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ABSTRACT:  When water comes in contact with a hydrophobic fluoropolymer, triboelectric charge tends 

to form on the surface. Here, it is investigated how the triboelectric charge formed upon contact with 

water drops depends on the micro-scale surface statistics of the polymer. In particular, it is found that the 

transition to a superhydrophobic fakir state results in a considerable reduction in triboelectric contact 

charge, due to a reduced liquid-solid contact area. Thus, when processing charge-sensitive electronic 

systems one may want to utilize such surfaces promoting reduced tribocharging. This also has 

implications for energy harvesting purposes, where one may collect electrical energy by letting water 

droplets move on the polymer with an interdigitated current-collecting electrode on its back side. In such 

a situation, it is observed that the surfaces promoting the superhydrophobic fakir state give rise to larger 

water droplet velocities and smaller collected charge, which explains the need for careful assessment of 

surface treatment before applying microstructured polymers for water droplet energy harvesting. 
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1. Introduction 

Contact electrification has been known for two thousand years, and is still an important research topic 

also today since many of the underlying mechanisms need to be better understood [1,2].  One particular 

issue of interest is how the microstructure changes the triboelectric charging of fluoropolymers [3].  

Triboelectric charges formed on hydrophobic surfaces due to water in droplet form or due to laminar 

flow have been investigated for many decades [4-8]. While it appears that no universally accepted 

model explaining charge dynamics and magnitude have been found, there is evidence suggesting that 

preferential adsorption and/or orientation of O-H groups near the hydrophobic polymer surface play an 

important role [9-13]. Recent research has demonstrated that triboelectric charges induced by water can 

be used to harvest electrical energy for powering small electronic devices [14-27]. In such devices, one 

would often like to optimize the induced electrical charge in order to generate as much power as 

possible, while at the same time maximize the contact angle such that liquid droplets easily roll off and 

do not stick to the device. To achieve this, the surface roughness of many such surfaces has been altered 

in order to enhance the triboelectric charge or improve the wetting [14,17,21,23,27]. While some results 

suggest that low roughness and large contact area play a role [14,27], it is not clear how statistical 

parameters of the surface or the contact angle hysteresis influences the triboelectric charging. Indeed, 

the lack of systematic studies between wetting properties and triboelectric charge makes it hard to 

conclude which factors play the most important role when optimizing the charge and minimizing droplet 

stickiness. Here, a systematic study of randomly roughened surfaces of a fluoropolymer is undertaken to 

attempt to reveal such a correlation.  

Surfaces with very large contact angles can be created in a variety of manners [28], in many cases 

inspired by Nature itself [29]. For example, one may create a rough surface by abrading fluorinated 

hydrophobic materials [30-33] or use particulates to create rough surfaces in curable liquid polymers 

such as polydimethylsiloxane [34-36]. In the current study, abrasion is chosen since it can be applied 

with very simple means to existing surfaces to get reasonably repeatable results when it comes to 
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surface statistics and wetting. This further allowed a study of the triboelectric charge that formed when 

water droplets moved over the rough surface with different types of electrodes. 

 

2. Methods and experimental setup 

Surface preparation: Fluorinated ethylene propylene (FEP) of thickness 127 m, made by Dupont, was 

purchased from RS. The material was cut to sizes of typically 80 x 100 mm, and polished by hand using 

silicon carbide abrasive paper of grit size P60, P120, P180, P240, P320, P400, P800 and P1200. The 

applied force was of the order of 50 N, and the surface was polished until the polished pattern appeared 

homogenous and isotropic for the eye. The samples were rinsed carefully with water, then methanol, and 

then with water before use. The samples were also inspected visually and by microscope to ensure that 

no silicon carbide particles were present on the surface. 

 

The mean roughness of the polished samples was obtained by taking pictures of the surfaces in a 

polarization microscope (Olympus BX60) with a resolution of about 0.5 m. Microscope images from 

above as well as cross-sectional images were recorded. Figure 1 a) shows examples of two cross-sectional 

profile images of a film sanded with P180 (upper image) and a pristine FEP surface (lower image). In Fig. 

1 b), the distribution of heights of the P180 surface is shown. While the root mean square deviations are 

about 23 m for P180, they reduce to less than 2 m for P1200. Thus, the latter surface is considerably 

smoother, but it is also seen from Fig. 1 a) that the P180-treated surface has characteristic threads which 

gives rise to large variations in the slope of the profile curve.  

 

If h(x) is the height variation along the x-direction defined by the profile direction, one defines the slope 

as sx=dh/dx. In Fig. 1 c) and d) the variations in sx are shown for a surface treated with P1200 and P180 

grit, respectively. In a given direction sx or sz along the surface, there is a distribution of slopes. One may 

define the local slope as  𝑠 = √𝑠𝑥
2 + 𝑠𝑧

2 . The root mean square values of the height and slope variations 
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are defined as hrms=<h2> and ℎ′𝑟𝑚𝑠 = √〈𝑠𝑥
2〉 + 〈𝑠𝑧

2〉 , respectively. From the one-dimensional profiles 

similar to those in Fig. 1 a) one obtains ℎ′𝑥𝑟𝑚𝑠 = √〈𝑠𝑥
2〉  . Typically, two or three such profile images 

have been evaluated for each sample. The root-mean square values of the slopes for different samples can 

then be obtained by assuming that the samples are isotropic such that 〈𝑠𝑥
2〉 = 〈𝑠𝑧

2〉 , which is found to be 

a reasonable assumption to within experimental uncertainty for the current samples. For an isotropic 

surface it then follows that ℎ′𝑟𝑚𝑠 = √2ℎ′𝑥𝑟𝑚𝑠.   

 

 

Figure 1. In a), example of profile images of FEP film sanded with P180 (upper part of 

image) or pristine (lower part of image) grit are displayed. The scale bar is 100 m. In b) 

and d), the height and slope variations of the P180 sanded surface are shown, 

respectively. In c), the slope variations of P1200 sanded surfaces are shown. The black 

curves in c) and d) are gaussian fits to the data, with standard deviations of 0.3 and 3.6, 

respectively. 
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Contact angle measurements: Contact angle measurement were made using an OCA 20L contact angle 

measurement system using water droplets of volume 5 L. This system can be used in either the tilted 

plate mode or injection-withdrawal method. The latter is based on injecting and withdrawing additional 

amounts of water from a small drop and observing the advancing and receding contact angles as the three-

phase contact line starts to move. The tilted plate method allows one to record contact angles of a droplet 

deposited on a surface tilted which is no longer aligned perpendicular to the gravitational field, thus 

allowing one to obtain information about drop retention [37, 38]. It is known that the particular deposition 

method may influence the results of a tilted plate experiment, and the observed maximum and minimum 

observed contact angles do not necessarily represent the advancing and receding angles [38]. In the current 

study, surfaces with rather large water drop detention, which varied from place to place on the droplet, 

were observed. For many of the surfaces, the contact line did not move during injection of reasonable 

liquid volumes, as in the injection-withdrawal method, or tilting of the platform to 90°, as in the tilting 

plate method. It was therefore decided to record the difference = f - r between the maximum observed 

front contact angle f (at the expected advancing contact line) and the minimum observed rear contact 

angle r (at the expected receding contact line) during tilt of the platform. In addition, the static contact 

angle s was also recorded. 

 

Table I shows a summary of the abrasive paper used, the statistical parameters drawn from the surface as 

well as the wetting measurements.  The author has not been able to find any studies of wetting on rough 

FEP made by abrasive sanding in the literature, but it might be useful to compare with an existing report 

on abraded Teflon [30]. The smooth FEP surface in the current study is so smooth that one cannot observe 

variations on a microscale with an optical microscope, while the Teflon surface in Ref. [30] was reported 

to have some initial roughness. Nonetheless, the roughness observed here is to a reasonable degree 

consistent with that reported in Ref. [30] on sanded Teflon surfaces. That is, the data in table I is 

comparable to that of Ref. [30] for grit sizes P180 to P800, while the roughness for grit size P60 shows 
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considerable deviation for reasons unknown to this author. The contact angle observations observed in 

the current study are also mostly comparable with those reported in Ref. [30], with the grit sizes P120, 

P180, P240 and P320 being able to generate static contact angles larger than 150°. It should also be noted 

that surfaces treated with grit size P120 were found to exhibit both larger (>150°) and smaller (down to 

127°) static contact angles, depending on the position on the surface. These variations could be attributed 

to the manual polishing done to prepare the surfaces. However, randomly rough surfaces also result in 

formation of some larger FEP-fibres which may trap and alter the contact angle of the water droplets, and 

these fibers may be present for any type of polishing technique used. It should be pointed out that also 

reactive ion etching of FEP-surfaces lead to large variations in contact angle and hysteresis [39], and it is 

therefore possible that these features are to be expected for any surface treatment producing a more or 

less random distribution of sizes and slopes. 

 

Grit hrms (m) h’xrms  s (°) f (°) r(°)  (°) q (nC) 

0 <0.1 <0.2 113±2 128±5 100±1 28±5 1.56±0.29 

P60 29.3±8.9 1.9±0.8 120±5  130±4 109±3 21±5 1.54±0.15 

P120 17.7±8.2 2.4±0.8 140±12 148±9 110±22 38±14 0.16±0.05 

P180 23.1±4.0 5.0±2.0 150±2 150±10 125±20 25±22 0.25±0.06 

P240 21.0±4.0 3.7±1.0 154±3 165±7 115±13 50±15 0.23±0.06 

P320 14.8±1.0 2.3±0.2 151±6 162±6 124±17 38±18 0.34±0.05 

P400 4.4±1.0 0.6±0.5 137±6 148±15 112±2 36±15 1.26±0.04 

P800 3.5±1.0 1.3±0.5 135±3 146±11 110±4 36±12 1.41±0.10 

P1200 1.9±1.1 0.2±0.2 129±5 141±5 112±5 29±7 1.40±0.21 

 

Table I: The rms roughness (hrms) and slope (h’xrms) along one axis for different grit               

sizes. Also shown are the contact angles s, f and r, the maximum contact angle               

difference , and the contact charge q, for 5 L water droplets. 
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Electrical characterization:  The two setups used to determine triboelectric charge are shown in Figs. 2 

a) and b). Deionized water of original resistivity 18.2 Mcm was poured into a plastic container that fed 

a water dropper. The water was allowed to rest for a while in air, and the resistivity had by then dropped 

to roughly 1 Mcm. The droplet rate was controlled manually by a valve, and was kept almost constant 

for all experiments. Small variations in the droplet rate were found not to influence any of the 

measurements.  

 

 

 

Figure 2. Setup for monitoring induced current in the electrode (a) and induced                  

charge in the water drop (b). 

 

The setup in Fig. 2 a) measures the induced current due to tribocharging, and utilizes an electrically 

earthed, metallized needle to drop water on a rough FEP surface. The FEP surface was angled at =37° 

with the horizontal. This angle was selected since some of the surfaces had to be tilted at least 30° for the 

water drop to start moving. On the other hand, a larger surface tilt angle resulted in more unstable (wobbly) 

motion for some of the water drops which made it harder to obtain repeatable current pulses. The fall-
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height of the drop is nearly zero, to remove the possibility of uncontrolled impact-induced tribocharges, 

see e.g. Refs. [40,41]. Directly under the FEP surface one places a metal surface in connection with an 

amperemeter (Keithley 6514 instrument).  The current is measured for each drop of volume about 50 L 

moving across the FEP surface and passing over the electrode edges. As detailed in Ref. [41], the current 

pulse occurs when the water droplet passes over the electrode edge. The charge associated with the 

induced current in the electrode is found using 𝑞 = ∫ 𝐼𝑑𝑡.  

 

 

Figure 3. In a), the current of a pristine FEP surface measured using the setup in Fig. 2 a) 

is shown. In b), the charge for a pristine (blue line) and P180-abraded (red line) surface 

measured using the setup in Fig. 2 b) is shown. 

 

The induced charge in the water drop after moving over the FEP surface was measured using the setup in 

Fig. 2 b). Here, the metal surface under the FEP surface is earthed and connected to the outer metal cup 
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of a Faraday cage as shown. The water droplets fall into the inner metal cup, which is connected to an 

electrometer (Keithley 6514 instrument) measuring the induced charge in each drop. Figure 3 a) shows 

the current of a pristine FEP surface measured using the setup in Fig. 2 a). When the droplet comes in 

contact with the FEP surface, a positive charge occurs in the water still in contact with the metallized 

needle, and a current will flow. When the water droplet moves over the edge of electrode, a current of 

opposite sign occurs since the positive charge of the droplet that was a part of the electric double layer is 

now replaced by positive charge in the metal. A more detailed explanation is given in Refs. [6,7,40,41]. 

The first contact between the FEP surface and the drop is not a clean, single touch, but may exhibit 

fluctuations which give rise to more than a single current peak. The exit of the droplet from the electrode 

edge does on the other hand not exhibit such fluctuations, thus leading to a sharp, single peak. Note that 

the positive and negative current pulses cover the same area under the curve in Fig. 3 a), such that charge 

is conserved. To find the charge induced in the electrode after the droplet has moved over the FEP surface, 

one may integrate the positive current pulse with time. 

 

Fig. 3 b) shows the charge measured using the setup in Fig. 2 b) for a pristine (blue line) and P180-abrade 

(red line) FEP surface. Each step represents a droplet, and it is seen that while the pristine FEP surface 

gives rise to droplets exhibiting net charge about +1.5 nC, the water droplets moving over the surface 

abraded with grit P180 exhibit a charge of only +0.3 nC.  The temperature was about 20 °C during the 

measurements. The measurements of charge using the setup in Fig. 2 b) are given in table I. The 

measurements were undertaken on three different samples for some grit sizes (pristine FEP, P180 and 

P1200), and two samples for other grit sizes. In all cases, the measurements were repeated multiple times 

(at least three) on each sample. Figure 4 plots the charge obtained the setup in Fig. 2 a) (red circles) and 

the setup in Fig. 2 b) (black squares) as a function of static contact angle s. 
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Figure 4. The charge gathered from a Faraday cup (black squares) and current 

measurements (red circles) as a function static contact angle. 

 

 

 3. Triboelectric charges 

The transition from a fully wetting Wenzel-state [42] to a Cassie-Baxter state fakir state where there is air 

between the water droplet and the fluoropolymer [43], occurs when the roughness becomes larger than a 

critical value [44-48]. In ref. [46] it was found that a robust criterion for superhydrophobicity is when the 

roughness is larger than -1/cosY, where Y is the static contact angle on a smooth surface, which gives 

the following approximate requirement; ℎ𝑥𝑟𝑚𝑠
′ > √𝜋/(2𝑐𝑜𝑠2𝜃𝑌). Inserting Y=113° from table I, this 

requirement becomes h’xrms>3.2. According to table I, only the surfaces abraded by P180 and P240 grit 

fulfill this condition, and it is indeed found experimentally that only these two surfaces have contact angles 

larger than 150° with a rolloff angle that in some places on the surface could be smaller than 5°. While 

the contact angle remains large for all parts of the surface, there was considerable variations in drop 

retention, possibly due to the single hair-like structures in Fig. 1 a) possibly also acting as trapping sites. 

Also notable is that while the surfaces treated with grit size P120 and P320 have large surface slope 

variations approaching 3.2, they do not fulfill this condition despite exhibiting contact angles larger than 

150°. It is possible that details in the surface and small deviations from ideal gaussian statistics play a role 
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in this deviation, and that more elaborate theories outside the scope of the current study would be able to 

account for superhydrophobicity at lower slope variations as well. 

 

Despite the increased gravitational force, it was observed experimentally that for larger 50 L drops only 

the surfaces sanded with P120, P180, P240 and P320 grit exhibited static contact angles larger than 150°, 

as was also observed for 5 L drops. The 5 L drops produced a rather small electrical signal, with a 

small signal to noise ratio, which made larger 50 L drops the appropriate choice when doing 

measurements of charge. 

 

 

Figure 5. The charge gathered from a Faraday cup (black squares) and current 

measurements (red circles) as a function of rms roughness (a) and slope (b). The dashed 

green line is a fit to Eq. (2) with Y=113° and q0=1.6 nC. 

 



 12 

The charge was measured using the setups in Fig. 2 a) and b) from about ten pulses or steps, each 

corresponding to a droplet, repeated four times at different days under similar environmental conditions. 

Figure 5 a) shows the charge measured using the current measurements (red circles) in Fig. 2 a) and the 

Faraday cup (black squares) in Fig. 2 b) as a function of surface roughness. Two observations can be made 

from Fig. 5 a). First, it is seen that the charge measured using the Faraday cup and the current measurement 

system are in agreement to within the uncertainty of the measurements. This validates that the charge 

induced in the metal electrode in all cases is equal to the net charge transferred to the droplet. Second, it 

is seen that the charge does not scale with roughness. That is, the two samples abraded with P180 and 

P240 grit exhibiting medium roughness and the largest contact angles give rise to the smallest triboelectric 

charge.  Instead, the charge appears to be decreasing with root-mean-square of the slope in a nonlinear 

manner as observed in fig. 5 b), and the transition from large to small tribocharge occurs for a slope around 

4. Increasing the slope gives rise to a fakir state with strongly reduced liquid-solid contact area, which 

gives rise to reduced charge and large contact angles. At this point, one may also note from Fig. 4 that 

there is a relationship between charge and contact angle. However, since the latter is determined by the 

the surface statistics, it makes sense to attempt to relate the tribocharge to the surface statistics in a direct 

manner. 

 

The changes in electrical charge with wetting properties as seen in Fig. 5 can to some degree be explained 

by considering wetting theory on statistically random surfaces [46,47]. If A0 is the apparent liquid-solid 

contact area for a pristine surface and A1 is the projected contact area for a rough surface, the effective 

liquid-solid area fraction is given by =A1/A0. We assume further that the transferred charge is 

proportional to the area fraction , i.e. q ∝ ϕ. From the experimental data it is hypothesized that the 

micron-scale height variations play a less significant role in forming the triboelectric charge. One may 

expect an increase in the contact area if a fully wetted Wenzel state could be maintained. However, for 

the micron to millimeter scale surface roughnesses studied here it appears that such an increase in 

roughness has negligible influence on the induced charge, as observed in Fig. 5 a). Instead, the distribution 
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of slopes plays a significant role since these are responsible for the formation of the fakir state with 

reduced contact area.  

 

In a given direction sx or sz along the surface, the distribution of slopes is assumed to be random (gaussian). 

From. Fig. 2 c) and d), it is seen that this is a reasonable assumption, although some deviations from a 

gaussian is seen. If the surface is isotropic, one may define the local slope as s = √𝑠𝑥
2 + 𝑠𝑧

2 . The local 

slope must fulfill s<sY=-tanY [44], and the statistics is assumed to be governed by a Rayleigh distribution 

[45-47] 

 

𝑝(𝑠) =
2𝑠

ℎ𝑟𝑚𝑠
2 𝑒𝑥𝑝 (−

𝑠2

2ℎ𝑟𝑚𝑠
′2 )  .                (1)

     

Neglecting roughness variations, the surface area can be approximated by 𝜙 ≈
1

2
∫ 𝑝(𝑠)𝑑𝑠

𝑠𝑌

0
, where the 

factor 1/2 is included to disregard regions with positive curvature. In the current work it is assumed that 

the charge scales with the contact area, q ∝ ϕ, such that the triboelectric charge can be found as  

 

     𝑞 ≈ 𝑞0 [1 − 𝑒𝑥𝑝 (−
𝑡𝑎𝑛2𝜃𝑌

ℎ𝑟𝑚𝑠
′2 )]   ,   (2) 

 

where q0 is the charge of a pristine surface. In Fig. 5 b), the green dashed line is a fit to the experimental 

data with Y=113° (from table I) and q0=1.6 nC. The transition from a hydrophobic wetting state to 

superhydrophobic fakir state occurs in the range of h’rms around 4 while application of Eq. (2) suggests 

that the transition should occur more gradually and start at slightly smaller values of the root-mean-square-

slope. In particular, it is seen that there is an overlap in the estimated values of the slope for samples 

treated with grit size P60 and P320, while the contact charges measured for these two samples are very 

different. On the other hand, samples treated with grit size P60 never exhibited contact angles above 150° 
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as those treated with P320 did. Due to the presence of outlying fibers acting as trapping sites, considerable 

variations in surface slopes and contact angles occur for samples treated in the manner done here. On the 

other hand, the surface does either give rise to a Cassie-Baxter state or a Wenzel state. Since Eq. (2) is an 

idealization for a perfectly randomly rough surface that does not account such variations, it does not allow 

one to describe the sharp transition seen in Fig. 5 b). Thus, Eq. (2) aids a qualitative, but perhaps not a 

quantitative understanding of how the roughness governs the triboelectric charge. It should also be 

emphasized that Eq. (2) is only a reasonable approximation as long as the surface roughness does not 

contribute significantly to an increased charge and as long as the charge density remains constant and 

independent of the particular geometry encountered. The current experimental work appears to support 

such an interpretation, but it is possible that other systems were roughness or chemical composition varies 

on the nanoscale may behave differently.  

 

 

 

4. Charge induced in interdigitated electrodes 

It has been found advantageous to use interdigitated electrodes when harvesting electrical energy from 

water droplets, since each electrode finger pair allows collection of charge corresponding to that of the 

single electrode [40,41]. An interesting question is how surface roughness changes the current and charge 

recorded by interdigitated electrodes. Figure 6 shows the experimental setup used here. It resembles that 

of Fig. 2 a), but now an interdigitated electrode of 4 pair of fingers is used as the electrode instead of a 

plane metal surface. The interdigitated electrode was made in aluminum by UV-lithography such that 

each electrode finger was 4 mm wide and had a gap of 4 mm between them. The length of the fingers was 

much larger than the width. The metallized water dripper was connected to earth, as was also the first 

finger electrode the droplet moved over. 
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Figure 6. Schematic drawing of setup for monitoring current and induced charge on 

interdigitated electrodes (a), as well as a picture of the dropper and the IDE electrode 

mounted on the back side of an FEP surface abraded with P180 grit (b). The metal-

covered dropper was earthed and connected to the first electrode of the interdigitated 

electrode. 

 

Figure 7 a) shows the current induced in the interdigitated electrodes for pristine (solid line) and P180 

grit-treated (dashed line) FEP surfaces. It is seen that the current peaks reach about 80 nA for the pristine 

surface, while the superhydrophobic surface treated with P180 grit it is only about 50 nA. In Fig. 7 b), the 

velocity of the 50 L droplets was obtained by measuring the time it took to move from the third to the 

forth finger of the electrode. This fixed position was selected since this gave the highest measurable 

velocity for droplets using this method, but also other fingers could have been selected which gave similar 

results. As expected, the droplets on the rough surfaces with the highest contact angles gave rise to the 

largest velocities. The large velocity is caused by the reduced friction experienced by the droplet in the 

fakir state, moving partially on an air-cushion down the incline. 
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Figure 7. The current generated by a 50 L droplet moving over the interdigitated 

electrodes of a pristine (solid line) and P240 sanded (dashed line) FEP surface (a). The 

velocity of the droplet moving between 3rd and 4th finger of the electrode as a function of 

surface roughness (b). 
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Figure 8. The charge gathered from current measurements using and interdigitated 

electrode (a). The dashed green line is a fit to Eq. (2) with Y=113° and q0=6.6 nC. In b), 

the peak current divided by velocity is shown as a function of measured charge. The 

dashed red line is a linear fit to the experimental data. 

 

Using the data for current (I) versus time, the total induced charge (qI) in the interdigitated electrodes 

could be found using 𝑞𝐼 = ∫ |𝐼|𝑑𝑡. Here, the absolute sign (|I|) is taken since the induced current changes 

sign as the water drop moves of alternating electrode fingers. Integrating without the absolute sign would 

result in zero charge, while including it allows one to compare the charge induced of a single electrode as 

shown in Fig. 5. The data in Fig. 8 a) shows the induced charge as function of the measured root mean 

square slope. The green, dashed line is a fit of Eq. (2) to the experimental data with Y=113° and q0=6.6 

nC. The transition from large to small charge is not as noticeable as in Fig. 5 b), but it appears to occur at 
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a root-mean-square slope between 4 and 5. In the case of a single electrode in Fig. 5 b), the induced charge 

of pristine FEP was 1.6 nC, which is 6.6/1.6≈4 times smaller than that observed in Fig. 8 a). The total 

charge induced, which also represents the charge the particular geometrical arrangement of the 

interdigitated electrodes selected here can collect, should just be four times that of a single electrode, since 

there are four fingers corresponding to single electrodes.  A significant deviation from Eq. (2) and the 

data for a single electrode in Fig. 5 b) is that the charge induced in an FEP surface treated with grit size 

P180 and P240 and collected by interdigital electrodes is significantly larger (3.8 nC and 2.0 nC, 

respectively) than that expected from Fig. 4 b) (4 x 0.25 nC = 1.0  nC and 4 x 0.23 nC = 0.92 nC, 

respectively). While the exact reason for this deviation is not known, it is possible that the induced charge 

gathered by the interdigital electrodes are more sensitive to the velocity as the droplets pass by, such that 

an increased velocity means larger induced charge. In the single electrode measurement mode of Fig. 5 

b), such a velocity-induced charge plays a smaller role, since the charge is accumulated while the droplet 

moves over the FEP surface, and is not influenced by the uniform electrode. According to Fig. 7 b), FEP 

surfaces treated with grit size P180 and P240 have roughly 1.5-1.7 times larger velocity than pristine 

surfaces. If there was a linear dependence between induced charge and velocity, this could explain much 

of the increased charge seen for the surface treated with grit size P240. However, for the surface treated 

with grit size P180, a linear relationship between velocity and induced charge could not explain the 

observations. The details are probably hidden in the interaction between the fluctuating and moving 

droplet as it interacts with the electrodes on its way down, but further computational studies outside the 

scope of this work are needed to reveal such details. 

 

The peak current in Fig. 7 a) is the largest observed current for each FEP surface. In Fig. 8 b), the peak 

current Ip divided by the measured velocity is plotted as a function of the induced charge qI. It is observed 

that there is a nearly linear trend, which can be explained by noting that the current is given by I=dq/dt, 

where q=A,  is the surface charge density and A is the area. The area can be approximated by A≈Lx, 

where L is the width of the droplet and x is displacement of it over the electrode finger. Thus, we find the 
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current to be Ip=Ldx/dt, where v=dx/dt is the droplet velocity. The peak current divided by the peak 

velocity v=vp is therefore proportional to the surface charge density , which again is proportional to the 

total induced charge qI for a given surface, i.e. Ip ∝ qI. The dashed line in Fig. 8 b) shows a linear fit to 

the experimental data with Ip/v=aqI and a=31 m-1. Although some deviation of experimental data from the 

linear trend is observed, the overall impression that surface charge density is nearly constant is 

strengthened. 

 

Minimizing contact charging is a crucial issue for electronics, friction and wear, and several novel 

methods have recently been developed to avoid these using solid materials [49,50]. In most situations, 

only very nonconductive liquids exhibit significant contact electrification. However, if fluoropolymers 

coming in contact with deionized water drops are used to process sensitive electronics, one may also be 

interested in minimizing the triboelectric charge [6,7]. As shown in the current study, roughening of the 

surface with a sufficiently large variation of slopes may provide a simple and cost-effective method for 

reducing the tribocharge and at the same time removing water more efficiently. One may also imaging 

that gradients of wettability as obtained by spatially located sanded patterns would allow one to control 

the charge and velocity of droplets, thus adding to the continuously growing toolbox for controlling and 

functionalizing droplets [51].  

 

 

5. Conclusion 

In this study, it has been demonstrated that the micron scale roughness of a fluoropolymer surface has 

significant influence on its ability to transfer charge due to water droplets moving across it. The 

measurements indicate that large variations in surface slope are needed to create large static contact 

angles, and that this also results in comparably small triboelectric charge for water droplets moving over 

the surface. Such micro-structured surfaces may be generated in cost-effective manner using manual or 
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machine-guided sanding, and could be advantageous in situations where one would need to minimize the 

triboelectric charge when water is flowing across the fluoropolymer. Pristine or finely abraded surfaces 

gave the largest triboelectric charge, and would therefore be of most interest for energy harvesting 

purposes. It should also be pointed out that the current study has only considered microtextured surfaces, 

and it might be that the situation changes if one has a fully wetting Wenzel state combined with 

considerably enhanced surface area due to nanotexturing. Future work may involve further studies on 

nanoscale surface textures, possibly containing charged surface groups exhibiting slope or roughness 

gradients, in order to obtain further insight into the formation of triboelectric charges. 
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