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Abstract: In recent years, the application of microfluidic devices has increased, and three-
dimensional (3D) printers for fabricating microdevices could be considered a suitable
technique but, in some cases, may confront some issues. The main issues include channel
roughness values, print orientation due to the 3D printer’s setup, filament materials, nozzle
specifications, and condition. This study aims to analyze the capillary-driven flow in
microdevices produced by 3D printers. Therefore, four 3D printer-based microchannels
were investigated, and the capillary-driven flow of five liquids with different viscosities
and contact angles was evaluated experimentally. The experimental results were compared
with theoretical calculations using the Lucas−Washburn equation, and the impact of the
width, length, and closed and open microchannel on flow behaviors was explored. The
experimental results showed that the peak velocity for open and closed microchannels
decreases with the length. Moreover, there were differences in flow behavior between
open and closed microchannels. For the former, the maximum average velocity appeared
in the microchannel with a width of 400 µm, while for the latter, it was for a width of
1000 µm. In addition, the flow velocity decreased when the viscosity increased, regardless
of microchannel width. The decrease was more pronounced for the lower-viscosity liquids
(ethanol and water) and smaller for the higher-viscosity ones (coffee and olive oil). Finally,
the advantages and challenges of 3D printer-based microdevices are presented.

Keywords: microfluid; viscosity; capillary flow; microchannel; 3D printer

1. Introduction
Microfluidics, a cutting-edge field at the intersection of engineering and biology, has

gained significant attention for its applications in precise fluid control. Microfluidics repre-
sents a significant feature in numerous micro-manufactured devices, typically associated
with the micron scale (1 µm–1000 µm). However, the definition does not solely depend on
the geometric size of the channel, but also on governing physical principles [1], and there
is no strict boundary for the definition of microfluidics. In some studies, a channel with a
width of 3000 µm is considered to be a microfluidic channel [2], and devices with channel
diameters of 2000 µm are categorized as microfluidic devices [3]. In fact, for widths less
than 10 mm (10,000 µm), the fluid bulk properties (like viscous drag and inertial forces)
and interfacial properties (like interfacial tension and capillary force) are dominant [4].

Microscopic capillary structures are crucial components within numerous microfluidic
devices [5], facilitating swift operations such as mixing [6–8], separation [9], and diagnostics
with minimal sample fluid volumes [10]. Additionally, microchannels play a vital role in
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micro-molding [7], capillary flow in pavements [11,12], printers, and 3D printing [13,14].
Capillary action, also known as capillary flow, plays a crucial role in numerous scientific and
manufacturing processes, such as extensive use in medical devices, facilitating precise fluid
control in applications like diagnostic tools [15], drug delivery systems [16], nanotechnology,
biomedicine [17], and more.

Capillary-driven flow is the ability of a fluid to flow in narrow channels without
external forces, which depends not only on the liquid properties but also on the channel
surface condition and material [18]. Therefore, it combines cohesive and adhesive forces
between the liquid and the microchannel surface and the liquid molecules. The main
parameters in this subject include wettability, surface tension, and contact angle [19].
Wettability is a key factor in how a liquid interacts with a solid surface, exhibiting the
flow velocity within the microchannels [20]. A surface is deemed wettable when the
contact angle of a liquid on that surface is less than 90◦. Microchannels featuring wettable
surfaces create a concave liquid–air interface, resulting in negative capillary pressure that
spontaneously draws liquid into the conduit through capillary action. Conversely, the
interface becomes convex for angles greater than 90◦, leading to positive capillary pressure
that ejects liquid out of the channel [21]. Surface tension is another critical parameter that
is a driving force in determining the shape and stability of the meniscus formed within
the microchannels [22]. The interactions between the liquid and microchannel surfaces,
influenced by surface tension, could show distinct behaviors, revealing the underlying
physics of the governing capillary flow. Additionally, the contact angle, representing the
angle at which the liquid meets the solid surface [23], has emerged as a key determinant in
dictating the capillary flow and the overall wetting behavior.

Keshmiri et al. [24] investigated the capillary filling dynamics of different fluids in
different microchannels. They compared experimental results with the theoretical Lucas–
Washburn equations [25] and concluded that their experimental results were in good
agreement with the theoretical results in both microchannels treated with Hexamethyldisi-
lazane (HMDS) and untreated microchannels. Moreover, their analysis demonstrated the
importance of using dynamic contact angles instead of static contact angles in the calcu-
lations of the microchannel capillary flows. Yang et al. [26] studied capillary-driven flow
in hydrophobic surfaces in rectangular and curved cross-sections of open microchannels
with different widths. They compared their experimental data with the theoretical equation
and showed the linear dependency of the square of the meniscus position on the flow time
(x2~t) in both rectangular and curved cross-section open microchannels. Moreover, their
study showed that the capillary flow velocity decreases with the increase in microchannel
widths. Bao and Nagayama [27] investigated the optimization of capillary flow in open
rectangular hydrophilic Si-fabricated microchannels ranging from 18 µm to 375 µm in
width. They concluded that the optimal capillary flow velocity value was achieved at the
aspect ratio (width to height) of the two. Moreover, their results demonstrated that the
imbibition rate increases with the rise in the hydraulic diameter. Lade et al. [28] examined
capillary flow dynamics in 3D-printed manufactured microchannels. They compared the
devices based on four different 3D printing techniques, including fused deposition model-
ing (FDM), stereolithography (SLA), MultiJet modeling (MJM), and selective laser sintering
(SLS), over different time scales, including short, intermediate, and long. The analyses
revealed that the high surface roughness of 3D printers could cause start-stop motion in
the microchannel. Moreover, the cross-sectional shapes on the microchannel surfaces could
affect the expected capillary flow velocity. Truesdell and Saunders [29] analyzed oscillatory
flow on the developed microfluidic device with a 3D printer, and their results showed the
simplicity and reliability of the 3D printer for LOC devices.
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In recent years, extensive research has been conducted to understand the behavior of
capillary-driven flow in microfluidic devices and microchannels. A literature review shows
that the studies on different fluid behaviors in 3D printer-based microfluidic conditions
are sparse. Therefore, this study aims to analyze the capillary-driven flow of different
fluids in microdevices fabricated by a 3D printer. In this regard, this paper investigates four
sizes of closed and open microchannels with widths of 400, 800, 1000, and 2000 µm, and
the capillary-driven flow of five liquids with different flow properties, such as viscosity
and contact angles, is evaluated. The impact of width and length are evaluated theoreti-
cally using the Lucas−Washburn equation and experimentally. Based on the results, the
advantages and challenges of using 3D-printed microdevices and techniques to decrease
the issues are presented. The research results could provide specific scientific insights for
applying 3D-printed microfluid devices, paving the way for optimization in microfluidic
applications and beyond.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Experimental Setup

The experimental data were collected at room temperature (20 ◦C) using an HD
digital microscope with a zoom of up to 1000×, as shown in Figure 1. The video capture
quality was 100 frames per second (FPS), which can be used for microscale analysis, while
a more powerful camera with higher FPS would be required for the nanoscale. The
microchannels were filled individually with each selected fluid, and their behavior was
observed concerning capillary-driven flow, surface interaction, and overall flow dynamics,
as shown in Figure 1a,b. For each test, the board surface was cleaned using ethanol and
dried before testing a new liquid.
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Figure 1. The microdevice board: (a) capturing method; (b) test elements on the board. Figure 1. The microdevice board: (a) capturing method; (b) test elements on the board.

The viscosity of distilled water and ethanol was provided by the manufacturers, while
for milk, espresso coffee, and olive oil, the measurement of viscosity was performed using
Zahn cups [30] No. 1 and No. 2 (ASTM D4212), as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Measurements of viscosity with Zahn cups No. 1 and No. 2: (a) measurement method;
(b) testing olive oil viscosity.

2.2. 3D Model Development

The two microdevices were designed using Computer-Aided Design (CAD) software,
as shown in Figure 3a, and printed using a 3D printer with a Polylactic Acid (PLA) filament,
as shown in Figure 3c,d. The parameters used for the 3D printer include a bed temperature
of 45 ◦C, a nozzle temperature of 210 ◦C, a layer thickness of 200 µm, and a printing orien-
tation equal to 45◦. For the examination of closed microchannels, Polydimethylsiloxane
(PDMS) was bonded to the top of the PLA surfaces to avoid leakage from the microchannels,
as shown in Figure 3b. As shown in the figures, to compare the impact of microchannel
width on the flow speed, two boards with four microchannel widths were produced, includ-
ing 400 µm, 800 µm, 1000 µm, and 2000 µm, all with the same depth of 1000 µm. Moreover,
to ensure the same starting point, the inlet of each of the two microchannels was the same,
and the two microchannels on each board were connected to the inlet by a channel with an
average width of both.
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Figure 3. The two fabricated microdevices: (a) Board design; (b) PDMS on the board; (c) First board
with two channels of 1000 µm and 2000 µm; (d) Second board with two channels of 400 µm and
800 µm. (Printer model: da Vinci Super XYZ 3D Printers).

2.3. Selected Materials’ Properties

The selected Newtonian fluids in this study are reported in Table 1. Water and
methanol represent low-viscosity liquids, while milk and coffee are liquids with medium
viscosity, with additional complexities due to their colloidal nature. Finally, olive oil
represents a high-viscosity fluid.

Table 1. The selected materials’ properties.

Material Viscosity (mPa.s) Surface Tension
[mNm−1]

Density
[g/mL] Refs.

Distilled water 1 72 1 [31,32]
Ethanol 1.3 22.5 0.8 [33,34]

Milk 2 46.4 1.1 [35]
Espresso coffee 6 46–50 1 [36,37]

Olive oil 78 32 0.92 [38]

2.4. Theoretical Analysis

There are many methods for predicting the flow behaviors in microchannels, such as
computational fluid dynamics or simplified equations [39].

One of the widespread equations for the calculation of capillary flow is the Lucas–
Washburn (LW) Equation (1) [25,40,41], which is applicable for a uniform cross-section.

x(t) =

√
rσcos θ

2µ
t =

√
Dhσcos θ

4µ
t (1)

In this equation, the capillary length at time t correlated to the radius r, surface tension
σ, viscosity µ, contact angle θ, and time t.

By considering hydraulic diameter instead of r (Dh = 2r) and differentiating
Equation (1) with respect to time, Equation (2) can be derived, which is applicable for
capillary speed [27].

dx
dt

=

√
Dhσcos θ

16µt
(2)
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The combination of Equations (1) and (2) can result in a time-independent formula,
namely Equation (4):

dx
dt

=
Dhσcos θ

8µx
(3)

The hydraulic diameter (Dh) for the rectangular section can be calculated based on the
width (w) and height (H) of the channels, as follows:

Dh =
2W.H
W + H

(4)

While the Lucas–Washburn (LW) equation can be used for microchannels, it usually
predicts a higher speed for the capillary flow than the experimental test, mainly due to
some simplifications such as static contact angle [42].

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Flow Velocity of Various Liquids Along Four Sizes of Open Microchannels

The average velocity along the length of the open microchannels for four widths and
five liquids is presented in Figure 4, exhibiting the maximum average velocity for ethanol
and the minimum for olive oil. In four of the selected fluids, including water, milk, coffee,
and olive oil, it is evident that the flow velocity decreases with the increase in the viscosity,
except for ethanol, which showed the opposite behavior, and the flow speed is greater than
that of water, despite the lower viscosity of ethanol. The reason could be the lower value
of the contact angle in ethanol, which is evaluated in the next section. In addition, the
maximum speed for all microchannels occurred at a width of 400 µm, and the minimum
at 2000 µm, which is consistent with the study by [26], which concluded that in open
microchannels, the flow velocity decreases with the increase in the microchannel’s widths.
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Figure 4. The average flow velocity along the length of the open microchannels.

The comparisons of the capillary flow velocities for the five selected fluids across four
widths of open microchannels are shown in Figure 5, and the progress of the liquids over
time is presented in Figure 6. As can be seen, the flow velocity decreased along the length,
and the maximum speeds occurred at the beginning of the microchannel, in agreement
with similar studies such as those by Kesmiri et al. [24,27].
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Figure 5. Flow velocity comparisons for the fluids across four widths of open microchannels:
(a) Ethanol-flow speed along various lengths; (b) Ethanol-flow speed trend; (c) Water-flow speed
along various lengths; (d) Water-flow speed trend; (e) Milk-flow speed along various lengths; (f) Milk-
flow speed trend; (g) Coffee-flow speed along various lengths; (h) Coffee-flow speed trend; (i) Olive
oil-flow speed along various lengths; (j) Olive oil-flow speed trend.
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Figure 6. The progress of the liquids over time along the length of the open microchannels: (a) Ethanol;
(b) Water; (c) Milk; (d) Coffee; (e) Olive oil.

3.2. Flow Velocity of Various Liquids Along Four Sizes of Closed Microchannels

The comparisons of capillary flow velocities for the five selected fluids across four
widths of closed microchannels are shown in Figure 7, and the progress of the liquids over
time is presented in Figure 8. It is evident that, for all liquids, the flow velocity within the
first centimeter of all channels was consistently the highest compared to the second and
third centimeters. The flow velocity along the closed microchannel widths showed that
the peak velocity is observed along the 1000 µm width, exhibiting the differences in flow
behavior between open and closed microchannels.
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Figure 7. Cont.
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Figure 7. Flow velocity comparisons for the fluids across the four widths of the closed microchannel:
(a) Ethanol-flow speed along various lengths; (b) Ethanol-flow speed trend; (c) Water-flow speed
along various lengths; (d) Water-flow speed trend; (e) Milk-flow speed along various lengths; (f) Milk-
flow speed trend; (g) Coffee-flow speed along various lengths; (h) Coffee-flow speed trend; (i) Olive
oil-flow speed along various lengths; (j) Olive oil-flow speed trend.
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Figure 8. The progress of the liquids over time along the length of the closed microchannels:
(a) Ethanol; (b) Water; (c) Milk; (d) Coffee; (e) Olive oil.

The average velocity along the length of the closed microchannels for four widths and
five liquids is presented in Figure 9. As can be seen in the figure, among all four widths,
the average speeds across the width of 1000 µm were the highest, and across the 800 µm,
they were the lowest. Water exhibits the most significant variation in mean fluid velocity
among different channel widths, with the lowest value observed across the width of 800 µm
and the highest across the 1000 µm widths. This highlights water’s distinct sensitivity to
changes in microchannel width. In contrast, liquids such as ethanol and olive oil exhibit
slight variations, indicating lower dependency on microchannel width. Moreover, it is
observed that coffee and milk have almost the same surface tension value, but the viscosity
of coffee is three times higher than that of milk, and this caused less flow velocity along
the microchannels.



Fluids 2025, 10, 91 12 of 20Fluids 2025, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  12  of  20 
 

 

Figure 9. The average flow velocity along the length of the closed microchannels. 

3.3. Theoretical and Experimental Comparisons 

The static contact angles for the used PLA surfaces and PDMS for the five selected 

liquids are shown in Figure 10. The lowest static contact angles belong to ethanol, and the 

highest to milk. Figure 10a,b demonstrate the hydrophilicity (both are hydrophilic) of both 

surfaces. In addition, Figure 10c–j denote that for all selected liquids on PLA and PDMS, 

the adhesive force is larger than the cohesive force. 

   
(a)  (b) 

   
(c)  (d) 

   

(e)  (f) 

0.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

8.0

9.0

10.0

Ethanol Water Milk Coffee Olive oil

Fl
o
w
 r
at
e
 c
m
/s

400 μm 800 μm 1000 μm 2000 μm

Figure 9. The average flow velocity along the length of the closed microchannels.

3.3. Theoretical and Experimental Comparisons

The static contact angles for the used PLA surfaces and PDMS for the five selected
liquids are shown in Figure 10. The lowest static contact angles belong to ethanol, and the
highest to milk. Figure 10a,b demonstrate the hydrophilicity (both are hydrophilic) of both
surfaces. In addition, Figure 10c–j denote that for all selected liquids on PLA and PDMS,
the adhesive force is larger than the cohesive force.
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Figure 10. The static contact angles for the PLA and PDMS surfaces: (a) Water on PLA; (b) Water on
PDMS; (c) Ethanol on PLA; (d) Ethanol on PDMS; (e) Milk on PLA; (f) Milk on PDMS; (g) Coffee on
PLA; (h) Coffee on PDMS; (i) Olive oil on PLA; (j) Olive oil on PDMS.

The dynamic contact angles within the middle of all channels in open and closed
microchannels are presented in Figure 11. In all microchannels, the contact angles were
higher in the closed microchannel than in open microchannels, which could be due to the
higher contact angles of the PDMS compared to the PLA surface.
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Figure 11. Dynamic contact angles in open and closed microchannels: (a) Water-closed microchannel;
(b) Ethanol-closed microchannel; (c) Milk-closed microchannel; (d) Coffee-closed microchannel;
(e) Olive oil-closed microchannel; (f) Water-open microchannel; (g) Ethanol-open microchannel;
(h) Milk-open microchannel; (i) Coffee-open microchannel; (j) Olive oil-open microchannel.

Figure 12 presents experimental results for the open microchannel and the closed
microchannel with a width of 1000 µm, determining that flow speeds were higher along
the closed microchannels. However, except for the water, the speed trends in open and
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closed microchannels were similar. The lower values in the open microchannels could be
due to the high roughness of the PLA surface compared to the low roughness of the PDMS
in the closed microchannels.
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Figure 12. The experimental flow speed for the open microchannel and the closed microchannel with
a width of 1000 µm.

The theoretical and experimental results for the closed microchannel with a width
of 1000 µm were compared, and the comparisons are provided in Table 2. It must be
mentioned that the static contact angles for the open microchannels are based on the values
in Figure 10 for PLA. For the closed microchannels, as the width and depth are both equal to
1000 µm, the contact angle is calculated based on three surfaces of PLA and one surface of
PDMS, which has a higher contact angle. The analysis shows that theoretical values based
on static contact angles are overestimated. However, in the closed channel, the theoretical
calculations based on dynamic contact angles are similar to the experimental results.

Table 2. Comparisons between the theoretical and experimental results for the open microchannel
and the closed microchannel with a width of 1000 µm.

Type of
Microchannel Material

(1) Experimental
Velocity

(2) Theoretical
Velocity (Dynamic

Contact Angle)

(3) Theoretical
Velocity (Static
Contact Angle)

Relative Error

(cm/s) (cm/s) (cm/s) 2 vs. 1 3 vs. 1 3 vs. 2

Open

Ethanol 0.9 35.2 44.4 38.3 48.6 0.3
Water 0.3 47.5 140.5 174.9 519.5 2.0
Milk 0.2 15.3 48.6 82.7 263.9 2.2

Coffee 0.1 7.0 13.1 55.7 105.6 0.9
Olive oil 0.1 0.7 1.0 5.5 7.7 0.3

Closed

Ethanol 2.9 4.0 44.4 0.4 14.6 10.1
Water 9.6 16.0 117.9 0.7 11.2 6.4
Milk 8.7 10.3 41.9 0.2 3.8 3.1

Coffee 5.8 6.0 11.7 0.0 1.0 1.0
Olive oil 0.2 0.5 0.9 1.6 3.6 0.8

The results showed overestimations for both theoretical calculations based on static
and dynamic angles, while the trend in the dynamic contact angles was similar to the
experimental results. The differences between the theoretical and the experimental results
could be due to the channel bed’s roughness. Moreover, the analysis determined that
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while the higher contact angle should result in a higher microfluidic velocity based on the
theoretical prediction (as mentioned by Lucas–Washburn), in reality, the irregularities (such
as printing orientation) of the microchannel could be a prominent factor. Additionally, in
the experimental analysis of the open microchannel with water, at some points, start-stop
motion happened, causing lower flow speed than expected capillary flow, which is in
agreement with the outcomes of [28] regarding 3D-printed microdevices.

3.4. The Factors Affecting the Analysis of 3D Printer-Based Microchannels and Possible Applications

While the production of microdevices with 3D printers is easy and fast, some critical
points need to be considered, including the type, model, print orientation, and filament
material of the 3D printers. The zoomed-in images of different parts of the developed boards
are shown in Figure 13. As can be seen, there are some irregularities in the different parts
of the microchannels and the inlets, which could affect the roughness of the microchannels.
The results agree with the study by Lade et al., which showed the impact of different
3D printers and filaments on capillary flow velocity [28,43]. Moreover, print orientation
roughness can be observed in the images, which depends on the designer’s decision but
could affect microfluidic behavior. One also needs to consider plastic roughness, which
depends on the 3D printer filament. However, the theoretical equations are also simplified,
such as the Lucas–Washburn equation, in which the microdevice material properties or
roughness parameters are not considered. Finally, the surface of PLA or other filaments
could be hydrophobic or hydrophilic [44–46], impacting the flow pattern, such as the static
water contact angle.

To overcome the mentioned issues, the roughness of 3D-printed PLA flat surfaces
using FDM can be controlled by adjusting input parameters like layer height, print speed,
infill percentage [47], nozzle diameter [48], printing orientation (raster angle) [49], and
extrusion temperature [50], as well as by evaluating experimental errors [51]. To account for
roughness in theoretical predictions, one can use the effective contact angle on the surface
with roughness [52], and by using the effective contact angle in the Lucas–Washburn
equation, surface roughness can be considered in theoretical analysis [53].

In realistic applications of 3D-printed microdevices, especially those for medical
purposes, one needs to take into consideration that human body fluids, such as blood,
are non-Newtonian fluids. The viscosity of blood varies according to force or stress,
and during movement, red blood cells (RBCs) may undergo deformation. Nevertheless,
dynamic deformation can be disregarded in many cases, and Newtonian models could
be applicable [54,55]. In addition, while on the nanoscale, molecular forces need to be
considered. On the microscale, the flows can be considered to be a continuum, as the
fluids’ intermolecular distance, which is about 0.3 nm, can be neglected on the scale of
microchannels [56], meaning both classical fluid mechanics (i.e., Navier-Stokes equations)
and microfluidic (i.e., Lucas−Washburn equation) theories could be valid [57].

For future studies, the role of elastic turbulence, which is critical in polymer solution
flow, as stated by Groisman and Steinberg [58], and the impacts of non-Newtonian flows,
as mentioned by Bio et al. [59], on 3D-printed microfluidic devices are recommended
for investigation.
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4. Conclusions
This work combined theoretical and experimental results to evaluate the capillary-

driven flow of five liquids along open and closed microchannels of four sizes. The in-
vestigation of microfluidic velocity demonstrates the peak velocity for open and closed
microchannels observed at the beginning, and the velocity decreased with the channel
length. Additionally, the maximum average velocity along the open microchannels was ob-
served at a width of 400 µm, while in the closed microchannels, it was observed at a width
of 1000 µm, showing differences in flow behavior between open and closed microchannels.
The flow velocity values for the selected liquids showed that the highest velocity and low-
est viscosity belonged to ethanol and water, and the lowest velocity and highest viscosity
belonged to coffee and olive oil, meaning the velocity decreased by increasing the viscosity.

The study of PLA and PDMS surfaces determined that both were hydrophilic (all
contact angles were less than 90◦), and that the lowest static contact angles belonged to
ethanol and the highest to milk. The investigations of dynamic contact angles in open
and closed microchannels revealed higher values in the closed microchannel than in open
microchannels, which could be due to the higher contact angles of the PDMS compared
with the PLA surface. The experimental results revealed higher flow speeds along the
closed microchannels than in the open microchannels and nearly the same trend for selected
liquids, which could mainly be due to the high roughness of the PLA surface and the low
roughness of the PDMS in the closed microchannels. Therefore, it can be concluded that
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fluid flow development is not solely dependent on viscosity. Other factors, such as the
contact angle of the fluid and surface roughness, must be considered for understanding
fluid flow behavior.

Theoretical analysis using the Lucas–Washburn equation with static contact angles
demonstrated that the theoretical predictions of flow velocity for all liquids were far
lower than the experimental results. These results could be due to simplifications in the
theoretical equations, such as the Lucas–Washburn equation, in which the parameters of the
microdevice material properties or irregularities caused by 3D printers are not considered.
While the theoretical calculations with dynamic contact angles in the closed microchannels
were similar to the experimental results, differences in open microchannels were significant
but showed the same trends for all liquids. Moreover, the analysis determined that while the
higher contact angle should result in a higher microfluidic velocity based on the theoretical
prediction, in reality, the irregularities (such as printing orientation) of the microchannel
could be the prominent factor. In fact, in 3D-printed microdevices, parameters such as type,
model, print orientation roughness, irregularities during print, and the material of the 3D
printer, which can be hydrophilic or hydrophobic, are among the other dominant factors.

In conclusion, the results showed the unique behavior of each liquid in different mi-
crochannel widths and provided broader information for the better design and fabrication
of microdevices using 3D printers.
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