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Abstract: Mechanical hygrometry has 
progressed during the last several decades from 
crude hygroscopes to state-of-the art strain-gage 
sensors. The strain-gage devices vary from 
different metallic beams to strain-gage sensors 
using cellulose crystallite elements, held in full 
shear restraint. This old technique is still in use 
but several companies are now actively pursuing 
development of MEMS miniaturized  humidity 
sensors. These new sensors use polyimide thin 
film for water vapor adsorption and desorption. 
This paper will provide overview about modern 
humidity sensors.  
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The rapid and accurate measurement of humidity 
has challenged the scientific community for a 
long time. During the last 15 years, an emerging 
Micro-Electro-Mechanical-System (MEMS) 
technology, coupled with the latest cutting edge 
technologies for smaller, faster, and inexpensive 
systems, has opened the way for development of 
capacitance type and cantilever stress/strain-
based MEMS humidity sensors [1-8]. Though 
there is a lot of interest in these miniaturized size 
and low cost humidity sensors yet there is strong 
desire to improve accuracy and rapid response of 
these sensors. The authors believe that the 
improved response can be achieved if we 
understand the theory and basis of multi-
molecular condensation of moisture on natural 
polymers like cellulose, man-made polymers and 
other substrates. To increase our understanding, 
how these natural and man-made polymers 
absorb, desorb and transduce water vapors, we 
start with the basic structure of water and its 
different forms. 
 
The water is a very reactive compound.  Water 
molecules are bound by hydrogen bonds into 

large and fluctuating aggregates. It is a weak acid 
and at the same time a weak alkali. The “OH” 
side reacts to make alkali and the positive side, 
“H”, reacts to make acid. The polarity of a water 
molecule is depicted in Figure 1.  
 
The water vapors are part of every human breath. 
The air we breathe – and its components 
(including water vapors) are critical to support 
our life. The measuring of pollution for the many 
chemical components that are in the air do not 
stand alone, and can’t be separated from relative 
humidity. Any chemical reaction that takes place 
whether inside the body or outside is reliant on 
the water molecules. It is the destabilizing 
element – subject to change. Water is the only 
molecule that will condense within the 
temperature excursions of our environment, 
going freely between gas, liquid, and solid. 
Water is the only vapor that is different because 
it is condensable, and because it can change, 
physically separating from the other gases and 
physically transferring energy from one part of 
the earth’s environment to another. The vapors 
from the oceans condense on the land and 
become rivers, returning as rain as a means of 
irrigating vegetation, to snow and ice as a 
method of storing energy in a single place, and in 
its time fed back to the energy system, flowing to 
the oceans.  
 
The polarity of the molecule is centered around 
the oxygen atom. When water is condensed in an 
ice crystalline as shown in Figure 2, the 
molecules link in such a manner that it takes 
more space and have the least energy. In liquid 
form as shown in Figure 3, the water is 
amorphous and the molecules are linked closer 
together with moderate energy. Gas or vapor 
form of individual water molecule is called 
humidity. In humidity form, molecule as shown 
in Figure 4 are not linked together and have the  
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Figure 1 – Polarity of water molecule 
 
highest energy.  
 
H2O is a very reactive molecule at a high 
concentration. However, reactivity varies with 
temperature and becomes moderate at ambient 
temperature  

 

 
      
Figure 2: Ice Crystalline form of water having 
the least energy 
 

      
 
Figure 3: Water in liquid form has moderate 
energy 
                                                              
Water molecules affect our climate all the time. 
The water distribution in the atmosphere varies 
strongly with time, location, and altitude. It can 
transfer its energy from ice to water, and to 
gases. In gas form, vapors move with winds and 
can travel up to the stratosphere. It is here that 
water vapors absorb almost 70% of the known 
absorption of incoming sunlight which 
contribute to the warming of our earth planet. 

Without these water vapors in the atmosphere, 
the earth temperature would be lowered by about 
30 degrees K and will become uninhabitable. In 
other words, water vapors play a positive role in 
greenhouse effect. There is substantial water 
greenhouse effect in the troposphere, the lowest  
 

 
Figure 4: Free molecules in humidity form have 
the highest energy.  
 
region of the atmosphere, as a result of the large 
water concentration. On the other hand, in the 
stratosphere region there is little greenhouse 
effect because of the small concentration of 
water.        
 
The water and water vapors have played critical 
role in the formation of our planet. The climate 
of our planet is largely controlled by 
tropospheric phenomena, including the clouds, 
the global circulation of tropospheric air, and the 
exchange of energy between the oceans, surface, 
and troposphere as shown in Figure 5 [9]. The 
water vapors have also played a critical role in 
chemical evolution of organic molecules, leading 
ultimately to the appearance of life.  
 

 
Figure 5: Atmosphere Temperature Profile 
 
This evolution process can be divided into two 
processes. 
 
1. The abiotic production of key precursor 
molecules, like H2CO and HCN. 
 



 
 

2. The reaction of these precursor molecules in 
the oceans to produce more complex organic 
molecules, like amino acids and carbohydrate 
(sub-components of nucleic acids, and proteins).  
 
One possible scenario about the production of 
H2CO is that it was a byproduct of sunlight and 
abundant N2, CO2, and H2O gases present in the 
early atmosphere [10]. Once production of H2CO 
is completed in the atmosphere,  water (rain) 
transported these organic molecules to the 
oceans for polymerization which lead to more 
complex organic molecules.    
 
Humidity in the Air and its Measurement: 
 
The concept of humidity in air is simple. The 
temperature of the air determines the partial 
vapor pressure of the water that a given area can 
contain at saturation. The partial pressure of 
water vapors that exists at any time in a given air 
mass may be less than saturation. Relative 
humidity (RH), is the equilibrium moisture 
content of air and water activity (aW) in the 
relative equilibrium moisture content of 
materials.  Adsorb and desorb response can be 
transduced electrically by impedance or 
physically by stress /strain measurement. 
 
Humidity divided by 100 become percent 
relative humidity.  Because of the growth in the 
field of electronics, different types of humidity 
sensors like Dunmore sensor, the Pope cell the 
“dew cell” and the capacitive types were 
developed in the 1930s; the carbon type in the 
1940s; the electrolyte; infrared; and Lyman-
Alpha instruments in the 1950s; the automatic 
chilled mirror hygrometer; the aluminum oxide 
hygrometer; and Shear/Stress Strain Gage in the 
1960s.  
 
The authors believe that the improved response 
can be achieved if we understand the theory and 
the basis of multi-molecular condensation of 
moisture on polymers. To increase our 
understanding how these polymers absorb, 
desorb and transduce water vapors we will 
concentrate on four mechanisms; 
 
1. To learn from Nature (How natural polymers  
    like cellulose absorb water and balance water  
    vapors in plants). 
2. Langmuir’s Theory of monomolecular adsorp-  
    tion. 
3. BETs multilayer model of bound water in the     
    polymer. 

4. Van der Waal’s condensation. 
 
Cellulose (Natural Polymer) and its role for 
water adsorption in Plants: 
 
Cellulose is a byproduct of photosynthesis which 
involve three elements namely, carbon, oxygen, 
and hydrogen. Water is a source of oxygen and 
hydrogen elements. Due to photosynthesis, these 
elements are combined in complex molecules 
and joined into different types of natural 
polymers. These polymers are cellulose, 
hemicellulose, and lignin. Cellulose polymer 
provides strength to the woods. Anhydrous 
glucose molecules polymerize into 
megamolecular-weight filaments of cellulose 
that bond to each other through cross linkages to 
form anhydrous crystals. Cells are bonded 
together with lignin in full shear restraint, 
creating a structure that is physically responsive 
to the stress induced by relative vapor pressure. 
Because of these characteristics, it has been used 
for humidity sensors [6]. 
 
In plants, cellulose is found in two forms, 
crystallite form and amorphous form. In 
crystallite form, there are no sites available for 
adsorbing water molecules. On the other hand, in 
amorphous form, there are sites available for 
water molecules as shown in Figure 6.  

 
Figure 6: Hydrogen bonding to other cellulose 
molecules can occur at OH points.  
 
The structure of a cellulose molecule has four 
units. Every second unit is inverted as compared 
to the first one. Also, the O site that connects two 
units is inverted at every second  site. The 
cellulose molecule is developed in plants to store 
energy and provide structural support [3]. The 
cellulose crystallite structure is considered more 
effective than the hair hygrometer. The structure 
of wood results in the generation of an activating 
force in expansion and contraction. Cellulose 
selected for use as a humidity sensor is subjected 
to a processing and treatment program. The 



 
 

cellulose crystallites are the hygromechanical 
portion of the sensor. The paired elements are 
then coupled with a strain gage beam.   
 
This type of mechanical hygrometry has 
progressed during the last several decades from 
crude hygroscopes to state-of-the-art strain-gage 
sensors. The first strain-gage devices were built 
in 1960 using metallic beams instrumented with 
discrete silicon gages which were stressed by 
natural organic structures [3]. These physical 
adsorption sensors assembled from organic 
crystallite elements are very reliable but follow a 
type 2 adsorption curve of bound water, which 
produce non linearity and wide hysteresis. The 
next generation strain-gage sensor was 
developed in 1970 using cellulose crystallite 
elements, which were held in full shear restraint. 
This sensor produced a linear output from 0-
100% RH with very low hysteresis [3]. These 
sensors are reliable, linear, accurate and capable 
of withstanding extremely hostile environments. 
They are relatively expensive to build and 
calibrate.  
 
This old technique is still in use but some 
companies, and research and development 
institutions are actively pursuing state-of-the-art 
MEMS humidity sensors. The next generation 
humidity sensors evolved in the  early 1980s and 
1990s when shear/stress strain gage (S/SSG), 
resistance and capacitance type MEMS humidity 
sensors were developed [11,12,13]. Some of 
these sensors are shown in Figure 7. 
 

                           
 
Figure 7(a): Cantilever-based MEMS S/SSG 
Humidity Sensor 
           

                               
 
Figure 7(b): Capacitance-type Humidity Sensor 
                     

 

             
           

Figure 7(c): Capacitance-type Humidity Sensor    
 

Evaluation criteria for different types of 
humidity sensors are; Quantity measured, Cost 
(including signal conditioner), Humidity range, 
Accuracy, Temperature range, Temperature 
effect, Long-term stability, Response time, 
Hysteresis, Linearity, Interchangeability, Lead 
effect, Resistance to contamination, Resistance 
to condensation, Cleanability, Calibration ease, 
Size/ Packaging, application and the chemicals to 
which these sensors will be exposed. 
 
Copy of Natural Cellulose: 
 
We have seen that natural (amorphous) cellulose 
can absorb and desorb water depending upon 
environment. Natural cellular structures do it 
because of their polymer properties. Researchers 
have started looking at similar types of lab-made 
polymers that can reflect properties of cellulose. 
Here is a brief description of polymers. 
Polyimides are polymers that contain an imide 
group as shown in Figure 8 (a). When polymers 
are polymerized, it takes either form of a linear 
structure or heterocyclic structure as shown in 
Figures 8(b) and 8(c) respectively.   
 

                                      
Figure 8(a): An Imide group 

 

                 
 

Figure 8(b): Heterocyclic Structure 
  



 
 

            
Figure 8(c): Linear Polyimide 

 
After polymerization, the polymer can take one 
of the two structures. Heterocyclic polyimides 
are used in the electronics, automotive, and 
aerospace industry. The properties that originate 
from strong intermolecular forces between 
polymer chains can provide insight for water 
vapor absorption and desorption mechanism by 
the polyimides. Certain polyimides contain two 
different types of monomers, a donor and 
acceptor. The charge transfer does not only work 
between adjacent units but also between chains. 
Figure 9 shows how the carbonyls of the 
acceptor on one chain interact with the nitrogen 
of the donor on adjacent chains.   
 

   
 
Figure 9: Polyimides stack in a manner that 
allow the carbonyls of the acceptor to interact 
with the nitrogen of the donor on adjacent 
chains.  
 
Even though the water molecule is neutral as a 
whole, slight variation in charge distribution 
causes a dipole moment. This dipole 
characteristic of water can use acceptor and 
donor capability of polyimides to generate 
intermolecular forces between polyimide and 
water. This leads to a net attraction between 
polar molecules of water and thin polyimide 
films.  
 
Afterwards, surface tension and van der Waals 
forces come into play. It is fair to say that van 
der Waals forces and surface tension are what 
holds water in place on polyimide thin film 
surfaces. When humidity level increases, other 
water molecules are attracted to the primary 
water layer because of polarity. The asymmetry 
of the water molecule leads to a dipole moment 
with a slightly more positive charge towards 

hydrogen atoms. This polar nature of water 
molecules causes dipolar interaction between 
water molecules as shown in Figure 10. 

 

      
 Figure 10: Dipole Interaction between water 
 molecules 
 
Another force responsible for keeping moisture 
attracted to the surface is cohesive force between 
liquid molecules called surface tension. If there 
is enough water, the cohesive forces are shared 
by molecules in all directions, but on the surface 
there are no atoms on the upper side, hence only 
attractive forces are between neighboring 
molecules. This attractive force is called surface 
tension. At the surface, discontinuities in 
densities produce two-dimensional “surface 
tension”. The magnitude of surface tension 
depends upon cohesive forces. Interfacial tension 
(γ12) can be calculated using tension in both 
regions (say γ1 and γ2) minus the work of 
adhesion (W12). In our case, γ1 and γ2 are surface 
tension of water and polyimide respectively, 
while W12  is the adhesion force of attraction 
between water vapor and polyimide thin film. 
Where there is liquid and solid interface, we can 
ignore pressure difference across a curved 
interface (which is the case of interfacial tension 
in liquids). Examples of three liquid tensions are 
capillary height, drop, and bubble-shape.  
 
The spin-coating process to deposit thin polymer 
coatings and the shrinkage caused by subsequent 
thermal processing results in an anisotropic 
expansion of the films when exposed to 
humidity. As seen in Figure 11, the plot of 
relative humidity (%RH) vs. output (m-V) is 
non-linear. This is because of anisotropic 
expansion and three different sorption processes 
in a polymer film when exposed to humidity 
[14]. A) At low humidity levels, water is 
absorbed in micro-voids. B) At humidity levels 
above 50% RH, absorption is dominated by 
cluster formation. C) The third absorption, also 



 
 

known as Henry dissolution occurs over the 
whole humidity range. This process is described 
by equation, CK = CH + CL +CC where CH is 
Henry sorption; CL is Langmuir sorption; and CC 
is clustering sorption. The first two sorption 
processes are nonlinear while the third one 
responds in a linear fashion. At low humidity 
levels as shown in Figure 11  the sorption of 
water can be modeled by means of Langmuir 
isotherms and causes a convex appearance. This 
process changes at humidity levels above 50% 
and absorption is dominated by a cluster 
formation and causes the concave shape.  
  
There are some other capacitance-type humidity 
sensors that use similar types of polymer coating. 
In operation, water vapor in the active 
capacitor’s dielectric layer of these devices, 
equilibrate with the surrounding gas and the 
change in capacitive reactance is measured. 
Figure 11(b) shows typical response of 
capacitance type humidity sensor.    
 
Mechanism of Water Sorption in Polyimide 
films: (Basis of small-scale Humidity sensors) 
 
Thin polymer films have found widespread 
applications in silicon-based microelectronic 
devices due to their unique material properties. 
Polyimides, polymers that contain recurring 
amide groups as integral parts of the main 
polymer chains, have been extensively used in 
the aerospace and electronics fields because they 
are thermally stable, mechanically strong, and 
electrically insulating [15-17]. Interest in these 
materials is particularly high where 
miniaturization, large-scale integration, and 
high-speed signal processing in semiconductor-
based components are important factors. Such 
demands require varied properties of polyimide 
materials. Accordingly, polyimides of different 
chain structures are used for different 
applications [16, 17]. In case of small-scale 
MEMS humidity sensors, commercially 
available polyimide is spin coated on cantilever 
beams and on dielectric film between the 
capacitance plates. As a result of the spin-coating 
process and subsequent thermal processing, 
polymer layers show in-plane orientation [16]. 
When exposed to a humid environment, these 
polymer thin films tend to expand due to the 
sorption of water molecules [16, 17]. In some of 
the previous studies, the swelling of thin 
polyimide films have been found to be 
anisotropic [16].  
 

Polyimides have relatively high uptakes of 
water. Water sorption has a significant effect on 
the dielectric constant of polyimides. It causes 
increased conductivity of the dielectric insulator 
and promotes corrosion of the conducting metal 
leading to potential device failure [18-20]. 
Properties of these films can be changed by 
different methods like ion implantation and 
incorporation of fluorine during deposition. 
Both, the dielectric constant and the water uptake 
of polyimides, can be reduced by incorporating 
fluorine into the polymer [21-23].  
 
Decreasing the imide content of the polymer is 
another way for changing film characteristics 
[24]. Because of high permeability, polyimide 
films can also be used as membranes for water 
vapor separation [25-27]. The water vapor 
sorption and diffusion properties of polyimides 
are very important for their use in humidity 
sensors. Investigations of water vapor sorption 
and diffusion properties of polyimides have been 
widely reported [28-43].  
 
Solubility(S) and diffusion coefficients (D) are 
determined with the transient sorption and 
desorption experiments using a gravimetric 
method of measuring water vapor uptake on 
freestanding polymer films. The process by 
which gases, vapors or liquids are transmitted 
depends on the structure of the polymer 
membrane or film. For a polymer film with gross 
pores, mass transport occurs primarily by 
viscous processes when there exists a pressure 
difference across the pores, and by ordinary or 
Fickian diffusion in the presence of a concentra-
tion difference across the pores [44].   
 
It is, of course, desirable to fabricate polymer 
thin films without pores. However there is an 
activated-diffusion- type penetrant transport in 
such films; a process in which the gas dissolves 
in the film at higher concentration surface, then 
migrates through the film under a gradient and 
finally desorbs or evaporates from the surface at 
the lower concentration. The absorbed water 
vapor mass depends on the mass of the polymer 
itself, so it is useful to relate the mass of the 
absorbed water to the mass of the dry polymer. 
The mass of the absorbed water, and 
consequently the saturation concentration, 
depend on the temperature, so it is important that 
all measurements be performed at a constant, 
specified temperature. It has been reported that 
the maximum values of water uptake and 
expansion as well as the degree of non-linearity 



 
 

for humidity measurement is influenced by the 
annealing conditions [45].  
 
The amount of sorbed water depends on the 
chemical structure and the morphology of the 
polymer chains as well. Also, it is dependent on 
the film thickness. Furthermore, higher anneal 
temperature results in higher film densities that 
lead to reduced mass uptake.  
 
Adsorption isotherms: 
 
When free gas come in contact with polymer, the 
surface shows affinity towards vapors. The 
molecules either enter the surface or remain 
attached to the surface, called adsorption. The 
free vapors (which are not in direct contact with 
the surface) and the adsorbed vapors finally will 
establish equilibrium. In such a case, the 
fractional coverage of the surface is dependent 
on the overlying vapor pressure. The variation of 
this fractional coverage with pressure at a given 
temperature is called adsorption isotherm. 
Several researchers worked on different models 
for adsorption isotherm establishment. Here we 
will briefly discuss two isotherms. The first one 
is Langmuir isotherm and the second one is the 
BET isotherm. The Langmuir isotherm depends 
upon a number of factors. 
 
1. The temperature of the system (which remains  
     the same during experiment).  
2. The pressure of the gas surrounding the  
     polymer surface.   
3. Kinetic equilibrium between adsorbed and  
    surrounding gas/vapors. 
4..Adsorption is restricted to monolayer  
    coverage. 
5. Each surface site can accommodate, at most,  
    one molecule/vapor. 
6. The ability for adsorbtion at a given site is  
    independent of the state of the neighboring   
    site.   
 
It is concluded that there is no net change of 
surface coverage (θ). The change of θ due to 
adsorption is equal to the rate of change of θ due 
to desorption. In equation form it can be written 
as follows: 
 
              θ = N/S = bP/1+bP 
 
Where N is the number of adsorbed molecules 
and S is the available polymer  surface sites and 
b is the ratio of adsorbed rate constant to rate of 
desorption constant, b = ba/bd 

So surface coverage can be calculated if we 
know pressure (P) of the gas (including water 
vapors) and ratio of adsorption rate constant to 
desorption rate constant. In Langmuir model, 
assumption is that adsorption could occur only 
on the unoccupied sites. This restriction was 
ignored by Stephen Brunaur, Paul Emmet, and 
Edward Teller and they devised another isotherm 
equation called BET isotherm. The assumptions 
made for BET isotherm are: 
 
1. The molecules are adsorbed on a flat, uniform  
     surface of the solid due to van der Waals  
     forces between the gas and the solid. 
 
2. Once molecules are adsorbed on the solid  
     surface, additional molecules can adsorb   
     either on the remaining free surface or  
     additional layers built on the first layer of  
     adsorbed molecules.  
 
3. There is no lateral interaction between the  
    molecules of the adsorbed layers.  
 
Under the BET model, surface coverage θ will 
be  

                θ = bz / (1-z){1-(1-b)z 

                  where b= ba/bd and  z = P/P* 

b is analogous to parameter for Langmuir. The 
BET simplifies to the Langmuir when relative 
pressure z< 0.01 and b>100 [46]  

The Use of Polymer thin films in Humidity 
sensors: 
 
Capacitance-type polymer sensors use polyamide 
or cellulose acetate polymer thin films deposited 
between conductive electrodes. The thin film 
acts as a capacitive dielectric medium that 
changes its dielectric constant as the moisture is 
adsorbed.. In MEMS humidity sensors, 
cantilever beams are coated with polyimide thin 
films. These thin films adsorb and desorb water 
vapors depending upon environment.  
 
Characterization Matrix: 
 
A series of tests to characterize MEMS humidity 
sensors were performed as follows: 
 
1. Characterization of polymer coated cantilever- 



 
 

     beam based MEMS sensors without signal  
     conditioning unit. 

 
2. Characterization of polymer coated Capaci- 
    tance type humidity sensor with built-in 
    signal conditioning. 
  
The sensors were exposed to different humidity 
conditions (10, 20, 30, 50, 70, & 90%) at 
different temperatures (10, 20, 30, & 50OC). 
Variation of the sensor output (m-Volts) as a 
function of relative humidity (%RH) at a 
constant tempera-ture is shown in Figure 11(a). 
As expected, the output increases with increase 
in humidity. Similarly the sensor output 
increases with temperature for a constant RH%. 
Properties of the final processed polyimide film 
are dependent upon the post-deposition 
temperature [40]. If cured at 3500C for 60 
minutes, these polyimids films show virtually no 
degradation even after 1000 hours of testing.                                       
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Figure 11(a): Cantilever-beam based MEMS 
humidity sensor (without signal conditioning) 
 
As seen in the Figure, plot of relative humidity 
(%RH) vs. output (m-V) is non-linear. This is 
because of anisotropic expansion and three 
different sorption processes in a polymer film 
when exposed to humidity [41]. A) At low 
humidity levels, water is absorbed in micro-
voids. B) At humidity levels above 50% RH, 
absorption is dominated by cluster formation. C) 
The third absorption, also known as Henry 
dissolution occurs over the whole humidity 
range. This process is described by equation, CK 
= CH + CL +CC where CH is Henry sorption; CL is 
Langmuir sorption; and CC is clustering sorption. 
The first two sorption processes are nonlinear 
while the third one responds in linear fashion. At 
low humidity levels, as shown in Figure 11, the 
sorption of water can be modeled by means of 
Langmuir isotherms and causes convex 
appearance. This process changes at humidity 
levels above 50% and absorption is dominated 

by cluster formation and causes the concave 
shape.  
  
The capacitance-type humidity sensors use 
similar type of polymer coating. In operation, 
water vapor in the active capacitor’s dielectric 
layer of these devices, equilibrate with the 
surrounding gas and the change in capacitance is 
measured. Figure 11(b) shows typical response 
of the capacitance type humidity sensor.    
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Figure 11(b). Capacitance type humidity sensors 
characterization (with signal conditioning) 
 
In this plot, again all three processes; Langmuir 
isotherm, cluster formation, and dissolution of 
water are apparent but on a smaller scale as 
linearity is improved because of built-in signal 
conditioning.        
 
The principle upon which all these small size 
humidity sensors (cantilever-beam based and 
capacitance type) work depends upon coating of 
polymer thin films. Measurement of RH% 
directly depends upon absorption of water vapors 
by polymer films. The water vapor mass 
absorbed depends on the mass of the polymer 
itself, so it will be useful to relate the mass of the 
absorbed water to the mass of the dry polymer. 
Mass of the absorbed water, and consequently 
the saturation concentration, depends on the 
temperature, so it is important that all 
measurements be performed at a constant 
temperature. It has been reported that the 
maximum value of water uptake and expansion 
as well as the degree of nonlinearity for humidity 
measurement is influenced by the anneal 
conditions [39].  
 
Structural effects influence the sorption behavior 
also. The performance and reliability of the 
polyimide films can be improved  by changing 
the chemical and physical structures [42]. High 
degrees of molecular ordering and in-place 
orientation of the polymer reduce moisture 



 
 

uptake but increase the humidity-induced stress 
in the film.  
 
Polymer Surface Characterization: 
 
A large number of techniques are available today 
for characterizing polymer surfaces and unique 
information on the chemistry and surface 
morphology is now available. The most 
commonly used technique is optical microscopy 
that can resolve ~ 1 micron. Higher resolution 
imaging (<1 micron) is accomplished with 
Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM). The SEM 
can resolve surface features up to a few 
nanometers. However, SEM does not provide 
high contrast images on flat films, but requires 
vacuum and often requires a conducting coating 
on the surface of the test film. Atomic Force 
Microscope (AFM) has the advantage that no 
special sample preparation is required. Images 
are usually obtained by raster scanning the tip 
over the surface while a feedback system adjusts 
the tip-sample spacing to maintain the force 
constant. Hence, the image is a constant force 
contour map whose features often reflect the 
physical structure of the surface. In the present 
study, AFM was used to analyze polymer-coated 
films.  
 
Here are 2-D and 3-D scans of typical polymer 
coating on humidity sensors. The scans in 
Figures 12(a) and 12(b) provide visual and 
qualitative information on many physical 
properties including size, morphology, surface 
texture and roughness. These poly-type surface 
structures show average roughness of 18 nm.  
                                                           

       
                
Figure 12(a): 2-D AFM scan of typical polymer-
coated surface section of humidity Sensor. This 
scan has a dimension of 1.66 um x 36.7 nm. 

                                                         

       
 
Figure 12(b): 3-D AFM scan of typical polymer-
coated surface section of humidity Sensor. This 
scan has a dimension of 1.66 um x 1.66 um x 
36.7 nm. 
 
Roughness of polymer films on the surface of 
humidity sensor: 
 
Quantitative measurement of the nanometer scale 
roughness provides surface texture and helps in 
the measurement of adhesive properties of 
polymers. On one typical polymer coating, 
shown in  Figure 13, three different spots were 
used to determine surface roughness.     

                            

 
                           
Figure 13: Average surface roughness for typical 
polymer coated humidity sensor (1 um). 
                           
Total length Rt, roughness average Ra, rootmean 
square Rq, and ten points height Rz were 
calculated as follows.  
 
The average roughness is the integral of the 
absolute value of the roughness profile height 
over the evaluation length. 
 
Ra = 1/L Integral abs. R(x) dx 
 
The root-mean-square (rms) average roughness 
of a surface is calculated from another integral of 
the roughness profile: 
 
Rq =  1/L  r2 (x) dx  
 
Rz  is the sum of the height of the highest peak 
plus the lowest valley depth within a sampling 
length.  



 
 

 
The calculated roughness values of a typical 
polymer coated film are: 
    
Rt = 11.65 nm , Ra = 3.37 nm, Rq = 4.25 nm, 
and Rz = 20.84 nm. 
 
Measuring the surface texture is critical. For 
example, surface texture can alter the optical 
properties of materials, control adhesive 
properties of polymers, and control the density of 
absorption. The relationship between surface 
roughness and absorption of water vapors will be 
reported in other paper.   
               
2D and 3-D images of polymer coated films 
after isopropyl alcohol wash: 
 
Surface roughness of polymer coated films 
improved after isopropyl alcohol wash as shown 
in Figures 14(a) and 14(b). The linearity 
improves only for cantilever-beam based 
humidity sensors and it deteriorates for 
capacitance type sensors. The reason could be 
that contamination on all four polymer coated 
cantilever beams are cleaned by the isopropyl 
alcohol wash and that they are completely dried 
up in twenty-four hours. Hence, polymer film 
responds to water vapors in an improved way 
while this is not the case with capacitance type 
humidity sensors. The protective polymer layer 
on capacitance type humidity sensors provide 
mechanical protection for the porous platinum 
layer as well as from contaminants such as dirt, 
dust and oils. When this sensor is washed with 
isopropyl alcohol, it cleans the first polymer 
layer and filters into second polymer layer. This 
filtered isopropyl alcohol does not dry up in 
twenty four hours (after which time the sensor 
was tested again). Hence the sensor 
characteristics deteriorate. The results reported in 
this paper are preliminary and not conclusive.   

                                                           

      

 
 
Figure 14(b): 3-D AFM scan of cantilever-beam 
based sensor after soaking in isopropyl alcohol.  
 
Conclusion: 
 
During the last 15 years, an emerging Micro-
Electro-Mechancial Systems (MEMS) 
technology, coupled with the latest cutting edge 
technologies for smaller, faster, and inexpensive 
systems, has opened the way for development of 
capacitance type and cantilever stress/strain-
based MEMS humidity sensors. These sensors 
use industrially proven thermoset polymer thin 
films. These sensors were thoroughly 
characterized and polymer thin films analyzed 
before and after exposure to extreme humidity. 
An attempt was made to increase our 
understanding, how natural (like cellulose) and 
lab-made polyimide absorb, desorb, and 
transduce water vapors. In addition, the 
application of Langmuir theory of mono-
molecular adsorption, BETs multilayer model of 
bound water in the polymer and Van der Waals’ 
condensation in cantilever-based MEMS sensors 
and capacitance type sensors were investigated.  
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Figure 14(a): 2-D AFM scan of cantilever-beam 
based sensor after soaking in isopropyl alcohol. 
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