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In-built thermo-mechanical cooperative feedback
mechanism for self-propelled multimodal
locomotion and electricity generation
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Sang-Woo Kim 3 & Ghim Wei Ho 1,4

Utilization of ubiquitous low-grade waste heat constitutes a possible avenue towards soft

matter actuation and energy recovery opportunities. While most soft materials are not all

that smart relying on power input of some kind for continuous response, we conceptualize a

self-locked thermo-mechano feedback for autonomous motility and energy generation

functions. Here, the low-grade heat usually dismissed as ‘not useful’ is used to fuel a soft

thermo-mechano-electrical system to perform perpetual and untethered multimodal loco-

motions. The innately resilient locomotion synchronizes self-governed and auto-sustained

temperature fluctuations and mechanical mobility without external stimulus change, enabling

simultaneous harvesting of thermo-mechanical energy at the pyro/piezoelectric mechanistic

intersection. The untethered soft material showcases deterministic motions (translational

oscillation, directional rolling, and clockwise/anticlockwise rotation), rapid transitions and

dynamic responses without needing power input, on the contrary extracting power from

ambient. This work may open opportunities for thermo-mechano-electrical transduction,

multigait soft energy robotics and waste heat harvesting technologies.
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Untapped thermal energy, especially low-grade heat below
100 °C from various sources namely ambient, industries
residual, and non-concentrated solar energy1–3, is abun-

dant and widely accessible. Indisputably, discharging and
dumping of these large quantities of low-grade heat into ambient
is considered wasted opportunities, if they are not reclaimed.
Despite that, there are huge constraints to extract these valuable
low-grade heat using the existing technologies pertaining to the
requirements for external temperature difference or temporal
heat fluctuation. Hence, dexterous utilization and versatile con-
version of the waste heat energy, is now recognized for the sus-
tenance of decarbonized and sustainable ecosystem4. Recently,
novel material systems and mechanisms have emerged, in attempt
to extract and reclaim this prevalent waste heat. One pathway is
to convert thermal energy into mechanical work, such as thermo-
osmotic energy conversion5,6 and photochemical/photothermal
actuators, which transform solar heat into mechanical deforma-
tion7–13. Another route is to harvest heat for electricity output,
including thermoelectric/thermogalvanic14–16, pyroelectric
transducers17–19, and water-evaporation-induced generator20–22.
However, autonomous and continuous extraction and utilization
of the low-grade thermal energy from a constant ambient
environment for synergistic mechanical and electric energy out-
put is still a grand challenge.

Besides, soft-robotic system has gained increasing attention
in recent years, due to its elastic deformability, stimulus
responsiveness, and weight/size miniaturization23–26. To date,
most of the responses are predominantly established from poly-
mer hydrogel27–29, fluid composite30, and azobenzene
chromophore7,31,32 with restrictive unidirectional and anisotropic
motility i.e., swelling-shrinkage, contraction-expansion, and
stagnation-bending. These polymeric gel derivatives, ionic/metal
fluids, and photochromophores molecules impose challenges
when integrated into consumer-based products, with regard to
materials degenerative instability such as fatigue, photobleaching,
dry state rigidity etc. Also, except for several light activated self-
oscillating materials33–36, most of these systems rely on or tether
to external circuits and/or control devices to regulate or on-off the
external stimulus for continuous cyclical motion. That is to say,
unless the external stimulus is repeatedly switched on-off, they
face limitations in performing repetitive macroscopic motion at
high actuation speed under a constant/invariant operation mode.
Hence, this underscores the significance to address both the
material design and system concept in transposing energy spe-
cifically invariant waste/residual heat into diverse mechanical
motions, particularly one that is perpetual and self-propelled
automation.

In this work, we devise a self-governing thermo-mechano-
electrical system (TMES) to exploit low-grade ambient heat for a
diverse adaptive mechanical actuation, coupled with thermo-
mechanical transducing behavior. The untethered TMES can be
simply fueled by a constant low-grade heat source, and self-
propelled by an intrinsic built-in thermo-mechanical and
mechano-thermal feedback loops, performing perpetual and
multimodal locomotions, such as high-frequency translational
oscillation, clockwise/anticlockwise rotational, and revolving
motor-like motions. Moreover, the locomotion proceeds by self-
sustained temperature fluctuations within the ferroelectric TMES,
hence allowing synchronous and continuous harvesting of
thermo-mechanical energy at the mechanistic principles of pyro/
piezoelectric effects. Finally, to meet the foregoing demands of
soft actuator that imitates the softness, agility, and self-moving
living organisms, a prototypical soft robot termed TMES-bot is
sought to reproduce bioinspired self-defensive locomotions with
additional power-generating functionality, which can possibly
operate in an unstructured outdoor environment.

Results
Autonomous TMES design. The structure design and system
concept is presented in Fig. 1a. A thermo-mechanical deforma-
tion is first actuated on a hot surface based on the bimorph
principle, which requires a bilayer structure with opposite coef-
ficient of thermal expansion (CTE). To fulfill the perpetual
motility and thermo-mechanical energy harvesting, materials
selection and microstructure design are the essential elements,
conferring TMES with mechanical robustness and functional
ductility. The TMES mainly consists of a three-dimensionally
(3D) aligned ferroelectric polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF) and
polydopamine modified reduced graphene oxide-carbon nano-
tube layer (PDG-CNT) with nacre-like brick-and-mortar micro-
structures37. The extremely high CTE and mechanical flexibility
of PVDF makes it suitable as an active layer in a bimorph thermal
actuator38. Moreover, the pyroelectric and piezoelectric properties
of the ferroelectric β-phase are the essential prerequisite to har-
vest thermal and mechanical energy using TMES (Supplementary
Fig. 1)18. Driven by the thermal responsive bending shape and
air-solid (hot surface) temperature gradient, TMES on the flat hot
solid surface undergoes a non-equilibrium oscillation, which is
followed by simultaneous harvesting of self-created/internalized
temperature fluctuations and mechanical actuations within
TMES. The 3D alignment was confirmed by the existence of
lamellar orientation both on the surface and cross-section of the
PVDF (Supplementary Fig. 2), and the PVDF is isotropic in terms
of modulus of ~ 1656 MPa (Supplementary Fig. 3), but aniso-
tropic in regards to CTE, showing large transverse thermal
expansion and small longitudinal thermal expansion (See details
in Supplementary Fig. 4). A direction characterized by antic-
lockwise angular offset α is defined here as the angle between the
longitudinal alignment direction of PVDF and the length direc-
tion of TMES strip (Supplementary Fig. 5). Based on alignment
control, TMES can form a regular and symmetrical open ring
strip and chiral shapes, including various left-handed or right-
handed chirality strips (Supplementary Fig. 6) on the hot surface.
Notably, the 3D alignment introduces directionality to the
otherwise uncontrollable thermal deformation, providing a
foundation for realization of autonomous, perpetual and multi-
modal mechanical locomotions. A TMES film up to 100 cm2 was
made (Fig. 1b), which allows easily obtaining of TMES strips at
different alignment angles depending on the cutting directions.
The other passive layer in the bimorph actuator should be a film
with low CTE and electrically conductive to serve as one of the
electrodes on ferroelectric PVDF in TMES. In this regard, gra-
phene has a negative CTE (−8 × 10−6 K−1)39 and excellent
electrical conductivity. The PDG-CNT synthesized in our work
possesses nacre-like brick-and-mortar microstructures (Fig. 1c),
and π-π bonding and strong adhesion between PDG and CNT
allows PDG-CNT water ink being layer-by-layer deposited on
hydrophilic treated PVDF surface without delamination40, hence
ensuring mechanical robustness of TMES to bear large and var-
ious deformations. Besides, thermo-mechanical performance
optimization and microstructure analysis were done (Supple-
mentary Fig. 7 and 8).

Thermo-mechanical feedback mechanism for autonomous
locomotions. The autonomous locomotion appears as tempera-
ture activated and self-sustained oscillation that synchronizes
with the cyclic shifting of center of gravity. TMES at α= 90°
(1.5 × 6 cm) was put onto a flat hot surface with PDG-CNT layer
facing upwards, and the air temperature was constant at room
temperature (~ 23 °C). Owing to the harmonized thermal
expansion and mechanical stiffness in combination with precise
alignment direction control in the microstructured PVDF, TMES
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was successfully actuated with regular bending deformation. The
images were taken and analyzed by fitting the maximum bend
radius of the film with a circle (Fig. 2a and Supplementary
Fig. 9a). The curvature increases nearly linearly from 0.36 to
maximum 0.94 cm−1 when the surface temperature increases
from 30 to 65 °C (Fig. 2b). The infrared images show changes in
curvature and temperature distribution along the length direction
of the film. Typically, from the middle of the film in contact with
hot surface to the sides, the temperature of TMES gradually
attenuates, and thus the central contact point exhibits the max-
imum bending curvature. Notably, TMES can generate visual
bending deformation even at a very low temperature of 27.2 °C,
revealing high sensitivity of the thermo-mechanical response.
When the surface temperature is increased to 50 °C, an intriguing
autonomous and discontinuous weak oscillation behavior of
TMES transpires. Further increase in temperature even by one
degree up to a critical temperature of 55 °C, switches TMES into a
fast continuous and dramatic oscillation mode (Supplementary
Fig. 9b). Detail investigation shows TMES undergoes a fast
bending deformation within 5 s, before triggering the oscillation
behavior. Then the oscillation amplitude quickly maximizes in
the following 9 s and stays constant thereafter (Supplementary
Movie 1). Steady-state motion of TMES at a constant temperature
in the range of 55–65 °C, turns out to be a continuously repeated
mechanical oscillation in two-dimension (2D), accompanied by
shifting of center of gravity without obvious macroscopic bending
curvature variations.

To carry out kinematic and mechanical analyses, we employed
a fluorescence labeling and tracking method, to determine the
oscillation trajectory, amplitude and speed, as well as to track the
position of center of gravity. The cross-sections of TMES in
length direction were marked with fluorescence points, and the
oscillation process was exposed to a 365 UV light and recorded by
a high-speed camera at 240 fps. In this way, motion of each
fluorescent points on TMES in 2D during the oscillation process
can be precisely located with a time resolution of ~ 4.2 ms and
displacement resolution of ~ 0.18 mm (Fig. 2c and Supplementary
Movie 2). The trajectory of these fluorescent points during a
complete oscillation cycle from the leftmost to rightmost and
then back to leftmost position, at four different temperatures, 50,
55, 60, and 65 °C were plotted and selectively shown in Fig. 2d
(from bottom to top). At 50 °C, when weak oscillation occurs, the
middle point on TMES, point 4 is virtually at a standstill and
remains contacted to the hot surface, whereas the points on the
sides of TMES swing slightly. At 55 °C, when continuous and
intense oscillation is maintained, point 4 is seen to separate from
the surface during the oscillation motion, and the 2D trajectories
depicted are relatively symmetrical. The oscillation asymmetry
arises when the surface temperature was further increased. The
trajectories of point 4 at both 60 and 65 °C demonstrate larger
maximum displacements along both the x and y-axis on the right
sides compared to that of the left sides, suggesting that the
oscillation amplitude of TMES has a specific propensity in terms
of direction at high temperatures. This directionality offers a

Thermomechanical 

locomotion

Feedback loop

CTE anisotropic PVDF

PDG-CNT

Hot surface

Pyro/piezoelectric 
output
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b c

Fig. 1 The structure design and system concept of TMES. a Schematic illustration of the design concept of thermo-mechano-electrical conversion based on
a bimorph actuator. b Photograph of a large-area TMES sample. c Cross-sectional scanning electron microscopy (SEM) image of PVDF/PDG-CNT bimorph
(left) and magnification of PDG-CNT nanocomposite layer (right). The scale in b, left and right of c are 1 cm, 10 μm, and 200 nm, respectively
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feasibility not only to devise a more sophisticated but also a
directional controllable motions driven by the mechanical
oscillation. In terms of oscillation amplitude, the tip displacement
from the leftmost to rightmost position (point 1) in the x-axis
direction reaches 52.1, 67.2, and 79.5 mm, at 55, 60, and 65 °C,
respectively, demonstrating increasing oscillation amplitudes at
higher temperatures. Besides, we note that the trajectories of the
points on sides of TMES are loop curves, especially for the two tip
points 1 and 7. The curve of point 1 from the leftmost to
rightmost is under the curve from the rightmost to leftmost along
the y-axis, whereas the opposite case is illustrated in point 7 as
marked at the top of Fig. 2d. These motion characteristics inspire
us to further explore and explain the intrinsic mechanism that
materializes a self-driven oscillation. In addition, a TMES sample
in square shape can oscillate in a similar fashion as that of TMES
strip in the same length at 60 °C as shown in Supplementary
Fig. 10. On the basis of successful kinematic tracking of the
fluorescence points, centroid analysis is further employed to
locate the position of center of gravity (Fig. 2e and Supplementary
Fig. 11), thus enabling unequivocal explanation of the oscillation
in a mechanical perspective. The trajectories of center of gravity
of TMES corresponding to the oscillation traces at different
temperatures are shown in Fig. 2f. The movement direction and
amplitude of center of gravity determine the motion character-
istics. For example, a displacement of center of gravity from the
left to the right will result in a torque that drives TMES to move

in the same direction on the flat hot surface10. Figure 2g shows
the shifting of center of gravity along the x-axis during three
consecutive oscillation cycles at different temperatures. The
oscillation frequencies are ~55, 54, and 46 min−1, respectively,
at 55, 60, and 65 °C. Remarkably, we monitored the motility of
TMES at 55 °C over 10 h as shown in Supplementary Fig. 12 and
Supplementary Movie 3, and repeated oscillations over 33,000
times which displays stable and ceaseless/unrelenting motion.
Unlike any conventional actuation subjected to cyclic mechanical
deformations, the oscillation of our TMES is characterized by
shifting of center of gravity at relatively low temperatures, which
circumvents repeated deformations and materials deterioration,
thereby conceptualizing a non-fatigue perpetual motility.

To this stage, we are able to propose a crucial thermo-
mechanical interaction principle that activates and sustains the
oscillation. Owing to the uniform bimorph structure without any
gradient thickness design in both PDG-CNT and PVDF, the
thermoresponsive bending deformation of TMES appears to be
symmetrical with an elliptical cross-section, where the maximum
curvature occurs in the middle of length direction. Thus TMES is
able to keep its equilibrium on the hot surface at temperatures
below 55 °C. In principle, without any other stimulus from
external fields, TMES should maintain its balance, even when
much larger deformations are produced at 55 °C and above.
Seemingly, TMES works on the basis of interfacial temperature
between the hot surface and the cool ambient air (23 °C), thus
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Fig. 2 Autonomous thermo-mechanical oscillation, kinematic tracking, and mechanical analysis. a Photograph of TMES on a hot surface at 60 °C. b Infrared
images and curvature change of TMES on the hot surface with different temperatures. c Fluorescent image of marked TMES in UV light and its 2D
coordinate system. The inset is a photograph of marked TMES in visible light. d The 2D trajectory of marked points on the cross-section of TMES during a
complete oscillation cycle from the leftmost to rightmost and then back to the leftmost position, at four different temperatures, 50, 55, 60, and 65 °C (from
bottom to top). e Plot of center of gravity during a complete oscillation cycle based on trajectory of the marked points. f The 2D trajectory of center of
gravity at different temperatures. g Time-dependent center of gravity in the x-axis during three consecutive oscillation cycles at different temperatures. All
scale bars correspond to 1 cm
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exposing to a temperature gradient that attenuates from hot
surface to above air (Supplementary Fig. 13). The color
distribution in TMES illustrated in Fig. 3a corresponds to the
thermal distribution (Supplementary Fig. 14 and Supplementary
Movie 4). At 55 °C, TMES is in a highly unstable state when
subjected to the large deformation, which tends to be contra-
dictorily unfold owing to the cold air, especially at the left and
right tips of TMES in length direction which have the lowest
temperature. In this case, a little curvature difference between the
two tips caused by unfolding desynchrony will produce geometric
asymmetry, which consequently breaks its initial balance and
activates the oscillation. Once initiated, TMES first falls onto the
left as illustrated in Fig. 3a, along with a continuous shifting of the
center of gravity, which brings TMES to the leftmost position.
Next, the left side of TMES is now in contact with the hot surface
and heated up, while the right side exposed to air is cooled down.
This combined effect leads to distinct geometrical shape with
center of gravity shifting back to the right. Thermal traces in
Fig. 3b show that temperature on the right side continuously
decreases during 0 to 0.149 s in this process. Due to the motion

inertia, TMES will cross the middle position and continue to
oscillate to the rightmost position, and similar heating and
cooling effects to that of the leftmost position will happen, thus
bringing TMES back to the leftmost position. This as well
explains the trajectory loops of the tip points as discussed above,
since the curvature of the tips keeps decreasing once it oscillates
away from the hot surface until the next oscillation cycle starts.
Temperature profile of marked points on TMES is additionally
analyzed (See details in Supplementary Fig. 15). Center of gravity
shift analysis in Fig. 3c shows that TMES attains the highest
moving speed of over 80 mm/s along the x-axis at around the
initial middle position, while the lowest speed appears at the
leftmost and rightmost position. Therefore, the fast heat exchange
at the two positions is essential to reversing the moving direction
of the center of gravity, thereby maintaining fast continuous
oscillation cycles. Taken together, a thermo-mechanical and
mechano-thermal feedback loop is indigenously established by
the self-regulated bending deformation and continuous auto-
displacement of center of gravity of TMES, which in turn sustains
the oscillation through the alternative heating/cooling process.
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Self-propelled multimodal locomotions. We further explore
other motion modes that can be triggered by the basic oscillation
motion. After several trials, we found that anomalous directional
self-rolling motion can be realized using a single strip of TMES at
α= 90°. Similar to the previous, TMES assumes an elliptical
cross-section with curvature differences along the length direction
at temperature < 70 °C and displays oscillatory response. How-
ever, when the hot surface temperature is ~ 70 °C, oscillations
with increased speeds and amplitudes enable cyclic and alter-
native contact of the two sides of TMES with hot surface, which is
followed by a decreased temperature gradient range in TMES as
schematically illustrated in Fig. 4a. With increasing curvatures on
the left and right sides, the gap between the two ends of TMES
keeps reducing and finally disappears. As such, TMES rolls up
into a perfect cylinder having a complete circular cross-section.
Consequently, TMES turns over and works as a fast rolling-
forward alike a revolving motor that is self-propelled by the last

oscillating shift of center of gravity. The part 1 of Supplementary
Movie 5 shows the rolling motion. The autogenous rolling up
process completes within 5.4 s before rolling motion starts with a
speed of ~ 10 cm/s (Fig. 4a). Moreover, the rolling direction is not
arbitrary but controllable, owing to the propensity of oscillation
amplitude as previously discussed. In addition, inverted-series-
connected bimorph actuator41 consisting of two identical TMES
strips was assembled, and exhibits similar oscillation driven
rolling motion, favorably with a wider working temperature range
from 65 to 80 °C (See details in Supplementary Fig. 16, 17 and
part 2 of Supplementary Movie 5), demonstrating controllability
of the rolling dynamics.

To uncover other mechanical actuation capabilities, chiral
shapes TMES are further studied. It is found that TMES at α=
45°, 60°, 120°, and 135° exhibit similar oscillation behaviors to
that of TMES at α= 90° at hot surface temperature above 60 °C,
except that different inclined oscillation directions corresponding
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to the twisting angles are observed. Interestingly, clockwise or
anticlockwise self-rotation movement are triggered depending on
the twisting chirality when the hot surface temperature reaches
~70 °C. As illustrated in Fig. 4b, the actuated TMES in a twisted
configuration oscillates in the direction perpendicular to the
middle twisting axis. As such, every strong oscillation produces a
torsional force acting on the middle axis, thereby exerting a
rotational kinetics. When TMES (α= 45° and 60°) twists in a left-
handed mode, the oscillation induced torsion yields anticlockwise
rotation; while the right-handed oscillations (TMES at α= 120°
and 135°) produce clockwise rotations. Supplementary Movie 6
and 7 show the anticlockwise and clockwise rotation process of
TMES at α= 45° and α= 120°, respectively, and each of the 360-
degree rotation is accomplished within 80 s (~ 4.5°/s) and 120 s
(~3.0°/s) (Fig. 4b and Supplementary Fig. 18). The 360-degree
rotational motion retains its stability over consecutive cycles for
each of the twisted TMES (Fig. 4c).

Briefly, two parameters that determine the autonomous
locomotion mode of TMES strip (1.5 × 6 cm)—the alignment
angle and the hot surface temperature (Fig. 4d). TMES at α= 90°
under bending deformation achieves atypical translational
locomotion, including self-oscillation in a wide temperature
range from 50 to 70 °C and self-rolling motion at 70–72 °C.
TMES at α= 45° subjected to left-handed twisting deformation
generates rotational locomotion, including self-oscillation from
63 to 68 °C and anticlockwise self-rotation from 68 to 70 °C;
TMES at α= 120° in right-handed twisting mode produces self-
oscillation from 61 to 70 °C and clockwise self-rotation from 70 to
72 °C. TMES twisted in enantiomer shapes (α= 45° versus α=
135°, and α= 60° versus α= 120°) work in a similar motion
mode but opposite movement direction in the temperature range.
In addition, changing the length of TMES will affect the working
temperature ranges of different modal locomotions. For example,
if the length of TMES strip at α= 90° decreases from 6 to 4 cm,
activation temperatures of its self-oscillation and rolling motion
should be higher than 50 and 70 °C, respectively. The thermo-
mechanical feedback triggered motion proposed here represents a
general concept for bi-layered actuators or thermo-mechanical
responsive materials, and it is possible to design various
autonomous locomotions working at different temperature
ranges based on different thermo-mechanical response sensitiv-
ities of the materials systems.

Apart from the multiple locomotion modes, TMES can also be
utilized as a thermo-mechanical engine that performs several
exclusive mechanical functions. Supplementary Movie 8 part
1 shows that, a single strip of TMES (α= 90°) tightly grasps a
cargo and performs equitable mechanical oscillations on the
hot surface at 65 °C compared to that of unloaded film.
Autonomous cargo transportation across a hot surface at 70 °C
at a speed of ~ 6.7 cm/s is also demonstrated in Supplementary
Movie 8 part 2. In addition, a thermo-mechanical see-saw balance
is shown in Supplementary Movie 8 part 3.

Thermo-mechanical locomotion energy harvesting. More sig-
nificantly, the thermo-mechanical energy can be synchronously
harvested using the monolithic TMES. The PDG-CNT layer
serves as the top electrode on PVDF (α= 90°), the other side is
coated with thin poly(3,4-ethylenedioxythiophene)-poly(styr-
enesulfonate) (PEDOT:PSS, ~ 1 μm) as the bottom electrode, and
carbon fibers are finally attached to the two faces at the edge.
Upon placing on the hot surface, the TMES generator undergoes
continuous mechanical oscillations that synchronize with heat
fluctuations within TMES, thereby resulting in a cooperative
thermo-mechano-pyro/piezoelectric effect (Supplementary
Fig. 19a). Kinematic trajectory of the leftmost point on TMES

generator (1.5 × 6 cm) was recorded to track its motion, and the
output open circuit voltage (Voc) and short circuit current (Isc)
were collected (Supplementary Fig. 19b). Figure 5a shows con-
tinuous and stable Voc and Isc output during five consecutive
oscillation cycles at 60 °C, and peak Voc and Isc generated are ~
24 V, and ~ 47 nA, respectively. It is observed that two Voc peaks
appear during one oscillation cycle, which are attributed to two
positional switching and distinct thermal heating/cooling effect
acting on TMES (Supplementary Movie 9). As shown in Fig. 5b,
the Voc continuously increases, when TMES stays almost sta-
tionary in the leftmost position while continuous air cooling
effect acts on the right side of TMES. The cooling results in a
continuous increase of Voc until fast switching of TMES from the
leftmost to rightmost position reverses the cooling to heating
effect. Correspondingly, Voc gradually decreases and the first Voc

peak emerges. After a short heating effect due to heat transfer
from the hot surface to the right side of TMES, air cooling effect
takes on the left side of TMES, thereupon Voc keeps increasing
accordingly until TMES switches from the rightmost to leftmost
position, and the second Voc peak appears. Therefore, the heat-
ing/cooling pyroelectric effect mainly contributes to Voc output
while locomotions sustain the essential cyclic thermal fluctua-
tions. In contrast, Isc peaks correspond to each of the oscillation
motions (Supplementary Movie 10), suggesting that mechanical
piezoelectric effect dominates the peak Isc output. We further
recorded the kinematic trajectories and electric signals at 55 and
65 °C (Supplementary Fig. 20), and compared the average cycling
time, maximum displacement, position switching speed (Sup-
plementary Fig. 21) and peak Isc at different temperatures. It is
revealed that the cycling time largely increases with increasing
temperature, and thus the frequency of electric signal output
decreases (Fig. 5c). Whereas the peak Isc increases owing to larger
displacement and higher motion speed at high temperatures. A
TMES generator with size of 6 × 6 cm2 at 60 °C can generate peak
Voc of ~ 67 V and Isc of ~ 145 nA (Supplementary Fig. 22). To
better understand the TMES, the energy conversion process and
efficiency are discussed (See details in Supplementary Note 1). In
the TMES developed here, the temperature difference between
waste heat and air triggers mechanical deformation of TMES, and
also sustains the continuous locomotions and temperature fluc-
tuations. The mechanical locomotion stress and temperature
gradient are correspondingly harvested as piezoelectricity and
pyroelectricity based on the ferroelectric property of PVDF.
Therefore, our TMES opens up a new perspective to auto-
matically extract pyro/piezoelectric energy from a constant
environment ingeniously utilizing self-sustained mechanical
motions and temperature fluctuations in built within the soft
energy generators.

Next, we fabricated a soft system named TMES-bot to imitate
living organism behavior (Fig. 6a). Throughout the animal
kingdom, anti-predator adaptations are mechanisms developed
through evolution to assist the prey to fend against predator. The
adaption pathways are often deterministic and can rapidly transit
from one type to another, depending on the predicaments. The
first line of defense is to avoid detection, through shrinking or
curling up mechanism. Next, the prey may ward off attack by
making known their presence of strong defence using writhing
and oscillating motion to startle or signal to its predator that a
pursuit is not worthwhile. Finally, when the predator is distracted,
the prey makes an unnoticeable escape by rolling off, via altering
its shape to generate a propulsive force42. It is known that several
species of elongated organisms can transform their bodies into a
loop or spherical posture to roll, such as certain caterpillars,
Armadillidiidae, mantis shrimp, pangolins, desert wheel spiders,
and hedgehogs42,43. In our case, we use the TMES-bot to draw
similar biological analogies of sequential ‘self-defense’ actions.
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When TMES-bot inadvertently topples over and lands on its back
on a hot ground, it has to muster its self-defense skill or otherwise
succumbs to predation. At first, the TMES-bot will instinctively
fold its body akin to armouring itself with protective hard outer
shell/exoskeleton. Within seconds, its body can be curled up,
achieving the center of gravity instability, which subsequently
triggers fast oscillating motions, analogous to writhing on its
back. With increasing oscillation amplitude, TMES-bot will
further reform its body into a wheel-like shape/posture, and
finally extricate itself by successful flipping and rolling motions
(Fig. 6b and Supplementary Movie 11). Working as an active
locomotive-adaptive system, the TMES-bot alters autonomously
for the purposes of assimilating built-in defense to reproduce the
aforementioned anti-predator adaptation pathways. More inter-
estingly, our TMES-bot integrates a thermo-mechanical energy
harvesting component, and energy extraction process operates
during the oscillation locomotion utilizing pyro/piezoelectric
effect (Fig. 6c). The TMES-bot successfully charged an external
storage capacitor to 5 V, and lighted a red LED (Fig. 6d). Finally,
we demonstrate feasibility of TMES to perform sunlight
photothermal to mechanical work and electricity conversion
under an ambient outdoor environment. The outdoor time-
dependent solar intensity was monitored while the corresponding
ambient temperature and surface temperature of a black tiled
pavement that was naturally heated up by sun were recorded
(Supplementary Fig. 23). It is apparent that TMES shows effective
oscillations under non-concentrated and constant sunlight
irradiation (Supplementary Movie 12). The peak Voc and Isc
output of TMES (6 × 6 cm2) show ~ 45 V and ~ 135 nA basically
driven by invariable sunlight stimulus (~ 85 mW/cm2) (top of

Fig. 6e). Besides, under sunlight at a relatively low intensity
(~ 50 mW/cm2), a selective focused sunlight directed by a lens
can also successfully trigger mechanical oscillations after breaking
the initial symmetric thermal distribution in TMES (Supplemen-
tary Fig. 24), illustrating the concept of solar enabled photoswitch
to mechanical works (bottom of Fig. 6e). Such multi-functional
TMES may provide new opportunities for developing biomimetic
robotic functionality that is free from the traditional need of
powering systems, and conversely offer an on-site waste heat
energy recovery strategy.

Discussion
Our results demonstrate the use of TMES that opens up a pro-
mising avenue of smart soft material system that operates on self-
regulated thermo-mechano feedback—based on structural
instability that readily transit between various steady states. The
monolithic TMES is capable of processing autonomous extraction
of thermal energy from a constant low-grade heat environment
and converting it to diverse locomotions and energy generation
functions. Kinematic tracking, mechanical analysis, and dynamic
thermal imaging disclose the essential principles that activate and
maintain the ceaseless thermo-mechanical synchronized
mechano-thermal feedback loop, consequently generating adap-
tive locomotions and cooperative pyro/piezoelectricity. Such soft
material system has shown to effectively interface with low-grade
ambient heat and adapt to unstructured environment, while not
limited by the dependence on electrical or pneumatic tethers.
Ultimately, the self-locked thermo-mechanical feedback
mechanism described here may offer new possibilities for
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autonomous multigait soft energy robotics and waste heat har-
vesting technologies with versatile thermo-mechano-electrical
transduction.

Methods
Fabrication of the TMES. Graphene oxide (GO) was prepared according to the
modified Hummers method. Multiwalled carbon nanotube was purchased from
Nanjing XFNANO Materials Tech Co., Ltd. Dopamine hydrochloride and poly
(3,4-ethylenedioxythiophene)-poly(styrenesulfonate) (PEDOT:PSS) was purchased
from Sigma-Aldrich. Poled 3D aligned polyvinylidene difluoride (PVDF) with a
thickness of 80 μm was purchased from Fils Co., Ltd company. Typically, 0.1 g of
GO was dispersed in 20 ml of deionized water and sonicated into GO dispersion.
Then the GO dispersion and 0.05 g of dopamine hydrochloride were added into the
200 ml of Tris buffer solution (pH 8.5), followed by sonication in ice bath for 15
min. The mixture solution was stirred vigorously at 60 °C and maintained for 24 h.
The obtained PDG solution was centrifuged at 14,000 rpm and washed with
deionized water for three times. After that, CNT at weight ratio of 1:9 to PDG was
added to the PDG solution and stirred for 2 h. The PDG-CNT mixture solution
was then put in a programed 2 s on and 5 s off ultrasonication treatment in ice bath
for 30 min using a 20 kHz sonicator at 200W, forming the PDG-CNT water ink
(2 mg/ml). Both sides of the 3D aligned PVDF film was spin-coated with thin layers
of hydrophilic PEDOT:PSS (~ 1 μm), and annealed on a hot plate at 65 °C for 1 h.
Finally, the PDG-CNT ink was cast on the PVDF and dried at 40 °C, and this
process was repeated for several times until the desired thickness was achieved. The
TMES-bot is fabricated by cutting and patterning a TMES film using Silhouette
CAMEO, and is then painted using pigmented acrylic ink.

Characterization and measurement. Morphology and configuration of TMES
were studied by field-emission scanning electron microscopy (FESEM, JEOL FEG
JSM 7001F). Crystallographic information on the 3D aligned PVDF were obtained
using X-ray diffraction (XRD, Philips X-ray diffractometer with Cu Kα radiation at
λ= 1.541 Å). Thermal expansion of 3D aligned PVDF along the transverse and
longitudinal direction were studied using an Olympus U-SPT optical microscope in
reflection mode. Temperature of the hot surface was controlled by a Eurotherm
heater (230 V, 50 Hz). For motion tracking, oscillation process of the fluorescence
labeled TMES was exposed to a UV light at wavelength of 365 nm, and captured by
an iphone 8 camera in slow motion mode (240 fps). The obtained video was

processed and analyzed by ImageJ. The infrared images and videos were captured
and analyzed using a FLIR E50 infrared camera (30 fps) and FLIR Tools+ ,
respectively. The output of short circuit currents and open circuit voltages during
the thermo-mechanical locomotion process were measured by connecting the two
electrodes of TMES to a low-noise current preamplifier (MODEL SR570) and an
electrometer (KEITHLEY 6517B), respectively, and the results were recorded by an
oscilloscope (Tektronix DPO 7254). A commercial 100 nF capacitor integrated
with a rectifying bridge circuit was used to store the thermo-mechanical locomo-
tion energy and then light up a red LED. The outdoor measurement was done on
the rooftop of a three-storey building in NUS, Singapore, on 24 January 2018.

Data availability. The data that support the findings of this study are available
from the corresponding authors upon reasonable request.

Received: 22 May 2018 Accepted: 8 August 2018

References
1. Chu, S. & Majumdar, A. Opportunities and challenges for a sustainable energy

future. Nature 488, 294 (2012).
2. Chen, H., Goswami, D. Y. & Stefanakos, E. K. A review of thermodynamic

cycles and working fluids for the conversion of low-grade heat. Renew.
Sustain. Energy Rev. 14, 3059–3067 (2010).

3. Phillip, W. A. Thermal-energy conversion: under pressure. Nat. Energy 1,
16101 (2016).

4. Chu, S., Cui, Y. & Liu, N. The path towards sustainable energy. Nat. Mater. 16,
16 (2016).

5. Straub, A. P., Yip, N. Y., Lin, S., Lee, J. & Elimelech, M. Harvesting low-grade
heat energy using thermo-osmotic vapour transport through nanoporous
membranes. Nat. Energy 1, 16090 (2016).

6. Straub, A. P. & Elimelech, M. Energy efficiency and performance limiting
effects in thermo-osmotic energy conversion from low-grade heat. Environ.
Sci. Technol. 51, 12925–12937 (2017).

7. Iamsaard, S. et al. Conversion of light into macroscopic helical motion. Nat.
Chem. 6, 229 (2014).

0 20 40 60 80

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

C
ap

ac
ito

r 
vo

lta
ge

 (
V

)

Time (s)

–30

0

30

60

–75

0

75

150

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Left

Right

a

Flipping Oscillating

CurlingFolding

Rolling off

b

e

11:00 11:01 11:02
Time of the day

c d

Piezoelectric

Pyroelectric

Time (s)

C
ur

re
nt

 (
nA

)
V

ol
ta

ge
 (

V
)

P
os

iti
on

Fig. 6 Power-generating soft TMES-bot imitating self-defensive living organism behaviors. a Photograph of the fabricated TMES-bot. b Active locomotive
evolution of TMES-bot for self-defense purpose. c Schematic showing pyro/piezoelectric effects of the power-generating TMES-bot. d Charging
characteristic of TMES-bot and an inset photograph of a lighted LED using a charged capacitor. e Open circuit voltage/short circuit current generated by
locomotion of TMES on a tiled pavement under an ambient outdoor environment (top) and photothermal-directed cyclic oscillations of the TMES (bottom)

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-018-06011-9 ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |  (2018) 9:3438 | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-018-06011-9 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 9

www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


8. van Oosten, C. L., Bastiaansen, C. W. M. & Broer, D. J. Printed artificial cilia
from liquid-crystal network actuators modularly driven by light. Nat. Mater.
8, 677 (2009).

9. Yamada, M. et al. Photomobile polymer materials: towards light-driven plastic
motors. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 47, 4986–4988 (2008).

10. Zhang, X. et al. Photoactuators and motors based on carbon nanotubes with
selective chirality distributions. Nat. Commun. 5, 2983 (2014).

11. Zeng, H., Wasylczyk, P., Wiersma, D. S. & Priimagi, A. Light robots: bridging
the gap between microrobotics and photomechanics in soft materials. Adv.
Mater. 30, 1703554 (2018).

12. Hu, Y., Li, Z., Lan, T. & Chen, W. Photoactuators for direct optical-to-
mechanical energy conversion: from nanocomponent assembly to
macroscopic deformation. Adv. Mater. 28, 10548–10556 (2016).

13. Mu, J. et al. Origami-inspired active graphene-based paper for programmable
instant self-folding walking devices. Sci. Adv. 1, e1500533 (2015).

14. Bell, L. E. Cooling, heating, generating power, and recovering waste heat with
thermoelectric systems. Science 321, 1457–1461 (2008).

15. Hochbaum, A. I. et al. Enhanced thermoelectric performance of rough silicon
nanowires. Nature 451, 163 (2008).

16. Zhang, F., Liu, J., Yang, W. & Logan, B. E. A thermally regenerative ammonia-
based battery for efficient harvesting of low-grade thermal energy as electrical
power. Energy Environ. Sci. 8, 343–349 (2015).

17. Wang, X.-Q. et al. Nanophotonic-engineered photothermal harnessing for
waste heat management and pyroelectric generation. ACS Nano. 11,
10568–10574 (2017).

18. Lee, J.-H. et al. Thermally induced strain-coupled highly stretchable and
sensitive pyroelectric nanogenerators. Adv. Energy Mater. 5, 1500704 (2015).

19. Liow, C. H. et al. Spatially probed plasmonic photothermic nanoheater
enhanced hybrid polymeric–metallic PVDF-Ag nanogenerator. Small 14,
1702268 (2018).

20. Xue, G. et al. Water-evaporation-induced electricity with nanostructured
carbon materials. Nat. Nanotechnol. 12, 317 (2017).

21. Ding, T. et al. All-printed porous carbon film for electricity generation from
evaporation-driven water flow. Adv. Funct. Mater. 27, 1700551 (2017).

22. Zhu, L., Gao, M., Peh, C. K. N., Wang, X.-Q. & Ho, G. W. Self-contained
monolithic carbon sponges for solar-driven interfacial water evaporation
distillation and electricity generation. Adv. Energy Mater. 8, 1702149 (2018).

23. Hines, L., Petersen, K., Lum, G. Z. & Sitti, M. Soft actuators for small-scale
robotics. Adv. Mater. 29, 1603483 (2017).

24. Bartlett, N. W. et al. A 3D-printed, functionally graded soft robot powered by
combustion. Science 349, 161–165 (2015).

25. Wehner, M. et al. An integrated design and fabrication strategy for entirely
soft, autonomous robots. Nature 536, 451 (2016).

26. Hu, W., Lum, G. Z., Mastrangeli, M. & Sitti, M. Small-scale soft-bodied robot
with multimodal locomotion. Nature 554, 81 (2018).

27. Maeda, S., Hara, Y., Sakai, T., Yoshida, R. & Hashimoto, S. Self-walking gel.
Adv. Mater. 19, 3480–3484 (2007).

28. Lee, H., Xia, C. & Fang, N. X. First jump of microgel; actuation speed
enhancement by elastic instability. Soft Matter 6, 4342–4345 (2010).

29. Kwon, G. H. et al. Biomimetic soft multifunctional miniature aquabots. Small
4, 2148–2153 (2008).

30. Kellaris, N., Gopaluni Venkata, V., Smith, G. M., Mitchell, S. K. & Keplinger,
C. Peano-HASEL actuators: muscle-mimetic, electrohydraulic transducers
that linearly contract on activation. Sci. Robot. 3, eaar3276 (2018).

31. Wie, J. J., Shankar, M. R. & White, T. J. Photomotility of polymers. Nat.
Commun. 7, 13260 (2016).

32. Wani, O. M., Zeng, H. & Priimagi, A. A light-driven artificial flytrap. Nat.
Commun. 8, 15546 (2017).

33. White, T. J. et al. A high frequency photodriven polymer oscillator. Soft
Matter 4, 1796–1798 (2008).

34. Serak, S. et al. Liquid crystalline polymer cantilever oscillators fueled by light.
Soft Matter 6, 779–783 (2010).

35. Yu, L. & Yu, H. Light-powered tumbler movement of graphene oxide/polymer
nanocomposites. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 7, 3834–3839 (2015).

36. Kumar, K. et al. A chaotic self-oscillating sunlight-driven polymer actuator.
Nat. Commun. 7, 11975 (2016).

37. Wang, J., Cheng, Q. & Tang, Z. Layered nanocomposites inspired by the structure
and mechanical properties of nacre. Chem. Soc. Rev. 41, 1111–1129 (2012).

38. Thakur, V. K. et al. Novel polymer nanocomposites from bioinspired green
aqueous functionalization of BNNTs. Polym. Chem. 3, 962–969 (2012).

39. Yoon, D., Son, Y.-W. & Cheong, H. Negative thermal expansion coefficient of
graphene measured by raman spectroscopy. Nano. Lett. 11, 3227–3231 (2011).

40. Gong, S. et al. Integrated ternary bioinspired nanocomposites via synergistic
toughening of reduced graphene oxide and double-walled carbon nanotubes.
ACS Nano. 9, 11568–11573 (2015).

41. Acerce, M., Akdoğan, E. K. & Chhowalla, M. Metallic molybdenum disulfide
nanosheet-based electrochemical actuators. Nature 549, 370 (2017).

42. Full, R., Earls, K., Wong, M. & Caldwell, R. Locomotion like a wheel? Nature
365, 495 (1993).

43. Scholtz, G. Scarab beetles at the interface of wheel invention in nature and
culture? Contrib. Zool. 77, 139 (2008).

Acknowledgements
This work is supported by the National Research Foundation Singapore, Ministry of
National Development (MND), R-263-000-C22-277, and NUS Hybrid-Integrated Flex-
ible (Stretchable) Electronic Systems Program grant number R-263-501-011-731.

Author contributions
G.W.H. proposed the research direction and supervised the project. X.Q.W. and G.W.H.
conceived and designed the experiments. X.Q.W., K.H.C., X.L. and L.Z. fabricated the
devices and performed the experiments. X.Q.W., C.F.T., G.W.H., and S.-W.K. collected,
analyzed the data and developed the explanation. G.W.H., X.Q.W., and S.-W.K. wrote
the manuscript. All authors discussed the results and reviewed the manuscript.

Additional information
Supplementary Information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-
018-06011-9.

Competing interests: The authors declare no competing interests.

Reprints and permission information is available online at http://npg.nature.com/
reprintsandpermissions/

Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2018

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-018-06011-9

10 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |  (2018) 9:3438 | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-018-06011-9 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-06011-9
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-06011-9
http://npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions/
http://npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	In-built thermo-mechanical cooperative feedback mechanism for self-propelled multimodal locomotion and electricity generation
	Results
	Autonomous TMES design
	Thermo-mechanical feedback mechanism for autonomous locomotions
	Self-propelled multimodal locomotions
	Thermo-mechanical locomotion energy harvesting

	Discussion
	Methods
	Fabrication of the TMES
	Characterization and measurement
	Data availability

	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




