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1
FLOW SENSOR

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims the priority of the Swiss applica-
tions 0871/00 and 1160/00, filed May 4 and Jun. 13 2002,
respectively, and the disclosure of which is incorporated
herein by reference in its entirety.

BACKGROUND

The invention relates to a flow sensor for a liquid as well
as to a method for its production.

STATE OF THE ART

It has been known to measure the flow velocity and the
mass flow, respectively, of a fluid with a semiconductor
device, on which a heat source and at least one temperature
sensor are arranged. The flow leads to a change of the
temperature distribution of the heat source, which can be
measured by means of the temperature sensor or temperature
Sensors.

Semiconductor devices of this type are, however, sensi-
tive. In contact with liquids, an undesired diffusion of
substances affecting the properties of the device occurs
easily. Furthermore, mechanical strain can damage the
device. Hence, the semiconductor devices have to be pro-
tected in complicated manner, e.g. by protection layers.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Hence it is an object to provide a flow sensor of the type
mentioned initially that can measure a plurality of different
liquids, that is robust and that can be manufactures easily.

This object is achieved by the flow sensor of the inven-
tion.

Hence, according to the invention the semiconductor
device is arranged on an exterior side of a tube section,
namely in such a manner that it is in thermal contact with
this exterior side. Surprisingly it has been found that such an
arrangement still allows accurate and sensitive measure-
ments. As the liquid is guided in the tube section and does
not come into contact with the semiconductor device and its
passivation layers, respectively, damages can be avoided.

The semiconductor device can e.g. be in direct thermal
contact with the exterior side of the tube, or it can be
connected thereto via heat conducting elements, e.g. of a
metal. It is also possible to arrange an adhesive layer, e.g. of
a solder, between the tube section and the semiconductor
device, or thermally conducting paste can be used.

The tube section can e.g. be of glass or metal, wherein
metal is preferred because of its high thermal conductivity.
Other materials, such as plastic, can, however, also be used.

The tube section can be made of a single part or of several
individual tube parts.

In order to guarantee a better heat contact, the exterior
side of the tube can also be designed to be flattened in the
region of the semiconductor device and/or the tube can have
a thinned wall region.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Further embodiments, advantages and applications of the
invention can be understood from the now following
description referring to the figures, wherein:
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FIG. 1 shows a sectional view of a first embodiment of the
flow sensor,

FIG. 2 shows a sectional view along line II—II of FIG. 1,

FIG. 3 is a top view of the semiconductor device of the
flow sensor,

FIG. 4 is a side view of a flow sensor with heat conducting
elements,

FIG. 5 is a sectional view of a third embodiment of the
flow sensor,

FIG. 6 is a sectional view along line VI—VI of FIG. 5,

FIG. 7 is a sectional view of a fourth embodiment of the
flow sensor,

FIG. 8 is a sectional view of a firth embodiment of the
flow sensor,

FIG. 9 is a sectional view of a sixth embodiment of the
flow sensor, and

FIG. 10 is a top view of a second embodiment of the flow
Sensor.

WAYS FOR CARRYING OUT THE INVENTION

The basic design of the flow sensor results from the first
embodiment illustrated in FIGS. 1-3. It consists of a semi-
conductor device 1, which is arranged at the exterior side of
a tube section 2, through which the liquid to be measured is
flowing. For affixing semiconductor device 1 to tube section
2, a hardened adhesive mass 3 is provided in this embodi-
ment.

As it can especially be seen from FIG. 3, semiconductor
device 1 consists of a substrate 1a, on which a heat source
5 in the shape of an integrated resistor is arranged. Before
and after heat source 5, as seen in flow direction, two
temperature sensors 6a, 6b are provided. In the present
preferred embodiment the temperature sensors are designed
as thermopiles.

An opening 7 is etched out of substrate 4, which opening
is covered by a thin dielectric membrane 8. The heat source
5 as well as the heat source side contact rows of the
thermopiles 6a, 6b are located on membrane 8. By means of
this arrangement the thermal conductivity between heat
source 5 and the temperature sensors is reduced.

Heat source 5 and the thermopiles 64, 6b are provided on
their top side with a dielectric passivation layer (now
shown), e.g. of silicon oxide or silicon nitride.

Heat source 5 and at least the inner contact rows of the
thermopiles 6a, 6b or their passivation layer, respectively,
are in thermal contact with the exterior side of tube 2. They
can touch the exterior side of the tube directly, or they can
be separated from the same by a thin layer of adhesive
material, thermally conducting paste or solder.

Furthermore, processing electronics 10 are arranged on
substrate 4. These comprise e.g. an amplifier, an analog-
digital-converter and a digital processing stage, e.g. for
linearizing and scaling the signal from the thermopiles, as
well as a control for the heat source. For an electrical
connection with the outside world, contact pads 11 are
provided.

Processing electronics 10 are designed to operate heat
source 5 with constant current, constant temperature or
constant voltage. Furthermore, they measure the difference
A of the temperature differences over the thermopiles 6a, 6b.
As the exterior contact rows of the thermopiles 6a, 6b are
substantially at the same temperature, the difference A
corresponds substantially to the temperature difference at the
inner contact rows.
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In operation, heat source 5 generates a heat distribution in
the wall of tube 2. Due to the flow of the liquid in tube 2, this
temperature difference becomes asymmetric such that the
difference A of the temperature differences is a measure of
the flow velocity.

Tube 2 is manufactured independently of semiconductor
device 1 and it is self supporting. It consists preferably of
metal and has a wall thickness of, if possible, less than 0.5
mm such that a good sensitivity is achieved. It is found,
however, that tube sections with thicker walls can be used as
well thanks to the high sensitivity of the semiconductor
device.

It is also possible to use tubes of glass or plastic.

A second embodiment of the invention is illustrated in
FIG. 4. Here, semiconductor device 1 is not directly abutting
against the exterior side of tube section 2. Rather, three heat
conducting elements 12 are arranged between semiconduc-
tor device 1 and tube 2. They can e.g. be “metal bumps”, i.e.
projections of metal, preferably gold or copper, which lie on
top of the inner contact rows of the thermopiles 6a, 65 and
heating 5 and form a thermal contact with each of them. The
arrangement of FIG. 4 has the advantage that the semicon-
ductor device 1 is in thermal contact with tube section 2 at
well defined places only.

The semiconductor device of FIG. 4 can, as the one
according to FIG. 1, also be covered by an adhesive mass.

FIGS. 5 and 6 show a further embodiment of the
invention, where semiconductor device 1 is protected by a
housing 13. Housing 13 consists preferably of plastics and
possesses e.g. a suited recess for receiving semiconductor
device 1. Semiconductor device 1 is connected to a printed
circuit 15 via bond wires 18. Printed circuit 15 serves for
mounting connecting wires 16 and is mechanically con-
nected to housing 13 such that forces exerted on the con-
necting wires 16 cannot be directly transmitted to semicon-
ductor device 1.

For covering semiconductor device 1 and for attaching
housing 13 to tube 2, again a glue 3 is provided.

In the above examples, tube section 2 has a cylindrical
exterior surface. In order to achieve a very good heat
transition between semiconductor device 1 and tube section
2, the exterior surface of tube section 2 is preferably
designed flattened in the region of semiconductor device 1.

Two corresponding embodiments are shown in FIGS. 7
and 8.

In the example of FIG. 7 tube section 2 is cylindrical but
has been flatted in a region 17.

In FIG. 8 tube section 2 is substantially rectangular and
comprises a recess 19, where semiconductor device 1 is
located. In the region of recess 19 tube section 2 has a
thinner wall thickness than at the remaining walls. By means
of this arrangement semiconductor device 1 is better pro-
tected and the heat resistance of the wall of tube section 2 is
smaller. With other words, tube section 2 has wall regions of
differing thickness, wherein semiconductor device 1 is
arranged at the wall region that has the smallest thickness.

In the embodiments shown so far, tube 2 is shown to be
made of one piece, i.e. the cross section of the tube in the
region of the sensor is formed by a single piece. Tube 2 can,
however, also be made from several pieces such that the
walls forming the cross section of the tube are formed by
several pieces.

A corresponding embodiment is shown in FIG. 9. Here,
tube 2 is formed by a first tube part 24 and a second tube part
2b. Tube part 2b consists of a block of material with a recess
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or groove 20. Tube part 2a has the shape of a thin plate or
foil and extends over groove 20. Semiconductor device 1 is
in thermal contact with tube part 2 and is arranged on its
exterior surface.

In this embodiment, tube section 2a forms therefore one
wall of tube 2 and separates the tube’s interior from semi-
conductor device 1.

The embodiment of FIG. 9 has several advantages. In
particular, tube part 2a can be manufactured separately from
tube part 2b. This allows to manufacture tube part 2a as a
plate or foil with a very well defined thickness. Since tube
part 2a is manufactured separately, it has to be self support-
ing.

After manufacturing, tube part 2a can be sealingly con-
nected to tube part 2b, e.g. by gluing or welding. Semicon-
ductor device 1, which has been manufactured indepen-
dently from tube part 24, is attached to tube part 2a before
or after tube parts 2a and 2b have been connected.

Preferably, tube part 2a is of a polymer, such as PEEK
(Polyetheretherketone), Teflon Polyaryl-Sulfon (PSU) or
Polyimid. Its thickness is given by the desired mechanical
stability and heat conductivity. In order to be self supporting,
it should, however, have a thickness of at least 10 um,
preferably of at least 25 um.

A further advantage of the embodiment of FIG. 9 lies in
the fact that the interior of the tube is accessible during
manufacturing and can therefore be partially or completely
coated easily, e.g. by a hardening, anti-adhesive and/or
passivating coating, e.g. DLC (Diamond Like Carbon). Tube
part 2a as well as tube part 2b can be coated.

An additional advantage of separately manufacturing sev-
eral tube parts 2a, 2b lies in the fact that tube part 2a, which
separates semiconductor device from the interior of the tube,
can be specifically selected in view of a desired measuring
range or measured fluid.

In addition to this, using several tube parts allows to use
different materials, such that tube part 2a can be of plastics
and tube part 26 of a metal.

In the embodiment of FIG. 9 this means e.g. that different
plates or foils of differing thickness can be provided as tube
parts 2a. Depending on the measuring range and/or from the
fluid to be measured, the thickness is selected that allows to
fully exploit the dynamics of semiconductor device 1 and to
adapt the measuring range.

In the above embodiments, symmetrically designed sen-
sor arrangements with two temperature sensors 6a, 6b are
used. It is, however, also possible to use only one tempera-
ture sensor, but a design with two temperature sensors has
higher sensitivity and accuracy.

In the embodiment of FIG. 3 of semiconductor device 1,
an opening 7 and a membrane 8 are provided, on which the
heating 5 as well as the inner contacts of the thermopiles 64,
6b are lying. An alternative embodiment is illustrated in
FIG. 10. Here, three openings are provided in semiconductor
device 1, the central one of which lies below heating 5 and
the exterior ones lie below the exterior contact rows of the
thermopiles 6a, 6b, and each which is covered by a mem-
brane 8a, 86 and 8c. This architecture also shows a good
thermal isolation between the temperature sensors and the
heating.

It is also possible to dispense with the openings and
membranes in the semiconductor device and to arrange the
heating as well as the contact rows of the thermopiles over
the bulk substrate. This reduces the sensitivity of the device
but increases its mechanical stability.



US 6,813,944 B2

5

During production of the sensor, semiconductor device 1
and tube section 2 or the two separate tube parts 2, 2b are
manufactured separately. Then, the parts are assembled. In
the embodiment of FIG. 9 either the two tube parts 2a, 2b
can be connected to each other first, or it is also possible to
connect tube section 2a after is production first to semicon-
ductor device 1 and only then to connect semiconductor
device 1 with the first tube part 2a to the second tube part.

While in the present application preferred embodiments
of the invention are described, it is to be distinctly pointed
out that the invention is not limited thereto and can also be
carried out in different manner within the scope of the
following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. Flow sensor for a liquid comprising a semiconductor
device on which at least one temperature sensor and a heat
source are integrated and a tube section for guiding the
liquid, wherein the semiconductor device is arranged at an
exterior side of the tube section and wherein the temperature
sensor and the heat source are in thermal contact with the
exterior side of the tube section.

2. Flow sensor of claim 1 wherein the at least one
temperature sensor and the heat source are in direct contact
with the exterior side of the tube section.

3. Flow sensor of claim 1 wherein the at least one
temperature sensor and the heat source are in contact with
the exterior side of the tube section via heat conducting
elements.

4. Flow sensor of claim 1 wherein an adhesive layer is
arranged between the semiconductor device and the tube
section.

5. Flow sensor of claim 4 wherein the adhesive layer is a
hardened solder.

6. Flow sensor of claim 1 further comprising thermally
conductive paste arranged between the semiconductor
device and the tube section.

7. Flow sensor of claim 1 wherein the semiconductor
device is glued to the tube section.

8. Flow sensor of claim 1 wherein the tube section is of
a metal.

9. Flow sensor of claim 1 further comprising at least one
recess or opening arranged in the semiconductor device and
a membrane arranged above said opening, wherein the at
least one temperature sensor and the heat source are
arranged on the membrane.

10. Flow sensor claim 1 wherein two temperature sensors
are arranged on the semiconductor device and wherein the
heat source is arranged between the temperature sensors.

11. Flow sensor of claim 1 wherein the exterior side of the
tube section is flattened in a region of the semiconductor
device.

12. Flow sensor of claim 1 wherein the tube section
comprises a recess on its exterior side, in which recess the
semiconductor device is arranged.
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13. Flow sensor of claim 1 wherein the tube section is of
a single piece.

14. Flow sensor of claim 1 wherein the tube section
consists of several tube parts, wherein the semiconductor
device is in thermal contact with a first one of the tube parts.

15. Flow sensor for a liquid comprising a semiconductor
device on which at least one temperature sensor and a heat
source are integrated, and a tube section for guiding the
liquid,

wherein the semiconductor device is arranged at an exte-

rior side of the tube section and wherein the tempera-
ture sensor and the heat source are in thermal contact
with the exterior side of the tube section,

wherein the tube section consists of several tube parts,
wherein the semiconductor device is in thermal contact
with a first one of the tube parts, and

wherein the first tube part has the shape of a plate or foil

and extends over a recess.

16. Flow sensor of claim 15 wherein the first tube section
is self-supporting and has a thickness of at least 10 um.

17. Flow sensor of claim 15 wherein the first tube section
is of a plastic.

18. Flow sensor of claim 1 wherein the tube section
comprises wall regions of differing thickness, wherein the
semiconductor device is arranged at a wall region of mini-
mum thickness.

19. Flow sensor of claim 3 wherein the heat conducting
elements are of a metal.

20. Flow sensor of claim 8 wherein said tube section has
a wall thickness of at most 0.5 mm.

21. Flow sensor of claim 1 further comprising processing
electronics for signals from the temperature sensor or the
temperature sensors, respectively, are arranged on the semi-
conductor device.

22. Flow sensor of claim 15 wherein the first tube section
has a thickness of at least 25 um.

23. A flow sensor for a liquid comprising:

a tube section for guiding the liquid,
a semiconductor device;

at least one temperature sensor integrated on the semi-
conductor device;

a heat source integrated on the semiconductor device;

heat conducting metal bumps arranged on said substrate,
a metal bump lying on each temperature sensor and a
metal bump lying on the heat source,

wherein the at least one temperature sensor and the heat
source are in contact with the exterior side of the tube
section via the heat conducting metal bumps.



