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ABSTRACT: The liquid−solid triboelectric nanogenerator (LS-TENG) has been demonstrated to harvest energy
efficiently through the contact electrification effect between liquid and solid triboelectric materials, which can avoid
the wear issue in solid−solid TENG. However, the droplet-based LS-TENG reveals the problems that it generally
works with the continuous falling droplets or needs to be fully packaged, which greatly limit its practical application.
Here, a droplet-based triboelectric nanogenerator (DB-TENG) with a simple open structure is designed to
effectively solve these problems. The nonpackaged DB-TENG can work stably under extreme conditions with high
humidity or high concentrations of salt, acid, or alkali solutions, showing the DB-TENGs can be flexibly utilized in
all types of working environments with better reliability and lower maintenance costs. It is of great significance that
the integrated DB-TENG network array can realize the all-weather ocean energy harvesting. Furthermore, under the
simulated ocean wave, a scaled-up DB-TENG with considerable output performance can charge capacitors and drive
electrical devices. Overall, the DB-TENG shows many advantages: simple open structure, all-weather working
ability, timely supplement of water loss, no tight packaging, wear resistance, suitable for extreme working
environments. This work provides a convenient and feasible way toward all-weather wave energy harvesting in real
marine environments.
KEYWORDS: liquid−solid triboelectric nanogenerator, all-weather, wave energy harvesting, blue energy,
triboelectrification effect

Seventy percent of the Earth’s surface is covered by
oceans, which contains abundant and renewable energy.
Thus, it has become an inevitable trend for mankind to

harvest energy from the ocean.1−3 Sea waves represent one of
the universal motions formed on the ocean, and its
corresponding energy is also one of the richest energy in the
ocean,4,5 but how to efficiently harvest the low-frequency wave
energy is an urgent problem to be solved. The electromagnetic
generator is the main method to harvest wave energy; however,
it is greatly limited by its high cost and heavy weight, as well as
the unsuitability for harvesting low-frequency energy.3,6−8

As a next generation of energy harvesting technology,
triboelectric nanogenerator (TENG)-based wave energy

harvester has caught much attention for its particular
advantages, such as simple structure, lightweight, low cost,
and diverse selection of friction materials.9−16 In particular, the
excellent capability of TENG to harvest the low-frequency
energy makes it suitable for ocean energy harvesting.17 The
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tranditional research of TENG-based blue energy harvesters is
based on the triboelectrification effect between solid with solid
and electrostatic induction effect due to the high performance
of solid−solid triboelectric nanogenerator (SS-TENG).18−23

However, the SS-TENG always presents two inevitable
problems when it is utilized as a blue energy harvestor. The
first one is the durability of the friction materials: the serious
wear problems will degrade the output performance and
operation life of the TENG.24−27 The second is the packaging
problem of the TENG devices: high humidity and extreme
working conditions will decrease the output of TENG.25,28

Whereas, the liquid−solid contact triboelectric nanogenerator
(LS-TENG) can effectively avoid these problems, as well as its
high instantaneous output and energy conversion effi-
ciency,29−34 showing tremendous potential for blue energy
harvesting. Besides, the LS-TENG has been extended to the
self-powered sensor with high sensitivity and excellent
stability.35 However, the droplet-based LS-TENG generally
works with continuous falling droplets36 or needs to be fully
packaged.35,37 Moreover, although full packaging structure can
solve the influence of humidity on the triboelectric perform-
ance, it cannot avoid the adverse effect of dielectric shielding
from the water.38,39 Therefore, it is necessary to achieve a
higher output performance LS-TENG and operate continu-
ously under all working conditions.
Here, a droplet-based triboelectric nanogenerator (DB-

TENG) with simple open-structure is designed to effectively
overcome the functional discontinuity of previous droplet-
based LS-TENG energy harvesters, which can only work in the
rainy condition. A high surface charge density of 153.5 μC m−2

can be realized with the fluorinated ethylene propylene (FEP)

films and deionized water (DI) droplets as friction materials,
which is higher than the value of a large part of SS-TENGs.
The DB-TENG can also work stably in a variety of extreme
environments, such as high humidity and high concentrations
of salt solutions, strong acids or alkalis, which greatly reduces
the difficulty of device packaging. It is of great significance that
the integrated DB-TENG network array can realize the all-
weather ocean energy harvesting. Furthermore, under the
simulated ocean wave, a nonpackaged scaled-up DB-TENG
with considerable output performance can charge capacitors or
drive electronic devices. In all, the all-weather DB-TENG
provides a practical strategy for the collection of ocean energy
in real ocean environments.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Structure Design and Working Principle. A vessel is
used as a platform, which provides obvious advantages for
wave energy harvesting, because of its special movement form
in water, stable and large enough internal space, and the
electrostatic shielding characteristic of ship hull.40 The DB-
TENG arrays with simple open structure and low cost can be
installed on the ship to harvest the wave energy with the
shaking of the ship (Figure 1a). The schematic diagram of
single DB-TENG is shown in Figure 1b. A thin FEP film is
used as the dielectric film and two separate symmetrical copper
electrodes are plated on the back of the film. The detailed
production process is shown in the Experimental Section. It is
important to note that there are two thin copper wires on the
upper surface of the dielectric film to ground the droplet
constantly. Through testing, we demonstrate that the
grounding connection mode leads to higher output perform-

Figure 1. Structural design and working mechanism of DB-TENG. (a) Structural diagram of DB-TENG arrays on the deck of a model ship of
Blue Energy. (b) The enlarged view of the DB-TENG unit. (c) Working mechanism of the DB-TENG and (d) the corresponding simulated
potential distribution.
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ance than the ungrounded one (see Figure S1 in the
Supporting Information). The possible reason is that the
potential at the interface between the grounded droplet and
the film is lower than in the ungrounded connection, which is
favorable for the electrostatic induction. The details of the
mechanism are needed to further study in the future work. The
simulation results of the ungrounded support this speculation
(Figure S2 in the Supporting Information) and explanation of
the simulated potential distribution diagram of the ungrounded
connection can be obtained in Note S1 in the Supporting
Information. The schematic diagram of two wiring modes and
the experimental test device is shown in Figures S3 and S4 in
the Supporting Information. The DB-TENG is the free-
standing triboelectric-layer mode, which is based on the
coupling of triboelectrification effect and electrostatic
induction effect.41 Although the surface charge of water is
almost unanimously accepted to have a negative sign,42

positive triboelectric charges will be generated on the droplet
after direct contact with the surface of FEP.43,44 It can also be
verified by a comparative experiment, as shown in Figure S5 in

the Supporting Information (see Note S2 in the Supporting
Information for discussion). The specific transfer mechanism
in the contact process between droplets and films, whether
electron transfer,45 ion transfer,46 or other transfer mecha-
nism,47 is still unclear and inconclusive. But anyway, it is
undisputed that the charge transfer process on the back
electrode (copper electrode) of the negatively charged FEP
film after contacting with droplets. Figure 1c(i) shows the
electrical characterization of a droplet at an initial position.
When the droplet slides from the left electrode to the middle
part, the electrons will flow from the left electrode to the right
electrode through an external circuit, because of the electro-
static induction effect (Figure 1c(ii)). When the droplet
reaches the spot where it coincides with the right electrode, as
shown in Figure 1c(iii), all the electrons will flow to the right
electrode. Subsequently, since the droplet slides back (Figure
1c(iv)), the electrons will transfer from the right electrode to
the left electrode through an external circuit and generate a
reverse current. These working mechanisms are confirmed
with the potential distribution of droplets at four different

Figure 2. Output performance of the DB-TENG under different influencing factors: (a) transferred changes, (b) short-circuit current, and
(c) open-circuit voltage of the DB-TENG under different swing angles; (d) transferred changes, (e) short-circuit current, and (f) open-
circuit voltage with increasing droplet volume. (g-i) The relationship between the number of DB-TENG units (n = 1, 2, 3, 4) and output
performance.
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positions by finite-element analysis (COMSOL Multiphysics),
as shown in Figure 1d, and the simulated potential distribution
of droplet sliding process can be referred to Movie S1 in the
Supporting Information.
Output Performance of DB-TENG. The output perform-

ance of DB-TENG under different influencing factors is shown
in Figure 2. For a certain water volume, it is clear that the
transfer charge (Qtr), the short-circuit current (Isc), and the
open-circuit voltage (Voc) gradually increase from 6.0 nC to
27.0 nC, 16.0 nA to 34.5 nA, and 19.0 V to 56.1 V when the
swing angle increases from 5° to 20° (Figures 2a−c),
respectively. Similarly, the output performance of DB-TENG
keeps an increased linear relationship with water volume
increasing at the fixed angle of swing (20°), as shown in Figure
2d−f. When the water volume reaches to 1.5 mL, the contact
areas were calculated to be S = 2 cm2 (see Note S3 in the
Supporting Information for detail regarding the calculation
process), the output performance reaches maximum (Qtr =
24.4 nC, Isc = 40.0 nA, and Voc = 58.0 V). The water volume

exceeding 1.5 mL will lead to a decrease in the results (see
Figure S6 in the Supporting Information). The water volume
and the swing angle are always 1.5 mL and 20° in the
subsequent experiments for convenient description, unless
otherwise specified. Meanwhile, the different output perform-
ance of DB-TENG with different angular accelerations of 4−20
rad s−2 is shown in Figure S7 in the Supporting Information.
The Voc and Qtr decrease simultaneously with the increase of
angular acceleration. It can be seen from the pictures of droplet
status at different angular accelerations (Figure S8 in the
Supporting Information) that the shape of the droplet
gradually changes from the teardrop shape at 4 rad s−2 to
the flattened shape at 20 rad s−2. Meanwhile, the output Qtr
and Voc decrease as the angular acceleration increases, because
of the deformation of the droplet, which decreases the effective
contact area during the operating process.
To better apply to harvest ocean energy, the large-scale

integration of multiple DB-TENG units is essential. The
output of integration of different units is shown in Figures 2g−

Figure 3. Output performance of DB-TENG with different triboelectric materials: (a) the transferred changes, (b) short-circuit current, and
(c) open-circuit voltage of the DB-TENG with different dielectric films (the inset shows DI water contact angles of different dielectric film);
(d) the transferred charges, (e) short-circuit current, and (f) open-circuit voltage of the DB-TENG based on droplet with different
concentrations of salt solutions; (g) the transferred charges, (h) short-circuit current, and (i) open-circuit voltage of the DB-TENG based on
droplet with various pHs.
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i. It can be clearly seen that the values of Qtr, Isc, and Voc
increase linearly as the number of DB-TENG units increases;
furthermore, more DB-TENG units can be integrated to
achieve large-scale energy harvesting.
Effects of Triboelectric Materials. The output perform-

ance of DB-TENG with different triboelectric materials is
demonstrated in Figures 3a−c. We can find that the specie of
triboelectric material affects the output charge density
significantly. The FEP film shows best output performance
(Qtr = 30.7 nC, Isc = 52.0 nA, and Voc = 77.0 V), and the
surface charge density (based on the area of tater droplet48) is
calculated to be 153.5 μC m−2 (Note S3), but the Kapton film
presents the worst one (Qtr = 1.0 nC, Isc = 2.4 nA, and Voc =
2.1 V), and the charge density is only 5.1 μC m−2. Figure S9 in
the Supporting Information presents a comparison of the
surface charge densities reported in recent years, it can be seen
that the charge density of this work has the highest
result.38,43,49,50 The results are mainly related to electron
affinity, ionization energy, and surface hydrophobicity of
different triboelectric materials (see Note S4 in the Supporting
Information).37,46,51,52 The wetting property of different
triboelectric films is investigated by water contact angle
measurement, as shown in Figure S10 in the Supporting
Information. The FEP film has the highest output perform-
ance, because of its greater ability to acquire electrons and
better surface hydrophobicity. The output performance of
Kapton is not optimistic, because of its poor hydrophobicity.
On the other hand, the triboelectrification effect of different
films also shows a close relationship with the output
performance of different triboelectric materials, for example,
the PDMS shows an excellent hydrophobicity, but it provides a
weak output, because of its poor triboelectrification effect with

water.53 To determine the output performance of DB-TENG
in different solution environments, salt solutions containing
different ions and aqueous solutions with different pHs were
used for multiple experiments. Figures 3d−f show the output
performance of DB-TENG, whose droplets have different
concentrations of salt solution (triboelectric materials: FEP
film). Obviously, the Qtr, Isc, and Voc values decrease from 29.0
nC to 12.5 nC, 48.7 nA to 19.0 nA, and 69.2 to 31.0 V,
respectively, with the increase of the concentration of NaCl
from 0 to 35 mg mL−1. A similar trend is revealed in the DB-
TENG whose droplets is the different concentration solution
of KCl and Na2SO4, indicating that salt solution will lead to a
significant reduction of the electric output.29,33,54 In addition,
the effects of droplets with different pHs on the output
performances of DB-TENG are shown in Figures 3g−i. The
droplets with different pHs are the aqueous solutions with
certain concentration of HCl and NaOH. In an acidic
environment (pH <7), with pH increasing, the Qtr increased
gradually from 13.5 nC at pH 3 to 18.5 nC at pH 6. In an
alkaline environment (pH >7), the Qtr increases from 4.0 nC at
pH 13 to 16.3 nC at pH 8 with decreasing pH. However, the
highest electric output of the DB-TENG is achieved in a
neutral environment, namely pH = 7, confirming the results in
Figures 3d−f that the output performance is the maximum
when the salt solution concentration is 0 (deionized water),
which can be attributed to the weak screen effect of fewer free
ions (H+ ions, Na+ ions).43

Application of the Integrated DB-TENG. To further
measure practical application of the DB-TENG, we fabricated
an integrated array with 24 DB-TENGs, as shown in Figure 4a.
More than two dozen commercial LEDs can be lit
simultaneously, using DI water droplets (see Movie S2 in the

Figure 4. Application of the integrated DB-TENG. (a) Photograph of the multidevice integrated DB-TENG array and the entire test system.
(b) The output current and the peak power of the integrated device under different loads. (c) The charging curves of the integrated device
for different capacitors. (d) The transferred charges, (e) short-circuit current, and (f) open-circuit voltage of the integrated DB-TENG with
three practical application scenarios.
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Supporting Information). In addition, as shown in Figure 4b,
as well as Figure S11 in the Supporting Information, the
amplitude of the voltage increases with the increase in external
resistance, while the current is in a completely opposite trend.
The output peak power can reach 23.3 μW when the load
resistance is 500 MΩ. Figure 4c depicts the charging curves of
different capacitors (0.47, 3.3, and 10 μF) charged by the
integrated DB-TENG array at an angular acceleration of 4 rad
s−2 (simplified circuit diagram is depicted in Figure S12 in the
Supporting Information), where the 0.47 μF capacitor can be
instantly charged to 4.0 V within 14 s. In order to better study
and apply the integrated DB-TENG array in different
environments and climates in the ocean, the output perform-
ance of three different solutions is tested in the laboratory
(Figures 4d−f). The output performance of a single DB-
TENG with three different droplets is shown in Figure S13 in
the Supporting Information. For droplets of deionized water,
the Qtr, Isc and Voc of the multidevice integrated array can reach
to 360.0 nC, 746.0 nA, and 237.0 V, respectively. It can be seen
that, although the Qtr, Isc, and Voc of rainwater and seawater are
only slightly lower than that of DI water, which is of great
significance for all-weather ocean energy harvesters. The DB-
TENG provides a more-practical open structure for all-weather
wave energy harvesting in a real marine environment.
To demonstrate the wave energy harvesting performance of

the DB-TENG, a scaled-up DB-TENG was fixed on a ship to
ensure that the harvester moves along with the ship’s motion,
and placed together in a water tank to simulate ocean waves
(Figure 5a). The inset shows a photograph of such large-size
testing device (Figure 5a). The diagram of the scaled-up DB-
TENG swinging state with a ship is shown in Figure S14 in the
Supporting Information. Under the simulated ocean wave, the
scaled-up DB-TENG can be used as a practical electric energy
supply source to drive 35 green light LEDs (rated power, 45
mW), as shown in Figure 5b, as well as Movie S3 in the

Supporting Information. Because of the characteristics of the
AC output of the TENG and the difference in the amplitude of
the simulated ocean waves shaking, the LEDs blink alternately
and the brightness is different every time. As an energy
harvester, the wave energy harvesting by DB-TENG can also
be stored in capacitors for the subsequent utilization. Figure 5c
shows the charging curves of different capacitors charged by
the scaled-up DB-TENG in simulated ocean waves, and the
detailed circuit is shown in Figure S12 in the Supporting
Information. A 0.47 μF capacitor can be charged to ∼4 V
within 4.1 s. As shown in Figures 5d−f, the Qtr, Isc, and Voc of
the scaled-up DB-TENG is ∼0.2 μC, ∼2.5 μA, and ∼70 V,
respectively. It is shown that this simple open structure has
observable output performance and practical application
capability, and it can be used for large-scale ocean energy
harvesting.

CONCLUSION
In summary, an all-weather droplet-based triboelectric nano-
generator (DB-TENG) with simple structure is fabricated to
efficiently harvest wave energy from ocean. The Qtr, Isc, and Voc
driven by a mere 1.5 mL droplet can reach 30.7 nC, 52.0 nA,
and 77.0 V (surface charge density: 153.5 μC m−2),
respectively. The DB-TENG can work stably in a variety of
extreme environments, such as high concentrations of salt
solutions, strong acids or alkalis, which greatly reduces the
difficulty of device packaging. It is of great significance that an
integrated array consisting of 24 DB-TENG can work well by
using actual rainwater and seawater. Furthermore, under the
simulated ocean wave, a scaled-up DB-TENG with a
considerable output performance can charge capacitors and
drive electronic devices. Relying on the simple open structure
and excellent output performance in a variety of marine
environments and weather conditions, DB-TENG can timely
supply the water loss caused by shaking of the ship or water

Figure 5. Output performance in simulated ocean waves. (a) Photograph of the scaled-up DB-TENG on a test ship (scale bar, 6 cm), the
inset is a photography of an actual test device. (b) Demonstrations of the DB-TENG as a power source to light the LEDs in water tank
(inset: lighting condition in the dark). (c) The charging curves of the scaled-up DB-TENG for different capacitors. (d) Transferred charges,
(e) short-circuit current, and (f) open-circuit voltage of a scaled-up droplet-based TENG in simulated ocean waves.
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evaporation in situ to maintain stable output performance,
which provides an effective strategy to harvest all-weather
ocean energy in real ocean environments.

EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
The Fabrication of the Droplet-Based TENG. A sliding

freestanding triboelectric-layer mode TENG was adopted. As
conducting layers, we put two pieces of copper films on the curved
acrylic substrate as smooth as possible, and the curved surface makes
droplets slide more easily. The curved substrate can easily be obtain
by cutting an acrylic pipe with a diameter of 70 mm and the length of
each section of the pipe is 30 mm. Next, a 30-μm-thick FEP is
attached to the support substrate of the same size, which acts as the
triboelectric dielectric material. In this experiment, deionized water,
seawater, rainwater, and salt solutions of different concentrations were
used in the laboratory research. Rain water and seawater were taken
from the real environment. The DB-TENG used in the simulated
ocean waves test is an enlarged sample of the above device. The
substrate of this scaled-up DB-TENG is a quarter acrylic circular tube
with an outside diameter of 250 mm and a length of 120 mm. The
rest of the fabrication process and material selection are consistent
with the above.
Electrical Measurement of the TENGs. A programmable

electrometer (Model 6514, Keithley Instruments, USA) was utilized
to measure the open-circuit voltage, the short-circuit current and the
transfer-charge quantity of the TENGs. To simulate the wave motion,
the actions of the device are successfully fulfilled with the cooperation
of a vertical linear motor (PS01−37SX120F-HP-N, The LinMot. Inc.,
USA) and a homemade seesaw structure. A potentiostat (Biologic,
VMP3, Bio-Logic Science Instruments, France) was employed to
obtain the voltage signal of the capacitor in the self-charging power
system. The film and its surface wetting property were observed and
studied by a contact angle measurement instrument (Model CA100C,
Shanghai Innuo Precision Instruments Co., Ltd).
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Movie S1: The simulated potential distribution of
droplet sliding process using the finite-element method
via the commercial software COMSOL (MP4)
Movie S2: LEDs are lit simultaneously using DI water
droplets with integrated array with 24 DB-TENGs
(MP4)
Movie S3: Thirty-five LED light bulbs are lighted by
vessel with a scaled-up DB-TENG module in water wave
(MP4)
Figures S1−S14 provide the output electrical perform-
ance of grounding and no grounding for a droplet on the
FEP film; the simulated potential distribution of the
ungrounded connection at four different locations;
schematic diagram of two wiring modes; the structure
diagram of the whole test device and shaking process;
comparison of electrical characterization between steel
ball and droplet after contact with FEP films; the
relationship between output performance and droplet
volume; output performance of the droplet-based
TENG at different angular accelerations; the droplet
status at different angular accelerations; comparison of
the charge density reported in recent years with this
work; surface contact angles of different films; the
variation of current, voltage and power with external
circuit resistance; circuit diagram of the self-powered
system; output performance of a single DB-TENG with

three different droplets; photograph of the scaled-up
DB-TENG on a test ship. Notes S1−S3 provide an
explanation of the simulated potential distribution
diagram of the ungrounded connection; a brief
discussion of the electrical characterization of droplets
contact with FEP surface; calculation of the contact area
and the surface charge density (PDF)
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