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ABSTRACT: Liquid-filled porous materials exist widely in nature
and engineering fields, with the diffusion of substances in them
playing an important role in system functions. Although surface
evaporation is often inevitable in practical scenarios, the
evaporation effects on diffusion behavior in liquid-filled porous
materials have not been well explored yet. In this work, we
performed noninvasive diffusion imaging experiments to observe
the diffusion process of erioglaucine disodium salt dye in a liquid-
filled nitrocellulose membrane under a wide range of relative
humidities (RHs). We found that evaporation can significantly
accelerate the diffusion rate and alter concentration distribution
compared with the case without evaporation. We explained the accelerated diffusion phenomenon by the mechanism that
evaporation would induce a weak flow in liquid-filled porous materials, which leads to convective diffusion, i.e., evaporation-induced
flow and diffusion (EIFD). Based on the EIFD mechanism, we proposed a convective diffusion model to quantitatively predict the
diffusion process in liquid-filled porous materials under evaporation and experimentally validated the model. Introducing the
dimensionless Peclet (Pe) number to measure the relative contribution of the evaporation effect to pure molecular diffusion, we
demonstrated that even at a high RH of 95%, where the evaporation effect is usually assumed negligible in common sense, the
evaporation-induced diffusion still overwhelms the molecular diffusion. The flow velocity induced by evaporation in liquid-filled
porous materials was found to be 0.4−5 μm/s, comparable to flow in many biological and biomedical systems. The present analysis
may help to explain the driving mechanism of tissue perfusion and provide quantitative analysis or inspire new control methods of
flow and material exchange in numerous cutting-edge technologies, such as paper-based diagnostics, hydrogel-based flexible
electronics, evaporation-induced electricity generation, and seawater purification.

1. INTRODUCTION

Porous materials are a wide class of heterogeneous materials
composed of solid skeletons and pores filled with gas or liquid
or both. In particular, liquid-filled porous materials are
common in nature and engineering applications, such as
native tissues (e.g., liver, bone), biomaterials (e.g., wood,
hydrogel, soil), engineering materials (e.g., metallic foam), etc.1

The diffusion of substances, such as biomolecules and
nanoparticles, in liquid-filled porous materials is related to a
number of cutting-edge technologies, such as treatment of soil
pollutants,2 thermochemical heat storage system,3 drug
transport in biological tissues,4 gel chromatography separa-
tion,5,6 and point-of-care testing (POCT).7−9 The diffusion
process is vital for the abovementioned applications, which can
be tailored to either increase or decrease the diffusion rate. For
example, in cases of filter membranes10 and size-exclusion
chromatography,11 the rate of the diffusion process should be
slowed down to ensure that the molecules pass through the
porous medium slowly. Nevertheless, in other cases, such as
porous bionic materials,12 targeted therapy with antineoplastic

drugs,4 and resource extraction,13−16 the rate of mass transfer
needs to be accelerated. Understanding the diffusion process of
substances inside liquid-filled porous materials could reveal the
working principle and underlying mechanisms of various
natural and engineering problems and provide guidance for
improving materials design or achieve new disease treatment
methods.
The diffusion process in a homogeneous solution is

governed by the Fick’s law, with its rate determined by the
diffusion coefficient.17 According to the relationship between
pore size (d) and average free path (λ) of random thermal
motion of diffusing molecules, the diffusion of substances in a
liquid-filled porous material can be divided into the Fick
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diffusion (d ≥ 100 λ), the Knudsen diffusion (d ≥ 10 λ), and
the transition zone diffusion.18 For the latter two cases, a
collision between molecules and pore framework determines
the migration rate of molecules in the liquid-filled porous
material,19−22 such as single-file diffusion (SFD) of protein
drugs through nanochannels23 and confined diffusion of finite-
size particles in periodic nanostructures.19,22 In these cases, the
spatial accessibility of diffusion particles depends on the
relative size of the channel and particles.
For Fick diffusion in a liquid-filled porous material, the size-

exclusion effect of pore on diffusing molecules can be ignored
because the pore size is typically much larger than the free path
of diffusing molecules.24 The liquid-filled porous material is
then equivalent to a homogeneous liquid, and the equivalent
diffusion coefficient Deff can be introduced to measure the
diffusion rate.18 Previous studies have focused on the influence
of the pore structure (e.g., porosity φ, tortuosity τ), adsorption,
chemical reactions, temperature, and the properties of diffusing
molecules on Deff. A number of liquid-filled porous materials
(e.g., gels,25,26 silica film,27−29 foam dressing,30 nitrocellulose
(NC) membranes31) have been extensively investigated. For
example, a single-particle tracking method was employed to
study fluorescent terrylene diimide (TDI) molecules in a
hexagonal mesoporous silica film,27 and the orientations of
pores were found to determine the direction of particle
diffusion. A diffusion imaging method was adopted to study
the diffusion of avidin fluorescein particles in hydroxyethyl
methacrylate/methacrylic acid (HEMA/MAA) hydrogels,6 and
adsorption was found to significantly reduce the effective
diffusion coefficient by three orders of magnitude. Meanwhile,
the influence of temperature on Deff was also quantified:
increasing the temperature significantly increases the diffusion
rate of substances in hydrogels.2,25

Liquid evaporation from the surface of a porous material is
inevitable and exists widely in natural and engineering
problems, such as test paper, hydrogels, and foam dressings.
Surface evaporation from a microfluidic system causes two
main functions: fluid transport and material exchange.32 For
example, evaporation would limit the radial permeability of
liquid in porous media,33 control the wetting behavior of liquid
on the surface,34−36 and cause the “coffee ring” effect in ink-jet
printing.37−39 Evaporation-induced water flow within a porous
carbon sheet can drive ions through the narrow porous gap and
generate voltage,40−42 which may be used for physiological
information monitoring.40,43 In energy and environmental
applications, evaporation accelerates salt transport in salt
marshes;44 for a hydrogel-based evaporator, water evaporates
through the surface of the gel, which promotes the separation
of Na+, Cl− and pure water, thus realizing seawater
purification.14,45−49 In biomedical engineering, surface evapo-
ration from foam dressing affects the rate of wound healing due
to changes in moisture permeability and internal nutrient
transfer.30 During the storage and use of flexible electronic
materials, evaporation affects the distribution of the electrolyte
concentration in hydrogels, thus changing the conductivity of
the material and its functions.50,51 Further, evaporation was
found to reduce the speed of wicking flow in paper-based
diagnostics.52−54 Given that the diffusion time scale is much
larger than that of wicking flow, the change of wicking flow by
evaporation should influence the diffusion process.9 In fact,
environmental relative humidity (RH) and temperature were
found to strongly affect the signal intensity of lateral flow
assays (LFAs),55 where a RH beyond 60% with temperatures

of 55−60 and 37−40 °C produces optimum nucleic acid
hybridization and antigen−antibody interaction in LFAs.
Although evaporation-induced diffusion in liquid-filled porous
materials is common and important, the phenomenon is yet to
be systematically and quantitatively investigated. There is also
no theoretical framework to describe the diffusion process.
In this study, evaporation-induced flow and diffusion

(EIFD) in liquid-filled porous NC membranes was discovered
through noninvasive diffusion imaging experiments. We
hypothesized that the accelerated diffusion is attributed to
evaporation-induced flow in liquid-filled NC membranes,
causing convective diffusion. Based on this assumption, a
convective diffusion model was adopted to describe the
diffusion process with evaporation, validated by experiments
performed under different humidity environments. Combining
the experiment and theory, we quantified the effects of
evaporation on the flow velocity, the diffusion rate, and the
diffusion profile. We further discussed the significance of the
EIFD mechanism from both science and engineering
perspectives. Our study may shed light on explaining the
driving mechanism of tissue perfusion and inspire new control
methods of flow and material exchange in liquid-filled porous
materials for various cutting-edge technologies.

2. EXPERIMENTAL METHODS
2.1. Experimental Setup and Materials. We built an

experiment platform using poly(methyl methacrylate)
(PMMA) to visualize the diffusion process, including an
external environmental box, a microenvironment chamber, test
sample, dye pool, temperature and humidity probes, linear
traverse, and a digital camera, as shown in Figure 1a. The test

sample was placed in the microenvironmental chamber made
of PMMA, which was fixed to a U-frame. The U-frame was
connected to a one-dimensional (1-D) linear traverse, which
was programmable to move with an accuracy of 0.076 mm,
thus enabling precise control of the immersion depth of the
test sample into the dye pool. To avoid evaporation, the dual

Figure 1. Experimental methods: (a) experimental setup, (b) SEM
image of NC membranes, and (c) conversion from the diffusion
image to concentration distribution of the diffusing substance.
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environmental chambers were designed to achieve ∼100%
humidity near the test sample. By adjusting the opening degree
of the external and the microenvironmental chambers, air
humidity around the test sample could be stably controlled,
allowing for a wide range of test humidities, from 35%
(atmosphere humidity) to ∼100%. Air temperature in the
external environmental box was maintained the same as that of
the dye pool (21 ± 1 °C), both monitored using T-type
thermocouples. Air humidity in the external environmental box
was measured with a humidity meter.
The tested porous material was NC membranes

(HFC07502/HFC13502), with a porosity of φ = 0.906 and
a pore size of d = 8.323 μm for HFC07502 and φ = 0.866 and
d = 4.909 μm for HFC13502,56 as shown in Figure 1b. The
NC membrane is widely used as a substrate material in
diagnostic devices, such as lateral flow assay tests (LFAs),57

where a plastic film on its back is designed by the manufacturer
to facilitate the use and storage but does not affect the diffusion
process.
Erioglaucine disodium salt, with a molecular formula of

C37H34N2Na2O9S3, was used as a diffusing substance in the
experiments. According to Samprovalaki et al.58 who used the
diffusion imaging method to study diffusion in hydrogels, the
sensitivity of conversion from the gray to concentration value
increases with decreasing concentration of the dye solution
because at a higher concentration, the fluctuation of the gray
value produces larger errors when the system is saturated.
Therefore, in the present experiments, the concentration of
erioglaucine disodium salt was fixed at 0.2 mg/mL, which had
been calibrated to ensure accuracy of the diffusion imaging
method.
Each NC membrane specimen was tested under varying

environmental humidities to investigate how evaporation

affects the diffusion rate. During each test, upon achieving
steady temperature and humidity in the environmental
chamber, the specimen was immersed into the dye pool to
initiate the diffusion process. The entire diffusion process was
then recorded using a digital camera, with a fixed frame rate of
50 fps and a resolution of 1920 × 1080.

2.2. Diffusion Imaging Processing. Original diffusion
images from a digital camera were first converted into gray
images and then reversed between the white and black colors.
In the 256-bit color order, white corresponds to a color
intensity of 0 and black corresponds to 256, which is the basis
for calculating the concentration distribution of dyes in NC
membranes. As shown in Figure 1c, to avoid the edge effect
and the influence of light reflection on the boundary, we
selected the middle area as the region of interest to extract the
gray value distribution, from a diffusion source point to an
infinite distance along each NC membrane. By averaging the
gray value on a horizontal line in the region of interest, the
average gray value at a certain x position was calculated using
ImageJ software. Then, conversion from a gray value to
concentration can be carried out, using the following formula

c
c

G G
G G

A

0

A

0
=

−
− (1)

where cA is the concentration at position x, c0 is the initial
concentration at the origin, GA is the gray value of position x at
time t, G is the background gray value, and G0 is the gray value
at the source point.

3. THEORY
A theoretical model was established below, based on the
following assumptions: (1) the diffusion belongs to dilute
solution diffusion so the diffusion coefficient is independent of

Figure 2. Theoretical model and verification: (a) schematics of flow diffusion caused by evaporation on the surface of the liquid-filled porous
material and (b) determination of the evaporative flow velocity by analyzing the mass conservation of liquid over an infinitesimal element length;
comparison between the experimental and simulated concentration distributions along the diffusion direction: (c) at given diffusion time t = 20 min
with three different RHs, (d) at given RH = 70% with different diffusion times, and (e) at given RH = 50% with different diffusion times.
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the concentration, (2) one-dimensional (1-D) diffusion holds
along the length of the NC membrane, (3) concentration of
diffusion dye at the origin is constant, and (4) diffusion dye
can not reach the other end of the sample within the period of
interest, so the process can be described using a 1-D semi-
infinite model.
With environmental relative humidity RH = 100%, no

evaporation occurs at the surface of the NC membrane. In the
case of pure diffusion without evaporation, the classic 1-D
semi-infinite diffusion model can be adopted to predict the
concentration distribution shown as follows2,59

c
t

D
c

x
A

eff

2
A
2

∂
∂

=
∂
∂ (2)

Analytic solution of eq 2 gives concentration distribution of
dye along the NC membrane given as follows60

i

k
jjjjj
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zzzzz

c
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x
tD
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2

A

0 eff
=

(3)

where Deff is the effective diffusion coefficient, which can be
obtained by fitting the experimental data of pure diffusion
according to eq 3, as shown in Section 1 of the Supporting
Information.
However, under an evaporative environment, our experi-

ment data showed that the classic theory for pure diffusion
failed to predict the concentration distribution, with the
diffusion rate significantly increased compared to pure
diffusion. To explain and quantify evaporation effects, we
have to modify the classic theory to account for the presence of
evaporation. To this end, we assumed that surface evaporation
would cause a weak flow in the liquid-filled NC membrane,
thus producing convective diffusion. When the surrounding air
is not saturated by liquid vapors, as the liquid-containing pores
on the surface of the NC membrane are exposed to the
surrounding atmosphere, the liquid in the pores evaporates to
the environment. To compensate for the liquid loss caused by
evaporation, the solution flows through the liquid-filled NC
membrane from the source upward, as shown in Figure 2a.
Figure 2a displays schematics of evaporation-induced flow in

an NC membrane, where x = 0 represents the location of the
source solution. As shown in Figure 2b, upon considering an
infinitesimal length element dx along the diffusion direction,
the conservation of mass in the element leads to

u x wb u x x wb m x w b( ) ( d ) d ( 2 )eρ φ ρ φ= + + + (4)

u
x

x wb m x w b
d
d

d d ( 2 )eρ φ = − +
(5)

Solution of eq 5 with the boundary condition of u′x=0 = u0
shows that the flow velocity in the NC membrane caused by
evaporation decreases linearly along the diffusion direction,
given by

u
m w b

bw
x u

( 2 )e
0ρ φ

= −
+

+
(6)

where ρ is the density of water, φ, w, and b are the porosity,
width, and thickness of the NC membrane, respectively, and
me is the evaporation flux, which can be determined by
separate numerical simulations61−64 or from empirical
correlations,53 as shown in Section 2 of the Supporting
Information.
Let u0 represent the flow velocity at the root of the NC

membrane. As evaporation loss of water from the whole liquid-
filled NC membrane is compensated at the root, conservation
of mass dictates that

u
m h w b

w b
( 2 )

0
e

ρ φ
=

+
(7)

Upon substituting eq 7 into eq 6, the distribution of
evaporation-induced flow velocity in the NC membrane is
simplified to

i
k
jjj

y
{
zzzu u

x
h

10= −
(8)

where h is the length of the NC membrane.
In addition to pure molecular diffusion, the evaporation-

induced flow would cause convective diffusion of the substance
in the liquid-filled NC membrane. Therefore, the concen-
tration distribution of the diffusing substance can be described
using the convective diffusion equation given as follows

c
t

u
c
x

D
c

x
A A

eff

2
A
2

∂
∂

+
∂
∂

=
∂
∂ (9)

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Before studying diffusion in the presence of evaporation, we
conducted a series of pure diffusion experiments under RH =

Figure 3. Experimental results for the diffusion of erioglaucine disodium salt dye in the liquid-filled NC membrane (HFC13502) under selected
relative humidity: (a) diffusion images and (b) diffusion distances varying with time.
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100% to validate the experimental method. The corresponding
experimental results are presented in Section 1 of the
Supporting Information. It was found that the measured
concentration profiles of erioglaucine disodium salt dye along
liquid-filled NC membranes are consistent with the classic 1-D
diffusion theory without evaporation.
To study how evaporation affects the diffusion behavior of a

liquid-filled porous material, we carried out experiments of
erioglaucine disodium salt dye diffusion in NC membranes
under a wide range of RH, from 35−100%. Figure 3a shows
the measured diffusion images of the NC membrane
(HFC13502) under selected relative humidities RH = 35,
50, 70, and 100%, at ambient temperature (∼21 °C). Figure 3b
plots the corresponding diffusion distance as a function of
time. Compared to the case of RH = 100%, the diffusion speed
is obviously increased under evaporation conditions, and the
diffusion speed increases as the RH is decreased. For example,
the diffusion distances at RH = 35, 50, and 70% are 3.7, 3.1,
and 2.5 times that of the case without evaporation, at the same
diffusion time of 3000 s.
In addition to the diffusion speed, evaporation also greatly

changes the concentration distribution of the diffusion
substance. As shown in Figure 2c, for the case of pure
diffusion without evaporation, the concentration profile sharply
decreases along the NC membrane from the source. In
contrast, in the presence of evaporation, the concentration
profile exhibits a platform near the source, followed by a sharp
decline after the platform; and the lower the RH, the longer
the platform. Such distinct distribution behavior occurs
because evaporation induces flow in the NC membrane.
With flow velocity in the NC membrane peaking at the source,
convective diffusion dominates the migration of erioglaucine
disodium salt dye in the membranes near the source. Due to
high efficiency of convection transport, the concentration near
the source region is only slightly decreased compared with the
initial concentration. On the other hand, eq 8 indicates that
flow velocity in the NC membrane decreases along the flow
direction, thus convection effects diminish gradually along the
diffusion direction and molecular diffusion dominates near the
diffusion front.
In the presence of evaporation, the classical diffusion theory

fails to predict the initial platform of concentration distribution
near the source region. With convective effects accounted for,
our modified theory successfully predicts the variation of

concentration distribution with the diffusion distance relative
to experimental observations, as shown in Figure 2c−e.
To find the main influential parameter of the evaporative

diffusion process, the governing equation, i.e., eq 9, was
normalized as

C
T

P X
C
X

C
X

(1 )e

2

2
∂
∂

+ − ∂
∂

= ∂
∂ (10)

where the dimensionless concertation, distance, and time were
defined as C = cA/c0, X = x/h, and T = Deff t/h

2 respectively,
and Pe = u0t/Deff is the Peclet number measuring the relative
contribution of convection to molecular diffusion. It can be
seen from eq 10 that Pe is the governing parameter of the
evaporative diffusion process in liquid-filled porous materials.
By numerically solving the abovementioned equation, the
effect of Pe on the diffusion process was examined.
Figure 4a presents the dimensionless concentration as a

function of the dimensionless diffusion distance with varying Pe
numbers, whereas Figure 4b plots the corresponding
dimensionless diffusion front as a function of dimensionless
time. When Pe is small, the concentration distribution follows
the trend of coerror function, where molecular diffusion is
dominant and Pe = 0 corresponds to the extreme case of
diffusion without evaporation. As Pe is increased, the initial
platform of the concentration profile near the source becomes
more remarkable. At a given diffusion time, the Pe number is
proportional to the characteristic velocity u0 and inversely
proportional to the effective diffusion coefficient Deff. The
characteristic velocity depends upon the evaporation rate on
the surface of a liquid-filled porous material, reflecting the
influence of the external environment on the transfer process.
The effective diffusion coefficient depends upon the nature of
the diffusion substance and the porous material. Therefore, the
Pe number reflects the relative contribution of evaporation-
induced convection and molecular diffusion to the migration of
a substance in a liquid-filled porous material. Pe = 1 means that
the contribution of evaporative convection equals molecular
diffusion. With RH fixed at 100, 70, 50, and 35%, respectively,
the convection velocity caused by evaporation was calculated
to be 0, 2.5, 4.1, and 5.3 μm/s, corresponding to Pe = 0, 278,
462, and 601, respectively. Therefore, under common
environmental humidity conditions (35−70%), evaporation
diffusion significantly exceeds molecular diffusion. Even when
the relative humidity is as high as 95%, the corresponding Pe
equals 46 (u0 = 0.41 μm/s), indicating that the effect of

Figure 4. Effect of the Peclet number Pe on diffusion under evaporation: (a) relationship between the dimensionless concentration and the
diffusion distance at T = 6.624 × 10−4. (b) Relationship between the dimensionless diffusion distance and time at different values of Pe.
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evaporation on diffusion is still remarkable. It is worth noting
that, in common sense, it is usually believed that the
evaporation effect can be ignored if RH is high (e.g., >90%),
but our results show that for diffusion in a liquid-filled porous
material, the evaporation effect can only be ignored when RH
is close to 100%.
Introducing the dimensionless number Pe, we found that

evaporation-induced flow in a liquid-filled porous material can
achieve a velocity of 0.4−5 μm/s. Evaporation-induced flow
and diffusion (EIFD) may be important in both science and
engineering, as summarized in Figure 5. From a scientific
perspective, EIFD may provide a mechanistic understanding of
natural fluid transport, such as microcirculation in living
tissues. Living tissue is a liquid-filled porous material composed
mainly of cells and extracellular matrices (ECMs), with cells
residing in highly specialized ECMs that provide mechanical
support to the cells. Interstitial fluid with a composition similar
to that of blood plasma flows from capillaries to tissue, finally
collected to lymphatic capillaries. Interstitial flow functions not
only to transport nutrients and metabolic wastes for cells, but
also plays important roles in the morphogenesis, function, and
pathogenesis of tissues.65 Driving forces for such interstitial
flow are usually believed to be hydrostatic and osmotic

pressure differences between the blood, interstitium, and
lymphatics. However, for peripheral tissues, such as the skin
that is far away from the heart, the pumping force may be
insufficient to drive microcirculation. Given that the interstitial
flow velocity is on the order of 0.1−2 μm/s,65 similar to the
evaporation-induced flow velocity (0.4−5 μm/s) in liquid-
filled porous materials, we envision that the EIFD mechanism
may be an important driving force to induce flow from
capillaries to tissues. In addition, evaporation may further affect
human health by changing the interstitial fluid pressure, critical
for tumor growth66−68 and ocular health.65

From the engineering perspective, the evaporation-induced
flow and diffusion (EIFD) phenomenon has been widely
utilized in cutting-edge technologies, such as evaporation-
induced flow in carbon nanostructures to generate volt-
age,40−42 self-powered evaporation-biosensing devices,43 and
seawater purification,14,48 as shown in Figure 5. However, the
flow velocity and the rate of material exchange in liquid-filled
porous materials in the abovementioned applications were not
quantified. The present model can provide a theoretical basis
for predicting the system function such as electricity generation
with evaporation conditions in previous studies.40−42 The
EIFD mechanism can further inspire new methods to control

Figure 5. Typical examples related to diffusion in liquid-filled porous materials under evaporation and its wide application in natural and
engineering problems, ranging from transpiration of plants41 (photograph courtesy of Ding, copyright@Wiley, 2017.), the evaporation-induced
electric generator40,41 (photograph courtesy of Xue, copyright@Springer Nature, 2017.), seawater purification14,48 (photograph courtesy of Zhou,
copyright@ Royal Society of Chemistry, 2018. Photograph courtesy of Gao, copyright@ Royal Society of Chemistry, 2019.), flexible electronics69

(photograph courtesy of Liu, copyright@ Royal Society of Chemistry, 2020.), and paper-based diagnostics8 (photograph courtesy of Tang,
copyright@Springer Nature, 2017.).
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the flow velocity and solute transport in liquid-filled porous
materials by adjusting the evaporation rate (e.g., through
changing airflow velocity, RH, and temperature). For example,
in lateral flow assays, since the driving ability of capillary flow
at a later stage is greatly reduced, the signal intensity is limited.
By adjusting the evaporation rate, the amount of the sample
flowing through the test zone can be controlled to promote
bioreactions, which may improve the detection performance.

5. CONCLUSIONS
Evaporation-induced acceleration of diffusion in liquid-filled
porous materials was revealed by performing noninvasive
diffusion imaging experiments under different relative humid-
ities (RHs). Accelerated diffusion was explained by proposing
an underlying physical mechanism that evaporation would
induce a weak flow in the liquid-filled porous materials, thus
causing convective diffusion, i.e., evaporation-induced flow and
diffusion (EIFD). Based on the EIFD mechanism, a convective
diffusion model was constructed to quantitatively describe the
diffusion behavior in liquid-filled porous materials under
evaporation. Acceleration of diffusion due to evaporation was
found to be remarkable, for example, at a typical diffusion time
of 3000 s, at RH = 70, 50, and 30%, the diffusion front is 3.7,
3.1, and 2.5 times further than the case without evaporation. In
addition, evaporation would alter the concentration distribu-
tion of the diffusion substance in the liquid-filled porous
material. The measured concentration distribution without
evaporation conformed to the classical 1-D diffusion theory.
However, under evaporation due to linearly decreasing flow
velocity along the direction of diffusion, the concentration
profile near the source of the concentration exhibited a
platform, followed by a rapid drop away from the source. This
trend has been successfully predicted by our modified 1-D
diffusion theory. Upon normalizing the governing equation, it
was shown that the dimensionless number Pe, which measures
the relative contribution of the evaporation effect to pure
molecular diffusion, is the single parameter dictating the
diffusion process under evaporation. At a high RH (e.g. RH =
95%), the evaporation effect is usually believed to be negligible.
The present analysis nonetheless demonstrated that, in this
case (RH = 95%), the Pe number (Pe = 46) was much higher
than unity and the evaporation-induced diffusion continued to
overwhelm molecular diffusion as at lower RHs. From the
engineering perspective, the present study may inspire new
control methods for flow and material exchange in a variety of
cutting-edge technologies, such as paper-based diagnostics,
hydrogel-based flexible electronics, evaporation-induced elec-
tricity generation, and seawater purification.
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■ NOTATIONS
Pe, Peclet number
RH, relative humidity
d, pore diameter of NC membranes (μm)
λ, molecular mean free path
φ, porosity
τ, tortuosity
GA, gray value at position x and time t
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G0, gray value at the source point
G, gray value of background
t, time (s)
cA, concentration at position x and time t (mol/m3)
c0, concentration at the source point (mol/m3)
u, velocity in NC membranes (m/s)
u0, velocity at source (m/s)
w, width of NC membranes (m)
b, thickness of NC membranes (m)
h, length of NC membranes (m)
ρ, water density (kg/m3)
me, evaporation flux (kg/(m2·s))
cs, water vapor concentration on the surface of NC
membranes (mol/m3)
coo, water vapor concentration in air (mol/m3)
C, dimensionless concentration
X, dimensionless position
T, dimensionless time
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