heat transfer coefficient (heff) was then defined as
the heat flux divided by the superheat. The hot spot temperature was measured from the electrical
resistance change of the RTD embedded in the device. Since the layers’ thickness was as thin as
~2.5 µm, we reasonably ignored the heat laterally spreading through the thin film layers deposited
on top of the heater. The bottom side of the substrate was thermally insulated by attaching a thick
glass wool.

The wall superheat initially reached 64 K with the heat flux of 6.5 W/cm2 for both hydrophobic
and hydrophilic hot spots. As presented in Figure 2, the SDMF platform allowed the injection of a
5 µL droplet and its transportation to the target hot spot for two-phase thermal mitigation. Figure 5a,b
shows the effects of the hot spot surface conditions on the wall superheat and the effective heat transfer
coefficient, respectively. When the droplet arrived at the hot spot, the superheat rapidly decreased
due to the increase in the heat transfer coefficient associated with the droplet evaporation. In the
beginning stage, the heat transfer coefficient rapidly increases as the evaporation becomes more active
and the conduction resistance within the droplet decreases as the droplet height decreases. When
the contact line of the droplet starts receding due to evaporation, the droplet contact area decreases
and the superheat is rapidly recovered back to the initial value. Although the overall tendency of
the superheat looks similar for both cases, the heat transfer performance is significantly different
according to the surface wettability on the hot spot area. For the hydrophobic-coated hot spot, which
is the typical situation of the DMF devices, the maximum temperature drop and the effective heat
transfer coefficient were observed to be ~25 K and 1.7 kW/m2K, respectively. For the hydrophilic hot
spot, both the maximum temperature drop and the effective heat transfer coefficient were significantly
enhanced and measured to be as high as ~62 K and 33 kW/m2K (almost 20 times larger than that of the
hydrophobic), respectively. Due to the enhanced evaporation rate, the duration of droplet evaporation
on the hydrophilic hot spot was ~65% shorter than that of the hydrophobic-coated one.

The significantly enhanced heat transfer performance on the hydrophilic hot spot can be explained
by the following reasons. First, due to the low contact angle hysteresis and the resulting low contact
line pinning on the hydrophobic surface, the cooling droplet skittered away from the hydrophobic hot
spot and thus the hot spot area was not fully covered by the cooling liquid, while the droplet firmly
adhered to the hydrophilic hot spot and maintained a relatively large contact area until the contact line
receding occurred. Second, the thermal conduction resistance through a 5 µL water droplet placed
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on the hydrophilic hot spot (Rcond = 98.4 K/W) is much lower than that on the hydrophobic hot spot
(Rcond = 273.7 K/W). The conduction resistance was calculated from the method of integration of the
temperature difference between two neighboring isothermal surfaces, Rcond = θ/(4πrkwsinθ) where
θ, r, and kw represent the contact angle, a radius of droplet, and thermal conductivity of cooling liquid,
respectively [41,42]. Finally, the droplet on the hydrophilic hot spot has a larger contact area of thin
evaporative film compared to the one on the hydrophobic spot, which provides a significantly higher
evaporation rate, especially near the droplet contact line. The experimental results in Figure 5 clearly
show the SDMF’s capability of two-phase cooling on a hydrophilic hot spot surface, which cannot be
provided by conventional DMF devices only allowing sensible heat transfer on a hydrophobic hot spot
surface. To further improve the thermal performance, a super-hydrophilic surface on top of the hot
spot is suggested for SDMF devices.

4.2. Continuous Thermal Mitigation

Continuous thermal mitigation of the target heating source was demonstrated on a SDMF platform
(Figure 6). The hot spot was initially heated up to 172 ◦C at the heat flux of 6.9 W/cm2. SDMF allowed
the transportation of a 30 µL water droplet to the target hot spot and the cooling droplet was firmly
immobilized on the hydrophilic surface of the hot spot, as presented in Figure 4. Upon the arrival,
the temperature quickly dropped down to 89.5 ◦C (i.e., an instant temperature drop is about 81.5 ◦C)
within a second. While the droplet experienced the two-phase heat transfer (i.e., evaporative cooling),
the temperature was maintained below 100 ◦C. Before the first droplet was fully vaporized, the second
droplet was quickly delivered and combined with the liquid remaining on the hot spot. An additional
temperature drop of around 29 ◦C occurred. These processes were repeated with successive delivery
of four water droplets and the hot spot temperature was able to be mitigated below 100 ◦C for 475 s.
To mitigate the hot spot temperature even lower, it is suggested to use a cooling liquid that has a
boiling temperature lower than that of water. We interestingly observed the instant temperature drop
and recovery, when a new droplet was delivered and combined with the liquid puddle on the hot
spot. This is because the droplet induces an internal circulation when it is merged with the remaining
liquid. This convective flow inside the cooling liquid further enhances the thermal rejection capability
of SDMF. Another interesting observation was the temperature decrease of the hot spot before the
new droplet arrives. During the evaporation process, coolant liquid keeps losing its mass and thus
the liquid layer becomes thin on the hydrophilic hot spot. Such a thin layer of liquid further lowers
thermal resistance to improve heat transfer performance, as discussed in the previous section. SDMF
would be an effective cooling platform capable of stably supplying the tiny cooling droplet in the
range of ~nL to ~µL without additional mechanical components. Such a small volume of coolant
liquid forms a thin layer of the liquid, particularly on a super-hydrophilic hot spot surface and allows
thin-film evaporation/boiling heat transfer.
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4.3. High-Heat-Flux Thermal Management

Unlike the DMF-based cooling approach, SDMF allows two-phase heat transfer to be used for
high-heat-flux thermal management. For the experimental demonstration, a LabVIEW-based voltage
control system increased the heater power at the rate of 0.025 V/s to simulate the heat flux increasing
on the hot spot. It also allows the continuous injection and delivery of coolant droplets with the volume
of 6.7 µL to prevent overheating and flooding. Figure 7 shows the heat flux with the temperature
measured at every second. Below the heat flux of 20 W/cm2, the superheat varied slightly up and
down. As observed in Figure 6, new droplets were combined with the liquid remaining on the hot
spot and the circulation flow inside the liquid caused the temperature fluctuation around 2–4 ◦C.
At the heat flux of 20 W/cm2, a bubble nucleation was initiated at the surface (an inset image (i) in
Figure 7a). Whilst increasing the heat flux, the nucleate boiling was gradually increased and the
bubble was released from the surface. To further mitigate the hot spot temperature, the frequency
of the droplet supply was increased. Similarly, the delivery of new droplets made the temperature
fluctuation around 4–8 ◦C. Around the heat flux of 45 W/cm2, the nucleate boiling became serious
and multiple bubbles were generated and released (an inset image (ii) in Figure 7a). Such active
bubble motions greatly enhanced the advection flow inside the combined liquid on the hot spot.
Sometimes, explosive evacuation of the bubbles popped up a tiny part of the liquid and drove it
away from the hot spot location. Above the heat flux of 50 W/cm2, the nucleate boiling occurred very
intensely while coolant droplets were supplied even faster. Much more bubbles became active and
the advection flow was mainly associated with the boiling. An inset image (iii) in Figure 7a shows
very intense nucleation boiling around the heat flux of 90 W/cm2. Supplementary movie 3 shows
evaporation/boiling processes at different heat fluxes. Using the SDMF technology, the superheat was
maintained below 40 ◦C even as the heat flux increased up to 131 W/cm2. Due to the power limitation
of the thin-film heater, the experiment was stopped to avoid the device burnout.
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Figure 7. High-heat-flux thermal modulation by the SDMF platform. (a) Coolant droplets keep being
injected and delivered to cool down the superheat of the target hot spot as low as 40 ◦C at the heat flux
of 131 W/cm2. The insets represent the video snapshots of the nucleate boiling process at different
heat flux regions of (i) 20 W/cm2; (ii) 45 W/cm2; and (iii) 90 W/cm2; (b) The SDMF approach is able
to stably manage the effective heat transfer coefficient at a high heat flux regime over 130 W/cm2.

The effective heat transfer coefficient was estimated as high as 35 kW/m2K, even at a high heat
flux regime over 130 W/cm2 (Figure 7b). Although the heat transfer coefficient does not surpass the
values obtained with well-designed recent capillary wicks [31], the SDMF device is able to provide
more stable thermal performance especially at a high heat flux regime (>100 W/cm2). This indicates
that the EWOD-based liquid supply has the potential to outperform the capillary pressure driven
supply in terms of the maximum operating heat flux. It is worthwhile noting that both heat transfer
coefficient and the maximum heat flux achieved by the suggested SDMF technology can be further
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improved by reducing the volume of individual droplets, which maximizes the evaporation rate of the
droplet in a thin-film form on the super-hydrophobic or hydrophobic hot spot surface.

5. Conclusions

Digital microfluidic (DMF) devices have been recently proposed as an effective on-chip cooling
approach. DMF enables rapid transportation of coolant liquid to the target heating sources without
any mechanical components such as pumps, microchannels, and capillary wick structures. However,
its typical sandwiched configuration with a few hundreds of µm gap only allows sensible heat transfer
on a hydrophobic hot spot surface, which significantly limits the thermal rejection capability of the
DMF devices.

To enhance thermal rejection performance, we propose a single-sided digital microfluidic (SDMF)
device enabling two-phase evaporative and boiling heat transfer, which is potentially used for
high-heat-flux cooling applications. On a single-sided plate, key droplet-based functions necessary for
two-phase cooling have been achieved, including continuous droplet injection, rapid transportation as
fast as 7.5 cm/s, and immobilization on the target hot spots. While the DMF-based cooling approach
mainly uses sensible heat transfer for thermal rejection from a hydrophobic-coated hot spot, our SDMF
technology mainly allows two-phase heat transfer (e.g., evaporation and boiling) to reject the heat from
a hydrophilic surface of the hot spot. The hot spot surface effect was investigated to quantitatively
validate the SDMF’s capability for two-phase cooling. For the hydrophilic hot spot, both the maximum
temperature drop and the effective heat transfer coefficient were significantly enhanced and measured
to be as high as ~62 K and 33 kW/m2K (almost 20 times larger than that of the hydrophobic hot spot),
respectively. Continuous thermal modulation based on two-phase heat transfer was experimentally
demonstrated with successive droplet delivery. It was also observed that the delivery of new coolant
droplets induces an internal circulation inside the liquid remaining on the hot spot, which is able to
further improve thermal performance.

High-heat-flux experiments showed that SDMF is able to stably achieve the effective heat transfer
coefficient as high as ~35 kW/m2K, even at a high heat flux regime over 130 W/cm2. Thermal
performance on SDMF can be further improved by using different types of coolant liquid that has a
lower boiling point. Our SDMF-based cooling approach is potentially applicable for high-heat-flux
thermal management based on two-phase heat transfer with the capability of effective coolant delivery
on a single-sided plate.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at www.mdpi.com/2072-666X/8/1/3/s1, Video S1:
Droplet transportation on SDMF, Video S2: A full set of droplet manipulations for two-phase cooling, and Video S3:
High-heat-flux thermal experiment.

Acknowledgments: This work was supported by the grants from the Singapore Ministry of Education
(R-265-000-528-112 and R-265-000-470-133). Youngsuk Nam also acknowledges the support from the Basic Science
Research Program (2015R1A1A1A05001412), and Basic Research Laboratory Program (2016R1A4A1012950)
through the National Research Foundation of Korea (NRF) funded by the Ministry of Science, ICT and
future Planning.

Author Contributions: Sung-Yong Park conceived a concept of SDMF-based cooling, designed and performed
the thermal experiments; Youngsuk Nam worked on thermal analyses of the measured data.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Wheeler, A.R. Putting Electrowetting to Work. Science 2008, 322, 539–540. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
2. Mugele, F.; Baret, J.-C. Electrowetting: From basics to applications. J. Phys. Condens. Matter 2005, 17, 705–774.

[CrossRef]
3. Narasimhan, V.; Park, S.-Y. An ion gel as a low-cost, spin-coatable, high-capacitance dielectric for

electrowetting-on-dielectric (EWOD). Langmuir 2015, 31, 8512–8518. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
4. Cho, S.K.; Moon, H.; Kim, C.-J. Creating, transporting, cutting, and merging liquid droplets by

electrowetting-based actuation for digital microfluidic circuits. J. Microelectromech. Syst. 2003, 12, 70–80.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1165719
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18948529
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0953-8984/17/28/R01
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.langmuir.5b01745
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26154415


Micromachines 2017, 8, 3 10 of 11

5. Gong, J.; Kim, C.-J. All-electronic droplet generation on-chip with real-time feedback control for EWOD
digital microfluidics. Lab Chip 2008, 8, 898–906. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

6. Pollack, M.G.; Fair, R.B.; Shenderov, A.D. Electrowetting-based actuation of liquid droplets for microfluidic
applications. Appl. Phys. Lett. 2000, 77, 1725–1726. [CrossRef]

7. Park, S.-Y.; Teitell, M.A.; Chiou, E.P.Y. Single-sided continuous optoelectrowetting (SCOEW) for droplet
manipulation with light patterns. Lab Chip 2010, 10, 1655–1661. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

8. Chang, Y.-H.; Lee, G.-B.; Huang, F.-C.; Chen, Y.-Y.; Lin, J.-L. Integrated polymerase chain reaction chips
utilizing digital microfluidics. Biomed. Microdevices 2006, 8, 215–225. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

9. Li, W.; Pham, H.H.; Nie, Z.; MacDonald, B.; Genther, A.; Kumacheva, E. Multi-Step Microfluidic
Polymerization Reactions Conducted in Droplets: The Internal Trigger Approach. J. Am. Chem. Soc.
2008, 130, 9935–9941. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

10. Jiang, D.; Park, S.-Y. Light-driven 3D droplet manipulation on flexible optoelectrowetting devices fabricated
by a simple spin-coating method. Lab Chip 2016, 16, 1831–1839. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

11. Chiou, P.Y.; Park, S.-Y.; Wu, M. Continuous optoelectrowetting (COEW) for picoliter droplet manipulation.
Appl. Phys. Lett. 2008, 93, 221110. [CrossRef]

12. Park, S.-Y.; Chiou, P.-Y. Light-driven droplet manipulation technologies for lab-on-a-chip applications.
Adv. OptoElectron. 2011, 2011, 909174. [CrossRef]

13. Hayes, R.A.; Feenstra, B.J. Video-speed electronic paper based on electrowetting. Nature 2003, 425, 383–385.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Hagedon, M.; Yang, S.; Russell, A.; Heikenfeld, J. Bright e-Paper by transport of ink through a white
electrofluidic imaging film. Nat. Commun. 2012, 3, 1173. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Heikenfeld, J.; Zhou, K.; Kreit, E.; Raj, B.; Yang, S.; Sun, B.; Milarcik, A.; Clapp, L.; Schwartz, R. Electrofluidic
displays using Young-Laplace transposition of brilliant pigment dispersions. Nat. Photon. 2009, 3, 292–296.
[CrossRef]

16. Clement, C.; Thio, S.K.; Park, S.-Y. An optofluidic tunable Fresnel lens for spatial focal control based on
electrowetting-on-dielectric (EWOD). Sens. Actuators B Chem. 2017, 240, 909–915. [CrossRef]

17. Clement, C.E.; Park, S.-Y. High-performance beam steering using electrowetting-driven liquid prism
fabricated by a simple dip-coating method. Appl. Phys. Lett. 2016, 108, 191601. [CrossRef]

18. Kuiper, S.; Hendriks, B.H.W. Variable-focus liquid lens for miniature cameras. Appl. Phys. Lett. 2004, 85,
1128. [CrossRef]

19. Narasimhan, V.; Jiang, D.; Park, S.-Y. Design and optical analyses of an arrayed microfluidic tunable prism
panel for enhancing solar energy collection. Appl. Energy 2016, 162, 450–459. [CrossRef]

20. Krupenkin, T.; Taylor, J.A. Reverse electrowetting as a new approach to high-power energy harvesting.
Nat. Commun. 2011, 2, 448. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

21. Cheng, J.; Park, S.-Y.; Chen, C.-L. Optofluidic Solar Concentrators using Electrowetting Tracking: Concept,
Design, and Characterization. Sol. Energy 2013, 89, 152–167. [CrossRef]

22. Mohseni, K.; Baird, E. Digitized Heat Transfer Using Electrowetting on Dielectric. Nanoscale Microscale
Thermophys. Eng. 2007, 11, 90–108. [CrossRef]

23. Baird, E.; Mohseni, K. Digitized Heat Transfer: A New Paradigm for Thermal Management of Compact
Micro Systems. IEEE Trans. Compon. Packag. Technol. 2008, 31, 143–151. [CrossRef]

24. Cheng, J.; Chen, C.-L. Adaptive chip cooling using electrowetting on coplanar control electrodes.
Nanoscale Microscale Thermalphys. Eng. 2010, 14, 63–74. [CrossRef]

25. Paik, P.Y.; Pamula, V.K.; Chakrabarty, K. Adaptive Cooling of Integrated Circuits Using Digital Microfluidics.
IEEE Trans. Very Large Scale Integr. Syst. 2008, 16, 432–443. [CrossRef]

26. Bindiganavale, G.S.; Moon, H.; You, S.M.; Amaya, M. Digital Microfluidi Device for Hotspot Cooling in ICs
using Electrowetting on Dielectric. In Proceedings of the ASME 2012 Third International Conference on
Micro/Nanoscale Heat and Mass Transfer, Atlanta, GA, USA, 3–6 March 2012; pp. 39–42.

27. Paik, P.Y.; Pamula, V.K.; Chakrabarty, K. A Digital-Microfluidic Approach to Chip Cooling. IEEE Des.
Test Comput. 2008, 25, 372–381. [CrossRef]

28. Bindiganavale, G.S.; Moon, H.; You, S.M.; Amaya, M. Study of hotspot cooling using electrowetting on
dielectric digital microfluidic system. In Proceedings of the 2014 IEEE 27th International Conference on
Micro Electro Mechanical Systems (MEMS), San Francisco, CA, USA, 26–30 January 2014; pp. 1039–1042.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/b717417a
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18497909
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1308534
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/c001324b
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20448870
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10544-006-8171-y
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16718406
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja8029174
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18593162
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C6LC00293E
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27094708
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.3039070
http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2011/909174
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature01988
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14508484
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/ncomms2175
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23132023
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nphoton.2009.68
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.snb.2016.08.125
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.4949265
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.1779954
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2015.10.051
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/ncomms1454
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21863015
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.solener.2012.12.018
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15567260701337555
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/TCAPT.2008.916810
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15567261003601771
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/TVLSI.2007.915434
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/MDT.2008.87


Micromachines 2017, 8, 3 11 of 11

29. Kim, K.-S.; Won, M.-H.; Kim, J.-W.; Back, B.-J. Heat pipe cooling technology for desktop PC CPU.
Appl. Therm. Eng. 2003, 23, 1137–1144. [CrossRef]

30. Babin, B.R.; Peterson, G.P.; Wu, D. Steady-state modeling and testing of a micro heat pipe. J. Heat Transf.
1990, 112, 595–601. [CrossRef]

31. Nam, Y.; Sharratt, S.; Cha, G.; Ju, Y.S. Characterization and Modeling of the Heat Transfer Performance of
Nanostructured Cu Micropost Wicks. J. Heat Transf. 2011, 133, 101502. [CrossRef]

32. Nam, Y.; Sharratt, S.; Byon, C.; Kim, S.J.; Ju, Y.S. Fabrication and Characterization of the Capillary
Performance of Superhydrophilic Cu Micropost Arrays. J. Microelectromech. Syst. 2010, 19, 581–588.

33. Sui, Y.; Teo, C.J.; Lee, P.S.; Chew, Y.T.; Shu, C. Fluid flow and heat transfer in wavy microchannels. Int. J. Heat
Mass Transf. 2010, 53, 2760–2772. [CrossRef]

34. Harirchian, T.; Garimella, S.V. A comprehensive flow regime map for microchannel flow boiling with
quantitative transition criteria. Int. J. Heat Mass Transf. 2010, 53, 2694–2702. [CrossRef]

35. Shen, J.; Graber, C.; Liburdy, J.; Pence, D.; Narayanan, V. Simultaneous droplet impingement dynamics and
heat transfer on nano-structured surfaces. Exp. Therm. Fluid Sci. 2010, 34, 496–503. [CrossRef]

36. Vallet, M.; Berge, B.; Vovelle, L. Electrowetting of water and aqueous solutions on poly(ethylene terephthalate)
insulating films. Polymer 1996, 37, 2465–2470. [CrossRef]

37. Nelson, W.C.; Sen, P.; Kim, C.-J. Dynamic Contact Angles and Hysteresis under Electrowetting-on-Dielectric.
Langmuir 2011, 27, 10319–10326. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

38. Jo, H.; Ahn, H.S.; Kang, S.; Kim, M.H. A study of nucleate boiling heat transfer on hydrophilic, hydrophobic
and heterogeneous wetting surfaces. Int. J. Heat Mass Transf. 2011, 54, 5643–5652. [CrossRef]

39. Xiao, R.; Maroo, S.C.; Wang, E.N. Negative pressures in nanoporous membranes for thin film evaporation.
Appl. Phys. Lett. 2013, 102, 123103. [CrossRef]

40. Zhang, J.; Leroy, F.; Müller-Plathe, F. Evaporation of Nanodroplets on Heated Substrates: A Molecular
Dynamics Simulation Study. Langmuir 2013, 29, 9770–9782. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

41. Kim, S.; Kim, K.J. Dropwise Condensation Modeling Suitable for Superhydrophobic Surfaces. J. Heat Transf.
2011, 133, 081502. [CrossRef]

42. Kim, H.; Nam, Y. Condensation behaviors and resulting heat transfer performance of nano-engineered
copper surfaces. Int. J. Heat Mass Transf. 2016, 93, 286–292. [CrossRef]

© 2016 by the authors; licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC-BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S1359-4311(03)00044-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1115/1.2910428
http://dx.doi.org/10.1115/1.4004168
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijheatmasstransfer.2010.02.022
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijheatmasstransfer.2010.02.039
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.expthermflusci.2009.02.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0032-3861(96)85360-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/la2018083
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21751778
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijheatmasstransfer.2011.06.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.4798243
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/la401655h
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23848165
http://dx.doi.org/10.1115/1.4003742
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijheatmasstransfer.2015.09.079
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Device Fabrication and Working Principle 
	Droplet Manipulation on a Single-Sided Surface 
	Experimental Results and Discussion 
	Enhaced Two-Phase Heat Transfer on SDMF 
	Continuous Thermal Mitigation 
	High-Heat-Flux Thermal Management 

	Conclusions 

