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Abstract 

Several laser technologies exist capable of adding solid materials to a targeted area of a substrate, including 

photopolymerization, laser sintering, or laser-induced forward transfer. However, the added material normally 

undergoes a phase change, causing adverse effects such as shrinkage, stress, or degradation. As recently 

demonstrated, this issue can be addressed by using laser pulses to mechanically delaminate and eject a disk from 

a film. In this case, the laser plays the role of a catapult, with minimal thermal damage to the transferred disk. 

Despite proven success in micro-electronics and micro-optics, little is known about the mechanical properties of 

the film that lead to a crack-free all-solid-state transfer. Here, we present a theoretical and experimental study on 

the effects that film rigidity, elasticity, and plasticity play on laser catapulting. By combining the thermodynamic 

equations of the laser-generated propulsion force with the theory of thin plate bending, we derived an analytical 

model that fully describes the list of events responsible for disk ejection. The model is in good agreement with 

experiments using elastomers, polymers, and metals. A complete printability map based on the film mechanical 

parameters is reported, which can help to broaden the family of materials suitable for laser additive manufacturing. 
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1. Introduction 

Additive-manufacturing (AM) technologies offer remarkable opportunities for rapidly fabricating on-

demand heterogeneous systems ranging from micro-optics to sensors [1–6]. Based on the direct deposition of a 

controlled amount of material on a targeted position of a substrate, they allow creating two-dimensional or three-

dimensional solid structures with unprecedented precision. Successful examples include selective laser sintering 

[7,8], laser-induced forward transfer (LIFT) [9,10], fused deposition molding [11,12], or stereo-lithography 

[13,14]. While AM is shaping the future of scientific and industrial manufacturing, most existing techniques face 

a serious drawback – the transferred material typically undergoes a phase change, whether it is melting, vaporizing, 

or cross-linking. Such transition can cause degradation, shrinking, stress or oxidation, irreversibly compromising 

the properties of the added materials [15–17].   

Efforts to address this issue include using lasers to delaminate and eject a disk from a film. Known in 

literature as laser decal transfer [18,19], laser catapulting [20,21] or simply a modified version of LIFT [22–24], 
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it enables the transfer of material in solid form with no phase change involved. As shown in Figure 1, under 

appropriate conditions a single laser pulse mechanically ruptures a film, named donor, supported by a laser-

transparent substrate, named carrier. In this case, the first action of the laser pulse is to locally ablate a thin portion 

of the donor, forming a gas-pocket at the donor–carrier interface. Further interaction with the laser pulse heats up 

and expands the gas, causing a deflection of the delaminated donor until rupture occurs and a disk is ejected toward 

a nearby substrate.  Excluding the upper part of the disk, which directly interacts with the laser, the transfer process 

occurs with negligible temperature changes.  

To ensure successful delamination and transfer of a crack-free disk, two main conditions must be fulfilled. 

First, the laser must provide enough thrust, which requires a donor with strong optical absorption at the laser 

wavelength used. Proper selection of the laser source suffices to assure this condition. It can be further relaxed by 

adding an absorbing layer between donor and carrier, which will vaporize completely or partially when interacting 

with the laser pulse [25–27]. Secondly, the highest stresses during donor deflection must be localized at the edges 

of the delaminated region. This guarantees a clean rupture of the disk and prevents the typical volcanic-like craters 

induced by pulsed ablation. The central question is, for a given beam size, which mechanical properties of the 

donor, such as rigidity and elasticity, lead to high stresses at the edge of the disk. An answer is key to shed light 

on the constraints of laser catapulting and establish its niche applications, but it has not been provided yet.  

Here we present an analytical model to describe the conditions that lead to suitable disk ejection in laser 

catapulting. Our model combines the thermodynamic equations for calculating the laser-induced pressure force 

with the classical theory of plate bending, namely the theory of mechanics that predicts how much bending a thin 

material or plate experiences under the action of an external force. As a result, printability maps can be obtained 

based on different laser parameters and the mechanical and geometrical characteristics of the donor. We validated 

our model by performing experiments with several solid donors, including elastomers, plastics, and metals. The 

study herein provides rules and conditions for an all-solid-state disk transfer, paving the way for exploiting laser 

catapulting as an AM tool for the design and implementation of delicate microsystems.  

 

2. Model development  

We divided our physical model into two distinct parts, namely laser-matter interaction and plate bending, 

as illustrated in Figure 2. First, we focused on establishing an analytical relation between laser energy and the 

resulting gas-pocket pressure. Such a pressure represents the thrust of the process, namely the mechanism 

responsible for deflecting a fraction of the donor. Secondly, we modeled, using the plate-bending theory, the 

deflection, and stresses of the donor generated for a given applied pressure. Two distinct cases can be distinguished 
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depending on the deflection expected. As detailed next, combining both parts provides a complete picture of laser 

catapulting and the conditions sufficient and necessary for successful, namely crack-free and congruent,  transfer 

of all-solid-state disks. 

 

2.1 Laser-induced pressure  

 The calculation of the pressure induced by the laser-generated gas-pocket poses a challenging problem. 

To simplify it, we assumed that the laser instantaneously vaporizes a thin portion of the donor. In other words, the 

laser-irradiated area was suddenly delaminated, generating a gas-pocket at the donor-carrier interface. For this to 

occur, the laser energy (𝐸 ) must be higher than the donor latent heat of evaporation (𝐻). If this condition were 

not fulfilled, the irradiated area would remain bonded to the carrier, impeding disk ejection.  

We considered the size of the delaminated region to be determined by the beam waist with laser fluence 

exceeding the threshold for ablation, while the residual energy of the laser pulse was used to heat and expand the 

gas. The fraction of laser energy that was absorbed by the gas and converted into thermal energy is: 

Δ𝑄 = 𝐾 ∫ 𝐼(𝐹, 𝑡)𝑑𝑡  (1) 

where 𝐼 is the instantaneous laser power, 𝐹 is the laser fluence (laser energy divided by the area of the laser spot), 

t denotes time, 𝜏  is the pulse duration, and 𝐾 is the laser-to-thermal energy conversion efficiency that depends on 

the refractive index and optical absorption of the gas. In this study, we supposed 𝐼 to have a temporal profile that 

corresponds to a Gaussian function, where its full-width at half-maximum equals the pulse duration, and its integral 

over the pulse duration is the laser energy.  

Gas expansion is an adiabatic process, with pressure and volume changing accordingly. Given the 

complexity of modeling such a process analytically, we simplified it following a method previously described in 

the literature [28]. Briefly, we divided the laser pulse into infinitesimal time-steps (∆𝑡 ≪ 𝜏 ).  At the beginning of 

the ith time-step (𝑡 ), the adsorbed energy causes an isochoric increase in the temperature of the gas-pocket given 

by [28,29]: 

∆𝑇 =
∆

             (2) 

where 𝑚 and ∆𝑄  are mass and heat added to the gas at the ith time-step. This rise in temperature leads to an 

increment of the gas pressure that can be calculated as: 

∆𝑃 = 𝑛  ∆𝑇 = 𝜂 ∫ 𝐼(𝐹, 𝜏)
∆

𝑑𝜏    (3) 

where 𝑛 is the amount of gas in moles, 𝑅 is the universal gas constant,  𝑉  is the volume of the gas at the end of 

the (i-1)th time-step, and 𝜂 =  𝐾  is the laser energy to the pressure-volume work conversion efficiency of the 
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system. This delta pressure is responsible for the deflection of the donor and thus for the isobaric expansion of the 

gas from 𝑉  to 𝑉 . In this model, the initial volume 𝑉  consists of a disk with an area equal to the beam size above 

the ablation threshold and a depth that is function of the laser penetration depth in the donor. For a given 𝜂, Eq.(3) 

is used to determine the initial pressure 𝑃 . 

When the time-step is ended, the pressure 𝑃  is corrected to its adiabatic value, 𝑃 = 𝑃 , 

where 𝛾  depends on the gas specific heat at constant pressure and constant volume. Notably, in the limit of 

infinitesimal time-steps (∆𝑡 → 0), this iterative process leads to a good model of the gas adiabatic expansion. 

However, both 𝑃  and 𝑉  depend on the film deflection (𝑤 ) and the isobaric gas expansion ∆𝑃 . In other words, 

the laser induced-pressure depends on the mechanical properties of the donor. Therefore, the thermodynamic 

equations are intrinsically coupled with the bending of the donor. As shown below, we can use the thin plate theory 

to express 𝑤  and 𝑉  as functions of ∆𝑃  and, with this information, establish the conditions needed to eject a disk.  

 

2.2 Bending under the action of the laser-induced pressure 

To model the laser-induced deflection, we considered the delaminated region of the donor to be a thin 

plate clamped at its edges. The deflection of the plate due to the laser-induced gas pocket pressure is governed by 

the following partial differential equation [30]: 

∇ ∇ 𝑤 = −
∆

  (4) 

where 𝑤 is the vertical deflection, and 𝐷 is the plate flexural rigidity defined as 𝐷 =
( )

 with ℎ, 𝐸 and 𝜈 

being film thickness, Young or elastic modulus, and Poisson ratio of the material. Notably, 𝐷 quantifies the ability 

of the plate to resist deformations, namely stiffness or rigidity, and is key for material ejection.  

 

2.2.1 The case of small deflections 

A simplified solution of Eq.(4) can be found with the Kirchhoff-Love theory, suitable for the case of thin 

plates and small deflections (see Supplementary Information for a detailed list of the basic assumptions of this 

theory). Considering circular plates, cylindrical coordinates (𝑟, 𝜃, 𝑧), and an axial-symmetric load (the plate is not 

subject to twisting moments), Eq.(4) can be expressed as an ordinary differential equation in 𝑟, which has an exact 

analytical solution: 

𝑤 (𝑟) = −
∆

𝑟 + 𝐴 ln(𝑟) + 𝐵 + 𝐶 [2 ln(𝑟) − 1] + 𝐷   (5) 
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where, 𝐴, 𝐵, 𝐶, and 𝐷 are constants to be determined by applying the appropriate boundary conditions. For a 

clamped circular plate, these are three: i) Small deflection at the center of the plate, 𝑤 (0) ≪ ℎ; ii) The plate does 

not experience deflections at the edges, 𝑤 𝑟 = 0; iii) The plate is flat at the edges, 𝑟 = 0. Such boundary 

conditions lead to a relationship between plate deflection and laser-induced pressure given by: 

𝑤 (𝑟) = −
∆

(𝑟 − 𝑟 )  .  (6) 

From Eq.(6), the gas volume (𝑉 ) at the end of the isobaric expansion can be obtained by integrating the plate 

deflection over the disk area: 

𝑉 = ∫ ∫ 𝑤 (𝑟) 𝑟 𝑑𝜃𝑑𝑟 =
 

(𝑃 + ∆𝑃 ) 𝑟 .   (7) 

Note that Eq.(7) constitutes the fundamental relationship needed to calculate the adiabatic laser-induced gas 

pressure. Indeed, combining Eq.(3) and (7) leads to: 

𝑃 =
 

 𝑃
   ∫ ( , )

∆

   (8) 

The iterative solution of Eq.(8) enables evaluating the laser-induced pressure for a given laser pulse and material. 

With this information, the conditions for disk ejection can be derived, as described in section 3.1.  

 

2.2.2 The case of large deflections 

The solution reported in section 2.2.1 only applies to a limited range of materials and geometries. To 

generalize the solution and include the case of large deflections, which is likely to occur in laser catapulting of 

flexible materials, we can consider the set of nonlinear partial differential equations known as von Karman 

equations [30,31]. In general, an analytical solution of these equations is unattainable. Even if numerical 

approaches such as finite difference methods or finite element analysis exist, their high computational cost or 

issues with the convergence or stability of the solution can compromise their applicability. Alternatively, 

approximate solutions exist under certain assumptions. In the case of a thin and flexible circular plate subjected to 

an axisymmetric load, we can approximate plate deflection as [30,31]: 

𝑤(𝑟) = 𝑤 1 −   (9) 

where 𝑤  is maximum deflection at the center (𝑟 = 0) of the plate, which for a clamped plate can be calculated 

by solving: 

 
+

( )
=   (10) 
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Notably, Eq.(9) has the same functional form of the deflection we obtained for Kirchhoff-Love plates, with the 

difference that the maximum deflection is a nonlinear function of the laser-induced pressure 𝑃 . Still, for 

𝑤 ℎ⁄ ≪ 1, the first term on the right side of Eq.(10) is negligible, and the maximum deflection is linear with 

the applied load, as in the case of Kirchhoff plates. Eq.(9) and (10) can be used to calculate the laser-induced 

volume and pressure of the gas-pocket at the end of each time-step following the same procedure detailed for the 

small deflections, as shown in Fig. 3a-b.  

 

3. Conditions for successful catapulting of disks  

The previous sections provide an analytical model for the laser-induced pressure and plate deflection 

during laser catapulting. The open question is when such induced-pressure leads to the rupture of the donor and 

ejection of a crack-free disk. Considering thin plate theory, successful catapulting of disks occurs when two 

conditions are met: i) The highest pressure-induced stresses are located at the periphery of the plate; ii) The stresses 

at the periphery overcome the ultimate stress of the material. While the first one guarantees a clean rupture of the 

disk, the second one ensures that a disk is ejected. Therefore, deriving the analytical expressions of the laser-

induced stresses is crucial to establish a printability map for the all-solid-state laser transfer.  

 

3.1 The case of small deflections 

  The Kirchhoff-Love plate theory used in section 2.2.1 for small deflections only considers bending 

stresses. Using Eq. (7), they can be calculated as (see Supplementary information): 

𝜎 = − 𝑟 (𝑃 + ∆𝑃 ) (1 + 𝜈) − (3 + 𝜈)    (11) 

𝜎 = − 𝑟 (𝑃 + ∆𝑃 ) (1 + 𝜈) − (1 + 3𝜈)    (12) 

Notably, the highest stresses are always radial and located at the edges (𝑟 = 𝑟 ) of the laser-delaminated region. 

Thus, condition (i) for ejection is always fulfilled, and disk transfer only depends on condition (ii) – disk transfer 

will occur when the laser-induced stress at the periphery of the plate 𝜎 (𝑟 = 𝑟 , 𝑧 = ±  ) overcomes the donor's 

ultimate tensile strength (UTS). In other words, the conditions for printing reduces to a single equation: 

𝜎 (𝑟 = 𝑟 , 𝑧 = ±  )>UTS    (13) 

The total stress can be calculated using the same iterative method described above, using an instant stress given 

by the equation: 
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𝜎 = ± (𝑃 + ∆𝑃 )   (14) 

where ± indicates that the lower surface of the plate is in compression, whereas the upper one is in traction. By 

combining Eq. (1), (2), (3) and (11), we can calculate 𝜎  as a function of the instantaneous laser energy: 

𝜎 = 𝑃 + 𝜂 ∫ 𝐼(𝐹, 𝜏)
∆

𝑑𝜏     (15) 

The final value of 𝜎  can be obtained by integrating Eq. 14 over the course of the laser pulse duration.  

 

3.2 The case of large deflections 

For large deflections, not only bending stresses can play a significant role for disk ejection, but also 

additional stresses. In this case, the laser-induced pressure is transmitted partly by flexural rigidity (bending) and 

partly by membrane action (stretching) of the plate (Fig. 3c). The approximated solutions for the bending and 

stretching stresses, both radial and tangential, are given by the equations [31]: 

𝜎∗ =  (1 + 𝜈) − (3 + 𝜈)    (16) 

𝜎∗ =  (1 + 𝜈) − (1 + 3𝜈)   (17) 

𝜎∗ =  3 − 6 + 4 −   (18) 

𝜎∗ =  3 − 18 + 20 − 7  (19) 

where the apex * denotes the dimensionless form of the stress respect to the reference 𝐸 ∙ ℎ 𝑟 , namely 𝜎∗ =

𝜎 𝑟 ℎ⁄ 𝐸⁄ . For small deflections ( ≪ 1), the contributions of Eq. (18-19) are negligible. Consequently, we 

recover the same situation described in section 3.1 – only bending stress acts on the laser-delaminated disk, with 

a maximum value located at the edge of the irradiated area. In this case, the first condition for ejection is 

automatically satisfied. Instead, for larger deflections, stretching can become significant, altering the overall stress 

distribution within the delaminated disk – the maximum stress value can potentially be located at the center, 

causing rupture of the laser-irradiated region.  

To assess the printability conditions, it is convenient to simplify the parameter space regarding the stress 

effects. A valuable quantity is the equivalent von Mises stress, 𝜎 = 𝜎 − 𝜎 𝜎 + 𝜎  with 𝜎  and 𝜎  being the 

principal stresses in the radial and tangential directions (considering both the stretching and bending contributions). 

Using the von Mises stress, the conditions for an all-solid-state transfer can be written as: 

   𝜎∗ (𝑟 = 𝑟 ) > 𝜎∗ (𝑟 = 0)   (20) 
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𝜎 ≥ 𝑈𝑇𝑆    (21) 

Figure 3d shows the calculated temporal evolution of the pressure and maximum von Mises stresses for the same 

parameters simulated in Fig. 3a-b and for 𝑈𝑇𝑆= 50 MPa. Under these conditions, the rupture of the donor occurs 

at 𝑡 =60 ns (𝜎 = 𝑈𝑇𝑆). As proved by the calculated stress distribution on the deformed disk (insets of Fig. 3d), 

Eq. (20) and (21) are also satisfied. Therefore, a clean ejection of a solid disk is expected. 

 

3.3 Printability map 

The conditions for successful laser catapulting, summarized in Eq.(20-21) for the more general case of 

large deflection, involve a large number of variables including laser-induced pressure (𝑃), elastic modulus (𝐸) of 

the material, and geometries (ℎ, 𝑟 ) of the delaminated donor. Using scale analysis, these parameters can be 

grouped into the dimensionless pressure 𝑝 = 𝑃 𝑟 ℎ⁄ 𝐸⁄ , which greatly simplifies determining the conditions 

for an all-solid-state ejection (Fig. 4 and S1). In fact, the plot of 𝜎∗ (𝑟 )/𝜎∗ (0) versus 𝑝 enables defining the 

threshold pressure below which condition (i) for successful disk transfer occurs, which is 𝑝 = 20. This value 

enables rewriting this first condition for an all-solid-state transfer as: 

𝑃 < 20 𝐸       (22) 

Similarly, we can write condition (ii) as (see Supplementary Information): 

𝑃 > + 2 𝑈𝑇𝑆   (23) 

From the previous two equations, it is possible to predict a printability map. As shown in Figure 5, we 

mapped the ultimate tensile strength and elastic modulus of various materials and calculated the minimal 

dimensionless pressure 𝑝  for each 𝜎 and 𝐸 couples on the map. The green areas of the map correspond to 

regions where ejection of solid disks with various aspect ratio, defined as 𝐴𝑅 = ℎ 2𝑟⁄ , can occur (𝑝 < 20). 

Two main features are evident from the map. First, the ejection is more likely to occur for stiff materials with high 

Young modulus. This can be credited to the ability of stiff materials to resist stretching that, in the framework of 

bending theory, implies that the delaminated donor behaves as a plate rather than as a membrane. Secondly, the 

range of material suitable for an all-solid-state transfer becomes larger for 𝐴𝑅 increasing from 0.001 to 0.1. This 

can be explained considering that, for a larger aspect ratio, the delaminated donor is more rigid and, as such, it 

favors the transmission of the laser-induced pressure to bending rather than stretching. Importantly, the printability 

map shows that, under appropriate conditions, it is possible to extend the use of an all-solid-state laser transfer to 

materials that have traditionally been unexplored, such as foams or plastics.  
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3.4 Experimental verification  

To validate the proposed model, we irradiated donor films of materials with different mechanical 

properties, namely polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS), photoresist, and copper. The mechanical and geometrical 

characteristics of the donors and laser parameters of this experiment are reported in Table 1 [32–35]. In all cases, 

the laser beam has a top-hat profile. As predicted by the model, the transfer of PDMS at AR<0.1 failed and, 

importantly, the presence of flower-like craters in correspondence to the laser-irradiated regions proved the 

membrane behavior (stretching stress is significant) of the delaminated donor (Fig. 6a). The experiments with 

photoresist, a paradigmatic example of a polymeric donor, at 𝐴𝑅~0.04 (Fig. 6b) and copper at 𝐴𝑅~0.02 (Fig. 6c) 

further confirmed the validity of the proposed model. Indeed, the outcome of the laser-heating process in both 

cases was a regular array of polymeric and metallic disks at positions congruent with the irradiated laser beam. 

Note that only some deviations in the disk shape are visible. In the case of plastic disks, the base is larger than the 

beam waist. This can be attributed to the brittle fracture caused by the laser, which resulted in tilted cracks 

propagating through the donor thickness. Instead, metallic disks exhibit a slightly concave shape due to the ductile 

nature of copper and its transition from elastic to plastic deformations before fracturing. If we exclude second-

order effects, such as fracture propagation or plastic deformation, our results clearly demonstrate that the proposed 

model is capable of predicting whether an all-solid-stat laser transfer of a disk with given mechanical properties 

and geometries occurs or not. As such the printability map provided here represents a valuable tool for selecting 

which solid-state donors are suitable for laser catapulting 

 

4. Energetic considerations on laser catapulting  

The sections above enable predicting which materials and aspect ratio are suitable for an all-solid-state 

laser transfer. In all cases, we assumed that the laser beam was energetic enough to induce ejection. The question 

remains in determining which laser fluence provides the laser-induced pressure necessary for ejection. Also, the 

energy conversion efficiency of the ejection process 𝜂, defined as the fraction of the laser energy (𝐸 ), which is 

used to do the pressure-volume work (𝑉∆𝑃) that leads to ejection, is important to establish the potential thermal 

effects of the process. To clarify these points, we systematically studied the role that two of the most significant 

mechanical properties of the donor, namely flexural rigidity and elasticity, play on the fluence threshold and 𝜂.  

Figure 7a shows representative images of disks transferred at the minimal laser fluence that lead to 

successful catapulting. Specifically, we used top-hat beams with different sizes (𝑟 ) to catapult microdisks with 

radii from 10 to 60 µm from polymeric donors (𝐸 =8 GPa) with different thicknesses (ℎ=2.5 and 10 µm) and, 
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hence, flexural rigidity 𝐷 =10 and 750 GPa µm3. To make the results statistically significant, several disks (up to 

5) were catapulted for each radius. Note that, in all cases, the transferred disks exhibit a top surface that is perfectly 

congruent with the size of the laser spot, but their base is larger for the thicker donor. This is consistent with the 

ejection mechanism for an all-solid-state transfer that implies the generation of peripheral and tilted fractures and 

their propagation across the donor thickness. [20]. Interestingly, the fluence threshold decreases nonlinearly as 𝑟  

increases from 10 to 60 µm, while maintaining 𝐷 constant (Fig. 7b). This behavior can be explained by considering 

the quadratic dependence of the bending stress on 𝑟 ℎ⁄ , as described by our model in Eq. (15-17). Therefore, the 

laser-induced pressure and fluence necessary for ejection increase with the disk aspect ratio. From the values of 

threshold fluence, it is possible to calculate 𝜂 using the model described above. As shown in Figure 7c, even if 

higher fluences are required for ejecting thicker disks, the laser energy is more efficiently used in this case. In fact, 

𝜂 for transferring 10-µm-thick disks is approximately one order of magnitude higher than for 2.5-µm-thick disks. 

This trend is consistent with the increase in rigidity as the donor becomes thicker, which makes thick disks less 

prone to stretching, and thus more energy can be devoted to bending and rupture. Also, 𝜂 increases with the disk 

aspect ratio. Using a similar argument than before, low aspect ratio disks experience large deflections, and thus a 

large fraction of the laser energy is used to stretch the donor.  

The effects of donor elasticity on threshold fluence and efficiency are summarized in Figure 7d-e. In this 

case, we printed disks from a photoresist, a brittle material, and copper, a ductile donor, with identical rigidity 

(𝐷~10 GPa µm3). As expected, in both cases the fluence threshold nonlinearly decreases with disk radii (Fig. 7d), 

confirming that low aspect ratio disks are less energetically demanding to transfer than high AR disks. 

Interestingly, the ejection of copper disks requires higher laser fluences than in the case of photoresist. Given that 

both materials, at the operation wavelength of our laser, exhibit similar absorption coefficients (105-106 cm-1) and 

reflectivity (~2%) at the carrier-donor interface, we can explain such a difference considering their elastic 

properties. Indeed, ductile materials such as copper are expected to transfer less efficiency the laser energy into 

bending stresses – a significant fraction of the laser energy will be used for plastic deformation. Such a hypothesis 

is consistent with the plot shown in Figure 7e, in which the pressure-volume work done by the laser is about one 

order of magnitude larger for the ductile donor with respect to the brittle one.  

Notably, all the results reported in this section are consistent with our model. Even if the plasticity of the 

donor is not explicitly considered, the model accurately predicts that low aspect ratio disks of brittle materials 

require the lowest laser fluence for transfer. In contrast, the highest efficiency of laser catapulting is obtained for 

high aspect ratio disks of brittle materials. Thus, these are the ideal conditions for printing delicate materials. 
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5. Conclusions 

  An analytical model coupling the thermodynamics of the laser-heated gas with the classical theory of 

plate bending provides a realistic description of laser catapulting. The all-solid-state transfer can be successfully 

explained as the result of a sequence of events, namely gas-pocket formation, donor deflection, and material 

ejection caused by the arrival of a single laser pulse at the carrier-donor interface. Disk transfer without phase 

change depends on several parameters, including strength and elastic modulus of the donor material, aspect ratio 

of the disk, and laser fluence. The proposed model sheds light on the pivotal role of the mechanical properties of 

the donor and the laser pulse energy necessary for an all-solid-state transfer, establishing a printability map that 

can be used by scientists of any discipline to predict the conditions for successful laser catapulting. The study 

reported herein can be extended to solid disks of arbitrary geometries by using numerical approaches (Fig. S2).  

As our results demonstrate for the first time, the mechanical properties of the donor are key for the 

effective application of laser catapulting to a wide range of materials. The donor selection rules provided by our 

model can be used to extend the applications of laser additive manufacturing to a large number of novel and 

emerging applications that require sensitive materials, such as tissue-engineering, flexible, or organic electronics.  

 

6. Materials and methods  

6.1 Carrier, donor, and receiver preparation 

 Fused silica substrates (1 mm × 25 mm × 25 mm) were purchased from Solid Photon and used as carriers. 

For the experiments with elastomers, 100 nm of chromium was sputtered on top of the carrier and used as a 

dynamic release layer to promote donor delamination and expansion at the energies available in our laser 

workstation. The elastomeric donor was prepared by drop-casting a solution of PDMS (Sylgard184, Dow Corning) 

dissolved in heptane (10% volume fraction) on top of the carrier. After solvent evaporation, a PDMS film with a 

thickness of ~800 nm was obtained. The polymeric donors were attained by spin-coating a solution of photoresist 

(S-1813, Shipley) at 1500 rpm. Thickness control between 2.5 and 10 µm was achieved by properly adjusting the 

solvent concentration. The metallic donor was a 1-µm-thick copper sputter-coated on top of the carrier substrate. 

Thermal annealing at 350°C for 2 h was used to improve the crystalline quality of the material. The receiver 

substrate was a 1-mm-thick PDMS slice with a size of 10 mm ×10 mm. During laser catapulting, the donor was 

placed on top of the receiver substrate (in contact with it). 

 

6.2 Implementation of laser catapulting 
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 Laser-transfer experiments were performed using a 100 Hz KrF excimer laser (Coherent-CompexPro 

110). The laser emits 20-ns pulses at the operation wavelength of 248 nm. The donor was irradiated using a mask-

based projection system exploiting a 0.1 numerical aperture imaging lens. The laser pulse on the projection mask 

had an energy of 250 mJ and a rectangular beam profile with flat-top distribution on one axis (FWHM=30 mm) 

and a Gaussian distribution on the other axis (FWHM=12 mm). Control of the laser fluence was performed with 

a motorized and variable attenuator. The relative position of the laser beam and the substrate was controlled by a 

motorized XYZ stage.  A CMOS camera integrated into the laser workstation was used for the real-time and direct 

inspection of the sample and to perform measurements of the laser spot size at the carrier-donor interface.     

 

6.3 Morphological characterization 

The morphology of laser irradiated elastomers, polymers, and metals was investigated using scanning 

electron microscopy (JSM-6390, JEOL) at an acceleration voltage of 10 kV. Before inspection, the sample surfaces 

were coated with 10 nm of gold in order to inhibit charge accumulation. Geometrical characterization of the disks 

was carried out with a bright-field optical microscope (DM2500 M, Leica). 

 

6.4 Model implementation  

The model of the all-solid-state laser-induced transfer was implemented in Matlab (Mathworks, license 

40621185) following the flowchart of Fig. 2. The inputs of the algorithm included laser and material parameters. 

The former comprised wavelength (𝜆), pulse duration (𝜏 ), spot size (𝑟 ), and fluence (𝐹) of the laser. The material 

parameters were refractive index (𝑛 = 1.5817 and 1.3653 at 𝜆=248 nm for photoresist and copper, respectively 

[36,37]), Young modulus (𝐸), Poisson ratio (𝜈), and thickness (ℎ) of the donor along with rethe fractive index of 

the carrier (𝑛 =1.5086 at 𝜆=248 nm) and ratio of specific heats of the gas-pocket (𝛾). For 𝛾, the gas resulting 

from laser-delamination of the material in this work was assumed bi-atomic (𝛾=7/5). The algorithm computes the 

initial volume 𝑉  of the gas-pocket, samples the laser pulse intensity at time steps (𝑡 ) separated of Δ𝑡 = 0.01 𝜏 , 

and finally computes instantaneous pressure and volume of the gas-pocket, deflection, and stress of the 

delaminated donor. The computation also included the optical losses due to reflection of the laser at the air-carrier 

and carrier-donor interfaces that were calculated by using the Fresnel equations. The model can be extended to 

carriers with low optical transparency by including in the calculation the optical losses due to the absorption of the 

laser radiation during its propagation through the carrier. The conversion efficiency 𝜂 was calculated by fitting the 

experimental fluence under the assumption that ejection occurs at the end of the pulse duration. 
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Tables 
 

Material 

Elastic 

modulusa 

(GPa) 

Poisson ratioa 

(–) 

Ultimate 

strengtha 

(MPa) 

Thicknessb 

(µm) 

Flexural 

Rigidityc 

(GPa µm3) 

Aspect Ratiob 

(-) 

PDMS 0.002 0.5 3.51–7.65 0.8 n.r. 0.013 

Photoresist 8 0.33 50 
2.5 10 0.04 

10 750 0.16 

Copper 117 0.33 200-220 1 10 0.02 

Table 1. Mechanical and geometrical parameters of the donors used in current experiments. a Published data, b 

Measured data, c Calculated data.  

 
 
 
 
Figure and captions 
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Fig. 1. All-solid-state laser transfer. a) Schematic of the experimental configuration used in laser-induced forward 

transfer. b) Cartoon depicting the sequence of events for the solid-state transfer: 1) Donor delamination and gas-

pocket formation; 2) Donor deflection due to the laser-heating and expansion of the gas; 3) Mechanical rupture 

and ejection of a solid state disk. 

 

 

Fig. 2. Flowchart of the decision algorithm for ejection of a solid disk. The algorithm receives as inputs the laser 

parameters (wavelength, pulse duration, spot size, energy) as well as optical (refractive index), mechanical (Young 

modulus, Poisson ratio, ultimate strength), and geometrical (thickness) properties of the donor. The dashed line 

corresponds to the iterative loop used for establishing whether disk ejection occurs during the laser pulse.   
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Fig. 3. All-solid-state transfer for large deflections. a) PV diagram of the laser-induced pressure, namely isochoric 

heating (red lines and symbols), isobaric expansion (blue lines and symbols), and adiabatic correction (yellow 

lines and symbols). The dashed lines denote a family of adiabatic curves. Parameters considered: 𝜏 =20 ns, 𝑟 = 

10 µm, F=120 mJ cm-2, 𝐸 =8 GPa, 𝜐 =0.33, and ℎ =2 µm. b) Details of the strategy used to model the laser-

expansion. c) Schematic description of the stress on the deformed donor under the action of a uniform laser-

induced load. Radial (blue) and tangential (red) stretching stresses as well as radial (yellow) and tangential (violet) 

bending stresses act on each volume element. d) Calculated laser-induced pressure (yellow line and symbols) and 

stress (blue line and symbols) as a function of the laser pulse duration. The insets show the stress distribution on 

the deformed disk for various time steps within the laser pulse duration. 

 

Fig. 4. Necessary condition for disk ejection. Ratio of the stress at the center to the stress at the edge as a function 

of the dimensionless induced pressure 𝑝 = 𝑃 𝑟 ℎ⁄ 𝐸⁄ . Ejeciotn of the delaminated donor occurs for 

𝑃 𝑟 ℎ⁄ 𝐸⁄ ≲ 20 (gray area), while for larger pressures (red area) the donor exhibits a membrane behavior. 
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Fig. 5. Printability map. a) Ultimate strength-elastic modulus chart of material with various mechanical properties 

such as rigidity or elasticity. The green areas correspond to 𝜎, 𝐸, and AR values that stratify the conditions for 

proper material ejection. Increasing the AR of the target disk from 0.001 to 0.1 clearly expands the donor options 

of an all-solid-state laser transfer.  

 

 

 

Fig. 6. Scanning electron micrographs illustrating the outcomes of laser catapulting of materials with different 

mechanical properties. a) Prospective view of an elastomeric donor after the irradiation with laser pulses at fluence 

of 350 mJ cm2. The presence of craters highlights the membrane behavior of the donor. b-c) Prospective view of  

polymeric (b) and metallic (c) disks laser-printed at fluence of 75 and 250 mJ cm2, respectively. The magnified 

SEM images (second row) highlight the different behavior between elastic (PDMS), brittle (resist), and ductile 

(copper) donors. The thicknesses of the donors used in this experiment are 0.8 (PDMS), 2 (resist), and 1 µm 

(copper).  
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Fig. 7. Energy study of laser catapulting. a) Optical images of some representative polymeric (resist) disks with 

thicknesses of 2.5 µm (top row) and 10 µm (bottom row) and various radii (15, 22.5, 31, 40, and 60 µm). b) 

Fluence thresholds, mean values (symbols) and standard deviations (bars), for proper material ejection as a 

function of the flexural rigidity 𝐷 and radius of the delaminated donor. c) Efficiency in the conversion of the laser 

energy into mechanical work at the threshold for material transfer. d-e) Fluence threshold and energy conversion 

efficiency, mean values (symbols) and standard deviations (bars), for delaminated donors with identical rigidity 

D~10 GP µm3, radius in the same interval, and Young modulus of 8 GPa (resist) and 117 GPa (copper). Dashed 

lines are added in (b-e) to guide the eye. 


