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ABSTRACT: More than 170-fold ultraviolet emission enhancement was
obtained from the hexagonal ZnO microrods synthesized by a simple
vapor-phase transport process and decorated by Al nanoparticles (NPs).
Based on the stable and transient photoluminescence (PL) spectra of the
ZnO microrods sputtered with Al NPs for different times, the underlying
mechanism was deduced and can be attributed to the metal surface
plasmon resonance (SPR) coupling with ZnO. Interestingly, with
increasing of the sputtering time, the ratio of the band gap emission to
the defect-related emission was increased from 0.1 to 42.7. Our results
demonstrated that ZnO microrods decorated with Al NPs shed light on
developing stable and high-efficiency excitonic optoelectronic devices
such as light-emitting diodes and lasers.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent years, Zinc oxide (ZnO), with a wide direct band gap
(3.37 eV) and a large exciton binding energy (60 meV), has
been considered as a promising candidate for efficient
ultraviolet (UV) light-emitting devices (LEDs)1,2 and low-
threshold UV lasers.3,4 To obtain highly efficient UV emission
from the near band edge is one of the most important issues for
photonic applications of ZnO. Surface plasmons (SPs),5−8

excited by the interaction between light and metal surfaces,
have attracted great scientific interest due to its wide
applications, including plasmon lasers,9,10 as well as enhancing
the light absorption11 and Raman scattering.12,13 So far, a
number of studies have been conducted to improve the band
edge emission from ZnO films and nanostructures by using
various metals. For example, Liu et al.14 reported 12-fold
enhancement of the bandgap emission from ZnO thin films by
nanopatterned Pt. Coincidentally, Lin et al.15 found that the
bandgap emission of the ZnO nanorods can be greatly
enhanced by employing SPs of Pt nanoparticles (NPs) and
the PL intensity ratio between the bandgap and defect-related
emission can be improved by up to 103 times. In addition, 6-
fold enhancement in the near band gap emission of ZnO
nanorods decorated with Au NPs had been observed by Cheng
et al.,16 while the defect-related emission was completely
suppressed. Simultaneously, Niu et al.17 achieved 11-fold
enhancement of the near band emission (NBE) of the ZnO
nanobelts sputtered with Au NPs. In order to reduce costs,
silver has been an alternative for plasmonic materials. Recently,
Cheng et al.18 observed 3-fold enhancement of the near band
emission of ZnO films by coupling through localized surface

plasmons of Ag islands sputtered onto the ZnO films. Then,
Liu et al.19 fabricated UV enhanced LED by embedding a ZnO
nanorod array/p-GaN film heterostructure into an Ag-NPs/
PMMA composite, and the EL component from ZnO excitons
was selectively enhanced more than 13-fold. However, the
extinction spectra of these plasmonic materials are all in the
visible range, while the NBE of ZnO is in the UV range, which
will hinder the effectively resonant coupling between SP of
metals and excitons of ZnO. So, it is a significant to seek a kind
of metals that own the extinction spectrum matches with the
NBE of ZnO. On the other hand, noble metals are always
costly, which definitely restricts the potential for commercial-
ization.
Taking advantage of the low cost and its abundance in the

world, the aluminum (Al) element has now been an important
candidate of plasmonic material. Especially, ε′, the real part of
the dielectric function, is negative even at wavelength smaller
than 200 nm where ε″, the imaginary part, is still relatively low
in the UV range.20 Therefore, Al is a better plasmonic material
than either Au or Ag in the blue and UV range. Based on the
advantages mentioned above, Al has been used in plasmonic
systems in the UV-blue spectral region, such as LSPR,21 surface
plasmon polaritons (SPPs) propagation,22 surface-enhanced
fluorescence,23 and Raman spectroscopy.24

In this paper, the PL properties of the bare and Al-decorated
ZnO microrods have been studied. More than 170-fold
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enhancement of the spontaneous emission from Al-decorated
ZnO microrods was observed, while the defect-related emission
was relatively suppressed effectively. On the other hand, the
intensity ratio of the band gap emission to the defect-related
emission increased with increasing of the sputtering time. In
addition, the band edge PL decay also became fast after Al
decoration. A possible mechanism of the excitons coupling with
the metal SP was discussed. The results presented here would
provide a great opportunity for the creation of highly efficient
optoelectronic devices.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
The wurtzite-structural ZnO microrods were produced through a
simple vapor-phase transport process similar to our previous report.25

The Al NPs were sputtered onto the ZnO microrods by a radio
frequency magnetic sputtering system. In order to compare the optical
properties before and after decoration of Al NPs, the whole piece of Si
substrate with ZnO microrods was cut into four pieces and then
sputtered Al for 0, 50, 150, and 300 s, respectively. The chamber
pressure is fixed at 2.0 Pa, the Ar flow is 50 sccm and the sputtering
power is 100 W. The morphology and structure of the as-synthesized
products were characterized by X-ray diffraction (XRD-7000,
Shimadzu) using Cu Kα radiation (λ = 0.15406 nm) and a field
emission scanning electron microscopy (FESEM, Carl Zeiss Ultra
Plus) equipped with an X-ray energy dispersive spectrometer (EDS)
(Oxford X-Max 50). The absorption measurement was carried out by
UV−vis-NIR spectrophotometer (Cary-5000, Varian). The PL
spectrum from the ZnO microrods was measured by a fluorescence
spectrophotometer (F-4600, Hitachi) with a Xe lamp at 325 nm as the
excitation source. Time-resolved photoluminescence (TRPL) experi-
ments were performed by an optically triggered streak camera system
(C10910, Hamamatsu) at 295 nm from frequency doubling of the
fundamental 35 fs pulses at 590 nm with a repetition rate of 1 kHz
(OperA Solo, Coherent). All measurements were performed at room
temperature.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Morphology and Structural Characterization.
Figure 1a shows a typical SEM image of the ZnO microrods

grown on a Si substrate. The length of the ZnO microrods is
∼2 mm, and the diameter is ∼10 μm. From the enlarged SEM
image of the top of the microrods, a hexagonal cross section
and smooth facets can be observed as inserted in Figure 1a. The
EDS spectrum and elemental mapping profiles of a Al-
decorated ZnO microrod confirm the existence of Al element,
as shown in Figure 1(b, c). The elemental mapping images
collected from the rectangular region in Figure 1b reveal that
the Zn element and O element distribute uniformly
corresponding to the profile of the ZnO microrod, while the
Al element disperses on the surface of the ZnO microrod.
Because of the same sputtering power, the diameter of the Al
NPs was approximately of the same size at first. With increasing
of the sputtering time, some Al NPs began to merge together.
The inserted SEM images in Figure 1c further demonstrate that
the diameter of the Al NPs changes from ∼80 nm to ∼100 nm
when the sputtering time is prolonged from 50 to 300 s.
Typical XRD pattern for the bare ZnO microrods is shown in
Figure 1d, from which it can be seen that all the diffraction
peaks of the sample match well with the indexes of the wurtzite
phase of ZnO (JCPDS no. 36-1451) with the lattice constants
of a = 3.250 Å and c = 5.207 Å. Furthermore, there is no other
impurity peaks in the XRD pattern, and the strongest
diffraction peak corresponds to the (002) diffraction plane
meaning that the microrods mainly grow along the preferred
[001] direction.

3.2. Optical Property. To examine the optical properties of
the ZnO microrods decorated with Al NPs for different times
(0, 50, 150, and 300 s), the PL spectra measurements were
performed. Two emission peaks can be observed in the PL
spectra shown in Figure 2. The emission peak centered at 389

nm is assigned to the NBE of ZnO,26,27 and the other one
centered at 510 nm is the defect-related emission of ZnO. The
optical property of the ZnO microrods has been significantly
improved after sputtering with Al NPs with different times. The
sample sputtered with 150 s presents the strongest NBE with
more than 170 times enhancement compared the bare ZnO
microrods and then decreases with further increasing of the
sputtering time. From the normalized PL spectra shown in the
inset of Figure 2, the defect emission of the ZnO microrods
decorated with Al NPs is obviously suppressed compared with
that of the bare one.
Table 1 summarizes the peak position of the ZnO NBE and

the enhancement ratio for ZnO micronano structures decorated

Figure 1. (a) SEM image of the as-grown ZnO microrods inserted
with an enlarged top view of the microrods. (b, c) EDS spectrum and
Zn, O, Al element mapping images for an individual ZnO microrod.
Inset: the SEM images of the Al NPs sputtered on the surface of the
ZnO microrods (0 s, 50 s, 150 s, and 300 s) deposited on the surface
of the individual ZnO microrod. (d) X-ray diffraction pattern of the
ZnO microrods.

Figure 2. PL spectra of the ZnO microrods sputtered with Al NPs for
different times (0, 50, 150, and 300 s). Inset: the normalized PL
spectra of the two samples before and after sputtering with Al NPs
(150 s).
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with different kinds of metals in this work and previous
reports.14−19,28 Compared with the ZnO nanostructures
decorated with other metals, the ZnO microrods with Al NPs
decoration in the present work shows much higher enhance-
ment ratio.
To further understand the effect of Al NPs on the ratio of the

intensity of the NBE emission to the defect-related one (INBE/
Idefect), the PL spectra of the ZnO microrods decorated with Al
NPs for different times has been normalized, as shown in
Figure 3a. It can be seen that INBE/Idefect was improved by up to
4 × 102 times with increasing of the sputtering time. In order to
explain the exciting experimental phenomenon and understand
the underlying mechanism, the optical absorption spectra of Al
NPs with different sputtering time under the same sputtering
condition was measured, as shown in Figure 3b. An obvious
absorption exists in ZnO NBE region, and a red shift was
observed, which can be attributed to the merging of Al NPs
with increasing of sputtering time. In order to illustrate the
aforementioned mechanism, the schematic diagram of the band
alignment between the ZnO and Al NPs was plotted as shown
in Figure 3c, in which the conduction band of ZnO is located at
−4.19 eV versus the absolute vacuum scale (AVS), and the
Fermi level of Al is at −4.3 eV versus AVS.29,30 Because of the
closed response of Al SPR to the ZnO interband electron
transition shown in the schematic diagram, an effectively
resonant energy coupling has occurred between the SPs of Al
NPs and the NBE of ZnO. The SPR coupling will give rise to
an enhanced interband transition and further result in an
enhanced band gap recombination for spontaneous emission
from ZnO microrods. Based on this mechanism, it is reasonable
to deduce that more effective coupling would happen when the
formant of Al NPs matched with the NBE of ZnO best. With
increasing of the sputtering time, the Al NPs will merge
together, which will lead to the red shift of the Al NPs’
absorption peak, as that shown in the absorption spectrum. On
the other hand, more defect emission from the ZnO microrods
can be absorbed by the electrons in Al NPs due to the shift of
the Al NPs’ absorption peak in the long-wavelength region. So
the value of INBE/Idefect for the Al NPs-decorated ZnO
microrods will increase with increasing of the sputtering time.
TRPL experiments were performed to gain more insights of

the coupling mechanism. Figure 4 shows the room temperature
TRPL of the bare and Al-decorated ZnO microrods (with
sputtering time of 150 s). The fitting of these TRPL decay
curves involves a deconvolution between the instrument
response function and a monoexponential radiative decay.
The decay lifetime τ is defined as

τ= −I t I t( ) exp( / )0 (1)

where I0 is the normalization constant. It can be calculated that
the lifetime of ZnO microrods decorated with Al NPs (∼0.98
ns) has been shortened compared with the bare one (∼1.23
ns), which is the evidence of SP-exciton coupling. These
observations are in agreement with previous reports on SPs
coupling with ZnMgO films.31 The PL decay time of bare ZnO
(τZnO) can be expressed as

τ τ τ
= +1 1 1

ZnO NR R (2)

where τNR and τR represent the nonradiative and radiative decay
time of the bare ZnO, respectively. After being decorated with
Al NPs, a new recombination path (SPs coupling) is created
and the decay time (τZnO−Al) can be modified as

Table 1. Comparison of the Peak Position and Enhancement
Ratio for ZnO Micro−Nano Structure Decorated with
Different Kinds of Metals in This Work and Previous
Reports14−19,28

metal peak position (nm) enhancement ratio ref.

Pt 380 12 14
380 ∼14 15

Au 378 6 16
381 11 17

Ag 380 3 18
∼380 11 19

Al 375 2.5 28
389 170 present work

Figure 3. (a) Normalized PL spectra inserted with the value of INBE/
Idefect for the ZnO microrods decorated with Al NPs as a function of
sputtering time and (b) the absorption spectrum of the Al NPs
sputtering with different times (50, 150, and 300 s). (c) Schematic
resonant coupling between SPs of Al and the NBE of ZnO.
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τ τ τ τ
= * + * +

−

1 1 1 1

ZnO Al NR R SP (3)

where τNR* and τR* are nonradiative and radiative decay time of
Al-decorated ZnO, respectively, and τSP is the exciton-SP
coupling lifetime. As τSP is expected to be very small, the
spontaneous emission rate of Al-decorated ZnO microrods is
faster than that of bare ZnO microrods. Based on the above
results, it can be further confirmed that the direct resonant
coupling occurs between the Al NPs and ZnO microrods.
Combined with the results of PL measurement shown in Figure
2, we propose that there are two distinct physical processes that
account for the band edge emission enhancement and the
visible emission suppression, respectively. First, the enormous
enhancement of the band edge emission is due to the direct
resonant coupling between excitons of ZnO and SPs of Al NPs.
More than 170-fold enhancement of the NBE was observed
when the sputtering time of Al NPs increased to 150 s, the
formant of which matched with the NBE of ZnO best.
However, with the further increase of the sputtering time, the
PL intensity of the band gap emission decreased, which can be
attributed to the intension of the absorption, leading to the
increase of the nonradiative recombination. In this case, the
absorption process will dominate over the scattering so that
radiation as photons into free space will be suppressed due to
nonradiative dissipation of the SPs. Simultaneously, more Al
NPs began to merge together with increasing of the sputtering
time as shown in the inset of Figure 1c. Then, the red shift of
the absorption peak will occur with increasing of the Al NPs’
diameter, giving rise to the mismatch between the formant of Al
NPs and the NBE of ZnO. Second, the obvious suppression of
the visible emission can also be discovered along with the
enhancement of the band gap emission, which can be ascribed
to the red shift of the absorption peak with increasing of the
sputtering time. With the merging of Al NPs, the coupling
efficiency between the SPs of Al NPs and the excitons of ZnO
will decrease, whereas more and more energy of the defect
emission will be absorbed by the electrons from Al NPs.
Subsequently, hot electrons are created in the high energy
states and can transfer back to the conduction band of ZnO
microrods. In other words, electrons in the defect states are
pumped via Al to the conduction band of ZnO. Hence, PL
intensity of the band gap emission is enhanced and in parallel
the defect emission is suppressed.

4. CONCLUSION
In summary, we have shown more than 170-fold enhancement
of the band edge emission of ZnO microrods by decorating Al
NPs, while the defect emission of the microrods are obviously
suppressed. The enhancement mechanism of the NBE emission
can be ascribed to the resonant coupling between excitons of
ZnO and SPs of Al NPs. TRPL results indicate that the Al NPs
can effectively increase the spontaneous emission rate due to
the formation of surface plasmon resonance. We believe that
the SP enhancement of the band edge emission will provide a
promising method for developing highly efficient photoelectric
devices.
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