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ACTIVELY SWITCHABLE
NANO-STRUCTURED ADHESIVE

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit under 35 USC 119(e) of
U.S. Provisional Application No. 60/626,893, filed Nov. 10,
2004, which is incorporated herein by reference.

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY
SPONSORED RESEARCH OR DEVELOPMENT

This invention was made with Government support under
Grant (Contract) No. EEC-0304730 awarded by the National
Science Foundation Nanoscale Interdisciplinary Research
Teams. The Government has certain rights in this invention.

BACKGROUND

1. Field

This application generally relates to the fabrication and
utilization of micron-scale structures. More particularly, this
application relates to an actively switchable adhesive nano-
structure.

2. Related Art

There is an ongoing need for improved adhesives.
Improved adhesives have applications ranging from everyday
aspects of life (e.g., tape, fasteners, and toys) to high technol-
ogy (e.g., removal of microscopic particles from semiconduc-
tor wafers, transporting fiber optic devices, and assembly of
sub-mm mechanisms, particularly those including micro-fab-
ricated components, or components that cannot tolerate grip-
pers, adhesives, or vacuum manipulators).

Adhesive mechanisms in nature have been studied, but
have not been fully understood or exploited. For example,
Geckos are exceptional in their ability to rapidly climb up
smooth vertical surfaces. The mechanism of adhesion used by
Geckos, Anolis lizards, some skinks, and some insects, has
been debated for nearly a century.

It would be highly desirable to control the adhesive force
mechanism utilized by Geckos and other animals and insects,
resulting in the utilization of new adhesive microstructures
and the fabrication of such structures.

SUMMARY

Described herein are fabricated microstructures. A micro-
structure comprises a substrate and a plurality of nano-fibers
attached to the substrate. Each nano-fiber moves between the
first and second states without an external mechanical load
being applied to the nano-fibers. Each nano-fiber is config-
ured to move between a first state and a second state in
response to applied electricity, magnetism, chemical solu-
tion, heat, or light. Each nano-fiber is straight in the first state
and curved in the second state, and when the nano-fibers are
in the second state and in contact with a contact surface, the
nano-fibers adhere to the contact surface.

Also described herein is a method of forming a fabricated
microstructure. The method comprises forming a plurality of
nano-fibers attached to a substrate. The nano-fibers config-
ured to move between a first state and a second state in
response to applied electricity, magnetism, chemical solu-
tion, heat, or light. The nano-fibers are straight in the first state
and curved in the second state, and when the nano-fibers are
in the second state and in contact with a contact surface, the
nano-fibers adhere to the contact surface.
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Also described herein is a method of adhering a fabricated
microstructure to a contact surface. The method comprises
moving a plurality of nano-fibers attached to a substrate from
a first state in which the nano-fibers are straight to a second
state in which the nano-fibers are curved by applying elec-
tricity, magnetism, chemical solution, heat, or light to the
nano-fibers; and placing the substrate on the contact surface
to adhere the nano-fibers in the second state to the contact
surface. In an alternate embodiment, the nano-fibers in the
first straight state can first be placed in contact with the
contact surface, then curved by applying electricity, magne-
tism, chemical solution, heat, or light to the nano-fibers to
adhere the nano-fibers to the contact surface.

DESCRIPTION OF DRAWING FIGURES

FIG. 1A illustrates an exemplary fabricated microstructure
array of nano-fibers attached to a substrate.

FIG. 1B illustrates the condition where a stalk of a nano-
fiber is curved to form a smaller contact angle with a contact
surface.

FIG. 2A illustrates an exemplary embodiment where nano-
fibers are differentially coated with an electroactive polymer
(EAP).

FIG. 2B illustrates the condition where a voltage is applied
to the electrodes and an electric field is generated to bend the
nano-fibers without applying an external mechanical load on
the nano-fibers.

FIG. 3 illustrates an exemplary embodiment where the
nano-fibers include ferromagnetic or paramagnetic material,
and a wire is disposed on a substrate.

FIG. 4A illustrates an exemplary embodiment where the
nano-fibers are configured to be normally curved.

FIG. 4B illustrates the condition where a charge is applied
and the nano-fibers can be configured to straighten.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Withreference to FIG. 1-A, in one exemplary embodiment,
a fabricated microstructure array 102 of nano-fibers 104
attached to a substrate 106 is depicted. Substrate 106 can be
rigid or flexible. Each nano-fiber 104 includes a stalk 108 and
a terminus 110. In general, stalk 108 may be between about
0.5 microns and 100 microns in length. The diameter of stalk
108 is between about 50 nanometers (nm) and 2.0 microns. In
the present embodiment, terminus 110 is a flat end with
essentially the same shape as stalk 108. It should be recog-
nized, however, that terminus 110 can have any shape. For
example, terminus 110 may be in the form of a paddle or
flattened surface, a flattened segment of a sphere, an end of a
cylinder, a sphere, or a blunt end.

In the present exemplary embodiment, when stalk 108 of a
nano-fiber 104 is straight and oriented substantially perpen-
dicular to a contact surface 112, nano-fiber 104 is unlikely to
engage, and therefore will not likely adhere to contact surface
112. However, with reference to FIG. 1-B, when stalk 108 of
nano-fiber 104 is curved to form a smaller contact angle with
contact surface 112, nano-fiber 104 will more likely adhere to
contact surface 112. It should be recognized that a portion of
the length or the entire length of nano-fiber 104 can be curved.

In particular, each nano-fiber 104 of array 102, when
engaged with contact surface 112, mimics the adhesive prop-
erties of nano-fibrous spatulae situated on setae of a Tokay
Gecko. Each nano-fiber 104 engages with and adheres to
contact surface 112 using van der Waals forces and other
intermolecular forces. In certain embodiments, the average
force provided at contact surface 112 by a single nano-fiber
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104 is between about 0.06 to 0.20 uN, or between about 60
and 200 nano-Newtons. In other embodiments, the average
force provided at contact surface 112 by a single nano-fiber
104 is between about 1.00 and 200 nano-Newtons. In other
embodiments, nano-fiber 104 can provide a substantially nor-
mal adhesive force of between about 20 and 8,000 nano-
Newtons. In still other embodiments, nano-fiber 104 can pro-
vide a substantially parallel adhesive force of between about
5 and 2,000 nano-Newtons.

As depicted in FIG. 1-B, by proper choice of nano-fiber
length, angle, density and diameter, and substrate material,
nano-fibers 104 can adhere to rough surfaces. To avoid tan-
gling, nano-fibers 104 are optimally sufficiently stiff and
separated while still sufficiently dense to provide enough
adhesion force. A further discussion of such design charac-
teristics of nano-fibers 104 that are configured to mimic gecko
seta is found in U.S. Pat. No. 6,737,160 and U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 10/197,763, each of which is hereby
incorporated by reference in its entirety.

Nano-fibers 104 can be made from various materials, such
as polymers, for example, polyester, polyurethane and poly-
imide. Nano-fibers 104 can be fabricated using any number of
techniques, including an oxide/nitride process. For a further
discussion of techniques for fabricating nano-fibers 104, see
U.S. Pat. No. 6,737,160 and U.S. patent application Ser. No.
10/197,763, each of which is hereby incorporated by refer-
ence in its entirety.

In one exemplary embodiment, nano-fibers 104 are con-
figured to move between a first state and a second state in
response to applied electricity, magnetism, chemical solu-
tion, heat, or light without a load applied to nano-fibers 104.
As depicted in FIG. 1-A, in the first state, nano-fibers 104 are
straight. As depicted in FIG. 1-B, in the second state, nano-
fibers 104 are curved. Thus, in this manner, nano-fibers 104
are actively switchable between the first state and second state
without an external mechanical load applied to nano-fibers
104.

As described above, when nano-fibers 104 are straight (i.e.,
in the first state), they are unlikely to engage with contact
surface 112. When nano-fibers 104 are curved (i.e., in the
second state), they are more likely to adhere to contact surface
112. Thus, by switching between the first state and the second
state, nano-fibers 104 switch from being unlikely to engage
with contact surface 112 to being more likely to adhere to
contact surface 112.

The ability to switch between the first and the second state
can be used in any number of applications where control of
adhesion between two objects is desired. For example, nano-
fibers 104 can be disposed on the foot of a robot. When
desired, such as to adhere the foot to a surface, nano-fibers
104 on the foot can be made to be adhesive (i.e., moved to the
second state). To lift the foot from the surface, nano-fibers 104
on the foot can be made to release (i.e., moved to the first
state).

In one exemplary embodiment, with referenceto FIG. 2-A,
nano-fibers 104 are differentially coated with an electroactive
polymer (EAP). In particular, a nano-fiber 104 is differen-
tially coated by coating a portion of the nano-fiber 104 while
not coating another portion (i.e., the nano-fiber is non-uni-
formly coated). As depicted in FIG. 2-A, a set of electrodes
202, 204 can be disposed on substrate 106 adjacent to the base
of'nano-fibers 104. Electrodes 202, 204 are positive and nega-
tive pairs. In the exemplary embodiment depicted in FIG.
2-A, electrode 202 is positive, and electrode 204 is negative.
Any number of sets of electrodes 202, 204 can be disposed at
intervals close enough to achieve the desired field strength.

With reference to FIG. 2-B, when a voltage is applied to
electrodes 202, 204, an electric field is generated. As depicted
in FIG. 2-B, the outward arcs of the electric field pass through
nano-fibers 104 to activate the EAP material. In response to
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the generated electric field, due to the strain differential
between the EAP material and the substructure of nano-fibers
104, the EAP material on nano-fibers 104 contracts to bend
nano-fibers 104 without applying an external mechanical
load on nano-fibers 104. When the voltage is no longer
applied, nano-fibers 104 return to the first state (i.e., nano-
fibers 104 are straight).

In another exemplary embodiment, rather than EAP mate-
rial, nano-fibers 104 are differentially coated with a magne-
tostrictive material such as a terbium/dysprosium alloy, for
example Terfenol-D. Also, rather than applying an electric
field, a magnetic field is applied to activate the magnetostric-
tive material to bend nano-fibers 104. Similarly, nano-fibers
104 can be differentially coated with a chemically-responsive
material to bend nano-fibers 104. For example, a pH change
on a gel can induce a strain. (See, Shahinpoor, M., Micro-
electro-mechanics of Tonic Polymer Gels as Electrically Con-
trollable Artificial Muscles, J. Intelligent Material Systems
and Structures, Vol. 6, pp. 307-314 (1995), which is incorpo-
rated herein by reference in its entirety.) Also, nano-fibers 104
can be differentially coated with a heat-sensitive or a light-
sensitive material to bend nano-fibers 104 in response to
applied heat or light, respectively. For example, nano-fibers
can be made from two metals with different coefficients of
thermal expansion, such as in a bimetallic strip used in ther-
mostats. A coating of a photostructive material, such as lead
lanthanum zirconate titanate (PL.ZT) would allow nano-fibers
104 to bend when exposed to light. (See, Uchino, K; Poosan-
aas, P; Tonooka, K; Photostrictive Actuators—New Perspec-
tive; Ferroelectrics 258; pp. 439-450 (Jan. 4, 2001), which is
incorporated herein by reference in its entirety.)

With reference to FIG. 3, in another exemplary embodi-
ment, nano-fibers 104 include ferromagnetic material, such
as nickel or iron alloys. For example, nano-fibers 104 can be
differentially coated with ferromagnetic material, or formed
from ferromagnetic material. As depicted in FIG. 3, in the
present exemplary embodiment, a wire 302 is disposed on
substrate 106. When a current is applied to wire 302, a mag-
netic field is generated. As depicted in FIG. 3, the arcs of the
generated magnetic field pass through nano-fibers 104. In
response to the generated magnetic field, paramagnetic and
ferromagnetic material is activated to bend nano-fibers 104
without applying a load on nano-fibers 104.

In the exemplary embodiments described above, nano-
fibers 104 were described as moving from the first state to the
second state in response to applied electricity, magnetism,
chemical solution, heat, or light. Additionally, nano-fibers
104 were described as remaining in or returning to the first
state when electricity, magnetism, chemical solution, heat, or
light is not applied. It should be recognized, however, that
nano-fibers 104 can be configured to move from the second
state to the first state in response to applied electricity, mag-
netism, chemical solution, heat or light without applying a
load on nano-fibers 104. Additionally, nano-fibers 104 can be
configured to remain in or return to the second state when
electricity, magnetism, chemical solution, heat, or light is not
applied.

For example, with reference to FIG. 4-A, nano-fibers 104
are configured to be normally in state two (i.e., curved). As
depicted in FIG. 4-B, when a charge is applied, nano-fibers
104 can be configured to move to state one (i.e., straight).

The foregoing description, for purposes of explanation,
used specific nomenclature to provide a thorough understand-
ing of the invention. However, it will be apparent to one
skilled in the art that the specific details are not required in
order to practice the invention. Thus, the foregoing descrip-
tions of specific embodiments of the present invention are
presented for purposes of illustration and description. They
are not intended to be exhaustive or to limit the invention to
the precise forms disclosed; obviously many modifications
and variations are possible in view of the above teachings.
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The embodiments were chosen and described in order to best
explain the principles of the invention and its practical appli-
cations, to thereby enable others skilled in the art to best
utilize the invention and various embodiments with various
modifications as are suited to the particular use contemplated.
Itis intended that the scope of the invention be defined by the
following claims and their equivalents.

We claim:
1. A fabricated microstructure, comprising:
a substrate;
a set of electrodes or a wire disposed on the substrate; and
a nano-fiber attached to the substrate,
wherein the nano-fiber is differentially coated with an elec-
troactive polymer, magnetostrictive material, paramag-
netic, or ferromagnetic material to leave a portion of the
nano-fiber coated with the electroactive polymer, mag-
netostrictive material, paramagnetic, or ferromagnetic
material and another portion of the nano-fiber uncoated,

wherein the nano-fiber is electrically isolated from said set
of electrodes or wire,

the nano-fiber configured to move between a first state and

a second state in response to an electric field applied by
the set of electrodes or magnetic field applied by the
wire, wherein the nano-fiber is straight in the first state
and curved in the second state, wherein, when the nano-
fiber is in the first state and in contact with a contact
surface, the nano-fiber does not adhere to the contact
surface, and wherein, when the nano-fiber is in the sec-
ond state and in contact with the contact surface, the
nano-fiber adheres to the contact surface.

2. The fabricated microstructure of claim 1,

wherein in response to an applied voltage, the electrodes

generate the electric field that activates the electroactive
polymer on the nano-fiber to bend the nano-fiber.

3. The fabricated microstructure of claim 1, wherein in
response to the applied magnetic field generated by the wire,
the magnetostrictive material on the nano-fiber bends the
nano-fiber.

4. The fabricated microstructure of claim 1,

wherein in response to an applied current, the wire gener-

ates the magnetic field that activates the paramagnetic or
ferromagnetic material to bend the nano-fiber.

5. The fabricated microstructure of claim 1, wherein the
nano-fiber moves between the first and second states without
an external mechanical load being applied to the nano-fiber.

6. The fabricated microstructure of claim 1, wherein the
entire length of the nano-fiber is curved.

7. A fabricated microstructure, comprising:

a substrate;

a set of electrodes disposed on the substrate; and

a plurality of nano-fibers attached to the substrate,

wherein the nano-fibers are differentially coated with an

electroactive polymer material to leave a portion of each
nano-fiber coated with the electroactive polymer and
another portion of the nano-fiber uncoated,

wherein the nano-fibers are electrically isolated from said

set of electrodes,

the nano-fibers configured to move between a first state and

a second state in response to an electric field applied by
the set of electrodes, wherein each nano-fiber is straight
in the first state and curved in the second state, wherein,
when the nano-fibers are in the first state and in contact
with a contact surface, the nano-fibers do not adhere to
the contact surface, and wherein, when the nano-fibers
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are in the second state and in contact with the contact
surface, the nano-fibers adhere to the contact surface.

8. The fabricated microstructure of claim 7, wherein in
response to an applied voltage, the electrodes generate the
electric field that activates the electroactive polymer on the
nano-fibers to bend the nano-fibers.

9. The fabricated microstructure of claim 7, wherein the
nano-fibers move between the first and second states without
an external mechanical load being applied to the nano-fibers.

10. The fabricated microstructure of claim 7, wherein the
entire length of each nano-fiber is curved.

11. A fabricated microstructure, comprising:

a substrate;

a wire disposed on the substrate; and

a plurality of nano-fibers attached to the substrate,

wherein the nano-fibers are differentially coated with a

magnetostrictive material to leave a portion of each
nano-fiber coated with the magnetostrictive material and
another portion of the nano-fiber uncoated,

wherein the nano-fibers are electrically isolated from said

wire,

the nano-fibers configured to move between a first state and

a second state in response to a magnetic field applied by
the wire, wherein each nano-fiber is straight in the first
state and curved in the second state, wherein, when the
nano-fibers are in the first state and in contact with a
contact surface, the nano-fibers do not adhere to the
contact surface, and wherein, when the nano-fibers are
in the second state and in contact with a contact surface,
the nano-fibers adhere to the contact surface.

12. The fabricated microstructure of claim 11, wherein in
response to the magnetic field the magnetostrictive material
bends the nano-fibers.

13. The fabricated microstructure of claim 11, wherein the
nano-fibers move between the first and second states without
an external mechanical load being applied to the nano-fibers.

14. The fabricated microstructure of claim 11, wherein the
entire length of each nano-fiber is curved.

15. A fabricated microstructure, comprising:

a substrate;

a wire disposed on the substrate; and

a plurality of nano-fibers attached to the substrate,

wherein the nano-fibers are differentially coated with a

paramagnetic or ferromagnetic material to leave a por-
tion of each nano-fiber coated with the paramagnetic or
ferromagnetic material and another portion of the nano-
fiber uncoated,

wherein the nano-fibers are electrically isolated from said

wire,

the nano-fibers configured to move between a first state and

a second state in response to a magnetic field applied by
the wire, wherein each nano-fiber is straight in the first
state and curved in the second state, wherein, when the
nano-fibers are in the first state and in contact with a
contact surface, the nano-fibers do not adhere to the
contact surface, and wherein, when the nano-fibers are
in the second state and in contact with a contact surface,
the nano-fibers adhere to the contact surface.

16. The fabricated microstructure of claim 15, wherein in
response to the magnetic field the paramagnetic or ferromag-
netic material bends the nano-fibers.

17. The fabricated microstructure of claim 15, wherein the
nano-fibers move between the first and second states without
an external mechanical load being applied to the nano-fibers.
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