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3D printing of monolithic gravity-assisted step-
emulsification device for scalable production of
high viscosity emulsion droplets†

Yoon-Ho Hwang,a Je Hyun Lee,b Taewoong Umc and Hyomin Lee *b

Microfluidic technology widely used in generating monodisperse emulsion droplets often suffers from

complexity, scalability, applicability to practical fluids, as well as operation instability due to its susceptibility

to flow perturbations, low clearance, and depletion of surfactants. Herein, we present a monolithic 3D-

printed step-emulsification device (3D-PSD) for scalable and robust production of high viscosity emulsion

droplets up to 208.16 mPa s, which cannot be fully addressed using conventional step-emulsification

devices. By utilizing stereo-lithography (SLA), 24 triangular nozzles with a pair of 3D void flow distributors

are integrated within the 3D-PSD to ensure uniform flow distribution followed by monodisperse droplet

formation. The outlets positioned vertically downward enables gravity-assisted clearing to prevent droplet

accumulation and thereby maintain size monodispersity. Deposition of silica nanoparticles (SiNP) within the

device was also shown to alter the surface wettability from hydrophobic to hydrophilic, enabling the

production of both water-in-oil (W/O) as well as oil-in-water (O/W) emulsion droplets, operated at a

maximum production rate of up to 50 mL h−1. The utility of the device is further verified through

continuous production of biodegradable polycaprolactone (PCL) microparticles using O/W emulsion as

templates. We envision that the 3D-PSD presented in this work marks a significant leap in high-throughput

production of high viscosity emulsion droplets as well as the particle analogs.

Introduction

Microfluidic technology has been widely used to generate
uniform emulsion droplets in various fields of science and
engineering that includes food,1,2 pharmaceuticals,3,4

biology,5,6 cosmetics,7,8 and homecare products9,10 to name a
few. In particular, these monodispersed emulsion droplets
produced serve as excellent templates for the synthesis of
polymeric particles and microgels due to the exceptional
control over the shape, size, and composition, as well as wide
selection of compatible droplet solidification methodologies
that impart additional functionality.11–14 Various conventional
microfluidic devices based on T-junction,15,16 co-flow,17,18 and
flow-focusing geometries17,19,20 have been employed to
generate these monodisperse emulsion droplets with
coefficient of variation (CV) less than 5%. However, the

productivity is typically low (<10 mL h−1) and demands
complicated device fabrication and operation procedures.21–23

These drawbacks have severely impeded the successful
translation from lab-scale to commercial manufacturing
process.

To resolve the productivity issue, single- or multi-layered
devices with a flow-focusing or T-junction geometry have
been extensively parallelized in a single platform for
throughput enhancement of emulsion droplets.21–24 Despite
these numerous efforts, the major limitation of these
emulsification methods based on shear-induced droplet
pinch-off mechanism lies in their inherent susceptibility to
flow perturbations, thereby compromising the robustness in
the operation of these approaches.25–28 Indeed, small flow
rate fluctuations either due to microchannel clogging or
nonuniform pressure distribution has been reported to result
in highly polydisperse droplets and even irreversible loss of
control over the entire emulsification process.

Alternatively, microfluidic step-emulsification devices have
emerged for the scalable production of emulsion droplets
with exceptional robustness towards perturbations in the
fluid flow rate.25,26,28–30 The unique feature of step-
emulsification device lies in its flow-invariant droplet
formation mechanism, driven by sudden Laplace pressure
drop at the end of the drop generator nozzle.28–31 This
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enables the drop generators in a step-emulsification device
relatively facile and straightforward to linearly parallelize. In
fact, various step geometries including trapezoid, terrace,
rectangular, straight-through arrays, edge-based droplet
generation (EDGE), and triangular step-emulsification have
been implemented in step-emulsification devices based on
either poly(dimethylsiloxane) (PDMS) or glass.25–31 However,
the fabrication of these devices typically demands costly and
multi-step manufacturing procedures such as
photolithography, wet-etching, and thermal bonding in a
state-of-the-art cleanroom facility. Moreover, high
concentration of the precursors typically used in preparation
of microparticles and microgels inevitably involves high
viscosity of the dispersed phase which hinders droplet
formation during step-emulsification processes. This is
further amplified depending on the orientation and position
of each individual drop generator with respect to the
continuous phase, resulting in uneven flow distribution into
each droplet generator as well as build-up of hydrodynamic
pressure due to accumulation of pre-formed droplets near to
the outlet, as similarly observed by others.32–34 Thus, there is
a compelling need for a new step-emulsification device
design and preparation methodology that addresses the
inherent limitation of manufacturing complexity while
offering facile droplet pinch-off for dispersed phases with
high viscosity as well as excellent surface wettability control
and efficient clearance mechanism. Efficient clearance
mechanism is essential in avoiding droplet accumulation at
the outlet as they can potentially impede the formation of
subsequent droplets and compromise size uniformity. Along
this end, 3D-printing manufacturing technique offers cost-
effectiveness, user-friendly operation, rapid and one-step
prototyping, and defect-free 3D geometry.12,24,35 Nevertheless,
there still remain limitations and challenges to be resolved in
utilizing 3D-printing technique for the design of step-
emulsification devices that fulfil all the sophisticated
requirements necessary for the robust and scalable
production of high viscosity emulsion droplets.

In this work, we report a new 3D-printed step-
emulsification device (3D-PSD) for robust and scale-up
production of highly viscous emulsion droplets. We fabricate
a monolithic 3D-PSD consisting of 24 triangular drop
generator nozzles, combined with a pair of 3D flow
distributors without complex multi-step fabrication
procedures by utilizing a stereo-lithography (SLA) type 3D-
printer. The 3D flow distributor is shown to evenly distribute
the flow of the dispersed and the continuous phases into
each nozzle and step channel, resulting in generation of
uniform emulsion droplets. We also demonstrate that the
outlets positioned vertically downward enables gravity-
assisted clearing to prevent droplet accumulation and thereby
maintain size monodispersity even for more dense dispersed
phase with high viscosity (μ = 208.16 mPa s at 20 °C, ρ =
1.237 g cm−3). Surface modification of the 3D-PSD
hydrophilic using silica nanoparticle (SiNP) coating was
shown to also enable facile production of oil-in-water (O/W)

emulsion droplets. The utility of the device was verified
through continuous synthesis of biodegradable
polycaprolactone (PCL) microparticles using dichloromethane
(DCM) as the solvent. We envision that the facile fabrication,
cost-effective, and versatile droplet formation from our 3D-
PSD provides a new 3D-printing methodology in robust and
scale-up production of functional emulsion droplets,
particles, and beyond.

Results and discussion
Fabrication of a monolithic 3D-printed step-emulsification
device (3D-PSD)

One of the key limitations in utilizing conventional step-
emulsification devices for robust and scalable production
of highly viscous emulsion droplets is the non-uniform
droplet pinch-off at the end of the drop generator nozzle
and inefficient clearance mechanism that often leads to
droplet accumulation and coalescence of the resulting
droplets. To realize a monolithic 3D-printed step-
emulsification device (3D-PSD) that addresses these issues,
we design and fabricate a 3D-printed device with 24
triangular drop generator nozzles, combined with a pair
of 3D flow distributors for the dispersed phase and the
continuous phase (Fig. 1a). Here, one of the key design
principles is to incorporate a 3D flow distributor with a
tapered flow guider design optimized in our prior work12

for even distribution of both the dispersed and the
continuous fluids into each nozzle and the step channel.
The other important aspect is the perpendicular
orientation of each drop maker with respect to the stream
of continuous phase that imposes uniform shear to the
high viscosity emulsion droplets, offering effective clearing.
Without such perpendicular orientation, as typically
observed in traditional step-emulsification devices, the
droplet formation tends to vary significantly from one
nozzle to the other. This is further exemplified by the
build-up of hydrodynamic pressure due to accumulation of
pre-formed droplets near to the outlet, leading to relatively
more polydisperse droplets even for low viscosity fluids
(Fig. S1†). On the other hand, as the outlet is positioned
vertically downward, gravity also assists in the clearing to
prevent droplet accumulation and maintain size
monodispersity. During droplet formation, the dispersed
phase is emulsified at the end of each horizontally
parallelized, triangular-shaped drop generator nozzles
(height (h): 70 μm, width (w): 350 μm, length (l): 175 μm,
angle (θ): 20°, w/h = 5)25,29,31 by the continuous phase
that flows through the step channel and into the outlet
oriented vertically downward (Fig. 1b and c). To validate
this, we first performed computational fluid dynamic
(CFD) simulation based on volume-of-fluid (VOF) method
using ANSYS FLUENT to verify the capability of the flow
distributor in uniformly distributing fluids into each drop
generator nozzle and step channel (Fig. 1d). The uniform
flow distribution is also experimentally evaluated by
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flowing the dispersed phase (Qd) and continuous phase
(Qc) with flow rates set constant at Qd = 25 mL h−1 and
Qc = 50 mL h−1, respectively, to determine the
maldistribution factor (MF), defined as:

MF %ð Þ ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1

n − 1
Xn
i¼1

mi − m̄
m̄

� �2
vuut × 100; (1)

where n is the number of outlets, mi is the mass flow rate in
the i-th outlet, and m̄ is the average mass flow rate among
the outlets. We observe MF (%) value of 0.20 for the 24
nozzles, which fulfils the less than 1% MF value criterion of
an even flow distribution, as reported previously (Fig. 1e).12,36

Then, the newly designed 3D-PSD incorporating the uniform
flow distributor is converted into a CAD rendering followed
by fabrication using a SLA 3D-printer (MICROARCH® S140)
(Fig. 1f). The emulsion production in this newly designed 3D-
PSD was evaluated by injecting deionized (DI) water and
mineral oil containing 2 wt% Span 80 as the dispersed phase
and the continuous phase with flow rates set constant at Qd =
50 mL h−1 and Qc = 50 mL h−1, respectively, while the opened
outlet channel is immersed in a collection container filled
with the continuous phase (Fig. 1g). We find that

monodisperse water-in-oil (W/O) emulsion droplets are
continuously formed at the end of each nozzle with an
average diameter (dav) of 190 μm, low CV value of less than
4%, and formation frequency ( f ) of 3.86 kHz (Fig. 1h and i).
Overall, these results clearly indicate that a monolithic 3D-
PSD which allows even flow distribution into each droplet
generator nozzle and step channel can be successfully
fabricated using 3D-printing for scalable and robust
production of W/O emulsion droplets.

Robust and scalable production of W/O emulsion droplets
with high viscosity

To verify the droplet formation mechanism in our newly
designed 3D-PSD, we first monitored the water droplet
pinch-off process at the drop generator nozzle using an
optical microscope (Fig. 2a). We find that the dispersed
phase initially flows into the drop generator nozzle forming
a ‘tongue-like’ bulb. When the dispersed phase reaches the
end of the nozzle, it enters the reservoir and grows in size
(Fig. 2a, i). During this process, the bulb is still attached to
the main thread in the nozzle (Fig. 2a, ii and iii) where the
width (w) of the bulb neck decreases (Fig. 2a, iv) until the

Fig. 1 (a) Schematics illustrating the 3D-printed step-emulsification device (3D-PSD) at various viewpoints. The device contains 24 drop generator
nozzles with a pair of 3D flow distributors. The dispersed phase and the continuous phase are each labelled with blue and red, respectively. (b)
Schematics highlighting the dispersed phase flow direction with respect to the continuous phase at the end of the drop generator nozzle. (c) The
detailed geometry and the dimensions of each drop generator nozzle. (d) Computer-aided designs (CAD) of the dispersed phase flow distributor
(d1) and the continuous phase flow distributor (d2). (e) The computational fluid dynamics (CFD) simulation results of the flow distributors. (f)
Photograph of the 3D-PSD (left) and the magnified photograph of the drop generator nozzles. Scale bars represent 5 mm and 350 μm, respectively.
(g) Photograph and optical micrograph showing the operation of the device and the W/O emulsions generated from the 3D-PSD, operated at Qd =
50 mL h−1 and Qc = 50 mL h−1. Scale bars represent 10 mm and 200 μm, respectively. (h and i) Optical micrograph showing (h) the droplet formation
at the end of the drop generator nozzle and (i) droplet clearance from the nozzles. Scale bars each represents 200 and 300 μm, respectively.
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thread eventually breaks up (Fig. 2a, iv) due to Rayleigh–
Plateau instability that induces pinch-off of the bulb from
the dispersed thread (Fig. 2a, v). The detachment of the
droplet triggers the formation of a second tongue-like bulb
and this cycle is repeated throughout the operation of the
device. This process is consistent with the conventional
step-emulsification device, where the droplet formation is
driven by the difference in Laplace pressure (Δp = pn − pd)
in which pn and pd denotes the pressure of the highly
curved interface within the microchannel and the less-
curved interface formed when the dispersed phase enlarges
into a bulb shape ( pd), respectively (Fig. 2b). A flow regime
that enables consistent formation of monodisperse droplets
through this process is called dripping and when the fluid
flow is too fast, the thread does not break-up, leading to a
jetting regime and formation of droplets with varying sizes.
Also, for robust droplet formation to occur in dripping
regime, the nozzle must empty faster than the thread refills
which results in coherent decrease in neck width (w)
followed by break-up. As a result, it is essential to ensure
uniform access of continuous phase into each drop
generator nozzle and prevent droplet accumulation at the
nozzle exits as they can increase the resistance for the flow
of the continuous phase into the nozzle, thereby impairing
the droplet break-up and increasing the size polydispersity.
In our 3D-PSD, however, the continuous phase is identically

supplied into each nozzle through the step channel and
the formed emulsion droplets are immediately drained-out
by the continuous phase that flows through the step
channel and into the outlet oriented vertically downward,
granting high production rates while keeping size
monodispersity (Fig. 2c).

To also confirm the flow-invariant droplet formation
behaviour typically observed in step-emulsification
devices,25–31 we measured the resulting emulsion droplet
diameter (d) when the flow rate of the dispersed phase (Qd)
was varied from 3 to 80 mL h−1, while keeping the flow rate
of the continuous phase (Qc) constant at 50 mL h−1. We
observe that below a critical flow rate value of Qd.max = 50 mL
h−1, all nozzles operate in dripping mode (Fig. 2d and S2†).
However, when the dispersed flow rate exceeds 60 mL h−1,
some of the nozzles start to transition into jetting mode,
resulting in larger and more polydisperse emulsion droplets
with CV of >15% (Fig. 2e). Moreover, we observe that the
emulsion droplet diameter (d) remains unchanged when Qc

is varied from 5 to 100 mL h−1 while Qd maintained constant
at 5 mL h−1 (Fig. 2f). These findings indicate that the 3D-PSD
can consistently produce highly monodisperse droplets (d =
190 μm, CV < 4%, frequency = 3.86 kHz) at a maximum
production rate of up to 50 mL h−1 with exceptional
robustness against flow variations, demonstrating its
suitability for parallelization.

Another important criterion in robust and scale-up
production of emulsion droplets is its long-term operation
stability. Indeed, we find no noticeable change in the mean
size and the CV value of the droplets generated during 10 h
of continuous production compared to the ones formed at
the initial stage (Fig. 2g). We note that in some conventional
step-emulsification processes, the continuous phase is left
stagnant, resulting in surfactant depletion followed by
decrease in the stability of the emulsion droplets. However,
this issue is not observed in our system, possibly due to the
uniform and consistent injection of continuous phase that
enables stable formation of emulsion droplets over extended
periods.

To further extend to utility of our 3D-PSD in production of
polymeric particles and microgels, it is imperative that the
device is compatible with dispersed phase fluids that are
highly viscous. To verify this potential, we monitored the
production rate as well as the size distribution of the
resulting W/O emulsion droplets as we progressively increase
the viscosity of the dispersed phase through addition of
glycerol. For this purpose, we employed 30, 50, 70 and 90
wt% glycerol solutions (μ = 2.56, 6.86, 26.85 and 208.16 mPa
s at 20 °C) as the model dispersed aqueous phases and
mineral oil containing 2 wt% Span80 as the continuous
phase (Fig. 3a and b). The flow rates of these solutions were
varied from 3 to 50 mL h−1, while the flow rate of continuous
phase (Qc) was set constant at 50 mL h−1. We observe that
although the droplet size moderately increases with increase
in the flow rate of the dispersed phase, the corresponding
size distribution remains remarkably narrow (Fig. 3a–c).

Fig. 2 (a) Time-lapse optical micrographs of W/O emulsion droplet
formation at the drop generator nozzle in 3D-PSD depicting, i)
‘tongue-like’ bulb formation, ii and iii) bulb growth, iv) thinning of the
bulb neck, and v) droplet pinch-off by Rayleigh–Plateau instability. The
front panels show the schematic view of the cross-section through the
neck. Scale bar represents 300 μm. (b) A schematic illustrating the
droplet pinch-off at the drop generator nozzle. (c) Schematic
illustration of the droplet formed at the end of the drop maker nozzle
draining-out by the continuous phase that flows through the step
channel and into the outlet oriented vertically downward. (d)
Representative optical micrograph showing the monodisperse W/O
emulsion droplets generated from the 3D-PSD, operated at the
maximum flow rate of Qd.max = 50 mL h−1 and Qc = 50 mL h−1. (e) A
plot showing the insensitivity of the droplet size distribution on the
applied dispersed flow rate below the critical flow rate Qd.max = 50 mL
h−1. The flow transitions from dripping to jetting regime above the Qd.

max. (f) A plot showing the insensitivity of the droplet size on the
continuous phase flow rate from 5 mL h−1 to 100 mL h−1 at constant
dispersed flow rate of Qd = 5 mL h−1. (g) A plot showing the operation
stability of the 3D-PSD in producing monodisperse W/O emulsion
droplets. All error bars represent standard deviation.
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Moreover, the maximum flow rate of dispersed phase (Qd.max)
determined by the critical point above which the droplet
formation mode in each nozzle transitions from dripping to
jetting mode is much higher than the previously reported
values.27 While the maximum production rates reported
previously for the dispersed phase with viscosities of 28 mPa
s and 155 mPa s were 0.9 mL h−1 and 0.2 mL h−1,
respectively, our 3D-PSD allowed production of 50, 40, 15,
and 3 mL h−1 when the viscosity of the dispersed phase were
2.56, 6.86, 26.85 and 208.16 mPa s, respectively, representing
significantly higher throughputs than those achieved
previously (Fig. 3b).

To verify the origin of this pronounced throughput value
for dispersed phase with high viscosity, we examined the
droplet formation behaviour of the most viscous fluid (μ =
208.16 mPa s at 20 °C) tested, analogous to Fig. 2a.
Compared to DI water with much less viscosity (μ = 1.00 mPa
s at 20 °C), we find that the necking position moves closer
towards the end of the nozzle and the neck detaches at much
smaller wetting angle (α) of ∼120° (compared to ∼160° for
DI water) (Fig. 3d and e). We note that for robust droplet
formation in dripping regime, the nozzle must empty faster
than the thread refills and the high viscosity of the dispersed
phase retards the retraction of the fluid and thus puts
significant constraint on the production of monodisperse

emulsion droplets. For our 3D-PSD, the continuous phase
uniformly flows through the step channel and into each
orthogonally aligned nozzle to facilitate the backflow of the
continuous phase into the nozzle, compensating for the slow
retraction even in the case of highly viscous fluids to yield
uniform droplets. However, we note that maximum operable
flow rate of the dispersed phase (Qd.max) under dripping
regime that leads to monodisperse droplets decreases with
increase in viscosity, indicating that further parallelization of
the droplet generator nozzles is required to achieve
comparable throughput with lower viscosity analog.

Hydrophilic surface modification of the 3D-PSD for
production O/W emulsion-templated microparticles

To fully exploit the potential of 3D-PSD in production of
microparticles and microgels, a simple method to alter the
surface wetting property of the device hydrophilic needs to be
considered as many of the precursor used to prepare
microparticles are not only viscous but also insoluble in
water. Hydrophilic surface modification of the 3D-PSD
enables the continuous phase fluid to favourably wet the
inner channel wall of the device, resulting in consistent
break-up of the dispersed phase, and ensuring robust
production of monodisperse O/W emulsion droplets. Here,
we employed silica nanoparticle (SiNP) deposition technique
reported previously by us12 which effectively enhances the
hydrophilicity of the 3D-printed substrate. Briefly, 0.5 wt%
SiNP suspension adjusted to pH 2.0 is injected into the 3D-
PSD, followed by rinsing with DI water, and then dried in an
oven at 80 °C for 15 minutes. We note that this process
results in the formation of SiNP layer that strongly adheres to
the 3D-printed substrate (Fig. 4a and b). Indeed, the static
water contact angle on an unmodified 3D-printed substrate
significantly decreases from is 83 ± 5 to 9 ± 1° after SiNP
coating, demonstrating surface hydrophilicity (Fig. 4c and d).
The hydrophilic modification of the 3D-PSD ensures the

Fig. 3 (a) A plot showing the size distribution of the W/O emulsion
droplets as the viscosity of the aqueous dispersed phase progressively
increased through the addition of 30, 50, 70 and 90 wt% glycerol (μ =
2.56, 6.86, 26.85 and 208.16 mPa s at 20 °C, respectively). The flow
rate of dispersed phase (Qd) was varied in the range of 3 to 50 mL h−1,
while the flow rate of continuous phase (Qc) was set constant at 50
mL h−1. (b) A plot showing the maximum operable flow rate (Qd.max)
and viscosity with variation in the amount of glycerol in the solution.
All error bars represent standard deviation. (c) Optical micrographs of
W/O emulsion droplets with increasing viscosities of (c1) 2.56, (c2)
6.86, (c3) 26.85 and (c4) 208.16 mPa s at 20 °C, obtained by addition
of 30, 50, 70 and 90 wt% glycerol, respectively. (d) Time-lapse optical
micrographs showing the high viscosity W/O emulsion droplet
formation (μ = 208.16 mPa s) at the end of the drop generator nozzle
in 3D-PSD. i) ‘tongue-like’ bulb formation, ii) bulb growth, iii) thinning
of the bulb neck, and iv) droplet pinch-off by Rayleigh–Plateau
instability. The front panels show the schematic view of the cross-
section through the neck. Scale bar represents 300 μm. (e) A
schematic illustrating the high viscosity W/O emulsion droplet pinch-
off at the drop generator nozzle.

Fig. 4 Hydrophilic surface modification of the 3D-PSD for production of O/
W emulsion droplets. Scanning electron micrographs (SEM) and the static
water contact angle analysis on (a and c) pristine 3D-printed substrate and (b
and d) modified 3D-printed substrate through deposition of SiNP, respectively.
Inset in (b) shows the high-magnification SEM of the modified 3D-printed
substrate. (e) Optical micrograph showing the transparency of the unmodified
3D-PSD. (f) Optical micrograph showing the opacity of the modified analog,
resulted from the SiNP coating. (g) Photographs of the unmodified 3D-PSD
(left) and the modified 3D-PSD (right) under the UV lamp (λ = 365 nm).
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aqueous phase to completely wet the modified inner surface.
We also note that the utilization of acidic SiNP suspension
with a pH of 2.0 is crucial for creating a dense SiNP coating
layer by minimizing the electrostatic repulsion near the
isoelectric point (IEP).37 The existence of SiNP coating on 3D-
PSD can be easily visualized by the opacity of the coated
device, in contrast to the transparent uncoated device
(Fig. 4e and f). To further confirm the uniform SiNP coating
within the 3D-PSD, fluorescein sodium salt (green fluorescent
dye) is incorporated into the SiNP suspension for
visualization of the SiNP layer. Comparing the modified 3D-
PSD with the unmodified analog upon exposing to UV lamp
(λ = 365 nm) confirms the complete coverage of SiNP onto
the wall of 3D-PSD (Fig. 4g). Then, to verify whether the
hydrophilic modification of 3D-PSD enables the facile
formation of O/W emulsions, we choose DCM solvent
containing red fluorescent dye (Nile red) and 2 wt% PVA
solution as the model dispersed oil phase and the continuous
aqueous phase, respectively (Fig. 5a). Here, DCM was chosen
as the dispersed phase as it is a common organic solvent for
dissolving a wide range of monomers and polymers in
preparation of functional microparticles.12,22 Owing to the
favorable wetting of the continuous fluid to the modified
channel, we observe stable pinch-off of the DCM bulb at the
end of step nozzle, yielding uniform O/W emulsion droplets
(Fig. 5b). Measuring the diameter (d) of the resulting droplet
as the flow rate of dispersed phase (Qd) was varied from 5 to
60 mL h−1 (flow rate of continuous phase (Qc) kept constant
at 50 mL h−1) reveals that monodisperse O/W emulsion
droplets (d = 190 μm, CV < 4%, frequency = 2.36 kHz) can be
produced at a maximum production rate of up to 40 mL h−1

in the modified 3D-PSD (Fig. 5c and S3†). As the hydrophilic
coating remains intact even after continuous flowing of DCM
for 10 h and retain surface hydrophilicity,12 we believe that
our 3D-PSD offers new opportunities for scale-up production
of O/W emulsion droplets as well as the emulsion-templated
functional microparticles. To demonstrate this potential, we
utilize the modified 3D-PSD in robust and scalable
production of polymeric particles comprising of PCL, which
is U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved
biodegradable material. We operate the device using 4 wt%
PCL in DCM solvent as the dispersed phase and 2 wt% PVA
solution as the continuous phase each at a flow rate of Qd =
40 mL h−1 and Qc = 50 mL h−1, respectively. Collection of
these initial DCM droplets containing PCL (d = 210 μm, CV =
4%), followed by removal of DCM solvent from the droplets,
results in solidified PCL microparticles (d = 73 μm, CV = 4%)
(Fig. 5d and e). When the DCM solvent is fully removed from
the emulsion droplets, the final volume decreases down to
nearly 30%. We observe that the diameter of the PCL
microparticles (dexp) matches well with the predicted
diameter (dP), which is expressed as, dP

3 = dT
3(ρ4wt%/ρPCL).

Here, dT, ρPCL, ρ4wt% represents the diameter of droplet
template, the density of PCL microparticle, and the weight
per volume concentration of PCL in DCM droplet,
respectively (Fig. 5f).

Conclusions

In summary, we report a new 3D-printed step-emulsification
device (3D-PSD) design that allows robust and scale-up
production of emulsion droplets comprising of high viscosity
fluids (μ = 208.16 mPa s). The integration of 24 precisely
engineered triangular nozzles with 3D flow distributors were
shown to ensure uniform flow distribution into each nozzle
and step channel, addressing the critical challenges of
throughput and susceptibility to flow perturbations. The
gravity-assisted design of the outlets grants operation stability
by preventing droplet accumulation near the nozzle exits,
thereby enabling the throughput of monodisperse emulsion
droplets up to 50 mL h−1. In addition, the uniform and
consistent injection of continuous phase during droplet
formation in 3D-PSD is anticipated to resolve the inherent
surfactant depletion issue associated with stagnant
continuous phases in conventional step-emulsification
devices, thereby offering long-term operation stability.
Furthermore, the hydrophilic surface wetting property of our
3D-PSD modified via SiNP coating enables reliable production of
O/W emulsion droplets and biodegradable PCL microparticles.
We note that while we have primarily demonstrated the
applicability of our 3D-PSD in producing polymeric
microparticles templated from O/W emulsions by taking
advantage of the hydrophilic surface modification through SiNP
coating, 3D-PSD is also applicable for production of hydrogel
microbeads, or microgels, by utilizing W/O emulsions as
templates. As many of the hydrogel precursor solutions are
highly viscous in nature, we anticipate that our 3D-PSD will

Fig. 5 (a) Photographs of the O/W emulsion droplets generated from
the hydrophilically modified 3D-PSD. Scale bars each represents 10
mm and 300 μm, respectively. (b) Optical micrograph showing the O/
W emulsion droplet formation at the drop generator nozzle in
hydrophilically modified 3D-PSD. Scale bar represents 350 μm. (c) A
plot showing the insensitivity of the O/W emulsion droplet size
distribution on the applied dispersed phase flow rate below a critical
flow rate Qd.max = 40 mL h−1 while keeping the continuous phase flow
rate at Qc = 50 mL h−1. The flow transitions from dripping to jetting
regime above the Qd.max. The error bars represent standard deviation.
(d) A schematic illustrating the preparation of polycaprolactone (PCL)
microparticles from O/W emulsion droplet templates via solvent
evaporation. (e) SEM of the PCL microparticles after evaporation. Scale
bar represents 300 μm. (f) Plot of the experimentally measured particle
diameter (dexp) versus the predicted particle diameter (dP).
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allow scalable and robust production of microgels with excellent
mechanical properties, biocompatibility, and tunable
biofunctionality for various biomedical applications including
cell therapy, drug delivery and tissue regeneration to name a
few.38 We also note that while triangular drop generator nozzles
with 70 μm height were employed to result in 190 μm sized
droplets, we believe that fabrication of the nozzles with a higher
resolution 3D printer will allow production of even smaller sized
droplets as the resulting droplet size is primarily governed by
the geometry of the drop generator nozzle. Overall, we anticipate
that the freedom of 3D channel design, cost-effectiveness,
simple fabrication, and versatile productivity of 3D-PSD will pave
the way in 3D-printing based manufacturing platform for the
scalable production of emulsion-templated products in
numerous industrial sectors.

Experimental section
Materials

Mineral oil (≥99%), Span 80 (nonionic surfactant),
fluorescein sodium salt (green fluorescent dye), Nile red (red
fluorescent dye), glycerol (≥99.5%), hexane (≥95%), isopropyl
alcohol (IPA, ≥99.5%), polycaprolactone (PCL),
dichloromethane (DCM ≥ 99.8%), poly(vinyl alcohol) (PVA,
Mw = 13 000–23 000), and Ludox® colloidal silica (TM-50)
were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich. Polyethylene tube (ID =
500 μm, OD = 1/16 inch) was purchased from Saint-Gobain
PPL CORP. Deionized (DI) water (EXL®. 18.2 MΩ cm at 28
°C) was used for all experiments.

Fabrication of 3D-printed step-emulsification device (3D-PSD)

By using a computer-aided design (CAD) software (Autodesk
Inventor), 3D-printed step-emulsification devices are
rendered. The CAD file is printed-out using a stereo-
lithography apparatus (SLA) type 3D-printer (MICROARCH®
S140) with a commercially available acrylate-based polymer
resin (HTL yellow). The newly designed device is printed-out
in a layer-by-layer manner each layer with thickness of 10–40
μm, where the UV-curable polymer resin is cross-linked by
exposure to UV-LED (λ = 405 nm). The non-crosslinked resin
is rinsed with IPA and dried with compressed air. The tubing
is firmly connected with both inlets to infuse the dispersed
and continuous phase into the device.

Production of W/O and O/W emulsion droplets from 3D-PSD

By using syringe pumps (KDS Legato™ 100), the dispersed
and continuous phase fluids are supplied and controlled.
The resulting W/O and O/W emulsion droplets are collected
in containers which is filled with each continuous phase
fluid. The formation of emulsion droplets is monitored using
an inverted microscope (Eclipse Ts2, Nikon) equipped with a
high-speed camera (FASTCAM Mini UX50, Photron). At least
100 emulsions are sampled to determine the mean diameter
using ImageJ software. All data are presented as the mean ±
standard deviations (SD). The error bars represent SD.

Production of PCL microparticles

To generate the PCL microparticles, 4 wt% PCL and 2 wt%
PVA are each dissolved in DCM solvent and DI water for
dispersed phase and continuous phase, respectively. By using
syringe pumps, the polymeric dispersed phase and aqueous
phase are infused into the 3D-PSD. After the collection of
emulsion droplets, the residual organic solvent are removed
for 20 min using a rotary-evaporator. The PCL microparticles
are rinsed three times with DI water, followed by drying
under vacuum desiccator for 24 h. The resulting PCL
microparticles were imaged using a scanning electron
microscope (SEM, JEOL 7500F HRSEM). Similarly, more than
100 samples are analysed using ImageJ software to determine
the mean diameter of the microparticles. All data are
presented as the mean ± standard deviations (SD). The error
bars represent SD.

Computational fluid dynamics (CFD) simulation conditions
for acquisition of flow distribution

The 3D unsteady numerical simulation is performed to
acquire the flow distribution in each drop generator and 3D
flow distributor. All the physical conditions of the fluids and
the parameters used for CFD simulations are detailed in
Table S1.†

Governing equations. The dispersed fluids and the
continuous fluids are assumed as incompressible Newtonian
fluids. The mass and momentum conservation can be
calculated with the sets of Navier–Stokes equation below;

∇·u = 0 (2)

ρ
∂u
∂t þ ρu·∇u ¼ −∇pþ μ∇2uþ Fγ þ Fg; (3)

where ρ is the density of fluid, μ is the viscosity of fluid, Fγ is
the surface tension force and Fg is the gravitational force.
The simulation was performed using a commercial software
package in ANSYS FLUENT, Multiphase solver (interFoam).

Characterization of the SiNP modified 3D-PSD

The static water contact angle of the 3D-printed substrate
before and after SiNP modification are obtained by using a
contact angle goniometer (SMARDROP Femtolab). For surface
topology analysis, the sample are prepared by breaking the
unmodified and modified 3D-PSD followed by analysis using
the SEM. The SiNP layer immobilization was also confirmed
through fluorescein adsorption using a fluorescence
microscope (Eclipse Ts2, Nikon).

Data availability

The data supporting this article have been included as part
of the ESI.†
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