
“Stainless” Gold Nanorods: Preserving Shape, Optical Properties, and
SERS Activity in Oxidative Environment
Irene Vassalini,† Enzo Rotunno,‡ Laura Lazzarini,‡ and Ivano Alessandri*,†

†INSTM and Chemistry for Technologies Laboratory, Mechanical and Industrial Department, University of Brescia, Via Branze 38,
25123 Brescia, Italy
‡IMEM-CNR, Parco Area delle Scienze 37/A, 43124 Parma, Italy

*S Supporting Information

ABSTRACT: One of the main limitations to the application of gold nanorods (Au
NRs) as surface-enhanced Raman scattering (SERS) probes for in situ monitoring of
chemical processes is their instability in oxidative environments. Oxidation induces
progressive anisotropic shortening of the NRs, which are eventually dissolved once this
process has been completed. This paper compares two types of Au NRs, obtained
through different routes and characterized by similar aspect ratios but different sizes.
The key factors influencing the resistance of Au NRs to oxidation were systematically
investigated, showing that the reduction of free bromide species and the increase of the
particle size allowed the NRs to maintain their stability under harsh environments for several weeks. The most stable Au NRs
were also demonstrated to be highly efficient SERS substrates in a series of Raman experiments involving molecular probes,
treated under either oxidizing or nonoxidizing conditions, which simulate the oxidation of organic pollutants in water. These
hallmarks make these “stainless” Au NRs attractive tools for ultrasensitive diagnostic under real working conditions.
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■ INTRODUCTION

Gold nanorods (Au NRs) are intensively investigated because
of their large variety of applications in material science and
theranostics.1−5 Most of them rely on the exploitation of
localized surface plasmon resonance (LSPR), which gives rise
to a strong enhancement of the local electromagnetic field near
the nanorod surface. Because of their anisotropic shape, the
extinction spectrum of Au NRs exhibits two distinct LSPR
peaks, corresponding to transverse and longitudinal plasmon
modes.6 The longitudinal peak is very intense, and its position
can be finely tuned from the red to the near-infrared (NIR)
spectral region, depending on the Au NR aspect ratio (AR), i.e.,
the ratio between length and width of the Au NRs.7 The
sensitivity to the AR has driven the development and
optimization of advanced strategies for the synthesis of
monodisperse Au NRs with longitudinal LSPR modes tailored
to specific wavelengths.8−11 Diameter is another important
factor for controlling the optical properties of Au NRs.12,13

Light absorption increases as diameter decreases, making Au
NRs with diameters below 15 nm particularly efficient for
plasmonic heating, with many potential applications in
photothermal therapy and drug delivery.14 On the other
hand, as the diameter of Au NRs increases, light absorption
decreases and scattering increases, making large Au NRs more
suitable for surface-enhanced Raman spectroscopy (SERS) and
bioimaging.15,16 In this regard, Ye, Zheng, and co-workers have
recently succeeded in producing highly monodisperse Au NRs,
characterized by large diameters (>15 nm), which can
efficiently scatter either Vis or NIR light.17 This approach
involves a binary surfactant mixture, based on the addition of

sodium oleate (NaOL) to hexadecyltrimethylammonium bro-
mide (CTAB), which is commonly used to direct the synthesis
of Au NRs. NaOL plays a key role in the partial reduction of
the gold precursor and mediates the binding between CTAB
and the growing NRs.
The opportunity to optimize scattering and LSPR is

challenging SERS to extend its range of applications to the
detection of analytes under real working conditions.18−20 In
this regard, Au NRs must keep their size and shape in order to
maintain their optical properties unaltered during a Raman
experiment. This can be made difficult by the onset of
unarrested growth phenomena, aggregation, or dissolution of
the Au NRs in oxidative environments. Ligand exchange or
polymer encapsulation have been successful in preventing
uncontrolled growth and aggregation.21−23 However, the
maintenance of their optical properties under oxidative
conditions has not been addressed so far. The oxidation
potential of Au NRs (1.498 V vs normal hydrogen electrode
(NHE) for the couple Au3+/Au) shifts to lower values (0.854 V
vs NHE)24 in the presence of complexing bromide ions,
originated from the excess of CTAB in solution, but, to date,
oxidation has been considered as a tool to tune the optical
properties of Au NRs.25−30 For example, Ni et al. utilized
hydrogen peroxide to obtain a controlled shortening of Au NRs
along their main axis ([001] direction) as a function of the
reaction time.30
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However, the oxidation of Au NRs induces a progressive shift
of the longitudinal LSPR peak, which decreases in intensity,
broadens, and eventually disappears once all of thr Au
nanoparticles have been dissolved. As a result, SERS activity
can be strongly reduced or even lost. This prevents the use of
AuNRs in monitoring most of the processes involving any
analyte that can act as an oxidizing agent, including most of the
reactive species taking part in cellular oxidative stress or
oxidative removal of organic pollutants, like hydrogen peroxide
(E° H2O2/H2O, H

+ = 1.776 V vs NHE), ozone (E° O3/O2 =
2.076 V vs NHE). etc.24 Thus, the synthesis of SERS-active Au
NRs that can resist oxidation is a mandatory task that has not
been addressed so far.
In this work, we compare the resistance to oxidation of two

types of Au NRs, obtained through either traditional or binary-
surfactant mixture routes. A careful control of the key
parameters influencing the oxidation process (size of the NRs
and concentration of the free Br− ions) allowed the selection of
Au NRs that can tolerate oxidative conditions without any
modification of their optical properties. Their superior
performance is demonstrated in a series of SERS experiments
under oxidative conditions, in which the degradation of
different organic dyes can be monitored through several
detection cycles carried out on the same clusters of Au NRs.

■ EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Materials. All chemicals were obtained from commercial suppliers

and used without further purification. Hexadecyltrimethylammonium
bromide (CTAB ≥ 99%), gold(III) chloride trihydrate (HAuCl4 ≥
99.9% trace metals basis), silver nitrate (AgNO3, 99.9999% trace
metals basis), L-ascorbic acid (99%), sodium borohydride (NaBH4, 12
wt % solution in 14 M NaOH), hydrochloric acid (HCl, 37 wt % in

water), potassium bromide (KBr, 99%), and hydrogen peroxide
(H2O2, 35 wt % in water) were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich.
Sodium oleate (NaOL > 97.0%) was purchased by TCI America.

Ultrapure water obtained from a Milli-Q Integral 5 system was used
in all experiments. All glassware was cleaned using freshly prepared
aqua regia, followed by rinsing with copious amounts of water.

Synthesis of Au NRs. Two different types of Au NRs (Au NRs_A
and Au NRs_B) were synthesized and tested. They were prepared
according to two different procedures.

Au NRs_A were obtained following the protocol proposed by Park
et al.44 The seed solution was prepared by mixing 5 mL of 0.2 M
CTAB and 5 mL of 0.0005 M HAuCl4 and by adding 600 μL of a
freshly prepared, ice-cold 0.01 M NaBH4 solution. The solution was
stirred vigorously for 2 min, and it was aged for 5 min at 25 °C.

The growth solution was prepared separately, by mixing 10 mL of
0.2 M CTAB, 400 μL of 0.004 M AgNO3, and 10 mL of 0.001 M
HAuCl4 at 25 °C. Next, 140 μL of 0.078 M ascorbic acid was added
under stirring: the solution turned from light yellow to colorless.
Finally, 24 μL of the seed solution aged for 5 min was added to the
growth solution. The solution was kept at rest for at least 15 h at 25
°C.

Au NRs_B were prepared according to the procedure proposed by
Ye et al.17 Briefly, the seed solution was prepared by mixing 2 mL of
0.2 M CTAB and 2 mL of 0.0005 M HAuCl4. NaBH4 (400 μL, 0.002
M; freshly prepared but not ice-cold) was added. The solution was
stirred vigorously for 2 min, and it was aged, without stirring, for 30
min at 25 °C.

The growth solution was prepared separately, by mixing 10 mL of a
binary surfactant solution (obtained by dissolving 280 mg of CTAB
(0.0768 M) and 49.4 mg of NaOL (0.0162 M)) with 720 μL of 0.004
M AgNO3. The solution was kept at 30 °C for 15 min. Next, 10 mL of
0.001 M HAuCl4 was added, and the solution was kept under mild
stirring for 90 min at 30 °C. Then, 60 μL of 37% HCl in water was
added, and the solution was kept under mild stirring for a further 15
min. Finally, 50 μL of 0.064 M ascorbic acid was added and stirred

Figure 1. (Top) Optical extinction spectra of (a) as-synthesized Au NRs_A and (b) as-synthesized Au NRs_B. (Bottom) Representative TEM
images of (c) as-synthesized AuNRs_A and (d) as-synthesized AuNRs_B.
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vigorously for 30 s, and 16 μL of the seed solution aged for 30 min was
incorporated. The solution was stirred for 30 s, and it was kept at rest
at 25 °C for at least 15 h. Different batches of Au NRs_B were
prepared with AR ranging from about 3.5:1 to 4.3:1.
Oxidation Tests. The study of the Au NRs resistance in oxidizing

environment was performed as follows: 1 mL of AuNRs suspension
was mixed at room temperature with 100 μL of 35 wt % H2O2
solution. To optimize the H2O2 oxidizing activity, the pH of the
suspensions has to be included between 3 and 4 by adjusting with HCl
or NaOH, when necessary.
For further characterizations, portions of both types of Au NRs

were centrifuged and resuspended in water, 0.1 M CTAB solution, or
0.1 M KBr solution. Centrifugation was carried out twice at 7000 rpm
for 15 min.
Characterization. UV−Vis−NIR Spectroscopy. The extinction

spectra of the Au NRs were acquired by a UV−vis−NIR
spectrophotometer (QE 65000 Ocean Optics). The original solution
of Au NRs_B was diluted with Milli-Q water to make the intensity of
extinction spectra comparable to that of Au NRs_A.
Raman Microspectroscopy. The Raman characterization was

carried out by a high-resolution Raman microspectrometer (Labram
HR-800, Horiba Jobin-Yvon) using a He−Ne laser source (λ = 632.8
nm). All the spectra were acquired in backscattering mode, using a
100× (Numerical Aperture: 0.9) microscope objective to focus and
collect the exiting light. Different concentrations (from 10−3 to 10−8

M) of crystal violet (CV, tris(4-(dimethylamino)phenyl)methylium
chloride) and methylene blue (MB, 3,7-bis(dimethylamino)-
phenothiazin-5-ium chloride) aqueous solutions were used as
molecular probes to test the SERS performances of the Au NRs.
Both types of Au NR solutions with the same optical density were
incubated with CV (MB) for 30 min, centrifuged, and resuspended in
Milli-Q water. In both cases, Au NRs that had reacted with H2O2 for 1
h were tested as well.

The different Au NR−CV (−MB) solutions (5 μL) were dropped
on glass microscope slides for Raman analysis. Reference spectra were
acquired by dropping 5 μL of CV or MB solution at different
concentrations on a glass microscope slide. Upon drying at room
temperature, each sample was analyzed by measuring different regions
of the substrate. All the selected areas were optically clean; optically
visible agglomerates of CV (MB) were not considered in sampling.
The study of CV and MB oxidation was carried out by dropping 5 μL
of 35 wt % H2O2 onto the previously measured samples.

Transmission Electron Microscopy Analyses. Transmission elec-
tron microscopy (TEM) observations were carried out by means of a
high-resolution, (0.18 nm) field-emission JEOL 2200FS microscope,
equipped with in-column Ω energy filter, 2 high-angle annular dark-
field (HAADF) detectors, and X-ray microanalysis (EDS). Samples
were prepared by dispersing a few drops of the NR solution on holey
carbon grids and drying them in air.

Figure 2. Oxidation of as-synthesized Au NRs. (Top) Evolution of the extinction spectra upon addition of H2O2 (a) Au NRs_A and (b) Au NRs_B.
The spectra were taken every 5 min for 1 h. The blue line represents the starting sample. The red line shows the same sample after 1 h of reaction.
(Bottom) TEM images of the Au NRs after 30 and 45 min from the addition of H2O2: (c, d) AuNRs_A and (e, f) AuNRs_B.
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Total Reflection X-ray Fluorescence. Total reflection X-ray
fluorescence (TXRF) measurements were performed with the Bruker
TXRF system S2 Picofox (air-cooled, Mo tube, silicon-drift detector),
with operating values of 50 kV and 750 mA, using an acquisition time
of 600 s.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
This work investigates the capability of Au NRs to maintain
their optical properties under oxidative conditions, in view of
their possible application in SERS experiments involving
oxidizing agents. We focused our attention on two different
types of Au NRs: Au NRs_A and Au NRs_B.
Au NRs_A were synthesized through a traditional approach,

using 0.1 M CTAB solution as a surfactant, for directing growth
and stabilizing the resulting nanostructures (see Experimental
Section). These Au NRs exhibit their characteristic longitudinal
LSPR peak at ∼735 nm (Figure 1a). TEM analysis (Figure 1c)
shows that the AR is ∼3.8:1, resulting from the ratio between
average lengths of 32 ± 8 nm and diameters of 8.5 ± 2 nm (see
Supporting Information, Figure SI1).
On the other hand, Au NRs_B were synthesized using a

binary surfactant mixture of NaOL and CTAB (see
Experimental Section). In comparison to the traditional
approach, here the concentration of CTAB in the growth
solution is reduced to 0.0384 M and NaOL is exploited to
achieve Au NRs with larger sizes, according to the mechanism
proposed by Murray and co-workers.17,31 Different ARs can be
obtained through a simple modification of the synthesis
protocol.32 The maximum extension of the longitudinal LSPR
peak for the Au NRs_B considered in this work was ∼825 nm
(Figure 1b). On the basis of TEM analysis (Figure 1d), the
average length and diameter of these Au NRs_B are 89 ± 18
and 21 ± 3 nm, respectively (see Figure SI1). Thus, their AR
(4.3:1) is slightly higher yet comparable to that of the Au
NRs_A samples. Such a larger size results from the use of

NaOL, which acts as both a protecting and a reducing agent,
allowing to slow down and control the overgrowth process.17 In
particular, their larger average diameter makes Au NRs_B more
efficient than Au NRs_A as light scatterers.
Both Au NRs were tested under oxidative conditions by

studying the extinction spectra of the original Au NR solutions,
with a comparable optical density, as a function of time upon
addition of a 35 wt % H2O2 solution, as oxidizing agent, in 1:10
volume ratio with respect to the Au NR solution.
Figure 2 shows the comparison between the optical

extinction spectra of the two types of Au NRs over a time
scale extended up to 1 h from H2O2 addition. Within this lapse
of time, the longitudinal LSPR peak of Au NRs_A undergoes a
progressive blue-shift and broadening (Figure 2a), as a result of
the uniaxial shortening, occurring upon oxidation. This peak
blue-shift proceeds at ∼2.5 nm/min (Figure 2c), before
merging with transverse mode into a single LSPR broad
peak, typical of spheroidal nanoparticles. These data support
the hypothesis of an uniaxial shortening, with Au(0) that
dissolves starting from the nanorod tips, which are less
protected by the capping agents. TEM images acquired after
30 and 45 min (Figure 2c and 2d) witness this evolution,
showing an ever-increasing number of spheroids as a function
of time. These spheroids originate from the aggregation of
small particles, resulting from the nanorod shortening. The
reduction of the average AR from 3.8:1 (before H2O2) to 2.2:1
(after 45 min from H2O2 addition) is a direct indication of the
transformation of the NRs into nanospheroids (see Figure SI1).
When the oxidation process is completed, any LSPR peak

disappears, as a consequence of the total dissolution of Au,
which has been converted into AuBr4

−, according to the
following overall reaction:

+ + + → +− + −2Au 3H O 8Br 6H 2[AuBr ] 6H O2 2 4 2
(1)

Figure 3. Optical extinction of Au NRs centrifuged and resuspended either in 0.1 M CTAB (top) or KBr (bottom) solutions upon addition of H2O2:
(a, c) AuNRs_A and (b, d) AuNRs_B. In all cases, the spectra were taken every 10 min for 1 h. The blue line represents the starting sample, and the
red line represents the sample after 1 h of reaction.
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The formation of AuBr4
− gives rise to the peak at 390 nm,

corresponding to the ligand-to-metal charge transfer (LMCT)
signal of [CTA]+[AuBr4]

− complex,33 which progressively
grows as the oxidation proceeds. These results fully agree
with those reported by other research groups for the oxidation
of analogous systems.29,30

On the contrary, the position of the longitudinal LSPR peak
of Au NR_B does not change in the same period of time
(Figure 2b). TEM analysis confirms that the structure of these
nanorods is not significantly affected by the addition of H2O2
(Figure 2e and 2f). These results indicate that, within 1 h,
which can be considered as a reasonable period of time for a
dynamic Raman experiment, Au NRs_B are stable against
oxidation and do not modify their optical properties. Following
this system for an extended period of time, we can observe the
onset of a significant blue-shift only after 4 h, yet their oxidation
is not completed even after 24 h (see Figure SI2). A direct
comparison of extinction spectra and LSPR shift between Au
NRs with the same AR is reported in Figure SI3, showing the
same trend discussed earlier.
Au NRs_B solutions are characterized by a reduced amount

of CTAB (see also TXRF analysis, Figure SI4). Rodriǵuez-
Fernańdez et al. proposed that the anisotropic shortening of
gold nanorods in an oxidizing environment is mediated by
CTAB micelles, which are expected to trap the gold ions
resulting from oxidation. The higher reactivity of nanorod tips
has been ascribed to a higher probability of collision with
micelles.26 On the other hand, CTAB can be more simply
regarded as a source of Br− ions, which are essential to complex
the gold ions and drive the oxidation reaction.
To gain more insight into this issue, two further experiments

were carried out. In the first one, both Au NR solutions were
centrifuged and resuspended in a 0.1 M CTAB solution. Figure
3a and 3b show the evolution of the extinction spectra of both
types of NRs in the first hour after the addition of H2O2. The
oxidation rate of Au NRs_B (Figure 3b) is significantly

enhanced in comparison to the original solution, indicating that
the excess of CTAB has a detrimental effect on the resistance to
oxidation. Nevertheless, Au NRs_A are still less stable against
oxidation than Au NRs_B (Figure 3a).
In the second experiment, the evolution of the optical

extinction spectra upon addition of H2O2 was monitored for
both pristine NR samples, each one previously centrifuged and
resuspended in a 0.1 M KBr solution, without any further
addition of CTAB (Figure 3c and 3d). Again, upon addition of
H2O2, both Au NR solutions are oxidized, although Au NRs_B
are still more stable than Au NRs_A.
These results suggest that surfactant micelles are not

necessary to drive anisotropic shortening of Au NRs.
Anisotropic shortening is inherently related to the higher
reactivity of the less-protected nanorods tips, which has been
widely documented in literature,25−30 and it is associated with
their higher accessibility. On the other hand, the presence of
complexing Br− ions, either from CTAB or KBr, is the real key
factor for promoting oxidation. This is confirmed by the high
oxidation rate of Au NRs_A original solutions, which is related
to the high concentration of Br− ion sources (CTAB), as well as
by the increased oxidation rate of Au NRs_B, upon addition of
either CTAB or KBr. Moreover, Zhu et al. have recently
demonstrated that Br− is directly oxidized by hydrogen
peroxide to Br2, which is in turn converted into Br3

− in the
presence of Br− species, resulting in the oxidation of gold.29

Thus, to increase the stability of Au NRs in an oxidizing
environment, any source of Br− ions should be removed or, at
least, minimized. To demonstrate this hypothesis, a new series
of experiments were carried out, in which the stability of the Au
NRs against oxidation was tested without any bromide in
excess. To obtain this condition, both Au NR original solutions
were centrifuged and resuspended in Milli-Q water, upon
removal of supernatant species. Figure 4 shows the extinction
spectra of the Au NR solutions. The absence of Br− ions

Figure 4. Oxidation of centrifuged Au_NRs upon addition of H2O2 without any extra-source of free Br
− ions. Optical extinction of (a) Au_NRs_A

and (b) Au_NRs_B samples. (a) Blue line represents the starting sample, green line represents the sample after 3 days of reaction, and red line
represents the sample after 7 days. (b) Blue line represents the starting sample, while red line represents the sample after 20 days. (c) Variation of the
position of the longitudinal LSPR peak as a function of time, over 2 weeks. (d) Zoom on data referred to the first hour of reaction.
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contributes to remarkably improve the stability of both types of
nanorods (see also Figure SI5).
Au NRs_A remain stable up to 2 days, whereas Au NRs_B

do not significantly change their spectrum within 20 days.
These data confirm the importance of complexing Br− ions in
lowering the oxidation potential of gold, which resembles the
role played by Cl− in aqua regia solutions.
Figure 5 summarizes the results of all the experiments

discussed earlier, giving a quantitative evaluation of the
oxidation rate under different conditions, in terms of
longitudinal LSPR peak blue-shift as a function of time.
Although the general trend of stability is analogous for both
systems and clearly indicates the key role of Br− ions in
controlling oxidation, it should be noted that Au NRs_B are
systematically more stable than Au NRs_A, even when the
overall concentration of Br− ions is the same for both samples.
The higher stability of Au NRs_B can be caused by several

factors, related to their differences in comparison to the
traditional Au NRs_A obtained through the CTAB route. The
clearest difference is that Au NRs_B are bigger than Au
NRs_A. This means that, in the case of Au NRs_B, there are
many more atoms that should be oxidized and released from
unprotected tips before any significant modification of the AR
can be observed. This might explain the difference of 1 order of
magnitude in oxidation rate between types A and B centrifuged
samples. Au NRs_B do not exhibit any preferred orientation of
the crystalline planes (e.g., the octagonal facets typical of Au
NRs synthesized using bromide-free surfactants)31,32 in
comparison to the A counterpart (see Figure SI6). Thus, the
possibility of a different reactivity of the Au surface cannot be
considered as a key factor to explain the highest resistance of
Au NRs_B. On the other hand, the different accessibility of free
Br− ions to the Au surface is expected to influence the oxidation
rate. A more detailed investigation on the role of NaOL in
affecting the efficiency of complexation of Br− ions is currently
underway.
As our interest in Au NRs_B is focused on the possibility to

use them as oxidation-resistant SERS substrates, we tested their
SERS activity in detection of organic dyes that are commonly
used as molecular probe in SERS experiments, such as crystal
violet (CV) and methylene blue (MB).34

In this regard, we should recall that Raman response is
strongly dependent on the number and reciprocal orientation
of Au NRs that are aggregated to form SERS-active
substrates.35 In the present case, all the Raman spectra were
carried out on randomly oriented small agglomerates formed by

3−6 Au NRs (see Figure SI7). Figure 6 shows the Raman
spectra of CV solutions at different concentrations (5 × 10−5−

10−8 M) acquired using Au NRs_B (see Experimental Section).
The spectrum of a 10−3 M CV solution acquired without NRs
is shown as a reference. This corresponds to the detection limit
of CV for normal Raman acquisition under the same
conditions. These data show that Au NRs_B can be used as
efficient SERS substrates. Details on the calculations of the
enhancement factor are reported in Figure SI8. A simple, rough
estimate of the analytical enhancement factor (AEF) gives
average values of the order of ∼104 for different peaks taken as
a reference (e.g., 925 and 1622 cm−1, corresponding to the
δC−Ccenter−C 17a bending- and 8a stretching-modes of
benzene rings, respectively),36 which accounts for the extension
of the detection limit of 4 orders of magnitude in the presence
of Au NRs_B. A more accurate, yet approximate, evaluation,
based on the definition of SERS substrate enhancement factor
(SSEF),37 which accounts for the number of molecules
adsorbed on the SERS-active surface, further increases these
values to ∼106−107 (see Figure SI8).
The most interesting point is related to the possibility to

directly compare the SERS efficiency of both types of Au NRs,
under either normal conditions or oxidative environment (e.g.,
after their reaction with H2O2 for 1 h). This comparison,
carried out using the same concentration (5 × 10−6 M) and
amount of CV solution, is shown in Figure 7. Au NRs_B
outperform their A counterparts in both cases. They are more
efficient SERS substrates under normal conditions, with the
average intensity IAuNRs_B/IAuNRs_A ratio of the main peaks
ranging between 16 and 18. This could be expected as a result

Figure 5. Comparative summary of the oxidation rates obtained by monitoring the blue-shift of the longitudinal LSPR peak for AuNRs_A and
AuNRs_B samples under different conditions: as-synthesized (A.S.); after centrifugation and resuspension in 0.1 M CTAB solution (CTAB); after
centrifugation and resuspension in 0.1 M KBr solution (KBr); and after centrifugation and resuspension in water (H2O).

Figure 6. Raman spectra of crystal violet (CV) solutions of different
concentrations, using AuNRs_B as SERS enhancers. The spectrum of
a CV 10−3 M solution is reported as reference. All the spectra were
acquired using a 100× (NA: 0.9) objective. Acquisition time: 5 s.
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of their larger size, which makes them more efficient in light
scattering, confirming the hypotheses made by Murray and co-
workers.17

However, the most remarkable result is observed under
oxidative conditions. As expected from the previous experi-
ments on extinction spectra, we found out that Au NRs_A
treated with H2O2 for 1 h are no more active as SERS
substrates, as a consequence of their complete oxidation, which
determines the complete disappearance of their plasmonic
bands. Thus, they could not be utilized in experiments

involving an oxidative environment, because of the loss of
their stability during the Raman experiment. On the other
hand, Au NRs_B exhibit unaltered SERS activity under
oxidative conditions. These results mirror the trend of bulk
optical properties discussed before, highlighting the oppor-
tunity to exploit this superior resistance to oxidation for SERS
experiments under harsh environments.
As a proof-of-concept, AuNRs_B were tested as SERS

substrates for monitoring the degradation of CV, upon the
addition of H2O2. Figure 8a shows the SERS monitoring of five
detection/removal cycles for a 5 × 10−6 M CV solution
adsorbed on Au NRs_B. The Raman spectrum of CV, which is
clearly observed before addition of H2O2, vanishes upon H2O2
treatment, as a consequence of the dye degradation. When a
new droplet of the CV solution is added on the same SERS-
active region, the Raman spectrum is fully recovered,
demonstrating that Au NRs_B maintain their optical activity
during H2O2 treatment. This cycle can be repeated many times
(our tests were limited to 10 cycles), without showing any
significant loss of SERS activity. These results demonstrate that
Au NRs_B can be successfully used for monitoring a variety of
oxidation reactions, as those used in many environmental
remediation processes, because their stability allows for
correlating any changes in the spectrum of the analyte to
oxidative processes occurring on the analyte itself. The concept
of oxidation-resistant, recyclable, SERS-active substrates could
be very useful in view of comparing the relative rates of
oxidation reactions for different analytes.38,39 Figure 8b shows
an example of the alternate detection of two organic dyes (CV
and MB), through the same detection/removal cycles described
above. Upon the complete removal of the first analyte (e.g.,
CV), another analyte (e.g., MB) can be detected and

Figure 7. Raman spectra of 5 × 10−6 M crystal violet solution, using
(a) AuNRs_A and (b) AuNRs_B as SERS-active substrates. In both
cases, the black line is related to a reference 10−5 M CV solution
dropped on a glass slide without any SERS substrates. The blue line is
related to the 5 × 10−6 M CV solution, using as-synthesized Au NRs as
SERS-active substrates. The red line is related to the 5 × 10−6 M CV
solution, adsorbed onto as-synthesized Au NRs previously treated with
H2O2 for 1 h. All the spectra were acquired using a 100× (NA: 0.9)
objective.

Figure 8. AuNRs_B as recyclable SERS substrates. (a) Detection/removal cycles for a 5 × 10−6 M CV solution analyzed before and after addition of
H2O2. H2O2 removes CV without altering the optical properties of the Au NRs_B, which are reused for the analysis of other solutions. (b) Alternate
detection/removal cycles of 5 × 10−6 M CV (fuchsia spectra) and MB (blue spectra) solutions obtained on the same aggregates of Au NRs_B
samples. All the spectra were acquired using a 100× (NA: 0.9) objective. Acquisition time: 5 s.
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subsequently removed, with the interesting opportunity to
compare two or more processes occurring exactly at the same
place. This represents a major advancement in the use of Au
NRs as SERS-active probes for monitoring chemical reactions
and processes under real working conditions.
Further improvements might be achieved by controlling the

aggregation of AuNRs used as SERS-active substrates through
end-to-end functionalization40,41 or template-mediated assem-
bly.42 Finally, the resistance to oxidation of these Au NRs can
be exploited not only for SERS but also in LSPR-based and
single-molecule fluorescence experiments.43

■ CONCLUSION
This work demonstrates that, in the case of Au NRs used for
SERS applications, size plays a key role not only in determining
the Raman response but also in controlling resistance to
oxidation. A systematic investigation of the oxidation rate of Au
NRs revealed that the concentration of Br− ions is a critical
factor for controlling the overall process and, in general, Au
NRs are made more stable when the amount of Br− species is
reduced. We have also demonstrated that Au NRs with high
SERS efficiency can be obtained through synthetic routes that
are alternative to the conventional ones. In particular, the use of
NaOL as surfactant/reducing agent in a binary mixture with
CTAB leads to high-quality, large Au NRs, which exhibit
improved light scattering and SERS activity. These NRs
maintain their shape and optical properties under strongly
oxidizing conditions, allowing for detection of different types of
analytes and monitoring of their reactivity on selected sites in
real time. These results open interesting perspectives for in situ
experiments needing stable, ultrasensitive SERS platforms for
investigating chemical reactions involving strongly oxidizing
species, such as the processes for environmental remediation.
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