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Abstract

A representative volume element (RVE) model was developed to understand how the adhesion response

between an effectively rigid substrate with micro-pillar arrays and a compliant substrate is affected by the

spacing and aspect ratio of pillars. A number of verification and validation steps were taken to ensure the

RVE model was robust. We found that the pull-off force decreases when pillar spacing is small enough

such that the local deformation within the compliant substrate around one pillar is affected by neighboring

pillars. Additionally, pull-off force can increase dramatically if the compliant substrate makes contact with

the back surface between pillars, which occurs when the pillar spacing is large and pillar aspect ratio is small.

Our RVE model can provide useful insights and quantitative data for understanding the adhesive contact

mechanics between micro-patterned surfaces and soft substrates.
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1. Introduction

Surgical robots have the potential to assist surgeons with arduous surgical procedures while also de-

creasing patient discomfort or pain during a procedure. Our research group has worked to develop an

active robotic capsule endoscope (RCE), a diagnostic and therapeutic tool which can make endoscopy and

colonoscopy procedures easier for a surgeon and less painful for a patient [1]. Our RCE uses polydimethyl-

siloxane (PDMS) micro-pillared tread surfaces for mobilization through the large and small bowel organs [2].

We have done experimental testing with the micro-pillared treads to characterize both translational tractive

forces [3, 4] and normal adhesive forces [5–7] when in contact with a soft synthetic substrate. However, to

further optimize the RCE’s mobility and expand the use of micro-pillared surfaces to other applications,

we are interested in developing a computational model which can help us understand how the interfacial

response may be affected by different pillar geometries.

The mechanics of contact and adhesion has been a major field of study for over a century. It can be

dated back to Hertz [8] who developed the first analytical contact mechanics solution for two elastic spheres.

The Hertz theory was later extended to account for adhesive interactions at the contacting surfaces, most

∗Corresponding author
URL: http://amtl.colorado.edu (Mark E. Rentschler)

Preprint submitted to Mechanics of Materials December 27, 2017



notably by Johnson, Kendall and Roberts (JKR theory) [9] and Derjaguin, Muller and Toporov (DMT

theory) [10, 11]. Since then, numerous models have been developed to accommodate more complex contact

geometries or adhesive interactions [12]. In these models, adhesion is typically described through the cohesive

zone model, a concept first introduced by Dugdale and Barenblatt [13–15] to include the effect of plastic

yielding in fracture mechanics. The simplest cohesive zone model, known as the Dugdale strip yield model

[14], assumes a constant stress distribution over the cohesive zone region. However, many more complex

cohesive zone models have been presented within the literature, including the bilinear model and exponential

model [16, 17].

The purpose of this work is to present a finite element model that captures the contact interface between

an effectively rigid micro-pillar array and a compliant substrate. We chose to develop a representative-

volume-element (RVE) model to study the interaction. Within the RVE model, adhesion was modeled using

a bi-linear cohesive zone model (Figure 1b). Our primary focus was to understand how the pillar array

geometry (spacing and height) affects the total adhesion force. The incorporation of lateral friction into this

model will be a topic of future investigation.

Over the past decade, there have been many works on gecko adhesion which aim to uncover the various

phenomena contributing to a gecko’s unique ability to climb up vertical or overhung surfaces [18–27]. Our

study is different from the gecko adhesion work because although both realms of work investigate how

adhesion is affected when a smooth substrate is in contact with a micro-patterned substrate, the micro-

patterned substrate in our study is effectively rigid in comparison to the smooth compliant substrate, whereas

the micro-patterned substrate is considered compliant in comparison to the smooth rigid surface it contacts

in the gecko adhesion studies. Therefore, our unique contact geometry requires verification and validation

of a new finite element model.

This paper is organized as follows. In Section 2 we describe the development of the finite element model

and present the parametric study configurations; Section 3 presents the results of the finite element model

and the parametric study; a discussion of the parametric study trends and implications are presented in

Section 4; and Section 5 summarizes the our conclusions.

2. Computational Model

2.1. Cohesive Zone Model

A cohesive zone model is a stress based model which describes the separation of two contacting surfaces

(Figure 1a). It incorporates an adhesion energy term (w) which represents the additional energy that must

be supplied to overcome the adhesive attraction between the contacting surfaces. We chose to use a bi-linear

cohesive zone model (Figure 1b) in this work for simplicity.

At least three parameters are needed to fully define the bilinear cohesive zone model. The most critical

parameter to define is the adhesion energy (w), as this parameter is characteristic to the specific contact

interface. It is well-known within the literature that for a given interface, the remaining cohesive zone
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Figure 1: The cohesive zone model defines a finite stress distribution between two contacting surfaces for the region just outside

the crack tip (a ≤ r ≤ a+ d). In this work we chose to use a bi-linear cohesive zone model.

parameters will have negligible influence on the overall adhesive response as long as the adhesion energy

(w) remains consistent and the maximum separation (δt) is much smaller than the contact radius (aorR) or

other characteristic length scales [17]. We will use this fact as a verification tool for the adhesion interaction

model.

2.2. Finite Element Model Development

We are interested in understanding how pillar geometry and relative spacing of an effectively rigid micro-

pillared surface affects the adhesion response with a compliant substrate. Due to the length scale of the

micro-pillar geometry, running a full quarter symmetry model is not practical from a computational cost

perspective. Therefore, we used a representative volume element (RVE) model - a common tool used to

reduce a periodic volume to its simplest unit which can yield a representative value of the whole. We chose

a triangular cross-section volume element for our RVE model (Figure 2b). The micro-pillared substrate in

the RVE model captures one sixth of the pillar geometry at each corner, or, one half of a pillar total (it is

important to note that the RVE model neglects the curvature of the spherical indenter as shown in Figure

2b). To understand how various pillar geometry and spacing values affect the adhesion response between the

micro-pillared and compliant substrates, we designed a parametric study where pillar geometry and spacing

were varied.

To verify and validate the adhesive interaction model used in the RVE model (Figure 2b), we chose to

develop a model with a smooth contact geometry (Figure 2a). The particular contact geometry that we

chose for the smooth contact model is based on our previous published experimental work [7]. By using the

same contact geometry in the smooth contact model as was used experimentally, we were able to compare

our finite element model results for the smooth contact model to experimental data for validation.

In each finite element model, both the micro-pillared and compliant substrates (a polydimethylsiloxane

(PDMS) material and a PVC plastisol compound, respectively) were modeled as incompressible Neo-Hookean
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Figure 2: Two finite element models were developed using ABAQUS 6.14: (a) 3D quarter symmetry smooth contact and (b)

3D representative volume element (RVE) for micro-pillared contact. *Note: the pillars in the micro-pillared PDMS in Figure

2b are not drawn to scale. Also, the RVE model neglects the curvature of the spherical indenter for simplicity.

Table 1: This table lists the Neo-Hookean material constants (C1 and D1), corresponding linear elastic parameters (E and ν)

and material densities (ρ) used for the PDMS and compliant substrates.

C1 (MPa) D1 (MPa) E (MPa) ν ρ (kg/mm3)

PDMS 0.4833 0 2.9 0.5 9.65 × 10−7

Compliant
Substrate 0.0025 0 0.015 0.5 1.02 × 10−6

hyperelastic materials. The PDMS elastomer (10 : 1 base-to-curing agent weight ratio) can be well described

by the neo-Hookean model in the small strain regime [28], which is the case in our system because the PDMS

pillars do not undergo significant deformation. Additionally, we have shown through previous experimental

work that the PVC plastisol compound (from MF Manufacturing, Fort Worth, TX) behaves elastically within

the small strain regime [6]. Both materials were defined with density (ρ) values such that inertial effects

could be considered during the simulations. This is necessary because the time during which a crack initiates

and propagates during separation can be almost instantaneous. The material constants for each substrate

are listed in Table 1.

In each finite element model the PDMS substrate was held fixed while the compliant substrate tied to

the rigid shell was displaced linearly. Three steps were defined for each model and each step was defined

as a dynamic, implicit step with quasi-static assumptions (dynamic steps were used because of convergence

difficulties during separation if static steps were used). The first step initialized contact between the com-

pliant substrate and the PDMS substrate, the second step compressed the compliant substrate onto the

PDMS substrate, and the third step retracted the compliant substrate from the PDMS substrate. The time
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period defined for each step was determined based on the initial gap size (0.16 mm and 0.071 mm), total

compression displacement (1 mm) and strain rate values (0.01 mm/s) for the smooth and micro-patterned

contact models, respectively.

The meshing parameters used for each of the finite element models varies slightly due to their geometrical

differences. However, in each model, the bulk volume of the PDMS and compliant substrates were meshed

using hexahedron shaped elements. In the RVE micro-patten contact model, both the PDMS and compliant

substrates used tetrahedral elements near the contact region so that the micro-pattern geometry in the

PDMS substrate and the large local deformation in the compliant substrate around the pillars could be

resolved. In all cases, linear shape functions were used and the hybrid formulation was required due to the

use of hyperelastic material models. Finally, to simplify computational requirements for the PDMS mesh,

the PDMS substrate was rigidly constrained. This is an appropriate approximation since the elastic modulus

of the PDMS substrate (2.9 MPa) is nearly three orders of magnitude larger than the compliant substrate

(15 kPa).

As mentioned in Section 2.1, at least three parameters are needed to fully define the bi-linear cohesive zone

model used for the adhesive interaction between the PDMS and compliant substrates. We chose to define the

adhesion energy (w), the maximum traction (σn) and the contact stiffness (Kn). Of these parameters, w is

the only parameter which can be easily extracted through experimental analysis and JKR adhesion theory.

In addition, it is the only characteristic parameter for the adhesive interaction; the other two parameters, σn

and Kn, have negligible influence on the overall adhesion response as long as w remains consistent. Through

our previous experimental work in [7], we characterized w for the interface between a PDMS substrate and

compliant substrate as 300 mJ/mm2. Therefore, in this work we used this value for w for both the smooth

and micro-patterned contact models and chose various different values for σn and Kn for model verification.

2.3. Mesh Convergence and Effect of Cohesive Zone Parameters

2.3.1. Smooth Contact Model

Two different cohesive zone model shapes, Cohesive Zone Model 1 and Cohesive Zone Model 2 (Figure

3), were defined and tested to verify the smooth contact finite element model. For each case, the area under

the curve - adhesion energy (w) - was consistent. The finite element model was considered verified when the

error in maximum pull-off force between different cohesive zone model cases was less than 10%. To ensure

mesh convergence, the number of elements used within the cohesive zone length (d) was varied between 1, 3,

and 5 elements and this was done for each cohesive zone model shape. The models were considered converged

when the error in maximum pull-off force for models done within a cohesive zone model group was less than

5%.

2.3.2. Micro-Patterned Contact Model

For the micro-patterned contact geometry model, two additional cohesive zone model shapes, Cohesive

Zone Model 3 and Cohesive Zone Model 4 (Figure 3), were defined and used for verification testing. As
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Figure 3: Cohesive Zone Model 1 and 2 were defined and tested to verify the smooth contact geometry model while Cohesive

Zone Model 3 and 4 were defined and tested to verify the micro-patterned contact geometry model. For each case, the area under

the curve - adhesion energy (w) - remained constant (w = 3.0× 10−4 mJ/mm2 [7]). The maximum stress (σn) and separation

stiffness (Kn) are defined as follows for Cohesive Zone Models 1 to 4, respectively: σn,1 = 1.33× 10−2 N/mm2, Kn,1 = 1N/m3;

σn,2 = 6.50× 10−3 N/mm2, Kn,2 = 0.5N/m3; σn,3 = 2.60× 10−2 N/mm2, Kn,3 = 5N/m3; σn,4 = 2.00× 10−2 N/mm2,

Kn,4 = 2N/m3.

will be discussed in Section 3.1.2, the two cohesive zone models used for the smooth contact geometry

model were not adequate for the micro-patterned geometry because the cohesive zone lengths assumed in

the cohesive zone models for the smooth contact geometry were larger than the pillar radii. As with the

smooth contact geometry model, the model was considered verified when the error in maximum pull-off force

between different cohesive zone model cases was less than 10%. A mesh convergence study was also done

for the micro-patterned contact geometry model where the number of elements used within the cohesive

zone length (d) was varied at multiple increments between 2 and 40 elements. The models were considered

converged when the error in maximum pull-off force for models done with a common cohesive zone model

was less than 5%. It should be noted that we chose to scale the pull-off force model output by a factor of 2

such that the results could be presented per pillar rather than half pillar.

2.4. Validation with Experimental Data

While model verification indicates that the physics behind a finite element model are appropriately

implemented, it is also important to validate the results of a finite element model by comparing it to

experimental data. We chose to use the load displacement results from our previously published experimental

work [7] which characterized the adhesion energy for the contact between a compliant substrate and a smooth

or micro-pillared PDMS layer. For each contact case, we compared the resultant peak pull-off force from our

simulations with the mean experimental peak-pull off force and calculated a percent error.
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Table 2: This table lists the nine different configurations of pillar spacing (s) and aspect ratio ( h
2r

) that were built and simulated

using the RVE finite element model. *The pillar radius (r) was kept constant at 0.070 mm while the pillar height (h) was varied.

Configuration 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Pillar Spacing (s) 0.128 mm 0.256 mm 0.512 mm

Aspect Ratio* ( h
2r ) 0.25 0.5 1 0.25 0.5 1 0.25 0.5 1

2.4.1. Smooth Contact Model

The smooth contact geometry model uses quarter symmetry (Figure 2a), thus the direct load response

from the model is scaled by a factor of 4 before it is compared to the experimental value. No such scaling

factor is needed for the resultant displacement.

2.4.2. Micro-Patterned Contact Model

Comparing the results of the RVE model to the experimental data for the micro-pillared PDMS contact

case is not as straight forward because the contact geometry reflected in the RVE model is fundamentally

different from the experimental case in two ways. First, the RVE model itself only captures the contact

response for one half of a pillar, meaning that the output response needs to be scaled by a certain number

of pillars rather than scaled by symmetry factors as was done for the smooth contact model case. Second,

the RVE model assumes both the micro-pillared surface and the compliant substrate are flat and parallel to

each other. This is different from the experimental geometry reported in [7]. In Section 3.2.2, we discuss

how to account for these differences when comparing our RVE model results with experimental data.

2.5. Parametric Study

To understand how the micro-pillar geometry itself may affect the overall adhesion response, we chose

to design a parametric study where pillar spacing and aspect ratio were varied. The pillar aspect ratio was

varied by changing pillar height while holding pillar radius constant. Table 2 lists nine different geometric

configurations used for the parametric study. Configuration 5 is considered the nominal case, as the pillar

spacing and aspect ratio in this case are identical to what was used in the micro-patterned contact model

described previously (Figure 2b).

To remain consistent across all configurations, the compliant substrate was compressed into the micro-

patterned substrate until the compressive force reached approximately 6.0 × 10−2 mN. Each configuration

used cohesive zone model 3 parameters and we chose to use 3, 4 and 5 elements within the cohesive zone

length, corresponding to approximately 6, 8, and 10 elements along the radius of each pillar. A mean pull-off

force and standard deviation was calculated for each configuration across the different mesh sizes. If a model

was not able to converge before the pull-off force was achieved, it was not considered in the mean calculation.

It should be noted that we chose to scale the pull-off force model output by a factor of 2 such that the results

could be presented per pillar rather than half pillar.
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Figure 4: This figure shows the maximum pull-off load simulation results for the smooth contact geometry model for both

cohesive zone models at each mesh convergence level.

3. Results

This section presents the results of the verification and validation testing for both our smooth and

micro-pillared contact geometry models. It also presents the results of the parametric study done with the

micro-pillared contact geometry model.

3.1. Mesh Convergence and Effect of Cohesive Zone Parameters

To ensure the overall adhesion response from the FEA models were independent of specific cohesive zone

model shape - given the adhesion energy (w) remained constant among the different cohesive zone model

shapes - we analyzed the peak pull-off force from the FEA models for various cohesive zone model shapes.

Additionally, a mesh convergence study was completed by incrementally increasing the number of elements

within the cohesive zone length.

3.1.1. Smooth Contact Model

The results of the verification tests for the smooth contact geometry model are shown in Figure 4. We

observe that for each cohesive zone model case the percent difference in pull-off force decreases as the element

size decreases (number of elements within cohesive zone length increases). The maximum percent difference

between the 3 and 5 element cases for both cohesive zone models is 1%, indicating that 3 elements within the

cohesive zone length is adequate for mesh convergence. Additionally, the maximum percent error between

the different cohesive zone models done with 3 elements within the cohesive zone length is 4.1%. This percent

error is within our verification requirements indicating the overall adhesion response is independent of the

two different cohesive zone models.
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Figure 5: The resultant pull-off force per pillar from the micro-patterned contact geometry model are plotted for various cohesive

zone models and mesh sizes. The direct load response from the RVE model is scaled by a factor of 2 so that the results can be

interpreted per pillar rather than half pillar.

3.1.2. Micro-Patterned Contact Model

Figure 5a shows the peak pull-off loads per single pillar for the micro-pattern contact geometry model

when Cohesive Zone Models 1 and 2 were used. It is clear from the results that the peak pull-off loads per

pillar are not consistent between the different cohesive zone models; thus, indicating that the overall adhesion

response is not independent of the cohesive zone model. This result can be explained by the fact that the

cohesive zone length assumed by these two cohesive zone models is greater than the localized contact length

(radius of a single pillar). This directly violates the assumption that the cohesive zone length is much smaller

than the contact length (d � a), a necessary assumption in order for the overall adhesion response to be

independent of the cohesive zone model shape.

Therefore, we tested two additional cohesive zone models, Cohesive Zone Model 3 and Cohesive Zone

Model 4 (Figure 3), both of which have cohesive zone lengths less than or equal to the the pillar radius. The

maximum pull-off loads per pillar for the micro-patterned contact geometry model done with these cohesive

zone model shapes are shown in Figure 5b. From these results we observe that as the element size decreases

(number of elements per pillar radius increases) the percent difference in the pull-off force per pillar for

models with the same cohesive zone model shape decreases. The percent error between the two finest mesh

sizes for cohesive zone models 3 and 4 are 1.5% and 3.5%, respectively. Additionally, we observe that the

percent difference in pull-off force per pillar for models done with 20 elements along the pillar radius and

different cohesive zone model shapes is approximately 7.6%. All of these percent differences are within our

verification limits.
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Figure 6: The finite element load-displacement results for cohesive zone models 1 and 2 are shown in Figures 6a and 6b,

respectively.

3.2. Validation with Experimental Data

The smooth and micro-patterned contact geometry models were validated using experimental data that

was collected for adhesion energy characterization [7]. As described in section 2.4, the peak pull-off load for

each of our simulations was scaled according the symmetry assumptions made for the contact geometry.

3.2.1. Smooth Contact Model

Quarter symmetry was used for the smooth contact model and thus, the resultant pull-off load was

scaled by a factor of four. The resultant displacement did not need to be scaled because the symmetry

planes and direction of imposed displacement are parallel. The FEA load-displacement output curves for the

first two cohesive zone model configurations are shown in Figure 6. The percent difference between the mean

experimental pull-off force and that approximated with the scaled finite element model is approximately 27%

and 22%, for the 5 element case for cohesive zone model 1 and 2, respectively.

3.2.2. Micro-Patterned Contact Model

As mentioned in Section 2.4.2, the scaling factor needed to compare the peak pull-off load from the

micro-pillared contact geometry model to experimental results is not as straight forward as it is for the

smooth contact geometry model. The micro-pillared contact model computes the adhesion response for a

unit cell area which in total represents one half of a pillar (three, one-sixth pillars). Therefore, the load

response needs to be multiplied by a factor of two to achieve pull-off force per pillar. Then it can be scaled

by a given number of pillars which corresponds to the experimental geometry to recover the total pull-off

force. However, the given number of pillars cannot simply be the total number of pillars in the contact region

between the compliant and micro-pillared substrates because our experimental data comes from a curved

compliant substrate contacting a planar micro-pillared substrate (Figure 2b).
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JKR contact theory suggests that there will be a high stress concentration at the edge of the contact

region between a spherical probe and planar substrate. Additionally, it is reasonable to expect that at a

certain contact radius, the stress concentration at the edge will trigger the instantaneous failure of the entire

adhesive interface. This behavior has been observed for the contact between compliant pillars and a rigid

spherical probe and has been described through spring contact theory [29, 30]. While our experimental

contact geometry differs from that used to develop JKR contact theory and spring contact theory, the origin

for stress concentration in both theories is the curvature at the interface. Therefore, by using the number of

pillars around the perimeter of the contact area at the peak pull-off force to scale the RVE model, we can

better approximate the experimental response.

Calculating the number of pillars around the perimeter of contact is non-trivial because it is dependent

on where the sphere initially contacts the micro-pillared array. We chose to approximate an upper and

lower bound for the number of pillars around the contact region when the peak pull-off force was reached.

For our upper-bound approximation, we assumed that the pillars were radially distributed (center-to-center

pillar spacing of 0.256 mm) and the contact center was the center of the inner-most pillar. The number of

pillars around the outer-most ring at the critical radius (where the peak load is observed) is approximately

40 pillars. For our lower-bound approximation, we chose to use one half the number of pillars (20 pillars)

due to the fact that the pillars are hexagonally packed in reality. A hexagonal packing factor means that the

circular contact edge will either completely miss a pillar along the critical contact radius edge or it will have

partial contact with the pillar. Figure 7 illustrates the upper and lower bound peak pull-off forces as well as

a peak pull-off force which has been scaled by the total number of pillars in the contact region. When scaling

the peak load by either the upper or lower bound for the number of pillars along the contact perimeter, the

percent error in the peak load from the RVE model and experimental is 60% and 19%, respectively. While

there is still error in these upper and lower bound approximations, the percent error is much less than when

the number of pillars within the total contact area is used (≈ 400% error). Additionally, the experimental

pull-off force falls between the upper and lower bound approximations.

3.3. Parametric Study

The mean pull-off force per pillar for each of the nine RVE model configurations is shown in Figure

8a. The standard deviation of the mean is depicted in the error bars at the top of each bar. Figure 8b

shows the same pull-off force data as in Figure 8a, only the y-axis is truncated to 0.20 mN to show a more

detailed comparison between some of the configurations. From Figure 8b we observe that the pillar spacing

only affects the pull-off force significantly if the pillars are very close together (0.128 mm). In this case, the

pull-off force is generally less than it is for the other two pillar spacing cases (0.256 mm and 0.512 mm).

The results of the parametric study can also be interpreted through apparent pull-off stress (Figure 9).

In this case, the mean pull-off forces (directly from the RVE models) are divided by the apparent contact

area over which they act. For each of the different pillar spacing configurations, the apparent area is different

because the apparent area is calculated from the base triangular area on which the pillars sit (Figure 2b).
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Figure 7: This figure compares the peak pull-off force for the representative volume element (RVE) micro-pillared contact model

with various scaling factors and experimental data. The “FEA-RVE” configuration is the direct RVE output and therefore the

maximum pull-off force per half pillar. The “RVE Scaled by Npillar in Area” configuration is the RVE output scaled by a factor

of 252 and therefore the maximum pull-off force per 126 pillars. The “RVE Scaled by Npillar in Perimeter Upper Bound” is

the RVE output scaled by a factor of 80 and therefore the maximum pull-off force per 40 pillars. The “RVE Scaled by Npillar

in Perimeter Lower Bound” is the RVE output scaled by a factor of 40 and therefore the maximum pull-off force per 20 pillars.

(a)
(b)

Figure 8: This figure shows the mean pull-off force per pillar for each parametric study configuration (direct RVE output

response is multiplied by a factor of two since the RVE model geometry is for a half pillar). The mean is calculated from three

finite element configurations done with 3, 4 and 5 elements within the cohesive zone length. Figure 8b is simply a zoomed in

version of Figure 8a.
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Figure 9: This figure shows the mean apparent pull-off stress for each parametric study configuration. The stress is calculated

by dividing the mean pull-off load by the total apparent contact area for each configuration. The horizontal dashed line

indicates the maximum possible theoretical cohesive stress based on the cohesive zone model used for the parametric study

(σn = 2.6× 10−2 N/mm2).

Additionally, we have added a horizontal dashed line to indicate the maximum possible theoretical cohesive

stress. In theory the maximum cohesive stress occurs when there are no pillars and the surface is perfectly

flat. Therefore, the maximum theoretical cohesive stress can be approximated by the peak of the cohesive

zone model which was used in the parametric study (σn = 2.6× 10−2 N/mm2).

As observed in Figure 9, as the pillar spacing increases, the apparent pull-off stress decreases. It should

be noted that the apparent pull-off stress is simply an averaged stress at the interface of the two contacting

materials or the stress that is experienced by the bulk compliant substrate. If we were to consider the

stress directly at the interface between the compliant substrate and the PDMS pillars, the stress distribution

would be highly non-uniform and may not change between the two larger pillar spacing cases (0.256mm and

0.512mm) because the true contact area remains the same and the pillars are far enough apart that they are

not locally influencing one another. On the other hand, because we see a decrease in the pull-off force for

the case where the pillars are very close (0.128mm), we may expect to see a net decrease in the local stress

distribution around each pillar for this pillar spacing configuration.

The pull-off force and apparent pull-off stress are only influenced by aspect ratio when the pillar spacing

is large (0.512mm) and pillar aspect ratio small (0.25). In this case, the pillars are far enough apart and

short enough that the soft synthetic substrate contacts the backing layer between the pillars. Due to the

drastic increase in true contact area, both the pull-off force and apparent pull-off stress are increased as

compared to the results with the same pillar spacing and larger pillar aspect ratios.
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Figure 10: This figure illustrates the local deformation and stress distributions of three different micro-pattern geometry cases.

4. Discussion

The main purpose of this work was to understand how pillar geometry (spacing and aspect ratio) affects

the adhesive response between an effectively rigid micro-pillared substrate contacting a smooth compliant

substrate. We did an in-depth verification and validation analysis of both a smooth and micro-pillared

contact model before completing the the parametric study. The RVE model used for the micro-pillared

model assumes some simplifications as compared to the experimental contact geometry. However, we showed

that the experimental data falls within a reasonable upper and lower bound approximation from our RVE

model. The uncertainty in the RVE model output is a limitation of this work; however, it does not affect our

ability to extract relative trends and understand how pillar geometry affects the overall adhesive response.

The images in Figure 10 illustrate the local deformation and stress distributions at the contact interface

of three of our different parametric study configurations. In each case we see different local deformation

and stress distribution behavior. These images are valuable in that they allow us to hypothesize different

practical use cases for each configuration.

Figure 10a illustrates the case where pillar spacing is small and pull-off force minimized. From the image,

we can also see that the local deformation of the soft substrate between the pillars is small as well as smaller

than it is for the cases when the pillars are farther apart (Figures 10b and 10c). Therefore, it is possible

that this specific micro-pattern geometry may be useful for applications where the contacting substrate is

very soft as it will help reduce large local deformation between the pillars. An example of such application is

with electrodes of neural prostheses. A neural prosthesis has electrodes which interface directly with nerve

endings throughout the human body or with brain tissue. It is imperative that the electrodes remain in

intimate contact with the neural tissue to ensure connectivity. However, because neural tissue is very soft -

on the order of 1− 10 kPa - it is also important that the local deformation around the pillars is minimized

to reduce damage of the tissue.

Figure 10b illustrates the nominal micro-pattern geometry (that which we have used in our previous

experimental work for RCE development [1–7]). The penetration of the soft substrate into the space between

the pillars without contacting the backing layer helps provide an understanding as to why we have observed

14



enhanced traction and minimized adhesion when driving a wheel with this micro-patterned substrate over

a synthetic soft substrate or biological tissue. If the deformation profile of the soft substrate between the

pillars is the primary mechanism for enhanced traction, it suggests that there may be optimal pillar spacings

and aspect ratios for specific stiffnesses of contacting substrates.

Finally, Figure 10c illustrates the case where pillar spacing is large and aspect ratio small. In this con-

figuration we see both large local deformation of the soft substrate around the pillar geometry as well as

increased total contact area due to the soft substrate contacting the backing layer of the micro-patterned

substrate. This particular configuration may be most acceptable when both adhesion and traction are desir-

able. Additionally, to help reduce damage of the compliant substrate, it may be beneficial for the compliant

substrate to be stiffer. An example of an application where this may be useful is for the development of an

aortic stent graft which does not require stitches. An aortic stent graft is used to help reinforce the walls

of the aortic artery when an aneurysm is present. Currently, the technology requires the use of stitches to

hold the stent in place. However, it is possible that by incorporating a micro-patterned surface around the

outside of the stent, the micro-pattern could help hold the stent in place and eliminate the need for stitches.

The aortic artery is primarily composed of muscular tissue and thus is generally on the order of 0.1−1 MPa.

5. Conclusions

Through this work, we have presented the development of a verified and validated finite element model

which can be used to explore how micro-pattern geometry can affect the adhesion response with a more

compliant substrate. Our parametric study results for pillar geometry indicate that if pillar radius is kept

constant while pillar spacing and aspect ratio are varied, the pull-off force will only be affected for two cases:

(1) pillar spacing is small enough where the local stress and deformation around each pillar influences that

of neighboring pillars and (2) pillar spacing is large enough and pillar height small enough that the soft

substrate contacts the backing layer of the micro-patterned substrate. Additionally, the apparent pull-off

stress will generally decrease as pillar spacing increases. However, if there is contact on the backing layer of

the micro-patterned substrate, the apparent pull-off stress will increase due to the increased pull-off force.

The use of an RVE model is adequate and ideal for determining trends of adhesion response between different

pillar geometries.
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