
This journal is©The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020 J. Mater. Chem. C, 2020, 8, 935--942 | 935

Cite this: J.Mater. Chem. C, 2020,

8, 935

A fiber-shaped light-emitting pressure sensor
for visualized dynamic monitoring†
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The development of fiber-shaped pressure sensors is on the rise due

to their high flexibility, breathability and integrability for promising

applications in human-activity monitoring and personal healthcare.

Achieving simultaneous dynamic monitoring and real-time visualiza-

tion in one fiber-shaped sensor is attractive but remains challenging.

Here, we demonstrate a fiber-shaped light-emitting pressure sensor

to simultaneously detect and visualize the force stimuli. This sensor is

realized by the design of a coaxial structure composed of a micro-

patterned polymer composite hollow fiber as the sheath and a fiber

electrode as the core. The sheath embedded with electroluminescent

phosphors serves as both pressure-sensing and light-emitting layers.

The resulting fiber-shaped sensor not only presents a high capacitive

sensitivity of 16.81 N�1, but also allows people to visualize the

real-time intensity and distribution of the force stimuli through

electroluminescence. Impressively, our sensor still affords high flexi-

bility and robustness even under recurring large deformations. As a

demonstration, the fiber-shaped sensors have been woven into a

smart textile and directly worn on human skin to monitor and display

human activities like finger motion and facial expression. The textile-

type visualizing–sensing platform proposed in this work may aid in

pushing human-activity monitoring and personal healthcare a step

forward.

Introduction

Wearable pressure sensors that can measure and record physical
signals generated by human bodies have attracted increasing
attention due to their great potential in broad applications,
such as personal healthcare,1–4 soft robotics5–8 and human–
machine interfaces.9–11 However, conventional planar pressure
sensors will easily fall off during long-term dynamic motions.12–14

Despite some efforts to mitigate the above problems by directly
sticking the ultrathin planar devices to the skin, they generally
result in some disadvantages concerning the long-term comfort
and safety. Specifically, due to the lack of gas permeability of
the thin polymer film-based devices, sweat generated during
intensive exercise cannot effectively evaporate, which could
lead to discomfort, and even skin rashes in severe cases.15,16

In this regard, the fiber-shaped pressure sensor is an outstanding
candidate for the next-generation wearable pressure-sensing
platform, owing to its one-dimensional configuration and
integrability into breathable and comfortable smart clothes
by the mature textile production.17–22 Recently, a handful of
fiber-shaped or textile pressure sensors have been demon-
strated based on various sensing mechanisms, including
piezoresistive,23–25 piezocapacitive,26–29 piezoelectric30–33 and
triboelectric sensors.34–36

For practical applications, especially wearable platforms, it
is important for pressure sensors to have real-time feedback
which can help people reduce the risk of missing the best
treatment time for injuries caused by an external force.37

Therefore, it will be a significant advantage if the wearable
sensor itself could express the force directly. Visualized feed-
back is considered as a desirable module to be integrated with
pressure sensors because photonic and fluorescence signals are
the most intuitive and effective ways to deliver messages.38–40

Previous reports to achieve visualized feedback mainly focused
on physically integrating the separated sensing and display
parts through an active matrix circuitry, but this way inevitably
leads to a complicated connection system and indirect feedback
between sensing and displaying.41–44

To this end, realizing the abovementioned two functions
in one single device through architecture design, which will
greatly simplify the integration, is more promising but remains
challenging. First, high-performance pressure sensing func-
tionality must be achieved through the rational design of the
microstructure. Secondly, the structure and working principle
of the light-emitting device must be very similar to that of the
sensor to realize real-time visualized feedback, converting force
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signals to photonic signals. Thirdly, many traditional fabrica-
tion methods for planar integrated devices,45–47 such as photo-
lithography and nanoimprint lithography, are not applicable
for fiber-shaped devices. To the best of our knowledge, a
flexible fiber-shaped light-emitting pressure sensor has not
yet been realized because of the above challenges.

Herein, we demonstrated a safe, versatile and wearable fiber-
shaped light-emitting pressure sensor (FLPS) that is capable of
simultaneously detecting and visualizing external force stimuli
in a single device, through the rational combination of device
architecture and fabrication methods. The FLPS had a coaxial
structure with uniaxial folded micro-patterned elastomeric
polymers embedded with light-emitting phosphors as the sheath
and a fiber electrode as the core. The uniaxial folded micro-
structures distributed on the inner surface of the sheath were
made by an artful template method, using a spring-shaped fiber
as the template followed by chemical etching. Compared with
the one without the uniaxial folded microstructures, this
sensor presented a higher sensitivity and steady light-emitting
performance under pressing, and maintained stability even
under repeated deformations. As a proof of concept, the FLPS
was then woven into a fabric and directly mounted on the human
skin while using the epidermal skin as a grounding electrode.
The smart fabric could detect the force generated during muscle
movements such as finger bending and smiling, and simulta-
neously reflect them through the variations of the intensity
and distribution of electroluminescence (EL). Therefore, the
integrated smart fabric can function as a visualized-sensing
platform for human-activity monitoring and emotion detection
and imaging.

Experimental section
Fabrication of a fiber-shaped light-emitting pressure sensor

Firstly, a copper wire with a diameter of 50 mm was spirally
wound onto the steel wire (100 mm in diameter) to fabricate
a spring-shaped template with a dense thread structure.
Secondly, the ZnS:Cu/poly(dimethyl siloxane) (PDMS) mixture
was prepared by mixing the PDMS precursor, namely, a mixture
of an elastomer prepolymer and a curing agent with a weight
ratio of 9 : 1, then with ZnS : Cu microparticles at a weight ratio
of 1 : 1. Next, the obtained mixture was dip-coated onto the
as-prepared spring-shaped template, and then cured in an oil
bath for 10 s at 160 1C. The template with a ZnS:Cu/PDMS layer
was put into an acetone solution of ferric chloride (0.1 g ml�1)
and sonicated for 2 h to obtain the hollow fiber. The obtained
hollow fiber was washed with acetone and ethanol, and then
dried at 80 1C for 30 min. After fully etching the template,
a steel fiber was inserted into the hollow fiber to fabricate a
fiber-shape light-emitting pressure sensor.

Characterization

The morphology was characterized using a field-emission scan-
ning electron microscope (S-4800, Hitachi) operated at 1 kV. The
photographs were taken using a digital camera (a6000, SONY).

The optical images were taken using an optical microscope
(BX521, OLYMPUS). The change in the capacitance of the sensor
was measured at 100 kHz frequency with 1 V AC using a precision
inductance, capacitance, resistance (LCR) meter (YD2817B-I,
CZYAZi), which was connected to a computer for data acquisi-
tion. And two electrodes of the sensor were connected to the LCR
meter through copper wires and each contact was fixed with a
highly conductive silver paste. The applied force was controlled
using a Hengyi Table-Top universal testing instrument combined
with a force meter. The EL intensity was measured using a
miniature fiber optic spectrometer (Idealoptics PG2000-pro,
China) installed in an optical microscope (Olympus BX51, Japan).
A function generator (3312 A, Hewlett Packard) connected with
an amplifier (610 D, TREK Inc.), as a power supply, was used to
drive the devices to illuminate with the effective voltage of 35 V.
And the inner electrode of FPLS served as the working electrode
and the skin could serve as the grounding electrode.

Results and discussion

The FLPS was composed of an elastomeric PDMS hollow fiber
with uniaxial folded microstructures on the inner surface and
embedded with ZnS:Cu phosphors for light-emitting, together
with a steel fiber electrode, to form a coaxial structure (Fig. 1a).
A template method was used to fabricate a FLPS with uniaxial
folded microstructures (Fig. S1, ESI†). Firstly, a spring-shaped
fiber template with a dense thread structure was prepared by
using one fiber as the core and another fiber helically wound
around its surface. And the copper wire and steel wire were
used for a demonstration. The thread structure could be tuned
by changing the diameters and wrapping methods of wires,
offering a general and effective method to systematically tune
the size and shape of the micro-patterns. Subsequently,
the outer surface of the prepared fiber template was evenly
dip-coated with a layer of ZnS:Cu/PDMS, which served as the
dielectric layer and electroluminescent layer. Following with
that, the template was removed to obtain the ZnS:Cu/PDMS
hollow fiber. A steel fiber was then inserted as the inner
electrode to prepare the FLPS.

Fig. 1b illustrates the working principle of pressure-sensing
and visualization of FLPS with the epidermal electrode,
which was equivalent to a parallel-plate capacitor. The skin,
which was naturally conductive,48,49 functioned as a grounding
electrode for the FLPS operated under an alternating electric
field. For general capacitive pressure sensors, the related
equation governing the capacitance is given by the following
equation:

C = eeff(A/d)

where eeff, A and d represent the efficient dielectric constant
of the dielectric material, the contact area and the distance
between separated electrodes, respectively.50 When applying an
external force, the elastic ZnS:Cu/PDMS layer with uniaxial
folded microstructures dramatically deformed, leading to
a decreased thickness with an increased effective dielectric
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constant between the folded microstructure array and the inner
electrode,51,52 which could give rise to a large enhancement in
capacitance. At the same time, the EL intensity of the ZnS:Cu
phosphors was proportional to the alternating-electric field
applied across the EL layer between the two electrodes.
The thickness of the EL layer was decreased under pressure,
resulting in an increased electric field at the same voltage,
followed by the enhancement of EL intensity.53 In addition,
it was relatively easy for the designed uniaxial folded micro-
structures to deform as the local force was mainly concentrated
at the ridge tips, beneficial for strengthening force perception.
Therefore, the FLPS could effectively detect the applied force
and visualize it by electroluminescence in real time.

For detailed analysis of the microstructure and composition
of the FLPS, a series of tests were conducted. The optical image
clearly indicated that the uniaxial folded microstructures were
homogeneously distributed on the inner surface of the bare
PDMS hollow fiber with a diameter of 250 mm (Fig. 1c). The
ZnS:Cu particles with an average diameter of B30 mm, as an
electroluminescent material, were uniformly embedded in the
PDMS matrix, indicated by the optical image of the ZnS:Cu/PDMS
hollow fiber under ultraviolet light or visible light illumination
(Fig. 1d and Fig. S2, ESI†). The scanning electron microscopy
(SEM) images (Fig. 1e and f) showed periodic microstructures
with an average height of B20 mm and a distance of 50 mm on the
inner surface of the ZnS:Cu/PDMS hollow fiber. These structural

Fig. 1 (a) Schematic of the device structure of the fiber-shaped light-emitting pressure sensor (FLPS). (b) Working principle of the FLPS with
an epidermal electrode. (c) Optical micrograph of the bare PDMS hollow fiber with uniaxial folded microstructures. (d) Optical micrograph of
the ZnS:Cu/PDMS hollow fiber under ultraviolet light with the ZnS:Cu particles emitting blue light. (e and f) SEM images of the inner surface of the
ZnS:Cu/PDMS hollow fiber at different magnifications. Scale bars in c–d, e and f, 100 mm, 50 mm and 10 mm, respectively.
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parameters could be easily tuned by changing the diameter
and winding density of template fibers (Fig. S3 and S4, ESI†).
Compared with the bare PDMS matrix (Fig. S5, ESI†), no
noticeable change in the inner surface morphology was
observed after the introduction of ZnS:Cu particles into the
PDMS matrix. The cross-sectional SEM image showed the
ZnS:Cu/PDMS hollow fiber with a very thin wall of 50 mm
and a uniform diameter of 250 mm (Fig. S6, ESI†), which
could robustly undergo various deformations (Fig. S7, ESI†).

Thanks to its composition and structure, the composite
hollow fiber was incorporated with the inner electrode to
obtain a FLPS, as a stable core–sheath structure.

Before monitoring the pressure exerted on the human skin,
the pressure-sensing performance of the FLPS was first examined
with the indium tin oxide (ITO) conductive fiber as the counter
electrode, cross-stacked to each other to form a capacitive
pressure sensor. The capacitance was generated at the inter-
section between the two electrodes. To investigate the effect of

Fig. 2 (a) Schematic illustration of the cross-sectional structure of the fiber-shaped pressure sensors with and without uniaxial folded micro-patterns.
(b) Relative capacitance changes of different fiber-shaped sensors under increasing forces. (c) Real-time capacitance responses of the micro-patterned
sensor to a small piece of paper (10 mg) and a leaf (50 mg). (d) Capacitance responses to different bending angles of the micro-patterned sensor.
(e) Cycle stability of the sensor by applying periodic 0.02 N force for 1500 cycles. The insets show the partially magnified curves. Scale bars in c, 0.5 cm.
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the uniaxial folded micro-patterns in the inner surface on the
sensing performance, we fabricated the fiber-shaped pressure
sensors with and without microstructure design for comparison
(Fig. 2a). The relative capacitance changes (DC/C0) of sensors
were tracked under increasing applied forces (Fig. 2b). The
result showed that the fiber-shaped sensor with micro-patterns
exhibited a higher pressure sensitivity (DC/C0 per N) of
B16.81 N�1 in the low region (o0.05 N) and B0.91 N�1 in
the high region (40.05 N), while it was only B2.20 and
0.16 N�1 for that without micro-patterns, respectively. Such
impressive enhancement in sensitivity of the micro-patterned
pressure sensor was attributed to two key factors: enabling an
effortless deformation of the dielectric layer, and the increase
in the effective dielectric constant.54,55 The effective dielectric
constant of the intermediate layer was determined by the
relative proportion of polymer composites and air. Since the
dielectric constants of the air and the polymer composite were
different, when d was changed due to an external force, the
overall proportion of the polymer and air also changed followed
by the variance of the effective dielectric constant of the inter-
mediate layer. For instance, the effective dielectric constant of
the micro-patterned layer was increased by 19.5% under a force
of 1 N (Fig. S8, ESI†). For the non-patterned device without
microstructures, the intermediate layer is composed entirely of

polymers or polymer composites. When d was changed under
force, the dielectric constant remained stable. As a result, the
well-designed microstructure, which could more effectively
tune the force-induced thickness and dielectric constant of
the dielectric layer, endowed the sensor with a high sensitivity.

Other than the excellent sensitivity, the sensor also delivered
a very low detection limit and could reliably detect the subtle
force such as 0.098 mN (a small piece of paper, 10 mg) and
0.49 mN (a leaf, 50 mg), respectively, as shown in Fig. 2c.
Furthermore, the device exhibited a reliable capacitance
response to different bending angles ranging from 101 to 901
(Fig. 2d). By analyzing the change in the capacitance, we could
estimate the force of the joint under bending conditions.
On the other hand, stability and durability were also crucial
to a pressure sensor. A minor force of 0.02 N was applied to
the sensor periodically for over 1500 cycles. The capacitance
response of the fiber-shaped sensor remained stable (Fig. 2e).
In addition, the partially magnified response curves also clearly
showed that there was no noticeable fluctuation during the
whole cyclic process. These results indicated that the fiber-shaped
pressure sensor had high stability and durability.

Given the excellent performance of the fiber-shaped pres-
sure sensor, the electroluminescent ZnS:Cu phosphors were
introduced into the PDMS matrix for real-time visualization

Fig. 3 (a) EL intensity change of the FLPS with and without uniaxial folded microstructures under different forces. (b) EL intensity of the micro-patterned
FLPS in response to different applied forces. (c) EL intensity in response to the applied force with different frequencies. (d) Electroluminescence cycle
stability of micro-patterned FLPS with 100 cycles at 1 N. The inset shows a partially magnified curve. (e) Photographs and the corresponding distributions
of the EL intensity of the micro-patterned FLPS attached to fingers with different bending angles. (f–i) Photographs of the micro-patterned FLPS
deformed into different shapes. Scale bars in e and f–i, 2 cm.
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of the applied force. To investigate the effect of the micro-
structure on the visual-sensing performance, quick loading/
unloading forces of 0.5 N and 1 N were repeatedly applied to the
two sensors for comparison. Fig. 3a indicates that the device
with microstructures exhibited essentially noise-free responses
and consistent increases in EL intensity, while the one without
microstructures showed no response under different forces.
This result indicated that the designed microstructures signifi-
cantly improved the visual-sensing performance. Then a series
of forces from 0.05, 0.1, and 0.5 to 1 N were repeatedly loaded
and unloaded on the FLPS (Fig. 3b and Fig. S9, ESI†). The EL
intensity significantly increased with the applied force and also
retained its original level after several repetitive operations.
To further examine the reliability to work under complex
situations, the cycle stability and frequency dependence of
the FLPS were carefully studied. Fig. 3c demonstrates that the
EL intensity of the FLPS remained stable and repeatable under
varied frequencies from 0.5 to 4 Hz. Fig. 3d shows that the
luminescence response of the FLPS remained steady under the

loading–unloading cycle test at 1 N 100 times. These results
proved that the sensor had excellent sensitivity and stability
regardless of the applied force frequency.

We attached the device to a finger knuckle to visually show
the magnitude and distribution of the force of the finger
knuckle during bending motions. In Fig. 3e, the enhancement
of electroluminescence was directly observed by the naked eye
as the bending angle of the FLPS mounted on a finger knuckle
increased. To better understand these changes, the corres-
ponding distributions of EL intensity at bending angles of
30 and 901 were mapped by extracting the gray scale values of
the obtained images. Such images further confirmed that as
the bending angle increased, not only the overall luminous
brightness increased, but also the uneven spatial distribution
of the luminous brightness was displayed, and both sides of the
finger knuckle were significantly larger than the middle part.
This result was consistent with the force distribution of the
finger knuckle in real life. Furthermore, the FLPS possessed a
high real-time visual-sensing performance and flexibility under

Fig. 4 (a) Schematic of device architecture and the working principle of the FLPS attached to the human body for dynamic visual monitoring of daily
activities. (b–e) Photographs of a glove with the FLPS under different bending angles or gestures. (f–i) Photographs of a textile mask with the FLPS under
different facial expressions such as smile or laugh. (j–m) Photographs of the textile light-emitting pressure sensor for imaging different shapes such as a
semicircle, square, rectangle and ring. Scale bars in b–e, f, g, h–i, and j–m, 2 cm, 4 cm, 1 cm, 4 cm and 0.5 cm, respectively.
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various deformations (Fig. 3f–i), including stretching, bending,
twisting and folding. Consequently, the FLPS with a simple and
ingenious structure design and material engineering enabled
real-time detection and visualized feedback of the magnitude
and distribution of force, which hasn’t been achieved in
previous fiber-shaped sensors, and even stable operation under
various deformation conditions. The realization of visualiza-
tion of fiber-shaped sensors benefits from the uniaxial folded
microstructures prepared by the fiber-shaped template method
and the ZnS:Cu electroluminescent materials.

As a proof of concept, the FLPS was then woven into daily
fabrics to serve as a wearable visualized-sensing platform for
dynamic monitoring of daily activities through the real-time
feedback from EL intensity and position (Fig. 4a). As a demon-
stration, three FLPSs were woven into a glove to display
pressure change induced by finger motions and different
gestures (Fig. 4b–e). As the bending angle of the finger changes,
the EL intensity and areas of the sensors within the region of
the entire joint changed accordingly, while the non-joint part
remained almost unchanged, which was consistent with the
force distribution during finger movement. In addition, when
the finger returned from the bent state to the initial state,
the EL intensity also returned to its original level.

Another three FLPSs were woven into a mask to monitor
facial expression changes (Fig. 4f and g). It was obvious that
the EL intensity and region of the smart mask showed great
changes induced by facial muscle movements when a person
smiled or laughed, and thus it could serve as an emotion detector
(Fig. 4h and i). A proof-of-concept textile light-emitting pressure
sensor array was also fabricated to visually detect the spatial
pressure distribution through weaving technology. When
different shapes of conductive objects were placed on the fabric
by hand, the distinct images, such as a semicircle, square,
rectangle and ring, instantly appeared with high resolution
(Fig. 4j–m). The mapping resolution of the light-emitting
pressure sensor textile could be further tuned through adjusting
the weaving density of the FLPS.

Conclusions

In summary, we developed and demonstrated a fiber-shaped
light-emitting pressure sensor for visualized dynamic moni-
toring with high pressure selectivity (16.81 N�1), low detection
limit (40.098 mN) and high endurance (over 1500 cycles),
which were attributed to material engineering, internal surface
microstructure design and the core-sheath device architecture.
The internal surface microstructures were accomplished by
using the spring-shaped fiber template with a dense thread
structure. The fiber-shaped pressure sensor showed good
sensitivity and stability even under repeated deformations.
In addition, utilizing the skin as one of the electrodes endowed
the device structure with both sensing and displaying functions.
More importantly, the fiber-shaped light-emitting pressure sensor
could be easily integrated into a common fabric to serve as a
wearable visual-sensing platform to monitor daily activities and

expression of emotions. Such a visual way to display force change
may allow us to achieve remote monitoring of human activity
by the naked eye. And the idea of implementing multiple
functions in a single device, including the power source and
wireless modules, through device architecture design, may be
the mainstream of future wearable device designs.
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