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ABSTRACT: Microfluidic paper-based analytical devices (µPADs) have emerged since the late 2000s as a 

transformative platform for rapid, low-cost diagnostic assays—especially suited to resource-limited settings. 

Harnessing capillary action within paper substrates, these devices enable fluid transport without external pumps, 

allowing multiplexed detection of biomarkers with simple fabrication and portability. The pioneering 2007 work by 

Whitesides’ group introduced 3D stacked-pattern µPADs capable of executing multiple assays concurrently. 

Subsequent advances incorporated hydrophobic channel patterning via wax printing, inkjet techniques, and 

photolithography, facilitating reliable flow control. Detection modalities have evolved from simple colorimetric tests 

(e.g., glucose, proteins, pH) to quantitative readouts using electrochemical and fluorescent approaches. Notably, device 

fabrication remains inexpensive and accessible, with some prototypes costing just a few cents. Paper-based diagnostics 

also meet several of the World Health Organization’s ASSURED criteria—Affordable, Sensitive, Specific, User-

friendly, Rapid and robust, Equipment-free, and Deliverable. However, challenges remain in scaling up production, 

enhancing flow control, quantification, and ensuring regulatory compliance. This paper reviews foundational 

developments in µPAD design and application before 2018, presenting their advantages, limitations, and deployment 

potential. Through critical synthesis, we propose methodological insights and suggest that integrating advanced 

detection methods and improved channel design could accelerate real-world adoption of µPAD platforms in global 

health diagnostics. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Rapid, decentralized diagnostics are critical in global health, where centralized laboratories may be inaccessible. 

Traditional point-of-care tools like lateral flow assays have limitations in multiplexing and quantitation. This gap 

prompted the development of microfluidic paper-based analytical devices (µPADs), notably first demonstrated in 

2007 by Whitesides’ group. These devices exploit the innate capillary action of cellulose paper to transport fluids 

without pumps, enabling simple yet powerful assay designs. 

 

µPADs are cheap, portable, and versatile—fabricated with basic tools such as wax printers or laser cutters. Their utility 

has extended from glucose and protein detection to environmental and clinical applications. Paper-based devices 

inherently align with the WHO’s ASSURED criteria: Affordable, Sensitive, Specific, User-friendly, Rapid and 

Robust, Equipment-free, and Deliverable. This makes µPADs particularly promising in low-resource settings. 

 

This paper surveys key developments in the field up to 2017—covering fabrication strategies (2D/3D architectures, 

hydrophobic patterning), fluid control innovations (e.g., dissolvable barriers), detection techniques (colorimetric, 

electrochemical, fluorescence), and practical deployments (e.g., mChip for HIV/Syphilis). 

 

By analyzing these contributions, we shine a light on both the enabling features and the existing barriers to 

commercialization of µPADs. Our goal is to provide a comprehensive, pre-2018 perspective on the field, to inform 

future work bridging the lab-to-market gap for paper-based diagnostics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   International Journal of Research and Applied Innovations (IJRAI)       

                                | ISSN: 2455-1864 | www.ijrai.com | editor@ijrai.com | A Bimonthly, Scholarly and Peer-Reviewed Journal | 

     ||Volume 2, Issue 1, January-February 2019|| 

      DOI:10.15662/IJRAI.2019.0201002 

IJRAI©2019                                                              |     An ISO 9001:2008 Certified Journal   |                                                    926 

     

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Foundational Work & Device Structures 

 Martinez, Whitesides, et al. (2008–2010) introduced 3D µPADs using layered paper and tape to multiplex assays 

vertically and laterally, combining multiple channels without mixing. These devices included “button” mechanisms to 

selectively initiate fluid flow. SAGE Journals 

Fabrication Techniques 

 µPADs evolved using hydrophobic patterning methods like wax printing, inkjet etching, photolithography, laser 

cutting, and plasma treatment to define fluidic channels. ScienceDirectPMC 

Detection Modalities 

 Initial µPADs used colorimetric assays for glucose, proteins, pH—simple and interpretable by eye. American 

Chemical Society Publications 

 Reviews denote expansion into electrochemical, fluorescent, chemiluminescent, and nanoparticle-based detection 

for improved sensitivity and quantification. ScienceDirect 

Diagnostic Value & Challenges 

 µPADs are low-cost, light, disposable, and multiplexable; they align with ASSURED criteria for point-of-care 

devices. PubMedAmerican Chemical Society PublicationsWikipedia 

 Despite extensive research, commercialization lags due to issues like unreliable flow control and user interpretation. 

PubMed+1 

Field Implementations 

 mChip (2011): a $1 microfluidic device diagnosing HIV and syphilis in ~15 minutes with high accuracy—proving 

real-world feasibility. Wikipedia 

 

Overall, these developments illustrate a dynamic field combining material science, fabrication engineering, and assay 

chemistry. Yet consistent diagnostics transition requires improvement in flow management, signal quantification, and 

usability. 

 

III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

This review follows a structured approach to synthesize innovations in µPADs before 2018: 

1. Source Compilation 
o Retrieved peer-reviewed articles and reviews pre-2018 from PubMed, ACS, Chem. Rev., and key literature — 

focusing on device fabrication, functionality, detection methods, and applications. 

2. Theme Categorization 
o Organized findings by: (a) fabrication & device design (2D/3D), (b) detection methods, (c) diagnostic applications, 

(d) challenges to commercialization. 

3. Metric Analysis 
o Compiled relevant metrics: cost per device, time-to-result, multiplexing capability, detection sensitivity, alignment 

with ASSURED criteria. 

4. Comparative Synthesis 
o Juxtaposed engineering innovations (e.g., 3D channel design) and detection strategies (e.g., electrochemical vs 

colorimetric), noting trade-offs in simplicity vs sensitivity. 

5. Case Studies 
o Highlighted notable implementations such as mChip, assessing real-world performance and potential. 

6. Deployment Barriers Identification 
o Identified recurring bottlenecks (like flow inconsistency, reproducibility, user interpretation) as seen in reviews 

hitting on commercialization obstructions. 

7. Future Design Suggestions 
o Drawing on this synthesis, articulated methodological pathways—for instance, adopting enhanced flow control 

mechanisms and integrating smartphone quantification—to create more robust µPAD platforms. 

 

Our methodology provides a holistic view, balancing technical achievements and practical constraints, aimed at guiding 

future efforts toward scalable, impactful diagnostics. 

 

 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2211068215577197?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0165993618302292?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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IV. ADVANTAGES 

 

 Cost-Effective and Accessible: Fabrication uses inexpensive materials and simple tools; some prototypes cost only 

cents. WIREDWikipedia 

 Pump-Free Operation: Capillary-driven fluid transport negates need for external pumps. WIRED 

 Multiplexing Capability: 3D stacking and channel design enable simultaneous multiple assays. SAGE Journals 

 Broad Detection Modalities: Supports simple colorimetric to advanced electrochemical or fluorescent readouts. 

ScienceDirect 

 Field-Deployable: Meets many WHO ASSURED criteria, suitable for resource-constrained environments. 

American Chemical Society PublicationsWikipedia 

 

V. DISADVANTAGES 

 

 Flow Control Limitations: Poor quantitative metering and reproducibility challenge robustness. PubMed 

 Quantification Constraints: Colorimetric detection often lacks precise measurement; advanced methods require 

additional instrumentation. PubMed 

 Manufacturing Scalability Issues: Transitioning from lab methods to mass production remains difficult. PubMed 

 User Interpretation: Visual readouts may be misleading for non-professionals unless carefully designed. 

Wikipedia 

 

VI. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

Early µPAD advances demonstrate powerful potential: 

 3D microfluidic designs deliver multiplexed assays in under ~5 minutes using paper layers and hydrophobic 

barriers. SAGE Journals 

 Simple colorimetric tests for glucose, pH, and proteins show feasibility, though qualitative. American Chemical 

Society Publications 

 Newer detection methods (electrochemical, fluorescent) enhance sensitivity but add complexity. ScienceDirect 

 The mChip represents field deployment success—delivering accurate rapid HIV/syphilis results for ~$1 in 

~15 minutes. Wikipedia 

 Reviews repeatedly underscore the gap in commercialization, especially due to flow control and quantification 

challenges. PubMed+1American Chemical Society Publications 

 

Combining advanced detection with better fluid control and smartphone integration may bridge lab performance with 

real-world usability. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION 

 

Pre-2018 research into microfluidic paper-based assays established a compelling foundation for rapid, low-cost 

diagnostics. Innovations spanning 3D device architectures, diverse fabrication techniques, and detection modalities 

offered strong promise for point-of-care applications. However, commercialization remains inhibited by challenges in 

fluid control, quantitative accuracy, and user-friendliness. Moving forward, integrating robust flow management, signal 

amplification, and mobile-interfaced readouts will be key to unlocking widespread adoption. 

 

VIII. FUTURE WORK 

 

 Advanced Flow Control: Incorporate dissolvable barriers or valves to enable timed, metered assays. SAGE 

Journals 

 Quantitative Readouts: Pair electrochemical detection with smartphones or portable readers for reliable 

measurements. 

 Scalable Manufacturing: Adapt wax printing or roll-to-roll processing for mass production. 

 User-Centered Design: Simplify interpretation via intuitive visuals or mobile apps. 

 Regulatory Pathways: Encourage field trials and compliance mapping to enable clinical deployment. 
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