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Abstract: Passive water transport through thin-surface wicks made of heat conducting material is
important for developing thermal management devices such as heat pipes and spreaders. In this study,
we demonstrated the hydrophilic coating of a Cu particle monolayer wick for enhanced water transport.
We fabricated a Cu particle monolayer using Cu powder with a nominal particle diameter of 100
µm and determined the particle size distribution using scanning electron microscopy (SEM). We
observed a remarkable change in the water contact angle on the application of a hydrophilic coating,
which demonstrated the enhanced passive water transport. The elemental mapping of Cu, O, and Si
obtained by electron probe microanalysis confirmed the deposition of the SiO2-based coating material
on each Cu particle. Although the Cu particles were only partially covered by SiO2, a remarkable
enhancement in wettability was achieved. Finally, we conducted a rate-of-rise experiment to
quantitatively characterize the water transport performance of the coated Cu particle monolayer.
Thus, we propose hydrophilic coating as a simple and effective method to enhance passive water
transport through Cu particle monolayer wicks.
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1. Introduction

The recent increase in the power density and reduced sizes of electronic devices necessitates
small-scale thermal management [1]. Thus, the heat pipes and spreaders that are used to dissipate heat
from such miniaturized devices are getting smaller and thinner; recently, there is increasing demand for
heat pipes with thicknesses below 0.6 mm [2]. Accordingly, their components—namely the evaporator
and condenser—should also be realized in a thin space on the surface.

The evaporator is an essential component of heat pipes/spreaders, which utilize the latent heat
of the working fluid. Wick function, which enables passive liquid transport via capillary force, is
required for continuous evaporator operation. Thin-film surface wicks have been investigated by
using microstructured Si surface developed via semiconductor processing [3]. As Si surface wicks offer
the advantages of flexible design and precise manufacturing of microstructures, the wick performance
(capillary force) of various microstructures is being investigated [4]. However, semiconductor processing
is a high-cost approach that requires expensive facilities and vacuum procedures. Hence, other
promising low-cost approaches have attracted attention, such as the use of Cu for manufacturing
thin-surface wicks.

Cu is widely used in heat transfer devices because of its high thermal conductivity (~400 W/(m·K)
at room temperature) and reasonable cost. However, Cu surfaces lose their hydrophilicity property
upon exposure to ambient air [5,6]; therefore, Cu requires special treatment for the enhancement of its
wettability. For example, Cu surface treatment using the piranha solution (H2SO4 + H2O2) has been

Energies 2020, 13, 3294; doi:10.3390/en13123294 www.mdpi.com/journal/energies

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/energies
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7811-9971
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/en13123294
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/energies
https://www.mdpi.com/1996-1073/13/12/3294?type=check_update&version=2


Energies 2020, 13, 3294 2 of 10

reported [7]; however, owing to its safety concerns and operational cost, this method requires a safer
and simpler replacement.

The Cu particle monolayer has been proposed as a promising surface wick [8,9]; however, because
of the abovementioned surface-wettability problem, its liquid transport function was evaluated using
methanol instead of water [6]. Moreover, as the Cu surface easily loses its hydrophilicity, there is room
for improvement in its wick performance. Therefore, it is desirable to enhance the hydrophilicity of a
Cu surface using a simple surface-treatment process.

In this study, we demonstrated the hydrophilic coating of a Cu particle monolayer to enhance
its surface wettability. For this, we fabricated a Cu particle monolayer using Cu powder, and then
applied a hydrophilic coating over it. The surface structure of the Cu particle wick was investigated by
electron microscopy and the deposition of the hydrophilic coating material was confirmed by surface
chemistry analysis. To demonstrate the effect of the hydrophilic coating on water wettability, the water
contact angle and wick performance were measured.

2. Material and Methods

2.1. Fabrication of Cu Particle Monolayer

We used Cu powder with a nominal particle diameter of 100 µm and 99.8% purity (Nilaco, Japan).
The as-received powder comprised a broad particle size range; therefore, sieving was performed
to control the particle size distribution: two stainless-steel sieves with 90 and 106 µm openings
(conforming to ISO 3310-1 criteria) were used to obtain the powder particles of a small size range.
Both the as-received (sample #1) and sieved (sample #2) powders were used to prepare wick samples,
and the water transport performance of the two was compared.

The fabrication process of the particle monolayer wick is illustrated in Figure 1. The prepared Cu
powder was distributed over the water–air interface to form the particle monolayer, which was then
transferred onto a Cu plate of dimensions 50 × 10 mm. Monodispersed particles with a diameter of tens
of micrometers can form a monolayer at the water–air interface [10]. The dry Cu particles were supplied
to the water–air interface from the air side, so the gravity acting on a particle was balanced with the
interfacial tension. Also, the floating Cu particles at the water–air interface were subjected to the lateral
force, which resulted in planar accumulation of particles at the water–air interface. After forming a Cu
particle monolayer on the surface of water, water was pumped out from the beaker. As the water level
decreased, the particles were transferred to a Cu plate immersed in the water. Thin liquid films of
water remained in between Cu particles on the Cu plate, which enabled the monolayer structure to be
transferred stably due to the lateral force acting on the particles. Next, the Cu particles were sintered
in an electric furnace at 800 ◦C. A constant flow of a nitrogen and hydrogen gas mixture was supplied
during heating to prevent the oxidation of Cu.

After the fabrication, a hydrophilic coating was applied on the Cu particle monolayer to enhance
its wettability. For this, we used a commercial coating material consisting of SiO2 and isopropanol
(Selface Coat PX-10, Marusho Sangyo, Japan). This coating material has been designed for versatile
materials including glasses, metals, and plastics. A thin film of SiO2 can be prepared by the sol-gel
process [11], and the coating material used here was a sol with 1.3 wt% SiO2 in isopropanol. We applied
70 µL of this coating material to our sample, and it immediately spread over the Cu particle monolayer
because of the capillary force. When we applied too much of the coating material, we found that the
pore of Cu monolayer was filled with SiO2.
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Figure 1. Schematic of sample preparation process.

We followed the coating instructions provided by the supplier to apply the coatings on a Cu plate
and a Cu particle monolater wick.

2.2. Characterization of Particle Monolayer Structure

The surface structure of the prepared samples was observed using a scanning electron microscope
(SEM) S-4700 (Hitachi, Japan). To determine the particle size distribution, the obtained SEM images
were analyzed using the ImageJ software [12].

To evaluate the wetting behavior, we measured the water contact angle at the surface: a water
droplet (5 µL) was deposited on the sample surface and a side-view image was captured using a CMOS
camera 3R-MSUSB401 (3R Solution, Japan). Then, the obtained images were analyzed to determine the
contact angle [13,14].

To confirm the deposition of the coating material on the Cu particle monolayer wick, we performed
elemental mapping using an electron probe microanalyzer (EPMA)—EPMA-1720 (Shimadzu, Japan).
Since SiO2 is the main component of the coating material, we obtained the elemental distributions of
Si, O, and Cu.

2.3. Rate-of-Rise Experiment

The wick performance of the Cu particle monolayer with hydrophilic coating was evaluated
through the rate-of-rise experiment [6,15,16]. The experimental setup is schematically shown in
Figure 2. The sample was vertically suspended using a clamp above a water reservoir and irradiated
with halogen light. As the transparency of the distilled water that was used in the experiment made
it difficult to observe the liquid film propagation, we added a synthetic dye (methylene blue) to
enhance visibility.
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Figure 2. Schematic of rate-of-rise experiment setup.

The water reservoir was placed on a z stage, so that it could vertically approach the bottom of the
sample. The passive water transport was initiated immediately after water surface made contact with
the bottom of the sample. The time variation of the water propagation front was determined using a
monochromatic high-speed camera HAS-U2M (DITECT, Japan). The obtained images were analyzed
to quantitatively evaluate the rate of rise.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Cu Particle Size Distribution

As described in Section 2.1, we used two Cu powder samples. To clarify the difference between
the two, we observed the Cu particle wick samples using an SEM: Figure 3a,b shows the SEM images
of the prepared wick samples #1 and #2, respectively. Clearly, the as-received sample (#1) has a broad
particle size range, while the sieved one (#2) has a narrow size range. The plain substrate surface was
observable under each Cu particle as shown in the SEM images (Figure 3), so we were able to confirm
the particle monolayer formation on a plain Cu plate.
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Figure 3. Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) images of Cu particle monolayer wicks: (a) sample #1
(as-received powder) and (b) sample #2 (sieved powder).

To quantitatively evaluate the particle size distribution, we performed image analysis. Because the
shape of the Cu particles is not an ideal sphere, the SEM image of each particle could not be represented
by a simple circle. Therefore, we used the Heywood diameter dH, which is the diameter of a circle with
equivalent projected area [17]. The results are summarized in Figure 4: Figure 4a confirms the broad
particle size range of the as-received Cu powder, with the peak at 70–80 µm; the average diameter dH

was 77 µm. On the other hand, the sieved powder exhibited a narrow particle size distribution with
the peak at 90–100 µm, as shown in Figure 4b, which is consistent with the size of the sieve opening
(described in Section 2.1); the average diameter dH was 96 µm.
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Figure 4. Particle size distribution: (a) sample #1 (as-received powder) and (b) sample #2
(sieved powder).

Thus, we demonstrated the fabrication of the Cu particle monolayer wick with a controlled particle
size range. Next, we examined the application of a hydrophilic coating to the prepared wick samples.

3.2. Contact Angle Measurement

The effect of the hydrophilic coating on surface wettability can be evaluated by the change in the
contact angle θc of the water droplets. We measured the water contact angles on a Cu plate and a Cu
particle monolayer, as shown in Figure 5. We used a flat Cu plate to examine the hydrophilic coating
procedure and observe the intrinsic effect of the coating on the water contact angle. While the uncoated
Cu plate exhibited a contact angle of 98◦ (Figure 5a), it was remarkably reduced to 28◦ after applying
the hydrophilic coating (Figure 5b), which reflects the enhanced surface wettability.Energies 2020, 13, 3294  6  of  10 
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Then, we conducted the same experiment using a Cu particle monolayer sample. Before coating,
the contact angle was 101◦ (Figure 5c), which is consistent with the previous report [6]; the water contact
angle was increased because the surface wick structure has enhanced its hydrophobic surface behavior.
After coating, the deposited water droplet was observed to rapidly spread over the surface, such that
the contact angle was too small to be determined (θc < 5◦), as shown in Figure 5d. As surface roughness
is known to increase the wettability of hydrophilic materials [14,18], the results suggested that the Cu
particles were coated well enough to exhibit enhanced wettability. For a detailed observation of the
hydrophilic coating condition, we next performed a microscopic investigation.
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3.3. Coating Condition

The coated and uncoated Cu particle monolayers were observed using SEM, and the results were
compared. Figure 6a,b shows a Cu particle before and after coating, respectively. The uncoated particle
exhibits a smooth surface with no specific texture, whereas disordered dark spots are observed on the
surface of the coated Cu particle. We presumed that these dark spots were caused by the deposition
of the coating material; hence, we performed EPMA to clarify the surface chemical composition.
In general, an SiO2 sol is prepared from its precursor in solution and the aggregates of SiO2 develop [11].
The size of SiO2 was much smaller than that of the Cu particles, so it appeared to form a thin layer on
each Cu particle.
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The EPMA results are summarized in Figure 7. An SEM image of a coated Cu particle shows
nonuniform surface texture (top left in Figure 7), as observed in Figure 6b. The elemental mapping of
Cu indicates that there are some spots where Cu is covered by other elements (bottom left in Figure 7).
The elemental mapping of O shows its existence over the dark spots in the Cu map. In addition,
the Si map largely matches with the O map, indicating that this area is covered by SiO2. EPMA can
be used in quantitative chemical analysis [19], and the difference between the Si and O mappings in
Figure 7 appears to reflect the composition of SiO2. Although we successfully analyzed the upper
hemisphere of a particle, a cross-sectional analysis might be an interesting future work to investigate
the lower-hemisphere surface of a particle; however, we need to avoid any experimental artifact due to
the cutting process of the sample. It should be noted that the resulting SiO2 thin film was not uniform
and different from our initial expectation schematically shown in Figure 1.Energies 2020, 13, 3294  7  of  10 
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Despite the nonuniform deposition of the coating material (SiO2) over the Cu sphere, the effect
of the coating causes a remarkable change in the water contact angle, which suggests promise for
enhanced passive water transport. Consequently, we performed an experiment using water to evaluate
the wick performance of the coated Cu particle monolayer.

3.4. Wick Performance

The hydrophilic coating of the Cu particle monolayer allowed the use of water as the working fluid
in the rate-of-rise experiment, unlike in a previous study where methanol had to be used instead [6]. As
the surface of a plain Cu plate improved its hydrophilicity due to the coating (Figure 5b), we consider
that the hydrophilicity change of each coated Cu particle surface (Figure 7) made the Cu particle
monolayer wick perform better for passive water transport.

Figure 8 shows the results of the rate-of-rise experiment. Exemplary snapshots of the bottom part
of the Cu particle monolayer wick are shown in Figure 8a: the gravity is in the negative z direction, and
the water propagation can be visualized by the changes in the image contrast. The series of images
were analyzed to determine the location of water propagation front as a function of time. The resulting
data for samples #1 (as-received) and #2 (sieved) are shown in Figure 8b,c. The functional form of the
fitting curve was determined as described below.Energies 2020, 13, 3294  8  of  10 
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In the rate-of-rise experiment, the water was wicked by the Cu particle monolayer and did
not flood over the Cu particles; therefore, the water flow took place inside the porous structure.
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Water transport in a porous medium is expressed by the following one-dimensional (z direction) Darcy
equation [20]:

−
dp
dz

=
µ

K
uf (1)

where p is the pressure, µ is the viscosity of water, K is the permeability of the porous medium, and uf

is the filtration velocity in the z direction. Integrating Equation (1) from the bottom to the water
propagation front, under the assumption that uf is constant throughout the flow, the following relation
is obtained:

∆p =
µ

K
ufz (2)

where ∆p is the pressure difference causing the water transport and is defined as the sum of the
capillary pressure (∆pc) and hydrostatic pressure.

The capillary pressure is calculated using the Young–Laplace equation: ∆pc = 2σ/re, where σ is the
surface tension of water and re is the effective radius of the porous structure. As the uf is equal to the
time variation of the water front dz/dt, Equation (2) is rearranged as follows:

z
dz
dt

=
K
µ

(2σ
re
− ρgz

)
(3)

where ρ is the density of water and g is the gravitational acceleration. Under the condition: 2σ/re� ρgz,
the right-hand side of Equation (3) is constant (z-dependence can be neglected) and the differential
equation has the following solution:

z = G
√

t (4)

where G is the propagation coefficient [16] and is given by:

G = 2

√
σ
µ

K
re

(5)

We determined the propagation coefficient for each wick sample using Figure 8b,c. The propagation
coefficients of samples #1 and #2 are 17.1 mm/s0.5 and 16.7 mm/s0.5, respectively. We observed
that sample #1 exhibits a slightly larger propagation coefficient, indicating a larger capillary force.
The average Heywood diameter of sample #1 is smaller than that of sample #2, and moreover, sample
#1 contains a greater number of small particles, as shown in Figure 4a. Considering the Young–Laplace
equation, we observed that the smaller effective radius of the porous structure caused the larger
capillary pressure in sample #1. Nevertheless, despite the significant difference in their particle
size distribution (Figure 4), both wicks exhibited a similar performance in terms of water transport.
This result suggests that powder sieving is not essential for wick performance and omitting this process
would lead to a simple and low-cost fabrication.

Figure 9 shows the plot between the obtained propagation coefficients and the characteristic
length. The propagation coefficients of a Si micropillar wick have also been included for comparison: a
broad value range is shown because of the various geometrical parameters that have been reported [16].
The characteristic length lc is the diameter of the particle or cylindrical pillar. Considering the
Young–Laplace equation, a smaller characteristic length would lead to larger capillary force. Hence,
the greater G of the Cu particle monolayer wick compared with the Si micropillar wicks seems to be
affected by the difference in their permeability. Thus, we demonstrated the excellent water transport
performance of the Cu particle monolayer with the hydrophilic coating.
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4. Conclusions

We demonstrated the effect of hydrophilic coating on a Cu particle monolayer wick for enhanced
water transport. The coating enabled the use of water in the rate-of-rise experiment without which the
Cu surface would easily become hydrophobic. Although the Cu particles were only partially covered
by the SiO2-based coating material, a remarkable change was observed in wettability. Furthermore,
the dependence of the Cu particle size distribution on wick performance was small, which is promising
for the low-cost fabrication of Cu particle monolayer wicks. The proposed hydrophilic coating could
be useful as a simple and effective method to enhance water transport in a Cu particle monolayer wick.
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