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Self-Powered Active Spherical Triboelectric
Sensor for Fluid Velocity Detection
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Abstract— Developing fluid velocity sensors with high accuracy,
high stability and self-power has practical significance. Triboelec-
tric sensors provide a strategy to realize high-performance self-
powered active sensing. In this article, we present a fully enclosed
self-powered active spherical triboelectric sensor (SASTS) to detect
the fluid velocity. Based on the electrification at the contact inter-
face, resulting in the electrostatic induced electrons transferring
between two interdigitated electrodes, SASTS effectively harvests
the fluid flow energy to electric signal. After Fourier transform
processing of the output signal, the motion frequency of the SASTS
can be distinguished and the fluid velocity can be further calculated.
By optimizing the structure parameter, it features high precision
with average standard deviation less than 4, wide range speed from
2 m/s to 18 m/s of fluid flow, and proved lifetime more than half
a year. This technique can be applied to measurement of fluid
flow speed, even potentially to other rotation movements, which
could have wide applications, such as environment monitoring,
transportation and so on.

Index Terms—Triboelectric sensor, fluid energy, velocity
detection, spherical, self-powered.
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I. INTRODUCTION

W ITH THE advanced development science, internet tech-
nology and increasing demand of people, a novel, cred-

ible and sustainable operation of sensor networks are urgently
required. [1]–[3] By combining various sensors with automated
systems, the information can be gathered and help us with
particular tasks. Water disasters happen frequently on earth,
developing a real-time monitoring system is important for fluid
flow monitoring. [4], [5] Determining the real-time velocity of
the fluid flow by electronic strategies rather than direct detection
is a fundamental demand, especially in harsh environments. Cur-
rent technologies for velocity measurements are mainly based on
capacitance, [6] optical sensing, [7] electromagnetic interaction
[8] and so on. These strategies, however, require a constant
power source outside and sufficient space to be equipped inside
the device or in the system. Self-powered active sensing refers
to that the sensor itself can obtain the energy, such as light, heat
or mechanical energy, and converts it to electricity signal as a
response to the stimulation from the ambient environment. No
any external power source is required to apply onto such a device
or system. [9]–[13] Thus, it appears quite desirable to develop
such a kind of self-powered active sensors for fluid velocity
detection with high accuracy, high stability and long lifetime.
[14]–[17]

Triboelectric sensor nowadays has been received increasingly
extensive attention due to several advantages with simple me-
chanical structure, large design flexibility, various choices of
materials, and low cost, etc. [18]–[21]. Coupling with triboelec-
trification and electrostatic induction, [22], [23] these sensors
can directly convert irregular, small-scale mechanical energy
into electric signal without external power, which is suitable
to achieve a large-scale real-time sensor network. [24]–[27]
However, there are still some critical issues to be addressed.
Firstly, it is significant to fabricate a high accuracy and wide
range sensor when detect the state of motion. [28] Secondly,
based on the sliding mode, the friction will lead to mechanical
wear of the dielectric materials, which is a huge challenge to the
stability of sensor. [29]–[31] In addition, waterproof device is
necessary to keep high triboelectrification effect in the outdoor
environment, especially in the fluid condition. [32]–[35] Thus,
how to design a self-powered active triboelectric sensor for fluid
velocity detection still pose considerable challenges.

In this work, we proposed a fully enclosed waterproof self-
powered active spherical triboelectric sensor (SASTS). It works
by contacting electrification at the rolling interface to effectively
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Fig. 1. Schematic illustration of the self-powered active spherical triboelectric
sensor (SASTS). (a) Structural scheme of the SASTS and (b) the cross-sectional
image of the triboelectric part. (c) Photograph of the triboelectric part (scale bar,
1 cm). (d) Charge distributions of the triboelectric part under a short circuit.

transform ambient vibration energy to the electric signal. By
optimizing the structure parameter, the SASTS features high
precision, longevity, and wide range, which is suitable to mea-
sure the rotation speed and the fluid flow speed. Based on
the rolling free-standing mode, it overcomes the mechanical
wear of materials. Furthermore, this SASTS is relatively easy
to fabricate, and it enables to generate signals that can highly
repeated.

II. EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS

Fig. 1(a) is the schematic illustration of the self-powered
active triboelectric spherical sensor (SASTS). It consists of a
spherical part with a flexible rolling sphere, outside frame, and
an electric brush, which works by driving the blades of frame
and getting output signal. Fig. 1(b) illustrates enlarged cross-
sectional image details of the triboelectric unit. It is composed
of a 7 cm diameter outside shell with two electrodes attached
and a flexible rolling sphere with some water inside to increase
the gravity and keep a good movement. Fig. 1(c) is photograph
of the fabricated triboelectric unit. The flexible rolling sphere
is made of silicone rubber which could provide much better
output performance than that of the convention solid sphere.
The water was injected by the syringe to increase the inertia
of the silicone rubber ball to achieve a better state of motion.
When the blades are driven by fluid, the rolling ball in the
inner shell will roll back and forth between two electrodes.
After analyzing the data by the algorithm, the real speed of the
fluid can be obtained. As illustrated in Fig. 1(d), the working
principle of this sensor is the triboelectrification effect. [36], [37]
Firstly, the triboelectric sphere and electrodes are not uncharged,
when the dielectric material and electrode physically contact,
static charges will then generated by the triboelectrification
effect. When the soft sphere moves between the two separated
electrodes, some negative charges will be generated on the soft
sphere surface and some positive charges will be generated on

Fig. 2. Photograph and data processing of the SASTS. (a) Structural scheme
of the SASTS test setup. (b) Relationship of the rotation speed of the frame
and the fluid flow speed (Inset shows the image of a specific frame) (c) Output
voltage signal of sensor at 15 rpm. (d) Output speed of SASTS and the standard
deviation.

the surface of copper electrode because of the triboelectric effect
(state i). When the device starts rotating driven by the fluid, the
inner sphere moves to the other electrode, positive charges will
flow from the Electrode 1(E1) to the Electrode 2(E2) (state ii).
As the outer shell continues to rotate, the inner silicone ball
contacts electrode 1 again, and an opposite direction movement
of the soft silicone ball from Electrode 2 to Electrode 1 will
drive the positive charges moving in the same direction. (state
iii). Then, the inner ball will return to the initial position (state
iv) and start the next cycle. [26], [27]

The photograph of experimental setup of the self-powered
active triboelectric spherical sensor is shown in Fig. 2(a). Driven
by the rotary motor, it outputs the electric signal through the
electric brush to avoid wire winding. Fig. 2(b) shows the rela-
tionship between a specific frame rotation speed and fluid flow
speed. Each different frame has a specific linear relationship y
= ax + b. Here, we used a frame 1 with a relationship of y =
0.03x + 2. The inset image is a specific frame. By changing
the parameter (weight or shape) of the frame, there will be
different relationships to fit various flow velocity. When the
SASTS works, the silicone rubber sphere rolls between the two
electrodes, alternately, the output signal can be detected by the
electrometer, as shown in Fig. 2(c) and Fig. S1. At a speed of
15 rpm, the period of motion is about 4 s. Through the Fourier
transform of this signal, the motion frequency of the device can
be obtained and the actual speed of the sensor can be calculated.
Because of the linear relationship between the rotation speed
and the flow velocity, the flow velocity can also be immediately
calculated. Fig. 2(d) shows the relationship of the setting rotation
speed and the output rotation speed from the experimental data.
A series of data points display on the perfect curve of y = x
(0.5 rpm to 500 rpm), which means that the output data fit well
with the theoretical values. Also, the average standard deviation
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Fig. 3. Signal analysis of the SASTS. Photograph of the inner silicone rubber
sphere with (a) different thicknesses and (b) different sizes. Output speed of
SASTS with (c) different sizes inner balls (d) and the standard deviation. Output
speed of SASTS with (e) different thicknesses inner balls and (f) the standard
deviation.

of the output is calculated to be merely less than 4. In view of
the inherent error of the electronic machine (about ± 0.2%), this
sensor system has a great accuracy.

To investigate the effect of softness the silicone rubber sphere
on output accuracy, some spheres with different softness degree
(1# = 0.28 mm, 2# = 0.42 mm, 3# = solid one) and size (D = 4
cm, 5 cm, 6 cm) of silicone are fabricated (Fig. 3(a), 3(b) and Fig.
S2). The different thicknesses of the flexible ball are fabricated
by controlling the volume of the silicone rubber, and different
sizes of the flexible ball are molded by using diverse size shell
(Supplementary Note 1). A rotary motor was used to simulate the
flowing fluid. The output performance of SASTS with different
sizes inner silicone rubber balls is shown in Fig. 3(c). From 0.5
rpm to 500 rpm, the size of the inner sphere does not affect the
output accuracy much more. However, in the enlarged diagram,
the smaller inner sphere shows a little deviation compared
with the larger ones. Furthermore, the standard deviation of
the SASTS with 4 cm diameter silicone rubber (SASTS D4)
is much bigger than the others (Fig. 3(d)). Because the smaller
inner sphere is much lighter, which is much easier to be affected
at a higher speed of the outer shell. Therefore, the deviation
of SASTS D4 increase over a period of time. When the speed
of outer shell continues to increase, the movement state of the
soft sphere will keep relatively stable. In Fig. 3(e) and 3(f), the
output performance of different thicknesses flexible sphere are
tested. The output values of SASTS with 1# silicone rubber ball
(SASTS 1#), SASTS 2# and SASTS 3# are all fitted well. From
the enlarged image, the thickness of the silicone rubber sphere
almost does not affect the accuracy. Moreover, in Fig. 3(f), the
standard deviation of each sensor with various thickness keeps
in a small and stable value. Therefore, the accuracy of the sensor

Fig. 4. Durability of the SASTS at particular conditions. (a) Output speed
of the SASTS at particular condition 0.5 rpm. (The inset is the output electric
signal) (b) Relationship of the flow speed and the rotation speed using different
frames. (c) Long-term stability test of a SASTS (2#) in various speeds and
(d) comparison of system output after 30 days of rest.

is positively related to the size of the silicone ball, but not to the
thickness.

In Fig. 4(a) and Fig. S3, the SASTS presents the stable
performance with wide range of output speed. At a very lower
rotation speed 0.5 rpm, this device shows stable output and the
electric signal is enlarged in this figure. When the rotation speed
is 500 rpm, the electric signal in the Fig. S3 also maintains a
steady trend. As shown in Fig. 4(b), by changing the parameter
of the frame, the relationship of the flow speed and the rotation
speed can be tuned to match various ambient environments. For
example, the relationship y = 0.033x + 2 by using one frame
can be obtained. If the rotating speed exceeds 500 rpm, there
will be no output signal due to inertia. When the parameter
(like mass and volume) of the frame was changed, the other
relationship like y = 0.06x+3 can be fit, which is more suitable
to monitor the high speed fluid. If the relationship is y= 0.01x+1
and y = 0.005x, these frames are more suitable to monitor the
lower speed fluid. In addition, the stability of sensor is another
significant value, 10 hours test cycles were carried out by using
a rotary motor (Fig. 4(c)). The output speed of the sensor at
different speeds remain almost steady. After this device sets
aside for half a year, the stability of this sensor is still maintained
(Fig. 4(d)).

A SASTS sensor system was built to demonstrate the detec-
tion of the fluid flow speed. The SASTS was installed on the
rotary motor. When the rotation speeds are setting at different
values, the experimental value would be displayed on the screen
by the analysis of the software, as shown in the Fig. 5(a)–(b) and
Movie S1-S2. Two setting speeds (5 rpm and 400 rpm) of the
motor were tested by the SASTS, and the experimental values
were 5.08, and 399.65, respectively. These values are very close
to the theoretical value, which shows a pretty accuracy of the
SASTS. Fig. 5(c) is the circuit diagram of the SASTS, a TENG
and a voltmeter are connected by electric brush. The voltage of
the SASTS is monitored by a voltage meter. When switch K1
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Fig. 5. Application demonstrations of the SASTS. (a–b) Real time test by the
SASTS in different setting speeds. (c) Circuit diagram of the SASTS (a TENG,
an electric brush and a voltmeter). (d) Demonstration of the SASTS system
testing the real water speed.

is on, voltmeter start to process the data from the SASTS and
export the rotation speed and the flow speed. Fig. 5(d) shows the
photograph of the SASTS in testing water flow speed. When the
SASTS was driven by water flow, it would rotate and the rotation
speed of the sensor and the water flow speed of the water would
be shown on the computer (Movie S3-S4).

III. CONCLUSION

We designed a fully enclosed self-powered active spherical tri-
boelectric velocity sensor that works on the relationship between
the working frequency of device and fluid speed. By optimizing
the structure parameter, the larger inner sphere shows better
performance and the precision of average standard deviation is
less than 4. This sensor has a wide detection range (rotation
speed from 0.5 rpm to 500 rpm, flowing speed from 2 m/s
to 16 m/s). Also, it works by contacting electrification at the
rolling interface, which dramatically decrease the mechanical
wear of materials, which exhibits a long stability more than
half a year. Furthermore, SASTS could constitute a self-power
sensor system to develop reliable, independent, sustainable, and
continuous operation of sensing networks.

IV. EXPERIMENTAL METHODS

Fabrication of the sensor. Firstly, prepare two 100 nm copper
films as two electrodes on the inner surface of the acrylic hollow
sphere (dimeter = 7 cm) by magnetron sputtering (Discov-
ery635). Secondly, prepare two copper wires and connected with
two electrodes. Then, mix the part A and Part B of the silicone
rubber (Exoflex 0050 manufactured by Smooth-On) according
to volume ratio 1:1. Smeared the mixture of part A and Part B of
the silicone rubber (Exoflex 0050 manufactured by Smooth-On)
on the inner surface of an acrylic ball. The mixed material was
cured after six hours. Then tear off the soft film carefully. At the
end, inject some water into the hollow soft silicone ball by the
syringe and sealed the hole with little mixed silicone rubber.

Methods for measuring performance of the sensor. The sen-
sor was driven by a rotary motor (86HSZ8N) to simulate the
environment. The outputs were tested by a precision electrical

meter (Keithley 6514). An electric brush (MOFLON MW) was
used to connect the rotary circuit.
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