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Trapping nanoscale particles via quasi-Scholte
mode in acoustofluidics

A thin-foil-based acoustofluidic device utilizing the
quasi-Scholte mode is developed for stable trapping and
manipulation of nanoscale particles. Operating at low
frequency, it generates strong evanescent fields with minimal
streaming, enabling reliable confinement across large areas.
With its simple structure and scalable fabrication, this cost-
effective platform offers broad potential for applications in
bioengineering, nanofabrication, and biomedical research,
establishing quasi-Scholte waves as a powerful foundation
for nanoscale acoustofluidics.

Image reproduced by permission of Feiyan Cai and
co-authors from Lab Chip, 2025, 25, 5777.

ROYAL SOCIETY
PPN OF CHEMISTRY

d As featured in: h

See Feiyan Cai, Jianjian Wang and
Yongqing Fu et al.,
Lab Chip, 2025, 25, 5777.

)

rsc.li/loc

Registered charity number: 207890



7 ROYAL SOCIETY
PN OF CHEMISTRY

Lab on a Chip

View Article Online

View Journal | View Issue

Trapping nanoscale particles via quasi-Scholte

l'.) Check for updates‘
mode in acoustofluidics

Cite this: Lab Chip, 2025, 25, 5777

Jiaqgi Liu, ©23° Yuan Yu,® Rujun Zhang,? Yanru Chen,P Yanlong Guo,? Yi Zhang,®
Ran Tao, ©<? Jingting Luo,*® Hairong Zheng,? Pingfa Feng,”® Yongging Fu, @ *¢
Jianjian Wang*© and Feiyan Cai @*2

Non-contact and label-free acoustic manipulation of particles is crucial for various applications ranging
from cell separation and tissue engineering to micromachining and nanofabrication. Surface acoustic
waves (SAWSs) have been widely used for microscale particle manipulation; their leaky nature in liquid often
generates significant bulk acoustic streaming that undermines stable trapping of nanoscale particles. To
address this challenge, we introduce an acoustofluidic device comprising a zinc oxide (ZnO) thin film
deposited on aluminum foil with one-sided water loading. This design excites quasi-Scholte waves, a
specialized nonleaky mode confined to the fluid-solid interface, which effectively suppresses bulk
streaming and enables stable nanoparticle trapping. Both theoretical modeling and experiments confirm
that the resulting strongly evanescent field operated at 5.11 MHz generates negative vertical forces and
strong lateral (in-plane) trapping forces, successfully trapping 250 nm-radius particles on the foil surface.
As the particle radius decreases to 150 nm, streaming-induced drag becomes the dominant manipulation
mechanism. Operable at low frequencies with a simple and scalable design, our platform offers a versatile
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route for precise nanoscale particle trapping, with significant potential for

rsc.li/loc nanofabrication applications.

Introduction

Acoustofluidics offers a non-contact, label-free, and highly
integrated platform for manipulating suspended particles,'™
with broad applications ranging from cell separation® and
tissue engineering®* to micromachining and
nanofabrication.”” In this platform, particle motion is
primarily governed by two distinct mechanisms, i.e., acoustic
radiation force (ARF) and the Stokes drag force (SDF) arising
from acoustic streaming (AS). ARF is generated from
momentum transfer during wave scattering and absorption
with  particles and enables precise single-particle
manipulation. In contrast, the SDF originates from AS, which
is a steady and circulatory flow generated by the nonlinear
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interaction between acoustic waves and viscous fluid
absorption of acoustic energy.>® Streaming may be generated
in thin boundary layers along solid surfaces (e.g., Rayleigh-
Schlichting streaming) or in the bulk via acoustic energy
leakage into the fluid (e.g:, Eckart streaming), the latter of
which is especially pronounced for wave dissipation from
leaky acoustic waves. ™2

Understanding and controlling these forces is essential for
precision manipulation of particles or cells. While the ARF
acts directly on individual particles, the streaming-induced
SDF mobilizes particles collectively. Importantly, for Rayleigh
particles (i.e., particle sizes are much smaller than the
wavelength), ARF scales with the particle volume, while the
SDF scales with the particle radius.”® As the particle size
decreases into the nanoscale regime, ARF weakens
significantly, and streaming-induced SDF may become
dominant in particles’ motions."*

Surface acoustic waves (SAWSs), particularly Rayleigh
waves, have been widely employed in acoustofluidic systems
for particle manipulation.”>'® As shown in Fig. 1a, Rayleigh
waves are a type of nondispersive Lamb waves that propagate
along the surface of the piezoelectric substrates, typically
generated by interdigital transducers (IDTs) operated at
frequencies in MHz and above. Their high frequency and
strong surface confinement nature makes them attractive for
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Fig. 1 Acoustic wave propagation at a fluid-solid interface. (a) The dispersion curves for the 50 um-thick aluminum plate with one-sided water
loading. Light green highlights the supersonic region, while light blue highlights the subsonic region. (b) Leaky SAW-induced pressure field in the
liquid at the Rayleigh angle # and (c) nonleaky quasi-Scholte wave-induced evanescent pressure field in the liquid. Here, k, is the wave number in
the x direction, and k, = ia is the imaginary wave number in the z direction.

manipulating small particles. For example, Shi et al. achieved
one- and two-dimensional patterning of cells and
microparticles using standing SAWs (SSAWs)."” Pan et al.
demonstrated dynamic and reconfigurable manipulation of
polystyrene (PS) particles and yeast cell clusters using SAW-
based array patterns.'®

However, when SAWs are coupled into a liquid medium as
depicted in Fig. 1b, they are typically converted into leaky
acoustic waves because the SAW velocity exceeds the speed of
the fluid." This energy leakage at the Rayleigh angle induces
strong bulk AS in liquid.*® Although this streaming
phenomenon has been widely exploited for applications such
as the ultrafast concentration of extracellular vesicles (EVs),*!
submicron particles,> and even nanoparticles,*>** the strong
fluid disturbances caused by AS were often found to make it
difficult to achieve stable trapping of nanoscale particles at
MHz/GHz-range frequencies.'®>*7°

To mitigate leaky-wave losses and reduce bulk streaming
disturbances, evanescent acoustic fields have been utilized
in prior studies to trap and pattern microparticles larger
than 1 um.>’?° To extend acoustic manipulation
capabilities toward nanometer scales, we explored the use
of a nonleaky interfacial acoustic mode, Scholte wave,
which is a type of guided wave propagating along the
solid—fluid interface. It exhibits a subsonic phase velocity
and a nonleaky evanescent field.’*>> When the substrate
thickness is reduced to a finite value, which has converted
the substrate into a thin sheet or a plate, the Scholte wave
persists but becomes dispersive, leading to what is
commonly referred to as a quasi-Scholte wave (Fig. 1c).**
Such a quasi-Scholte regime is characterized by dispersion,
where the phase velocity depends on the product of
frequency (f) and thickness of the plate (d).>*>* Working
within this dispersive regime for particle manipulation is
advantageous. For example, a lower phase velocity results
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in stronger field confinement at the fluid-plate interface,
which induces stronger ARF. Aubert et al. experimentally
demonstrated the use of a PZT-excited glass plate to
generate ~2 MHz Scholte-type waves for arranging 40 pm
particles and manipulating cells.>* Our previous work also
utilized this mode at 1-3 MHz frequencies for dynamic
manipulation of microparticles and cells.***” In prior
studies, this mode was often confused and referred to as
the nonleaky 4, mode;**” however, to align with recent
theoretical work and standardize terminology, we refer to it
as the quasi-Scholte wave in this study. In the low-
frequency subsonic region, coupling occurs between the
quasi-Scholte waves and the A§ mode (hybridized mode,
which is no longer strictly antisymmetric),*®*° but these
two modes have distinctive differences. The Aj mode
remains a pseudo-mode solid mechanical wave with a weak
leakage into liquid,*****° whereas the quasi-Scholte wave is
a true interface guided wave without energy leakage into
the fluid,>® contributing significantly to particle trapping by
its confined acoustic field near the interface.

Although the early demonstrations validated the feasibility
of quasi-Scholte wave-based trapping, their relatively low
operating frequencies limited their capacity to trap
nanoparticles. Because the quasi-Scholte mode exists at low
values of the frequency-thickness (fd) product, achieving
higher operational frequencies for nanoscale particle
trapping requires a simultaneous reduction in plate
thickness.*!

In this work, we developed a zinc oxide (ZnO)/Al thin
foil-based acoustofluidic platform that excites quasi-Scholte
waves at relatively high frequency for achieving stable
nanoscale particle trapping. Our theoretical analysis
confirms that the device supports quasi-Scholte wave
propagation at a frequency of around 5 MHz, producing a
highly evanescent acoustic field at the fluid-Al foil

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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interface. This confined field generates negative vertical
forces along with strong lateral (in-plane) trapping forces,
enabling stable trapping of 250 nm-radius particles on the
device surface. As the particle radius is decreased to 150
nm, the influence of AS becomes more pronounced, with
streaming-induced drag emerging as the dominant
mechanism for particle manipulation. Overall, this work
introduces a new acoustofluidic strategy for nanoscale
particle trapping and manipulation, offering promising
potential for applications in biomedicine, microfluidics,
and nanomaterials research.

Materials and methods
Device design and fabrication

To retain the frequency-thickness (fd) product within the
subsonic regime while exploring higher operating
frequencies, we selected thin piezoelectric foil as the
substrate of the device. A thin-foil-based quasi-Scholte wave
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acoustofluidic device (QSWAD) was fabricated by patterning
IDTs onto a ZnO-coated aluminum foil using standard
photolithography and lift-off processes. A ~4 um ZnO film
was deposited on 50 pm-thick aluminum foil via
magnetron sputtering.*” The IDTs consisted of 30 pairs of
5/50 nm thick Cr/Au interdigitated electrodes, with
electrode finger widths and gaps designed to be 62.5 pm,
corresponding to a wavelength of 250 pm. As shown in
Fig. 2a, the two IDTs were symmetrically placed facing
each other with a distance of 10 mm. The inset in
Fig. 2a shows a photograph of the fabricated QSWAD.
Silver paste was used to connect the wires to the pads of
the IDTs.

Numerical modelling and simulation

To investigate the working mechanism of the QSWAD,

COMSOL Multiphysics software (v6.1) was used for
numerical modeling and simulation of physical field
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Fig. 2 Schematic diagram of the thin-foil-based quasi-Scholte wave acoustofluidic device (QSWAD) and its characteristics simulation. (a) A
schematic diagram of the designed QSWAD. The inset shows a photograph of the fabricated QSWAD. (b) Schematic diagram and simulation model
of one period of QSWAD side view. (c) Numerical acoustic energy intensity at the upper boundary of the liquid area. The calculated resonance
frequency was 5.11 MHz. (d) The calculated resonant quasi-Scholte wave acoustic pressure field.
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distribution and particle trajectories.*>** Fig. 2b illustrates
the simulation model of the QSWAD. Given the
geometrically periodic nature of the device, the numerical
model was based on a single period of the IDT electrode
(with a period of p = 250 um in the x-direction). The
model consisted of several components, including a 50
pm aluminum foil layer, a 4 pm ZnO layer, two electrodes
positioned on the top layer of the ZnO, and a liquid
medium within the working domain that was extended
200 pum above the device in the z-axis direction. In this
setup, positive and negative voltages were applied to the
left and right electrodes, respectively. Plane-wave radiation
boundary conditions were applied to the top boundary
layers, and periodic boundary conditions were applied to
the left and right boundaries. To calculate the theoretical
resonant frequency of the QSWAD, the acoustic energy
intensity at the top boundary of the model versus
frequency was investigated to obtain the device's resonant
spectrum.’”*> Here, the acoustic energy intensity was
calculated using the function of

E= ngz-p(x7 z)dx (1)

where the acoustic pressure p(x, z) and velocity v, in the
fluid were obtained from the COMSOL simulation.*® The
acoustic pressure field was solved using the Piezoelectric
Effect Multiphysics module, and the Acoustic-Structure
Boundary Coupling Multiphysics module. Additionally, the
AS was solved using the AS Domain Coupling Multiphysics
and Acoustic Streaming Boundary Coupling Multiphysics
modules, with the dynamic viscosity of the liquid taken
into account. To visualize microparticle manipulation, we
simulated the motions of particles within the working
domain using the Particle Tracing of the Fluid Flow
module. A total of three thousand particles, with radii of
400 nm and 150 nm, were randomly released into the
fluid domain, and their motions were tracked for 0-1
second using a transient the COMSOL
simulations.

study in

PS particle trapping experiment

In the experiment, monodispersed fluorescent PS particle
suspensions (SEQ-G, Tianjin Saierqun Technology Co. Ltd,
China) with a mass fraction of 1% in deionized water were
used. The particle radii were 150 nm, 250 nm, and 400 nm.
To facilitate observation, the above original PS particle
suspension was diluted with deionized water at a ratio of 1:
10 to prepare a new suspension for the experiment. The IDTs
were applied with a voltage of 12 V and 5.396 MHz
alternating current electric signals generated by a signal
generator (DG4202, RIGOL, China) and then amplified by a
power amplifier (LZY-22+, Mini-Circuits, USA). The prepared
PS particle suspension was precisely quantified and dropped
onto the IDT area using a pipette. Because the droplet is
small and the device surface is non-hydrophobic,”” the

5780 | Lab Chip, 2025, 25, 5777-5786
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droplet remains stably positioned at the IDT area. The
trapping of particles was observed and recorded using an
optical microscope (MF43-N, MSHOT, China).

Results and discussion

The excitation of nonleaky quasi-Scholte waves

The dispersion curves (i.e.,, the phase velocity versus
frequency) for a 50 pm-thick aluminum plate with one-sided
water loading are shown in Fig. 1la. They were calculated
using the open-source software Dispersion Calculator, which
is based on the stiffness matrix method.*®* This figure
presents an idealized case, neglecting both the presence of
the piezoelectric film and the periodic electrode structure,
which indicates that the quasi-Scholte mode approaches the
water line as the frequency approaches ~8 MHz. Fig. S1 in
the SI demonstrates a dispersion curve that considers the
periodic electrode structure (with a period of 250 pm),
obtained from COMSOL simulations, indicating that the
quasi-Scholte mode approaches the water line when the
frequency exceeds ~6.5 MHz. The difference in the cutoff
frequencies may arise from variations in the numerical
calculation methods used. Based on this, we designed an
IDT electrode with a period of p = 250 um on ZnO film with
a thickness of ~4 pm deposited on aluminum foil. We first
determined the resonant frequency and the corresponding
acoustic field distribution through numerical simulations.
The obtained resonant spectrum is presented in Fig. 2c,
showing a distinct resonant peak at a frequency of 5.11
MHz. Fig. 2d illustrates the distribution of the acoustic
pressure field in the liquid domain at this resonant
frequency. The maximum pressure (or the pressure
antinode) is located at the center of the electrodes
(indicated by the black dashed lines), whereas the pressure
is zero at the center of the electrode gap (i.e., the pressure
node, which is indicated by the white dashed lines).
Notably, the acoustic pressure field is highly confined to the
plate surface, a distinctive characteristic of the nonleaky
nature of the quasi-Scholte wave. It forms a periodic field
parallel to the plate and an evanescent field away from the
plate surface, as shown in Fig. 2d. There is a standing wave
formed at the resonant frequency (4, = p = 2w/k,) in the
x-direction, and in the z-direction, it shows a decaying
acoustic wave field.***”

To investigate the properties of the nonleaky quasi-Scholte
waves and their effects on particle manipulations, we
performed theoretical analysis of the field
distribution in the liquid. The acoustic pressure of this field
can be expressed as*’

acoustic

¢ = o cos(kyx)e “e™" (2)

where ¢, is the pressure amplitude, wavenumber (m™) k, =
2n/hy k2 = k% - k2 = (2m/h)* — k2, with A, being the incident
wavelength. 1, is the wavelength of the quasi-Scholte waves,
which is also the period length of the electrode, i.e., 1, = p. @

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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is the coefficient of imaginary wavevector in the z direction
k., and ¢ denotes time. The « value also indicates the decay
characteristics of the wave away from the surface, and can be

calculated as®®
anf\?  [2m\?
ok = (Co) _(p) ©)

where fis the resonant frequency and ¢, is the sound speed
in the loading liquid. To ensure dimensional consistency, a
shares the same unit as k, (i.e., m™"). A positive k, describes
an exponentially decaying evanescent wave, whereas a
negative k, implies an unphysical solution that grows
exponentially with distance from the surface and is therefore
generally discarded.’® Therefore, in this paper, we inherently
assume k, to be positive, which in turn ensures that « is also

positive.
The velocity field in this acoustic field can be expressed as
a¢ -az ,io ;
e —goe" ek, sin(kyx) (4)
o
v, = £ = —ag,e e cos(kex) (5)

The pressure can be expressed as

o
Po; ot

e 2 iwt

p= oty cos(ksx)e e i (6)

where p, is the density of the liquid.
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parameters in eqn (3), including resonant frequency f, liquid
sound speed c,, and electrode period p, do not change. Here,
o represents the calculated results when the substrate is a
50 pum-thick aluminum plate, and the liquid domain is
deionized water (as the simulation case in Fig. 2), with a
value of approximately 13 172. The detailed calculation of «
is shown in the SI.

When a = a, the acoustic pressure distribution shows
a localized acoustic field near the surface of the substrate,
consistent with the simulation results as shown in
Fig. 2d. As « is decreased or increased, the localization of
the acoustic field becomes weakened (Fig. 3b) or
strengthened (Fig. 3c), respectively. When « 0, the
acoustic pressure distribution forms a one-dimensional
standing wave (Fig. 3d) accompanied by energy leakage
into the fluid bulk. It is confirmed that the energy of the
quasi-Scholte waves in the liquid is localized near the
substrate surface.

The ARF and the SDF in the AS field

Particles within the evanescent acoustic pressure field are
simultaneously subjected to the combined effects of the
ARF and the SDF induced by the AS in thin boundary
layers. Therefore, analyzing the distributions of both ARF
and AS within the acoustic field 1is critical to
understanding how particles aggregate and move. The
ARF, F which is the time-averaged force applied onto a
particle with a radius of a in an inviscid fluid, can be

estimated from the gradient of the Gor'kov potential
Urad:14

4m K 3 T
U = ?as % (p*)- %@24 = Ea3p0¢ge { Sfikopow? cos®(kyx) — fok2 sin(kyx) - foa® cos? (kex) (7)
According to eqn (4), the acoustic field in the liquid
exhibits a periodic distribution in the x-direction and an ) urad
exponential decay in the z-direction. Fig. 3 illustrates the FC= - ox
. . . . : T — .
res1.11ts 9f the dlStl‘lbuthl‘lS' of acoustlf: pressures over a s1ng¥e = Z &Py gRe 2% ky sin(2kyx)- [Zfﬂfopowz + 3£k -3, a2]
period in the water domain under different values of a. It is 6
worth noting that once the device materials, structure, and (8)
loading conditions are fixed, ¢ remains constant, as the key
oU™! _2n 3
Frd = - e @pdie > a| firopo® cos? (kex) - f2k2 sin? (k.x) - Efzocz cos? (kyx) )
(a) a=a, (b) a=0.5a, (c) a=2a, (d) a=0 max
P P Pa
3p/4 3p/a; . 3p/a . 3P/
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Fig. 3 The calculated pressure fields in the fluid for different values of a within one electrode period. (a-d) The pressure fields for a = ag, 0.5a0,

200, and 0, respectively.
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Fig. 4 The calculated ARF maps on a 400 nm-radius PS particle in the fluid for different values of a within one electrode period. (a-d) The ARF

maps for a = ap, 0.500, 2, and 0, respectively.

_ 2(pa=po)
2pa +po

2

_ Po%
5 f2

PaCq

fi=1 (10)

where f; and f, are the scattering coefficients, pq and cq
are the density and the longitudinal wave velocity of the
particle, respectively, ¢, is the sound speed in the fluid,
and x, is the compressibility of the particle. From these
equations, the particles in the acoustic fields are applied
with ARFs not only in the x-direction but also in the
z-direction, which is perpendicular to the plate surface.

Fig. 4 illustrates the distribution of ARF on a 400 nm-
radius PS particle placed over a single period in the water
domain for various values of . When « = «, the ARF in the
z-direction F5** exhibits negative values near the plate surface
(Fig. 4a), directing the particles toward the plate. As the value
of a is decreased or increased, the localization and the
maximum value of the ARF are weakened (Fig. 4b) or
strengthened (Fig. 4c) accordingly. When a = 0, the vertical
force F©*! remains zero, indicating no negative force in the
z-direction (Fig. 4d). Combined with the results shown in
Fig. 3, it is evident that the concentration of energy near the
substrate surface gives rise to a negative force, which in turn
traps the particles at the substrate surface.

Fig. 5a shows the variation of vertical force F* applied to
a 400 nm-radius PS particle at the pressure node with varied

a values. Here, F*® is normalized by W/c,, where W is the

(@) «10%

a=0

(— a=0.5a0 4
a=a,

P a=2ar0

2pP/5 3P/5

z

0 P/5

ap/s

total power.”* When a > 0, F5* becomes negative near the
plate surface but decays with increasing distance in the
z-direction. Under the experimental conditions of this study
(¢ = @), the attenuation at a half-wavelength distance
reaches ~96.29%. As the « value is increased further, the
maximum value of FI*¢ increases, but it decays quickly with
increasing distance in the z-direction. When o = 0 (ie., for
1-D bulk standing wave), F©*¢ becomes zero, meaning there is
no negative force in the z-direction and thus no trapping
effect for the particles. As a result, particles cannot be
trapped on the plate surface. Fig. 5b shows the relationship
between the normalized F©*! and particle size at the pressure
nodes of the surface, under different values of «. It can be
observed that as the particle size is increased, the absolute
value of F1¢ also increases. Additionally, for particles of the
same diameter, a larger o results in a greater F5*%, leading to
a stronger trapping effect on the particles. This indicates that
for the same trapping effect, a larger o allows for the
manipulation of smaller particles.
Particles also suffer from the AS-induced SDF, which can
be expressed as®>
Fp = 6muau (11)
where x4 is the dynamic viscosity of water, a is the particle
radius and u is the velocity of the surrounding flows relative

o 0.25 0.5
d (um)

0.75 1

Fig. 5 Z-direction ARF at the pressure node under different values of «. (a) The variation of z-direction ARF applied to a 400 nm-radius PS particle
as a function of distance from the device surface for different « values. (b) The variation of z-direction ARF at the pressure node as a function of

particle diameter d for different « values.
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Fig. 6 Numerical simulation results of the effect of the ARF and the AS on PS particles with radii of 150 nm and 400 nm. (a) AS velocity
distribution showing that the AS centers are located at the edges of the electrode fingers with arrows indicating the direction of the AS flow. (b)
ARF map of 400 nm-radius PS particles, where the colour indicates the magnitude of the ARF; the length and direction of the arrows represent
the magnitude and direction of the ARF. An enlarged view highlights the z-direction ARF at the pressure node. (c and d) Trajectories and final
positions of PS particles with radii of 150 nm and 400 nm at time = 1 s after powering on.

to that of the particle. Fig. 6 shows the numerical simulation
results of the AS velocities and the ARF distributions as well
as the trajectories of 150 nm- radius and 400 nm-radius
particles within the fields. Fig. 6a presents the numerical
simulation results of the velocity distribution of the AS. The
AS velocity peaks near the electrode edges close to the foil
surface, forming four vortices per period. The streaming
aligns with Rayleigh-Schlichting streaming, driven by large
shear stresses within the viscous boundary layer.'" Bulk
streaming (i.e., the Eckart streaming) is suppressed owing to
the nonleaky mode which prevents energy dissipation into
the fluid. The trajectory results of the 150 nm-radius
particles, as shown in Fig. 6c, also show this feature,
indicating that the 150 nm-radius particles are primarily
influenced by the AS effect, which also means that the critical
size (at which manipulation dominance transitions between
ARF and SDF) is larger than 150 nm in radius.

Using eqn (6) and (7), the distributions of the ARFs
acting on particles with a radius of 400 nm in the fluid
within one period unit were calculated. The results are
shown in Fig. 6b, in which the direction of the force at
each point is indicated by arrows. It can be seen that the
ARF is directed towards the pressure nodes. The inset of
Fig. 6b shows a negative force in the z-direction at the

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025

pressure node, which enables particles to be trapped on
the plate’s top surface. Fig. 6d shows the simulated
trajectories of 400 nm-radius particles in the liquid within
one period unit. Particles near the plate surface are
aggregated at the acoustic pressure nodes without
exhibiting characteristics of AS, indicating that the ARF is
dominant. This also means that the critical size is smaller
than 400 nm (in radius).

Our results show that particles with radii larger than
250 nm are dominated by ARF and are gathered and
trapped at the acoustic pressure nodes at the center of
the electrode gaps on the plate surface, achieving a
parallel line pattern with its half-wavelength spacing.
Particles with radii smaller than 250 nm are dominated
by AS, accumulate near the electrode edges with vortex-
induced rotation, forming a quarter-wavelength
arrangement. Therefore, based on this design, we can trap
the particles with radii down to 250 nm.

Trapping of nanoscale particles dominated by ARF

Based on the above theoretical studies of the working
principle for the QSWAD, such a device can achieve precise
manipulation and trapping of nanoparticles at the center of

Lab Chip, 2025, 25, 5777-5786 | 5783
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Fig. 7 Trapping and patterning of nanoscale particles in a quasi-Scholte wave field at 5.396 MHz. (a)-(c) Position of 400 nm-radius particles at O s,
10 s and 25 s after activation of the quasi-Scholte wave field, showing particles periodically trapped at the pressure nodes. (d)-(f) Position of 250
nm-radius particles at 0 s, 10 s and 25 s, showing particle trapping at the pressure nodes. (g)-(i) Position of 150 nm-radius particles at 0 s, 10 s and
25 s, demonstrating periodic patterning at the edges of electrode fingers. The scale bar is 50 pm.

the electrode gaps. To prove the effectiveness of the QSWAD
for trapping nanoscale particles, we connected the device to a
signal generator and a power amplifier and placed a drop of
fluorescent suspension containing nanoscale PS particles
with radii of 400 nm and 250 nm on the electrode area. After
the RF power with the resonant frequency was switched on,
we observed the generated patterns using an optical
microscope. Fig. 7a-c show the trapping results of 400 nm-
radius PS particles. Fig. 7a presents the initial distribution of
particles at ¢ = 0 s, where they are randomly and uniformly
dispersed on the electrode surface. For the 400-nm-radius
particles, upon switching on the acoustic wave power, the
particles immediately began to move towards the acoustic
pressure nodes between the adjacent electrodes, forming
patterned parallel lines after ~10 s (as shown in Fig. 7b), and
reaching a stable state after ~25 s (as shown in Fig. 7c).
These particles were aligned and trapped at the acoustic
pressure nodes at the center of the IDTs, forming arrays of
stripes with a half-wavelength periodicity. The recorded
movie for these trapping processes is shown in Video S1.

We further conducted trapping experiments with 250 nm-
radius particles, with the initial and trapped states shown in

5784 | Lab Chip, 2025, 25, 5777-5786

Fig. 7d-f. After the acoustic wave power was switched on for
~25 s, the particles are trapped and aligned at the acoustic
pressure nodes (as shown in Fig. 7f). The experimental
results indicate that the QSWAD can be used to pattern
particles with radii of ~250 nm at the acoustic pressure
nodes. These results indicate that the particle manipulation
is still dominated by the ARF in this case. It is also
noteworthy that the distribution patterns of 250 nm-radius
particles are significantly wider than those of 400 nm-radius
particles after ~10 s of activation, indicating that the
alignment speed of 250 nm-radius particles is slightly slower
than that of 400 nm-radius particles. This may be because
particles with a 250 nm radius are approaching the critical
size based on the theoretical analysis, which has weakened
the effect of the ARF. The trapping process of 250 nm-radius
particles is demonstrated in Video S2.

Manipulation of nano-scale particles dominated by AS

Finally, we have conducted experiments using smaller
particles. Fig. 7g-i show the patterning and manipulation
results of 150 nm-radius particles. From the results of

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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alignment obtained after the RF power was switched on for
~10 s (as shown in Fig. 7h) and for ~25 s (as shown in
Fig. 7i), the particles with radii of 150 nm are no longer
dominated by ARF but rather by AS. Therefore, they become
aggregated at the electrode edges, forming arrays of stripes
with a quarter-wavelength periodicity, which is consistent
with the simulation results as shown in Fig. 6c. The
manipulation process and the trajectories of 150 nm-radius
particles are shown in Videos S3 and S4. These results clearly
indicate that the critical particle size for the transition
between ARF and AS dominance on the QSWAD for this study
lies between 150 and 250 nm (in radius).

Conclusions

In this work, we developed a ZnO/Al thin foil-based
acoustofluidic platform designed for the precise and stable
trapping of nanoparticles. Our theoretical analysis confirms
that this device can excite nonleaky quasi-Scholte waves,
generating a highly evanescent acoustic field in liquid.
Theoretical and numerical analyses reveal that the evanescent
acoustic field exerts both lateral ARF toward pressure nodes
and vertical ARF toward the substrate. By employing a 50 um
ZnO/Al foil, we retain waves within the subsonic regime while
increasing the evanescent acoustic field frequency up to ~5.5
MHz. Experiments confirm that the device can stably trap and
periodically arrange particles with radii down to 250 nm. For
smaller particles with 150 nm radii, manipulation becomes
dominated by AS-induced SDF. Operating at a relatively low
frequency, this approach provides a simple but powerful
platform for stable trapping and manipulation of
nanoparticles, demonstrating strong potential for applications
in biomedical diagnostics, nanomaterial assembly, and
microfluidic integration. Future exploration of trapping
performance under dynamic flow conditions may further
extend its applicability to high-throughput applications.
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