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Pinch me: These microelectronics are
able to wrinkle, bend, and twist along with
skin, even as it is being pinched, without
breaking or coming loose. 
Credit: John A. Rogers, University of
Illinois

C O M P U T I N G

Stick-On Electronic Tattoos
A flexible electronic device stuck on the skin
could provide irritation-free monitoring of heart,
brain, and muscle activity.
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Researchers have made stretchable, ultrathin
electronics that cling to skin like a temporary tattoo and
can measure electrical activity from the body. These
electronic tattoos could allow doctors to diagnose and

monitor conditions like heart arrhythmia or sleep disorders noninvasively.

John A. Rogers, a professor of materials science at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign, has developed a prototype that can replicate the monitoring abilities of bulky
electrocardiograms and other medical devices that are normally restricted to a clinical or
laboratory setting. This work was presented today in Science.

To achieve flexible, stretchable electronics, Rogers employed a principle he had already
used to achieve flexibility in substrates. He made the components—all composed of
traditional, high-performance materials like silicon—not only incredibly thin, but also
"structured into a serpentine shape" that allows them to deform without breaking. The result,
says Rogers, is that "the whole system takes on this kind of spiderweb layout."

In the past, says Rogers, he was able to create devices that were either flexible but not
stretchable, or stretchable but not flexible. In particular, his previous work was limited by the
fact that the electronics portions of his designs couldn't flex and stretch as much as the
substrate they were mounted on.

The electronic tattoo achieves the
mechanical properties of skin, which can
stand up to twisting, poking, and pulling
without breaking. Rogers's tattoo can also
conform to the topography of the skin as
well as stretch and shift with it. It can be
worn for extended periods without
producing the irritation that often results
from adhesive tapes and rigid electronics.
Although Rogers's preliminary tests
involved a custom-made substrate, he also
demonstrated that the electronics could be
mounted onto a commercially available
temporary tattoo.

The prototype was equipped with electrodes to measure electric signals produced by
muscle and brain activity. This could be useful for noninvasive diagnosis of sleep apnea or
monitoring of premature babies' heart activity. It also might be possible, Rogers says, to
use the tattoos to stimulate the muscles of physical rehabilitation patients, although this use
wasn't demonstrated in the paper.
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To demonstrate the device's potential as a human-computer interface, Rogers mounted one
of the tattoos on a person's throat and used measurements of the electrical activity in the
throat muscles to control a computer game. The signal from the device contained enough
information for software to distinguish among the spoken words "left," "right," "up," and
"down" to control a cursor on the screen.

The device included sensors for temperature, strain, and electric signals from the body. It
also housed LEDs to provide visual feedback; photodetectors to measure light exposure;
and tiny radio transmitters and receivers. The device is small enough that it requires only
minuscule amounts of power, which it can harvest via tiny solar cells and via a wireless coil
that receives energy from a nearby transmitter. Rogers hopes to build in some sort of
energy-storage ability, like a tiny battery, in the near future. The researchers are also
working on making the device wireless.

Ultimately, Rogers says, "we want to have a much more intimate integration" with the body,
beyond simply mounting something very closely to the skin. He hopes that his devices will
eventually be able to use chemical information from the skin in addition to electrical
information.

To comment, please sign in or register

Forgot my password

You're ignoring a lucrative application

If you could create little unbalanced motors, like the wobbly ones embedded in cell
phones and pagers, you'd have yourself a huge market in the adult toy industry.

REPLY

It's exciting stuff.

The challenges ahead are reliable fabrication and/or error tolerant circuits, and getting
good quality signals.  Movement artifacts are a serious issue.

REPLY

non-invasive monitor

I would call something attached to the skin at least slightly invasive.  Many patients,

View full  PDF > Listen to story > 

Find us on   

FACEBOOK

NEWSLETTERS

TR50 Companies TR35 Innovators

building a custom solution versus buying an off-
the-shelf system. This paper discusses the
benefits and drawbacks of both a traditional
custom design approach and off-the-shelf
embedded tools.

Create an account or log in to See what
your friends are doing.

Iron Man-Like Exoskeleton Nears
Production - Technology Review
549 people recommend this.

Venture Capitalists Back Away from Clean
Energy - Technology Review
118 people recommend this.

Why Your Battery Life is Terrible, in One
Handy Chart - Technology Review
35 people recommend this.

Facebook social plugin

Click here to subscribe to Technology Review
newsletters

Computing feed

TECHNOLOGY REVIEW LISTS
TR10

Technologies

TR50
Our list of the 50 most innovative companies,
including the following:

Toyota

Groupon

Cotendo

Applied Materials

MORE

zrzzz

3 DAYS AGO 08/11/2011

mrtn

TODAY 08/14/2011

erbium

TODAY 08/14/2011

Confirm SendRecommend You recommend Stick-On Electronic Tattoos - Technology
Review. · Admin Page · Insights · Error

javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
http://www.technologyreview.com/printer_friendly_article.aspx?id=38296
http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/38065/?mod=related
http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/38065/?mod=related
http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/38065/?mod=related
http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/38065/?mod=related
http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/37720/?mod=related
http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/37720/?mod=related
http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/37720/?mod=related
http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/37720/?mod=related
http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/27105/?mod=related
http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/27105/?mod=related
http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/27105/?mod=related
http://www.technologyreview.com/tag.aspx?id=216&aid=38296&mod=Tag_materials
http://www.technologyreview.com/tag.aspx?id=1204&aid=38296&mod=Tag_microelectronics
http://www.technologyreview.com/tag.aspx?id=410&aid=38296&mod=Tag_sensors
https://www.technologyreview.com/mytr/createuser.aspx?redirect=http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/38296/?p1=A1
http://www.technologyreview.com/mytr/resetpassword.aspx
http://www.technologyreview.com/mytr/comment.aspx?pid=235119
http://www.technologyreview.com/mytr/comment.aspx?pid=235176
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr10/
http://www.technologyreview.com/files/64835/build_vs_buy.pdf
http://www.technologyreview.com/files/64835/build_vs_buy.pdf
http://www.audiodizer.com/technologyreview/specialreports/NIWP/37707.mp3
http://www.audiodizer.com/technologyreview/specialreports/NIWP/37707.mp3
http://twitter.com/#!/niglobal
http://www.facebook.com/labview
http://www.youtube.com/niglobal#p/c/9846C06E932F3E81/0/5jQzX6NiJog
http://www.technologyreview.com/cust/newsletter.aspx
http://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/aclk%3Fsa%3DL%26ai%3DBg_AH2qpHToW3K4abqwHC9OF9w5nL4wIAAAAQASAAOABY25vL-iRgya6hiPCjpBSCARdjYS1wdWItMDQyNDk5NzMxNjQ3MDM4NLIBGHd3dy50ZWNobm9sb2d5cmV2aWV3LmNvbboBCWdmcF9pbWFnZcgBCdoBNmh0dHA6Ly93d3cudGVjaG5vbG9neXJldmlldy5jb20vY29tcHV0aW5nLzM4Mjk2Lz9wMT1BMeABAsACAuACAOoCIjMyOTMvbWszLnRlY2hub2xvZ3lyZXZpZXcuY29tL3Byb2H4AvDRHpADpAOYA-ADqAMB0ASQTuAEAaAGIA%26num%3D0%26sig%3DAOD64_2X-vIOiP8q88oTGY2gXuuRuYz8sg%26client%3Dca-pub-0424997316470384%26adurl%3Dhttp://www.technologyreview.com/microsites/spain/index.aspx
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=Bxdrm2qpHTp33Ms2WqwGgxYV9w7fL4wIAAAAQASAAOABQ24Pn7_j_____AVjLpvu0L2DJrqGI8KOkFIIBF2NhLXB1Yi0wNDI0OTk3MzE2NDcwMzg0sgEYd3d3LnRlY2hub2xvZ3lyZXZpZXcuY29tugEJZ2ZwX2ltYWdlyAEC2gE2aHR0cDovL3d3dy50ZWNobm9sb2d5cmV2aWV3LmNvbS9jb21wdXRpbmcvMzgyOTYvP3AxPUExwAIC4AIA6gIiMzI5My9tazMudGVjaG5vbG9neXJldmlldy5jb20vcHJvYvgC8NEekAOkA5gD4AOoAwHQBJBO4AQBoAYU&num=0&sig=AOD64_0rRc7fjLj19yktatp0FJ1Cfmpkmw&client=ca-pub-0424997316470384&adurl=https://subscribe.technologyreview.com/mit/
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr50/
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr50/
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr35/?mod=TR35
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr35/?mod=TR35

http://www.technologyreview.com/blog/helloworld/27055/?fb_ref=article
http://www.technologyreview.com/blog/helloworld/27055/?fb_ref=article
http://www.technologyreview.com/energy/38295/?fb_ref=article
http://www.technologyreview.com/energy/38295/?fb_ref=article
http://www.technologyreview.com/blog/mimssbits/27080/?fb_ref=article
http://www.technologyreview.com/blog/mimssbits/27080/?fb_ref=article
http://www.technologyreview.com/blog/helloworld/27055/?fb_ref=article
http://www.technologyreview.com/blog/helloworld/27055/?fb_ref=article
http://www.technologyreview.com/energy/38295/?fb_ref=article
http://www.technologyreview.com/energy/38295/?fb_ref=article
http://www.technologyreview.com/blog/mimssbits/27080/?fb_ref=article
http://www.technologyreview.com/blog/mimssbits/27080/?fb_ref=article
http://developers.facebook.com/plugins/?footer=2
http://developers.facebook.com/plugins/?footer=2
http://www.technologyreview.com/cust/newsletter.aspx
http://www.technologyreview.com/cust/newsletter.aspx
http://feeds.technologyreview.com/technology_review_Computing
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr10/
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr10/
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr50/
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr50/toyota/
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr50/groupon/
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr50/cotendo/
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr50/appliedmaterials/
http://www.technologyreview.com/tr50/
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=250&winname=addthis&pub=ra-4df12eda07a410ab&source=tbx-250&lng=en-us&s=linkedin&u508=1&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.technologyreview.com%2Fcomputing%2F38296%2F&title=Stick-On%20Electronic%20Tattoos%20-%20Technology%20Review&ate=AT-ra-4df12eda07a410ab/-/-/4e47aae0ff67f746/1&frommenu=1&uid=4e47aae0d4f66a7d&ct=1&ui_cobrand=Technology%20Review&tt=0
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=250&winname=addthis&pub=ra-4df12eda07a410ab&source=tbx-250&lng=en-us&s=stumbleupon&u508=1&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.technologyreview.com%2Fcomputing%2F38296%2F&title=Stick-On%20Electronic%20Tattoos%20-%20Technology%20Review&ate=AT-ra-4df12eda07a410ab/-/-/4e47aae0ff67f746/2&frommenu=1&uid=4e47aae011e33f85&ct=1&ui_cobrand=Technology%20Review&tt=0
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=250&winname=addthis&pub=ra-4df12eda07a410ab&source=tbx-250&lng=en-us&s=reddit&u508=1&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.technologyreview.com%2Fcomputing%2F38296%2F&title=Stick-On%20Electronic%20Tattoos%20-%20Technology%20Review&ate=AT-ra-4df12eda07a410ab/-/-/4e47aae0ff67f746/3&frommenu=1&uid=4e47aae0d891f9cc&ct=1&ui_cobrand=Technology%20Review&tt=0
http://www.addthis.com/bookmark.php?v=250&winname=addthis&pub=ra-4df12eda07a410ab&source=tbx-250&lng=en-us&s=tumblr&u508=1&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.technologyreview.com%2Fcomputing%2F38296%2F&title=Stick-On%20Electronic%20Tattoos%20-%20Technology%20Review&ate=AT-ra-4df12eda07a410ab/-/-/4e47aae0ff67f746/4&frommenu=1&uid=4e47aae0ca094bef&ct=1&ui_cobrand=Technology%20Review&tt=0


Stick-On Electronic Tattoos - Technology Review

http://www.technologyreview.com/computing/38296/?p1=A1[8/14/2011 6:01:33 AM]

262 Comments especially elderly, have thin skin, and those with infections on the skin would not want
these.

Another type of passive totally non-invasive monitor for heart, breath and bed
movement is a monitor wire embedded mattress pad, the LifeBed, used for several
years in med-surg units, made by a hawaiian company.

Being external, in the mattress pad, it doesn't of course follow the patient around like
this thing stuck to the skin.
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