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ABSTRACT
In recent years, the diagnostic and sensing field has
put forward higher requirements for portable,
sustainable and clean power sources for small electronic
devices, which promoted the research and development
of new micropower sources. Paper-based microfluidic
fuel cell (PMFC) has gradually become the most
promising micro power source because of its simple
structure, low cost and zero pollution. In this paper, we
have studied the effect of Nafion content in catalyst layer
on the output performance of PMFC, and further
explored the reaction mechanism of PMFC under
different Nafion solution distribution. The results show
that using the catalyst layer prepared by mixing 0.4 mL
Nafion solution will produce a higher maximum current
density and peak power density. Additionally, with a
constant amount of Nafion solution, the prepared
catalyst layer with extra 0.2 mL Nafion solution spraying
on its surface can greatly reduce the starting time
without affecting the performance of the fuel cell.
Keywords: PMFC, Nafion solution, Ion transport,
performance
1.

INTRODUCTION
Paper-based microfluidic fuel cell (PMFC) is a passive
microfluidic fuel cell based on the capillary action of
paper, which replaces the traditional microchannel
processed by polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS) with paper
material [1]. The co-layer flow of fuel and oxidizer is
realized by capillary action of paper based porous
medium, and the electrochemical reactions of fuel and
oxidizer take place under the action of catalyst. During
the reactions, an obvious diffusion zone is formed at the
interface of the two liquids for ion exchange, and
electrons are transferred from anode to cathode by an

external circuit. Different from Proton exchange
membrane fuel cell (PEMFC) and MFC, PMFC eliminates
the influence of PEM, hydrothermal management
problems and the need for other auxiliary equipment.
Because of its simple structure, low cost and pollutionfree characteristics, PMFC has gradually become the
most promising micro fuel cell. In addition, the foldable
nature of paper makes PMFC suitable for integration into
wearable electronics as a flexible power source [2]. In
recent years, paper-based microfluidic chips based on
electrochemical reactions have been widely used in
diagnosis and sensing fields, such as point-of-care (POC)
diagnosis [3] and blood glucose analysis [4], etc.
Therefore, the development of high-performance PMFC
has attracted great research interest from all around the
world.
As an important part of paper-based microfluidic fuel
cells, the catalyst layer structure plays important roles on
the output performance of fuel cells. Lee et.al [5]
prepared a catalyst electrode with a high surface area on
a nanoporous foam carbon base, which enhanced the
contact area between the catalyst and the fuel , they
reduced the activation loss of the fuel cell. Yuan et.al[6]
improved the catalytic activity and stability of fuel cells
by preparing the Pd-PdO catalyst layer with ordered
channels, and obtained the peak power density of 63.0
mW/cm2. Yan et al [7] prepared functionalized porous
carbon nanotube catalysts by laser ablation, which
achieved a better catalytic performance. Nafion is an
important part of the catalyst layer, and the influence of
Nafion on paper-based microfluidic fuel cells has rarely
been studied. In this paper, we fabricated a dual
electrolyte PMFC and investigated the effects of Nafion
content and distribution on the performance of PMFC
through experiments.

Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the scientific committee of the 13th Int. Conf. on Applied Energy (ICAE2021).
Copyright © 2021 ICAE

ISSN 2004-2965

2.

Energy Proceedings, Vol. 19, 2021

EXPERIMENT

2.1 The structure of fuel cell
The structure of dual-electrolyte paper-based
microfluidic fuel cell is mainly composed of Y-shaped
paper-based flow channel, cathode and anode catalytic
electrode, and absorption pad (Fig.1). To make a
standard size Y-shaped paper-based channel, a
customized Y-shaped cutter was used to cut the filter
paper, the length and width of the straight section of the
liquid flow channel are 4 cm and 1 cm, and the cathode
and anode catalytic electrodes (5 mm×3 mm) are
arranged 1 cm away from the entrance of the straight
section, the distance between the cathode and anode
catalyst electrode is 4mm.The absorption pad is placed
at the end of the paper-based flow channel and is used
to absorb the liquid in the paper-based flow channel. The
purpose is to maintain the passive transport of fuel and
oxidizer through the paper-based flow channel. The
cathode and anode catalytic layers were prepared by
spraying catalyst mixed solution on carbon paper. Firstly,
Pd/C, Nafion solution (0.2 ml, 0.4 ml, 0.6 ml, 0.8 ml) and
isopropanol solution (8 ml) were mixed to prepare the
catalyst solution. In order to make the catalyst solution
evenly mixed, the catalyst solution was treated by
ultrasound for 1 h. Then the catalyst mixture was sprayed
evenly on the hydrophilic carbon paper (TGP-H-060, 5
mm × 5 mm × 0.19 mm) by electrostatic spraying
apparatus, the loading capacity of Pd/C catalyst was 0.15
mg/cm2. After standing at room temperature for 30
minutes, the catalyst layer carbon paper was stored in a
sealed bag for the experiment. The cathode and anode
catalytic electrode (5 mm × 3 mm) were cut from the
carbon paper with catalyst layer according to the
experimental requirements.

According to the previous literature [8], when the
distance between cathode and anode catalytic electrode
along the liquid flow direction is zero, the PMFC has the
best output performance. Therefore, the anode and
cathode electrodes are arranged in parallel on the Yshaped paper-based flow channel in this experiment.
Based on previous research [9], Dual electrolytes not
only enhance the electrochemical reaction kinetics of the
electrode, but also increase the open circuit voltage
(OCV) of PMFC. Therefore, 2 mol/L KOH was used as the
anode electrolyte and 2 mol/L H2SO4 as the cathode
electrolyte, and the electrochemical reaction equation
occurred was :
HCOO− + 3OH− →CO32− + 2H2O + 2e−

Eanode = -1.05 V

(1)
+

−

H2O2 + 2H + 2e → 2H2O

Ecathode = 1.776 V

2.2 Testing technique
At the beginning of the experiment, the fuel for the
anode and the oxidizer for the cathode enter the PMFC
inlet simultaneously . The fuel and oxidant flow in
parallel in the paper-based channel under the capillary
action of the paper. The electrochemical workstation
controlled by SmartManager software was used to
record the open circuit voltage of the fuel cell, when the
OCV of the fuel cell reached a stable state, linear
scanning was carried out from OCV to 0 mV at a voltage
interval of 10 mV by potentiometric step timing current
method of the electrochemical workstation to complete
the V-I measurement of the fuel cell. We use the cathode
of the fuel cell as the working electrode and anode as the
opposite electrode, a constant voltage of 0.6V was
applied to the PMFC using a DC load, and then the
Electrochemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS) test was
carried out by an electrochemical workstation, the
frequency range of the electrochemical workstation is set
to 50 kHz-50 mHz, and the amplitude is 10 mV to obtain
the EIS curve of the fuel cell. The ohmic impedance and
activation impedance of the fuel cell can be obtained
from the real intercept of the EIS curve, which can help us
understand the reaction process inside the fuel cell
deeply. In order to ensure the accuracy of experimental
results, each group of experiments was repeated at least
3 times.
3.

Fig.1 Schematic diagram of dual-electrolyte paper-based
microfluidic fuel cell structure

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The catalyst layer is a key part of PMFC and plays a
vital role in the electrochemical reaction of PMFC.
Therefore, this research built a PMFC test platform to
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explore the influence of Nafion content and distribution
on PMFC performance.
3.1 Effect of Nafion content
As an ionomer, Nafion can promote the dispersion of
catalysts and improve the conductivity of ions (protons)
in the catalyst layer, so that the catalyst has a high
catalytic activity. In order to study the influence of Nafion
content on the output performance of paper-based
microfluidic fuel cells, the catalyst mixture solution was
prepared by adding different doses of Nafion solution
(0.2ml, 0.4ml ,0.6ml ,0.8ml) into 0.8mL isopropanol
solution. As shown in Fig.2, when Nafion content is 0.2
mL, the fuel cell needs a long time to reach the highest
OCV and has an extremely low peak power density.
When Nafion solution content is increased to 0.4 mL,
PMFC only needs 500s to reach the highest output
voltage and peak power density of 11.4mw/cm2, as the
increase of Nafion content accelerates the rate of ion
exchange in the reaction process of the fuel cell, PMFC
has a shorter time to reach the highest OCV and a
better output performance. However, as Nafion solution
content increased to 0.6 mL and 0.8 mL, PMFC needed
more than 10 minutes to reach the highest output
voltage, and the peak power density also showed a trend
of decline. We think that the root cause of this result is
that excessive Nafion increases the movement resistance
of electrons in the catalyst layer, which leads to low
utilization efficiency of the catalyst.

Fig.2 Optimization of Nafion solution content in preparing
catalyst layer

As shown in Fig. 3, in order to further understand the
cause of time to reach the highest OCV delay, EIS method
was used to characterize the performance of fuel cell.
The results show that 0.4 mL Nafion solution has a lower
activation resistance, while high concentration Nafion
solution has a higher activation resistance, and the ohmic
resistance does not change. This result indicates that

excessive Nafion content will lead to a decrease in the
amount of charge transfer in the catalyst layer, which is
also the root cause of the excessively long time to reach
the highest OCV and the degradation of fuel cell
performance. In conclusion, when Nafion solution
content is 0.4 mL, the time to reach the highest OCV is
the shortest and output performance is the highest.
Therefore, Nafion solution is used in subsequent
experiments.

Fig.3 The EIS analysis for different Nafion content in preparing
catalyst layer

3.2 Effect of Naftion distribution
At present, the optimization of output performance
of PMFC focuses on the improvement of limiting current
density and peak power density. Few researchers
mention time of the fuel cell, which means the time from
the initial reaction to the highest output voltage.
Therefore, this study tries to optimize the reaction time
of PMFCs by changing the distribution of Nafion.
Under the condition that the total amount of Nafion
remains unchanged at 0.4 ml, 0.2 ml Nafion solution is
added into 0.8 ml isopropanol solution to prepare
catalyst mixed solution, and the prepared catalyst mixed
solution is sprayed onto hydrophilic carbon paper to
prepare the first catalyst layer electrode. Then, another
0.2ml Nafion solution mixed with 0.8 mL isopropyl
alcohol solution was sprayed onto the first catalyst layer
electrode to prepare catalyst layer electrode, which was
used in the experiment testing. As shown in Fig.4,
compared with previous fuel cells, the time to reach
the highest OCV of PMFCwith changed Nafion
distribution (0.2ml+0.2ml) is almost doubled. As the
Nafion solution on the electrode surface of the catalyst
layer rapidly contacts the oxidizer of the cathode and the
fuel of the anode, the ion movement rate in the fuel cell
is increased, and the rate of ion participation in the
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reaction of the cell is accelerated, thus the
reach the highest OCV of PMFC is optimized.
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Fig.5 The comparison of PMFC performances for different
Nafion distribution

time to

Fig.4 The comparison of reaction time of PMFC for different
Nafion distribution

In order to explore the influence of changing Nafion
distribution on the maximum current density and peak
power density of paper-based microfluidic fuel cells, we
use electrochemical testing platform to tested I-V curve
and EIS curve of PMFC with changing Nafion distribution.
As shown in Fig. 5, the paper-based microfluidic fuel cell
with changed Nafion distribution has almost the same
maximum current density and peak power density as the
previous fuel cell. According to the EIS curve shown in
Fig. 6, the two types of Paper-based microfluidic fuel cells
with Nafion distribution have the same activation
resistance. The results showed that the change of Nafion
distribution only changed the ion transport rate, The
catalytic efficiency of the catalyst is not affected during
the reaction process, that is, the presence of 0.2 mL
Nafion solution on the surface further improved the
conduction velocity of the reaction solution and the ions
in the catalyst layer without affecting the catalytic effect
of the catalyst.

Fig.6 The EIS of PMFC for different Nafion distribution

4.

CONCLUSION
In this work, we performed an experimental study on
the content and distribution of Nafion in the catalyst
layer. Through the analysis of V-T curve, I-V curve and EIS
curve, the catalyst layer prepared by 0.4 ml Nafion
solution has the shortest time to reach the maximum
output voltage and has the maximum peak power
density. Under the condition that the total amount of
Nafion is kept constant, PMFC sprayed with 0.2 mL
Nafion solution on the surface of the catalyst layer has a
shorter time to reach the highest OCV. Nafion solution
on the surface accelerates the ion conduction rate
without affecting the action of the catalyst, so that PMFC
has the same peak power density and stable output
performance.
.
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
The authors gratefully acknowledge the financial
supports of the Natural Science Foundation of Tianjin
(China) for Distinguished Young Scholars (Grant No.
18JCJQJC46700), the National Natural Science
Foundation of China (Grant No. 51976138) and the
National Natural Science Foundation of China (Grant No.
51921004).
REFERENCE
[1] Esquivel JP, Del Campo FJ, Gómez de la Fuente JL,
Rojas S, Sabaté N. Microfluidic fuel cells on paper:
meeting the power needs of next generation lateral flow
devices. Energy Environ Sci. 2014;7:1744-9.
[2] Li L, Wu Z, Yuan S, Zhang X-B. Advances and
challenges for flexible energy storage and conversion

4

Copyright © 2021 ICAE

ISSN 2004-2965

Energy Proceedings, Vol. 19, 2021

devices and systems. Energy Environ Sci. 2014;7:210122.
[3] Jahanpeyma F, Forouzandeh M, Rasaee MJ, Shoaie N.
An enzymatic paper-based biosensor for ultrasensitive
detection of DNA. Front Biosci (Schol Ed)2019. p. 12235.
[4] Xia Y, Si J, Li Z. Fabrication techniques for microfluidic
paper-based analytical devices and their applications for
biological testing: A review. Biosens Bioelectron.
2016;77:774-89.
[5] Lee JW, Kjeang E. Nanofluidic fuel cell. J Electrochem
Soc. 2013;242:472-7.
[6] Zhou Y, Zhu X, Zhang B, Ye D-D, Chen R, Liao Q. High
performance formic acid fuel cell benefits from Pd–PdO
catalyst supported by ordered mesoporous carbon. Int J
Hydrog Energy. 2020;45:29235-45.
[7] Yan Y, Miao J, Yang Z, Xiao FX, Yang HB, Liu B, et al.
Carbon nanotube catalysts: recent advances in synthesis,
characterization and applications. Chem Soc Rev.
2015;44:3295-346.
[8] Shen L-L, Zhang G-R, Venter T, Biesalski M, Etzold
BJM. Towards best practices for improving paper-based
microfluidic fuel cells. Electrochim Acta. 2019;298:38999.
[9] Wang S, Ye D, Liu Z, Chen R, Zhu X, Zhang B, et al. A
direct formate microfluidic fuel cell with cotton threadbased electrodes. Int J Hydrog Energy. 2020;45:2766574.

5

Copyright © 2021 ICAE

