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The COVID-19 pandemic has shown the urgent need for the devel-

opment of efficient, durable, reusable and recyclable filtration

media for the deep-submicron size range. Here we demonstrate a

multifunctional filtration platform using porous metallic nanowire

foams that are efficient, robust, antimicrobial, and reusable, with

the potential to further guard against multiple hazards. We have

investigated the foam microstructures, detailing how the growth

parameters influence the overall surface area and characteristic

feature size, as well as the effects of the microstructures on the fil-

tration performance. Nanogranules deposited on the nanowires

during electrodeposition are found to greatly increase the surface

area, up to 20 m2 g−1. Surprisingly, in the high surface area regime,

the overall surface area gained from the nanogranules has little

correlation with the improvement in capture efficiency. However,

nanowire density and diameter play a significant role in the

capture efficiency of PM0.3 particles, as do the surface roughness

of the nanowire fibers and their characteristic feature sizes.

Antimicrobial tests on the Cu foams show a >99.9995% inactivation

efficiency after contacting the foams for 30 seconds. These results

demonstrate promising directions to achieve a highly efficient mul-

tifunctional filtration platform with optimized microstructures.

Introduction

Ultrasmall airborne particulates pose potentially severe health
risks due to their ability to penetrate deep into the respiratory
system, from the transmission of infections such as COVID-19 to
air pollution.1–4 One of the most effective methods of combat-

ting the spread of COVID-19 has been the use of high efficacy
face masks to prevent the inhalation of viral particles attached to
ultrasmall aerosols and droplets.5–7 A variety of materials have
been used for particulate filtration, such as cotton, fiberglass,
and polypropylene. Cotton is inexpensive but has a low filtration
efficiency;2 fiberglass has a high filtration efficiency but is not
structurally stable enough to be used as a face respirator;8 and
polypropylene (used in N-95 respirators) has a high filtration
efficiency but cannot be easily cleaned, reused or recycled, due
to the reliance on electrostatics. One of the major drawbacks of
using disposable face masks has been the environmental
toll,9–11 with an estimated average 1.6 million metric tons of
plastic being discarded every day during the pandemic.12 It is
critically important to develop reusable, efficient and robust
filters for submicron airborne particulates, especially for protec-
tion against COVID-19 and other infectious diseases.

Many novel filter materials have been studied in light of the
COVID-19 pandemic, including electrostatically charged
Polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF) nanofibers,13 nanoparticle
imbedded protein nanofibrils,14 Ag-imbedded polymers,15–17

porous metal–organic frameworks (MOFs),18–21 and carbon
nanotubes.22–24 Metallic filtraton media with no polymer com-
ponents are particularly promising, as they can withstand high
temperatures, ionizing radiation, and exposure to oils, all of
which cause polymers to rapidly degrade.25–27 Conventional
porous metal foams often utilize sizable building blocks, with
micron-scale dimensions and larger, which are inefficient
against deep-submicron particulates that are the hardest to
capture.28,29 Recently advances in metallic nanowire networks
and foams offer a promising new platform for explorations
in catalysis, gas storage, nanomagnetics and neuromorphic
computing.30–35 However, most such metallic monoliths are not
mechanically robust enough to be useful as practical filters. It is
challenging to realize nanoporous metallic foams that maintain
nanoscale dimensions, which are essential for deep micron par-
ticulate filtration, and are also mechanically robust.

Previously, we have demonstrated that nanowire-based low-
density metal foams, synthesized by electrodeposition and sin-

†Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: https://doi.org/
10.1039/d4nr02368d

aDepartment of Physics, Georgetown University, Washington, DC 20057, USA.

E-mail: kai.liu@georgetown.edu
bDepartment of Computer Science, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN 37235, USA
cDepartment of Physics, University of Louisville, Louisville, KY 40292, USA
dDepartment of Food Science, University of Tennessee, Knoxville, TN, 37996, USA
eDepartment of Materials Science and Engineering, University of Tennessee,

Knoxville, TN 37996, USA

15094 | Nanoscale, 2024, 16, 15094–15103 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

7 
Ju

ly
 2

02
4.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 2

/1
9/

20
26

 6
:3

9:
09

 P
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

http://rsc.li/nanoscale
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2244-1483
http://orcid.org/0009-0006-0592-5231
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7459-1841
http://orcid.org/0009-0004-9406-540X
http://orcid.org/0009-0006-6379-820X
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8510-6450
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2631-0846
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3747-3883
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5827-5101
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9413-6782
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4nr02368d
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4nr02368d
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4nr02368d
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d4nr02368d&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-08-10
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4nr02368d
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/NR
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/NR?issueid=NR016032


tering, are robust enough to withstand air speeds of over 20 m
s−1 and pressure differentials of over several atmospheres
without showing any sign of deformation or degradation.36

Further, they also exhibit extremely large surface areas as well
as outstanding filtration efficiencies (>96.6%) in the PM0.3

regime with breathability comparable to N-95 respirators.36

They can also be easily cleaned36 and decontaminated37 to
allow sustained use, and eventually recycled at the end of their
useful lifetime.38

Despite the promising initial results on such nanoporous
metallic foams, a quantitative understanding of how the syn-
thesis conditions and foam microstructures affect the filtration
performance is still lacking. To enhance the foam mechanical
stability, a second electrodeposition process was used to
reinforce the intersections of the Cu foams.36 An accompany-
ing effect is a significant change in the foam surface areas and
morphology due to nanogranule growths along the nanowires.
In such 3D interconnected foams, it is critical to understand
the correlation between the foam microstructures and the fil-
tration performance.

In this study we have quantitatively investigated how the
nanoporous foam microstructures impact the filtration perform-
ance, particularly against particulates that are around 0.3 μm in
size used in standardized filtration efficiency tests.28,29 We dis-
tinguish the effects of surface area enhancement vs. the density
of nanoscale feature sizes comparable to the particulates being
filtered. Interestingly, while foam surface areas are generally
important for filtration efficiency, for high surface areas in the
range of 1 m2 g−1 and beyond, the sizes of the foam surface fea-
tures play a more prominent role. These results demonstrate
nanoporous metallic nanowire foams as a multi-functional plat-
form for deep submicron particulate filtration that is efficient,
robust, antimicrobial, and reusable, with the potential to
further guard against multiple hazards.

Results and discussion
Synthesis and foam morphology

Nanoporous copper foams were fabricated using electrodepos-
ited nanowires (NWs) following a cross-linking and freeze-
drying technique, as described previously.31,36 Anodized
aluminum oxide (AAO) templates with 200 nm pore size and
60 μm thickness were used for the electrochemical deposition
(ED) of Cu NWs.34,39,40 Subsequently, NWs were liberated from
the AAO membrane into deionized water. The NW–water sus-
pension was freeze-cast by liquid nitrogen into the desired
shape and then pumped in vacuum to sublimate the ice. The
resultant free-standing foam was strengthened by sintering at
300 °C, while simultaneously undergoing multiple oxidation/
reduction cycles.36,41 Here, foams with an initial density ρi ∼
2–3% of the Cu bulk density were achieved after this first syn-
thesis step of ED and sintering. Such foams have extremely
large surface area-to-volume ratios, up to 106 : 1 m−1.31

Subsequently, the foams were strengthened further using a
secondary electrodeposition (2ED) step to achieve a final

density ρf, in a bath of copper sulfate along with a mixture of
leveler, accelerator, and suppressor compounds to ensure even
and homogeneous plating.36 The resulting foams were signifi-
cantly stronger and more durable due to increased bonding
areas at intersections of nanowires, while still retaining a high
surface area and an excellent filtration efficiency.36

The morphology of the foams varied widely depending on
the amount of secondary electroplating as well as other factors
(Fig. 1). As the 2ED process began, small nanogranules started
to deposit along the surface of the NWs (Fig. 1a, for a ρf = 2.2%
density foam). As the amount of copper plated increased, these
nanogranules began to increase in size (Fig. 1b, for a ρf = 5%
density foam). With enough plating, e.g., for a foam with a ρf =
30% density, the nanogranules eventually coalesced together,
enclosing multiple nanowires into larger filaments with
smoother surfaces (Fig. 1c). The foam microstructures could be
further tuned by the electrolyte conditions, e.g., lowering the pH
value of the solution reduced the nanograin feature size de-
posited on the nanowire surface and increased the overall
surface smoothness (see ESI†). Final optimized foams exhibit
both low density and strong mechanical strength that are essen-
tial for filtration media applications (Fig. 2a and b).

Pressure differential and breathability

One of the most important characteristics of a filter is its
breathability, which is inversely proportional to the pressure
drop across the foam (ΔP). The ΔP quantity is measured
experimentally by flowing air through the foam as a function
of air velocity and measuring the difference between the
pressure upstream and downstream of the foam (ESI†). It was
shown previously36 that ΔP = Av + Bv2, where v is the velocity of
the airflow, and A and B are constants determined by the pro-
perties and geometry of the foam.42 As most filters operate in
the low velocity regime where v ≈ 0.05 m s−1, the linear term is
the dominant one,43 or ΔP ≈ Av. Thus, it is more useful to
evaluate the pressure drop coefficient ΔP/v for our foam
samples with various ρi, ρf and thickness (t ), as shown in
Table 1 and Fig. 2c.

For comparison, an N-95 respirator has a pressure drop
coefficient of around 1.0 kPa m−1 s.36 Our ρf = 15% foams
(sample 7, ΔP/v = 0.97 ± 0.11 kPa m−1 s) were found to have
breathability comparable to an N-95, while also being light-
weight enough to rest comfortably on the tip of a feather
(Fig. 2a) and structurally robust enough to support a 1.8 kg
weight without collapse or deformation (Fig. 2b). Most of our
1 mm thick foams with ρf ≤ 15% (samples 1–7) exhibit excel-
lent breathability, which improves as foam thickness and
packing density decrease, with the ultra-low density ρf = 3.5%
foam (Table 1, sample 1, ΔP/v = 0.48 ± 0.04 kPa m−1 s) being
over twice as breathable as an N-95 (ΔP/v = 1.02 ± 0.02 kPa m−1

s). This overall trend is also illustrated in Fig. 2 (blue bins),
which reveal a few trends: (1) an inverse proportionality
between breathability and filter thickness is clearly seen for
foams with the same initial and final densities (sample 7 vs.
8). (2) For foams with the same initial density ρi and thickness
(sample #1 vs. 2, #6 vs. 7 and 9), the higher the final density ρf,
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the larger the ΔP/v, indicating that the additional Cu de-
posited during the 2ED process is generally impeding the air
flow. (3) Interestingly, for foams with the same final density ρf

and thickness, sample 4 with ρi of 3.2% has a ΔP/v that is
more than 3 times that of sample 2 with ρi of 2.0%. Both
samples were made with the same starting 200 nm diameter

Fig. 1 Foam microstructure evolution with synthesis conditions. SEM Images of 2ED (a) 2.2%, (b) 5.0%, and (c) 30% density foams, illustrating the
evolution of foam morphology. With continued electrodeposition, the nanogranules along the nanowires grow larger, eventually coalesce into a
thicker coating along the nanowires, even forming large filaments as shown in panel (c). (d) Cubical NaCl crystals captured in a 5.0% density foam.

Fig. 2 Robust and breathable light-weight foam. (a) A 120 mg 15% bulk density foam 9 mm in diameter resting on the tip of a feather. (b) The same
foam supporting a 1.8 kg weight. (c) Comparison of measured (blue) vs. calculated (red) breathability for foam samples with various initial density ρi
(%), final density ρf (%), and thickness t (mm). A 15% bulk density foam (sample 7) similar to the one pictured in panels (a) and (b) has a comparable
breathability to an N-95 respirator (purple line). Panels (a) and (b) adapted with permission of ASM International, from Ref. 41.
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Cu nanowires, however sample 4 was fabricated with a greater
number density of nanowires which results in a significantly
increased nanowire length density compared to sample 2.
Further, the amount of Cu plated onto sample 4 per nanowire
during the 2ED stage is significantly less than in sample 2,
which results in smaller final diameter nanowires. Both the
increased nanowire length density and the decreased nanowire
diameter in sample 4 contribute to a higher pressure drop due
to the increased surface area per filter volume which induces
more drag.44

To gain a quantitative understanding of the exact relation-
ship between breathability and nanowire diameter and foam
initial/final densities, as a crude first approximation, we may
consider the foams as a simple compilation of isolated cylind-
rical fibers with smooth surfaces, even though the actual
foams are more complex interconnected 3D nanowire net-
works with various surface details. Single fiber theory for the
pressure drop,44 combined with the Miyagi model45 for the
pressure drop across an array of fibers allows us to express the
linear pressure drop coefficient as (derivation in ESI†):

ΔP
v

¼ �C
ρi

5
2 � e4:75ρf � t

ρf
1
2 � ln ρfð Þ þ 1� ρf

2

1þ ρf 2

� � ð1Þ

Remarkably, with this substantial simplification, the calcu-
lated pressure drop is quite comparable to the measured
results (Fig. 2c). This agreement suggests that pressure drop
scales linearly with filter thickness (t ) and increases substan-
tially as the initial nanowire number density (∝ρi) and final
density (ρf ) go up. By fitting eqn (1) across a range of foam
samples, the scaling factor C is determined to be 3.64 × 106

kPa m−2 s.

Filtration efficiency

Foam samples of varying thicknesses, ρi and ρf are used to
filter aerosolized 0.3 μm NaCl particles, and the overall fil-
tration efficiency is measured using a TSI AeroTrak® Portable
Particle Counter Model 9110 (ESI†). A few clear trends can
be seen between samples that only differ by one parameter
(Table 1). For instance, for foams with the same microstruc-

tures (e.g., samples 7 and 8), a thicker filter is indeed more
efficient; for foams with the same ρi and t, smaller ρf leads to a
higher filtration efficiency (samples 6, 7, and 9). Interestingly,
for foams with the same ρf and t, sample 4 with a higher ρi of
3.2% exhibits a higher filtration efficiency of 99.0%, as com-
pared to sample 2 (ρi = 2.0%, with an 84.2% efficiency).
While the correlation between filter thickness with filtration
efficiency is well understood, the relationship between the
foam density and other key microstructure characteristics with
filtration efficiency is less clear.

To evaluate the correlation between the foam microstruc-
ture and filtration efficiency, we will first model the capture
efficiency using basic air filtration theory for a perfectly
smooth fiber. The filtration quality of a material is defined as
a dimensionless quantity FQ ≡ −log(1 − E), where E is the fil-
tration efficiency.2,44 An N-95 respirator is certified to have a
FQ of at least 3.0 for particles in every size range, while an N-99
respirator has a FQ of at least 4.6.46 Using the smooth fiber
model,3,44 the filtration quality can be written as (see ESI†):

FQ � n� t
df

¼ kE
ρi

3
2 � t
ρf

1
2

ð2Þ

where n is the length density of the nanowires in the foam, or
the sum of the lengths of all the nanowires per given volume,
and it scales with ρi; df is the final average nanowire diameter

after electrodeposition and scales as df /
ffiffiffiffiffi
ρf
ρi

r
, and finally kE is

a constant dependent on a multitude of factors such as fil-
tration material, fiber geometry, and other testing conditions
that affect filtration efficiency. As it is more useful to evaluate
how far off proportionally the calculated filtration quality (FQC)
is from experimentally measured filtration quality (FQE), rather
than the difference between the two values, we fit kE to mini-

mize
P FQC

FQE
� FQE
FQC

� �2

. This ensures that foams with larger

thicknesses or otherwise have higher filtration qualities are
not weighted disproportionately, and that the percentage error
between FQE and FQC are minimized with equal weight across
all ranges of foam samples with varying filtration qualities.

Table 1 Foam filtration characteristicsa

Sample ID
ρi
(%)

ρf
(%)

t
(mm)

ΔP/v
(kPa m−1 s)

Efficiency (%)
(measured) FQE FQC

FQC error
(%) FQSF QMeasured QCalcu.

1 2.0 3.5 0.9 0.48 ± 0.04 91.0 ± 0.1 2.41 ± 0.01 2.59 7.5 2.43 5.02 ± 0.41 4.87
2 2.0 5.0 0.9 0.58 ± 0.03 84.2 ± 3.0 1.85 ± 0.19 1.98 7.0 1.87 3.19 ± 0.36 3.47
3 2.5 5.4 1.0 — 92.5 ± 0.1 2.59 ± 0.01 2.92 13 — — —
4 3.2 5.0 0.9 1.88 ± 0.12 99.0 ± 0.1 4.61 ± 0.10 3.95 −14 4.56 2.45 ± 0.15 2.68
5 2.5 6.8 1.0 — 89.1 ± 0.1 2.22 ± 0.09 2.60 17 — — —
6 2.0 9.0 1.0 0.73 ± 0.03 81.1 ± 0.5 1.67 ± 0.02 1.62 −3.0 1.71 2.29 ± 0.10 2.31
7 2.0 15 1.0 0.97 ± 0.11 76.8 ± 1.3 1.46 ± 0.05 1.25 −14 1.41 1.51 ± 0.18 1.22
8 2.0 15 2.5 2.76 ± 0.21 96.6 ± 2.0 3.38 ± 0.67 3.13 −7.4 — — —
9 2.0 30 1.0 4.67 ± 0.24 54.2 ± 0.5 0.78 ± 0.01 0.88 13 0.77 0.17 ± 0.01 0.18

a Including ΔP
v ; measured PM0.3 filtration efficiency; measured, calculated and surface-feature corrected filtration qualities (FQE, FQC and FQSF

respectively); and the measured and calculated quality factors Q.
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The best fit for the smooth fiber model described in eqn (2)
was determined to be kE = 171.5 mm−1.

As shown in Table 1, the smooth fiber model alone can be
used to describe the filtration quality of the foam filters to
within an error of ±17%. With a theoretical baseline for how
well perfectly smooth fibers capture particles, we can now
determine to what extent surface features contribute towards
particulate filtration. It is well established that a rougher
fiber surface improves filtration capture efficiency,47–49

which is intimately coupled with an increase in surface area
and the foam microstructure. Initially the nanowires which
comprise the foam have a relatively smooth surface structure
as they were grown in an anodized aluminum oxide
mold. However, during the 2ED process the deposition of Cu
nanogranules on the surface of the nanowires begin to
dramatically increase the surface area. Surface area was
measured to high accuracy (<0.5% error) with a BET krypton
adsorption isotherm. It was found that foams that were
initially ∼3% bulk density pre-2ED exhibit a maximal surface
area of 20 m2 g−1 for a 13% bulk density after 2ED. The
surface area was found to initially increase as the relative
density increases, with the percentage density increase being
measured in coulombs of copper deposited during the 2ED
process per mg of 1ED foam (Fig. 3a). In foams with an even
higher density, the deposited nanogranules begin to coalesce
into a smoother surface structure and the surface area
decreases.

Previously we have observed a substantial drop in filtration
efficiency in the ρf = 30% foam, whose surface area is more
than an order of magnitude smaller than other foams with a
lower ρf. It is interesting to examine any direct correlation
between surface area and filtration efficiency. With the 2ED
process, it was found that the deposited surface features
increase the internal surface area of the foam substantially,
some by over a factor of 10 higher than what is predicted by
the smooth fiber model, e.g., the aforementioned sample with
a 20 m2 g−1 surface area. To determine how much the

increased surface area from the foam’s surface features might
influence capture efficiency, additional surface area from 2ED
is compared with the smooth fiber filtration quality model, as
illustrated in Fig. 3b.

Correlation with foam surface area and microstructure

Interestingly, for foams with surface area in the >1 m2 g−1

range, the additional surface area contribution from 2ED has
no appreciable correlation with the capture efficiency of
300 nm sized particles, as a linear regression model yields a r2

value of 2 × 10−5. This suggests that surface roughness and the
surface area it adds as a stand-alone metric does not inher-
ently aid in particle capture efficiency. But rather, there must
be an additional characteristic of surface roughness that is
required for filtration efficiency improvement. It has been
shown on flat 2D surfaces that particles are captured more
easily when they can nest into similarly sized crevices which
increase the area of contact between the particle and substrate,
leading to a higher sticking coefficient.50 This can be seen in
Fig. 1d, where the NaCl crystals tend to be wedged into com-
parably sized crevices which gives a higher area of contact.
Therefore, we want to test how crucial of a role the size of the
features deposited onto the fiber surface plays in influencing
filtration efficiency.

Image analysis on SEM micrographs was performed on
foam samples of various densities to determine the feature
size distribution across samples. After preprocessing to remove
the blurry background, an auto-local-threshold filter is applied
to extract and measure the size and frequency of the nanogra-
nule deposits along the nanowire surface (more details in
ESI†). From this we can determine the feature size distribution
across various samples, as illustrated in Fig. 4.

The increased particle capture due to nesting is maximized
when surface features along the nanowires are similar in size
to the particles being captured, and becomes diminished as
the surface features become too large or too small relative to
the particles. While the theoretical smooth fiber model pro-

Fig. 3 Surface area correlation with filtration performance. (a) Surface area of the foams versus the relative amount of copper deposited during the
2ED step (coulombs deposited per mg of 1ED foam). Surface area begins to increase as deposited nanogranules along the nanowire surface increase
overall surface roughness, up to around 20 m2 g−1. Somewhere after this point, nanogranules begin to coalesce into a smoother surface structure
with reduced surface area. (b) Filtration quality deviation showing no obvious correlation (r2 = 2 × 10−5) with the increased surface area contributed
from deposited surface features.
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vides a good fit to the experimental results (Fig. 5a), there are
still appreciable differences due to surface features. To deter-
mine what the capture efficiency contribution is from the
surface features, we can cross-reference the percentage of
surface features in the 200–400 nm size range (Fig. 5b) with
the filtration quality deviation between our measured results
and the smooth fiber model (Fig. 5a).

By directly comparing the deviation in filtration quality for
300 nm sized particles between our measured results and the
calculated smooth fiber model to the percentage of surface
area that has surface features between 200–400 nm in size, we
find that there is a very high correlation with the r2 value of
0.96 in a simple linear regression model, as shown in Fig. 5b.

This suggests that the size of the surface structure plays a pro-
minent role in increasing filtration efficiency, with some
samples showing over a 30% increase in filtration quality com-
pared to smooth fibers. Furthermore, the filtration efficiency
dependence on feature size provides an explanation for why
rough surfaces and high surface area do not necessarily result
in an increase to capture efficiency. This can be understood as
much of the added surface area from the 2ED process is pri-
marily from ultrasmall surface features that are simply too
small relative to the 300 nm sized particles to enhance particle
capture efficiency via nesting, and also too small to change the
geometry of the fiber to increase capture through diffusion or
interception.

Fig. 4 Foam nanogranule size analysis. Image analysis performed on interiors of (a–c) ρf = 9% and (d–f ) 17% foams, showing (a and d) SEM images,
(b and e) images with thresholding, and (c and f) feature size distribution histograms with features between 200–400 nm highlighted in red.

Fig. 5 Filtration quality dependence on foam microstructures. (a) Measured (blue) versus calculated (red) filtration quality histogram and filtration
quality deviation (purple) between measured and calculated values. (b) High correlation (r2 = 0.96) between filtration quality deviation and percen-
tage of surface features between 200–400 nm.
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By approximating a linear relationship with the percentage
increase in filtration quality and percentage of surface struc-
tures in the 200–400 nm range, a surface feature adjusted fil-
tration quality can be derived as

FQSF ¼ 142 � ρi
3
2 � t
ρf

1
2

ð1þ 0:019PÞ ð3Þ

where P is the percentage of surface area that has 200–400 nm
sized surface features, and t in mm. This equation yields an
excellent fit with our measured results, with a linear regression
model r2 value of 0.999. Using both eqn (3) and (1), we may
now calculate the quality factor (Q) of the foams as

Q ;
v � FQSF
ΔP

¼ �0:039
ln ρfð Þ þ 1� ρf

2

1þ ρf 2

� �
� ð1þ 0:019PÞ

ρi � e4:75ρf
ð4Þ

This allows us to optimize the quality factor of the foam by
tuning the initial and final densities of the foam. This can be
seen in Table 1 where an ultra-low density 3.5% density foam
(sample 1) was able to achieve a quality factor of 5.02, over
50% better than a standard N-95 respirator which has a quality
factor of around 3.20.36

Note that our study has mostly focused on studying the
effects of the nanowire length density, plating ratio during the
2ED stage, and surface features. There are a number of other
parameters that can also influence both breathability as well
as filtration efficiency that remained constant throughout the
range of samples measured. As such, their contributions to fil-
tration efficiency and breathability could be absorbed into the
fitted proportionality constant. For instance, the spacing geo-
metry of the NWs is important. When the NWs bundle
together such that they create large pockets absent of NWs, the
breathability increases dramatically. However, this benefit is
offset by the significant drop in filtration efficiency. Similarly,
the studies were carried out on samples that were in the
density range of being structurally stable and NWs being rela-
tively inflexible. While the derived equations would suggest
that ultra-low-density foams would have an extremely high
breathability and quality factor, it was found experimentally
that at densities below 3% the NWs begin to collapse, limiting
both breathability and filtration efficiency. Additionally, while
the derived quality factor equation suggests that extremely
high-quality factors can be achieved by reducing the NW
density, realistically at these limits, the heavily diminished
structural integrity and changes to NW spacing begins to play
a non-negligible role which causes the quality factor to
decrease. Additionally, the choice of NW materials may affect
both the sticking coefficient of airborne particles and the rigid-
ity of the foams, which are relevant to the pressure drop as
well as filtration quality, which is of interest for future studies.

Another important functionality of the foams is its anti-
microbial characteristics. Once captured, conventional filter
materials sequester the live pathogens, which can survive in
the respirator. This makes the used filter material a potential
hazard as the pathogens can be released from the filter

through rough handling.51 Copper, being a bioactive metal
with antimicrobial properties achieved through surface
contact,52 is expected to be self-sterilizing, killing captured
bacteria and inactivating captured viruses.15,53 Antimicrobial
testing was performed on our Cu foams using a contact assay
described previously.52 In these tests, 10 μL of a concentrated
solution containing the bacteriophage Phi6 was deposited on
the surface of the foam, then a glass slide was set on top of the
droplet to disperse the solution across a 6.4 cm2 area. After 30
seconds, the slide was removed and the solution was washed
from the foam using 990 μL of phosphate buffer solution,
which was collected in a Petri dish. The solution was then
enumerated by double-layer agar plating using its host bacteria
Pseudomonas syringae. The bacteriophage Phi6 has a similar
structure to SARS-CoV 2, including a double capsid lipid–
protein envelope and protruding spike proteins. Bioactivity
from a stainless steel coupon was also measured as a negative
control. Each test was performed in triplicate.

The copper foam resulted in a 6.7 ± 1.3 log-reduction of the
active bacteriophage, corresponding to a >99.9995% inacti-
vation efficiency in the 30 seconds test. These results are con-
sistent with the strong bioactivity of copper and demonstrate
that this bioactivity extends to the nanostructured material.
Functionally, these results confirm that captured pathogens
will become inactivated soon after contacting the Cu
superstructure.

Conclusion

We have demonstrated nanoporous metallic nanowire foams
as a smart, multifunctional platform for deep submicron par-
ticulate filtration that is efficient, robust, antimicrobial, and
reusable, with the potential to further guard against multiple
hazards. By tuning the 2ED process to maximize the amount
of deposited nanogranules and surface area, foams with
surface areas of 20 m2 g−1 have been achieved, with breathabil-
ity comparable to an N-95 respirator. Furthermore, we have
shown how foam microstructures, including NW length
density and the 2ED surface feature distribution, influence the
capture efficiency. We have shown that overall surface rough-
ness and its contribution to surface area is only a partial
requirement for increasing filtration efficiency, and that the
size of the surface features plays a pivitol role as well. This
suggests that our foams, as well as other conventional filters,
can be further improved by optimizing the size scale of the
surface roughness of the fibers to capture 0.3 μm sized par-
ticles. By adjusting growth parameters and increasing the
amount of ∼0.3 μm sized surface features, the capture
efficiency of a 0.9 mm thick 5% density foam is increased
from 84% to over 99% for the PM0.3 regime, and the filtration
quality factor can be enhanced by over 30%, with room for
further increase. Antimicrobial tests on the Cu foams demon-
strate a >99.9995% inactivation efficiency after contacting the
foams for 30 seconds. These results demonstrate promising
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directions to achieve a highly efficient multifunctional fil-
tration platform with optimized microstructures.
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