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O
ver the past decades, interfaces
between oxides and electrolytes
have received considerable atten-

tion in different scientific communities. In
particular, the adsorption of inorganic salt
ions on colloidal oxide surfaces has been
extensively studied1�6 and reviewed.7,8

The adsorption mechanism was explained
within the site-binding model (SBM)9�11 by
the surface complexation of ions at oppo-
sitely charged oxide sites. Apart from colloid
science, a description of the oxide/electro-
lyte interface has been essential for the
development of glass electrodes (GE). Re-
cently, researchers celebrated the cente-
nary of GEs and the related Nikolsky's ion
exchange theory, which is widely used to
describe not only GEs but also other ion-
sensitive electrodes.12�14 In the 1970s, the
ion-sensitive field-effect transistors (ISFETs)
emerged, combining the properties of a
transistor with a GE-like interface.15 Nikolsky's
theory was quite naturally used to explain
the experimental results obtained with
ISFETs.16,17 However, the Nikolsky�Eisenman
equation is semiempirical, and its use is lim-
ited to estimating the selectivity of a sensor
against interfering ions. To give a more de-
tailed theoretical explanation, the successful
SBM was later adapted to ISFETs18,19 and
simplified in the following years by Bergveld
and co-workers.20�23With the rise of nanos-
caled ISFETs,24�27 the attention has again
been drawn to the interactions between the
active oxide surface and the ions in the
electrolyte. Even thoughmany pHmeasure-
ments with nanowire-based ISFETs have
been reported, for example,28�30 surpris-
ingly few attempts to measure changes in
electrolyte concentration with miniaturized
ISFETs have been published so far, with
inconsistent results.31�35 More specifically,
Nikolaides et al.32 and Park et al.31 reported

a weak nonlinear response of a SiO2-coated
FET to KCl or NaCl. In contrast, Clément et al.
claimed a full linear Nernstian response of
around 60 mV/dec to NaCl, using SiO2-
coated nanowire ISFETs. Unfortunately,
none of these studies has performed a
quantitative assessment of the data using
a theoretical model. Recently, Zafar and co-
workers35 measured HfO2-covered Si nano-
wires and did not observe any appreciable
response up to 1 M NaCl. In our previous
paper,36 we showed that a minituarized
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ABSTRACT

Silicon nanowire field-effect transistors have attracted substantial interest for various

biochemical sensing applications, yet there remains uncertainty concerning their response

to changes in the supporting electrolyte concentration. In this study, we use silicon nanowires

coated with highly pH-sensitive hafnium oxide (HfO2) and aluminum oxide (Al2O3) to

determine their response to variations in KCl concentration at several constant pH values.

We observe a nonlinear sensor response as a function of ionic strength, which is independent

of the pH value. Our results suggest that the signal is caused by the adsorption of anions (Cl�)

rather than cations (Kþ) on both oxide surfaces. By comparing the data to three well-

established models, we have found that none of those can explain the present data set.

Finally, we propose a new model which gives excellent quantitative agreement with the data.

KEYWORDS: nanowire . sensing . anion adsorption . high-k oxide .
ion-sensitive field-effect transistor
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ISFET with an Al2O3 interface only weakly responds to
various types of ions up to a moderate concentration
of 10 mM, at a constant pH ≈ 6. The results of both
studies35,36 were qualitatively described by the Bergveld
model.23

In this work, we significantly expand our recent
study by using silicon nanowires coated with high-k
HfO2 and Al2O3 to systematically measure their re-
sponse to changes in KCl concentration up to 1 M, at
several constant pH values. We observe a nonlinear
behavior, which;unexpectedly;does not depend on
the solution pH. We then compare the results with
three different models, derived for conventional ISFETs
or GEs, and conclude that none of those can satisfac-
torily describe the experimental data, mainly because a
pH-dependent response to electrolyte ions is antici-
pated by all models. We propose a new adsorption
model instead, which gives excellent quantitative
agreement with the data.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The samples were produced using a top-down
approach according to the previously published

protocol.37 An optical image of a silicon-on-insulator
(SOI) wafer part after electron beam lithography is
shown in Figure 1a. The samples are arranged in
2 � 2 squares. After finishing the fabrication process,
the wafer was cut and each sample was glued and
wire-bonded into a chip carrier (Figure 1b). The sample
comprises 48 nanowires of 8 different widths (100�
1000 nm) but of the same length (6 μm) and height
(80 nm). Figure 1c shows an SEM image of three
individual nanowires (thin horizontal lines) with the
respective contact areas on the left and a shared bus
line on the right side (dark areas). A cross section of the
final device including the measurement setup is sche-
matically sketched in part d of Figure 1 (not to scale). To
characterize the nanowires as pH sensors, two different
types of measurements were performed. First, transfer
curves Isd(Vref) of an Al2O3-coated sample at different
pH valueswere recorded (Figure 1e). The curves shift to
more positive gate values with increasing pH. The
maximum possible response is given by the Nernst
limit of ln(10)kT/e≈ 58.2mV/pH at 20 �C, where k is the
Boltzmann constant, T the absolute temperature, and e
the elementary charge. We will analyze the shifts in the

Figure 1. (a) Optical imageof awafer piece after electronbeam lithographyof the nanowires. The samples are arranged in 2�
2 squares. Each sample consists of 48 nanowire FETs. Light areas are the nanowires and contact leads, dark areas are the
buried oxide. (b) Sample after bonding into a chip carrier. (c) SEM imageof three nanowires (thin horizontal lines) with contact
areas on the left (source) and a common bus line on the right (drain). (d) Cross section of the fabricated device and a sketch of
themeasurement setup (not to scale). The liquid is delivered to the custom-made PDMSmicrochannels by a pump (indicated
by arrows). A flow-through Ag/AgCl reference electrode is integrated in the Teflon (PTFE) tubing close to the microchannel.
The working point of the nanowire transistor is adjusted by two voltages: a back-gate voltage Vbg (applied to the handle
wafer) and a liquid gate voltage Vref (applied to the reference electrode). A constant source�drain voltage Vsd = 0.1 V drives
the source�drain current through the nanowire channel Isd. (e) Nanowires are first characterized by transfer curves Isd(Vref) at
different pH values of the buffer solution. The curves shift linearly to more positive Vref values with increasing pH (see Figure 2b).
The transconductance gm = ∂Isd/∂Vref can be extracted from the linear region. (f) In addition, time-resolved pHmeasurements
Isd(time)weremade. Themeasured Isd was dividedbygm toobtain the threshold voltage shiftsΔVth. The stepheight is close to
the Nernst limit (58.2 mV/pH at 20 �C, indicated by horizontal grid lines). The time scale for the jumps is given by the liquid
exchange rate.
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next paragraph. The transconductance gm = ∂Isd/∂Vref
can be extracted from the linear region and is nearly
constant for all pH values. Alternatively, the source�
drain current Isd can be measured as a function of time
(Figure 1f). The transconductance value from Figure 1e
is used to compute the threshold voltage shift ΔVth =
Isd/gm. Clear signal steps are observed as the solution is
exchanged. In the presented example, the time scale
for the jump is given by the liquid exchange rate and
not by the transistor. Sensor response times below
200 ms were easily reached. The step height is close to
60 mV/pH, as indicated by horizontal grid lines.
In this paragraph, we will analyze the transfer curves

more carefully. To do so, we plot the data shown in
Figure 1e as conductance G versus Vref on a semilog
plot (Figure 2a). The subthreshold swing SS is around
100 mV/dec (dashed line). To quantify the shifts of the
transfer curve, we read out the threshold voltage Vth as
the value of Vref at a constant conductance G = 20 nS
(along the arrow). Then, we plot Vth as a function of pH
for three different total ionic strengths of the electro-
lyte (Figure 2b). The threshold voltage shifts linearly
with pH, exhibiting a nearly Nernstian response of
∼56 mV/pH (dashed lines). These relative shifts ΔVth
are independent of the ionic strength. Similar results
were obtainedwith a HfO2-coated sample. In Figure 2c,

the concentration of KCl in deionized water is varied
(HfO2 sample). The pH value of all solutions was≈6. The
curves shift to more positive gate values with increas-
ing ionic strength. In contrast to the pH measurement,
the Vth shift to salt is nonlinear (see Figure 2d). Up to
10 mM, almost no shift occurs, as we have already
reported.36 Above this value, the nanowire starts re-
sponding strongly to the changes in ionic strength (up
to full Nernstian response). Because Vth shifts toward
more positive values, we conclude that the effect
must be due to the adsorption of negative ions, that
is chloride Cl�. Very similar behavior has been ob-
served using different salts, in particular, NaNO3 and
Na2SO4 (see Supporting Information). In the follow-
ing, we focus on potassium chloride as a representa-
tive example. Moreover, this effect does not show
any significant pH dependence and is very similar
for both HfO2 and Al2O3 interfaces, as we will see.
In addition, no significant dependence of the effect
on the nanowire width is found (see Supporting
Information).
In Figure 3a�c, the experimental results for a HfO2-

coated sample (solid symbols) are compared with
three existing models (lines). Note that on the hori-
zontal axis, the KCl concentration cKCl was replaced by
the activity aCl�, whichwas estimated using the specific

Figure 2. (a) Conductance G vs Vref for an Al2O3-coated nanowire on a semilog plot (same data as in Figure 1e). The
subthreshold swing SS is around 100 mV/dec. The pH response is quantified by the shift of the threshold voltage Vth upon a
change in pH. We read out the threshold voltage Vth as a value of Vref at a constantG = 20 nS (along the arrow). The threshold
voltage shift ΔVth as a function of pH is shown in (c) for three different ionic strengths of the electrolyte. ΔVth is a linear
function of pH with the slope of∼56 mV/pH (indicated by dashed lines). No significant dependence of the slope on the ionic
strength is found. (c) Transfer curve of a HfO2-coated nanowire for different concentrations of the electrolyteg1mMbut at a
constant pH≈6. Vth shifts to more positive values with increasing ionic strength. This indicates the adsorption of negatively
charged ions (chloride). (d) Threshold shift ΔVth vs KCl concentration read out from the measurement shown in c (dark
squares), from a different measurement with the same wire (light squares), and from a different nanowire with nominally the
same dimensions (circles). A nonlinear behavior is observed. The dashed line is a guide to the eye.
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ion interaction theory (SIT); see, for example, ref 39.
This correction is needed because the approximation
cKCl ≈ aCl� is no longer valid at high ionic strength due
to interaction between the electrolyte ions. On the
vertical axis, the measured threshold voltages Vth were
converted to surface potential via ψ0 = Vth(PZC) � Vth,
where Vth(PZC) is the threshold voltage at the assumed
point of zero charge (PZC). On the basis of previously
published studies, we have chosen PZC = 7 for HfO2

(Figure 3 a�d)40 and PZC = 8 for Al2O3 (e).
8,30 The re-

sultingψ0 is zero at pH = PZC, positive at pH < PZC, and
negative at pH > PZC. We observe that the measured
data points move to more negative ψ0 with increas-
ing KCl concentration, irrespective of the pH value. As
mentioned before, this indicates the adsorption of
negatively charged species.
The most obvious model to start with is the site-

binding model, which has become a standard for
describing ISFET response to ions. In Figure 3a, fits of
a simple SBM are shown, in which the surface potential
is determined by protonation or deprotonation of the
amphoteric surface groups MOH:

MOH h MO� þHþ
s ,Ka ¼ νMO�aHs

þ

νMOH
(1)

MOHþ
2 h MOHþHþ

s ,Kb ¼ νMOHaHþ
s

νMOHþ
2

(2)

where M denotes a metal, Hs
þ a surface proton, v the

number of particular sites, aHs
þ the activity of surface

protons, and Ka and Kb the dissociation and association
constant, respectively. On the basis of these reactions,
the response to pH can be described by an analytical
expression aHþ(ψ0) with two key parameters: the sur-
face buffer capacitance Cs and the double-layer capa-
citance Cdl. A detailed derivation of the SBM can be
found in our previous study37 or in the original works.9,18

The buffer capacitance is the ability of the surface to
give away or take up protons which is determined by
the density of active surface sites (OH groups). The
higher the Cs, the more linear and closer to the
Nernstian value is the pH response. In this approach,
the electrolyte ions can influence the potential via the
Debye screening length, which enters the double-layer
capacitance Cdl = CdifCst/(Cdif þ Cst), where Cst is the
constant Stern layer capacitance and Cdif is the dif-
ferential capacitance, mainly determined by the ionic
strength. However, the influence is very small (dashed
lines) if literature values for Cst = 0.2 F/m�2 and the
number of active sites Ns = 1019m�2 are taken.18,19,30,37

Figure 3. Plots of the surface potential ψ0 versus the activity of the chloride ions in the bulk solution aCl�. Solid symbols
represent experimental data points for a HfO2-coated (a�d) and an Al2O3-coated sample (e), whereas lines are theoretical fits
based on different models. The measured threshold voltages Vth were converted to surface potential viaψ0 = Vth(PZC)� Vth.
The point of zero charge is set to PZC = 7 for HfO2 (a�d) and PZC = 8 for Al2O3 (e). We observe that the measured data points
move tomore negativeψ0 with increasing aCl�, irrespective of the pH value. This implies the adsorption of negatively charged
species on the surface. (a) Fits of the simple site-binding model with parameters from literature (dashed lines) and the best
fitting parameters (solid lines). In this model, the ionic strength changes the surface potential via the double-layer
capacitance. In (b), the electrolyte ions contribute to ψ0 by a complexation reaction with the oppositely charged surface
groups. (c) Fits of the well-known Nikolsky�Eisenman equation. The only changing parameter from curve to curve is the
proton activity. All other parameters are fixed, unlike previous works. (d) In contrast to the fits shown in (a�c), our model
describes the complete data set for all pH values. (e) Similarly good agreement between experiment andmodel was achieved
for an Al2O3-coated sample.
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Especially, Cst proves to be the limiting factor because it
leads to saturationofCdl at≈0.16F/m�2. Ifwe increaseCst
to 20 F/m�2 and reduce Ns somewhat to 4 � 1018m�2,
the influence of ionic strength can become pronounced
(solid lines). However, as only the data at pH 4 can be
fitted nicely, two major difficulties of this model become
obvious. First, the SBM predicts a sign change of the
effect; that is, the curves benddownward if pH<PZC and
upward if pH > PZC. In other words, if the surface is, for
instance, positively charged (pH 4 and 6), only negative
ions are attracted, neutralizing the surface charge. Ana-
logously, a negative surface (pH 8, 10, 12) attracts posi-
tively charged electrolyte ions. The latter case was not
observed in the experiment, despite covering a wide pH
range. The second problem of the model is that the pH
response (i.e., the vertical separation between the five
solid curves) gets smaller with increasing ionic strength.
A fully Nernstian behavior only occurs at low activities
aCl� < 10�3mol/L, whereas at 1M, for example, themodel
predicts a weak and nonlinear pH response of roughly
25mV/pH. This also stronglydisagreeswith theexperiment
shown in Figure 2b, in which nearly ideal pH response
was observed even at 1 M background concentration.
Another way of including the electrolyte ions in the

SBM is by writing down two additional equations for
the so-called surface complexation:

MOHþ
2 þCl�s h MOH2Cl,Kc ¼ νMOH2Cl

νMOHþ
2
aCl�s

(3)

MO� þ Kþ
s h MOK ,Kd ¼ νMOK

νMO�aKþ
s

(4)

Combining the reactions (eq 1�eq 4), new analytical
functions aCl� (ψ0) and aKþ (ψ0) can bederived. The best
fits are shown in Figure 3b using the following param-
eters: Ka = Kb = 10�7, Kc = Kd = 5 � 10�4, number of
active surface sites Ns = 1019 m�2. The double-layer
capacitance was set to a constant value Cdl = 0.16 F/m2,
as discussed before.37 Like in the previous case, huge
discrepancies appear between experiment andmodel.
In fact, there is even a third difficulty: the activity at
which the curves start to bend now depends on pH.
This can be explained as follows: when the surface is
strongly charged (far away from PZC), the equilibrium
in eq 3 and eq 4 is shifted to the right side. Electrolyte
ions are easily attracted and cause a significant effect
on the surface potential. In contrast, when only few
charged sites are available close to the PZC, a much
higher ionic strength is needed to shift the equilibrium
toward products and to neutralize the remaining sites.
Instead of the SBM, Nikolsky's ion exchange theory is

often used to describe the basic chemistry at the
surface of a (glass) electrode, with the most prominent
example being as follows:

Hþ
s þNaþ

b h Hþ
b þNaþ

s , ln K ¼ ln
aHþ

b
aNaþ

s

aHþ
s
aNaþ

b

(5)

where K is the exchange constant, the subscript “b”
denotes activities and ions in bulk solution, and “s”
stands for surface. The semiempirical Nikolsky�Eisenman
equation can then be derived, which is often used to
determine the selectivity of an ion-sensitive electrode
to an interfering ion Bwith respect to the primary ion A:

V ¼ constantþ RT

F
ln(aA þ KaB) (6)

where V is the measured voltage, R the gas constant, T
the absolute temperature, F the Faraday constant, aA
the activity of the primary ion (here, A = Cl�), aB the
activity of the interfering ion (B = OH�), and K is the
exchange constant. The best fits can be found in
Figure 3c. All curves share the same set of parameters,
except for the proton activity. The proton activity has a
two-fold impact on the fitted curves: first, it determines
the vertical position of the flat part relative to PZC; and
second, it fixes the position atwhich the transition from
the flat to the linear part takes place. Again, only the
data at pH 6 is described well by the model. The only
way to fit the whole data set is to let the constant K act
as a free fitting parameter. This would compensate the
shift of the transition point caused by the proton
activity, as mentioned before. This is a popular ap-
proach, the “constant'' K is often called “selectivity
coefficient'', which depends on the pH value and is
treated as a free fitting parameter (see, for example,
refs 17 and 34). The fact that K has to be adjusted with
respect to pH indicates that K is ill-defined as a reaction
constant. Interestingly, we found that K/apH ≈ con-
stant. In other words, if the proton activity is changed
by a factor of 10 (ΔpH = 1), K has to be changed by 10
times as well to keep the same quality of the fitting.
Treating the constant K as a free fitting parameter
might optimize the fits to the data and provide some
numbers for the selectivity, but it is not satisfactory
from the physical point of view.
On the basis of the above considerations, we have

decided to modify the site-binding model to better fit
the whole data set. We found that a slight change of
the reaction equation leads to an excellent agreement
between experiment and model for both HfO2

(Figure 3d) and Al2O3 (Figure 3e). The assumed adsorp-
tionmechanism can be described as surface complexa-
tion of the following type:

This mechanism is not limited to the adsorption of Cl�

and can also be applied to other anions (see Support-
ing Information). A review of possible anion chemi-
sorption mechanisms on hydroxylated metal oxide
surfaces is available in ref 38. Rewriting eq 7 in a more
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compact way yields the new reaction equation, in
addition to eq 1 and eq 2:

MOHþ
2 þCl�s h MOHCl� þHþ

b , Kc
0 ¼

νMOHCl�aHþ
b

νMOHþ
2
aCl�s

(8)

with Kc
0 being a real reaction constant (i.e., pH-

independent). We deduced a value of Kc
0 ≈ 3.3 �

10�6 from the fits. The remaining parameters were set
as follows: Ka = Kb = 10�7, Ns = 1019 m�2, Cdl = 0.16 F/m2.
The value for the number of sites Ns is taken from
literature and corresponds to the upper limit for oxide
surfaces, given by bonding distances in oxides (see
ref 41). Reducing this number would affect the fitted
curves in Figure 3d,e in the following way: the vertical
separation between the curves would decrease and
become nonlinear because the ideal pH response
would no longer be described by the model. As a
consequence, the decreased pH response would im-
mediately contradict thepHmeasurements in Figures 1
and 2. We have discussed the influence of Ns as well
as Ka and Kb on the pH sensitivity in our recent
publication.37

Equation 8 implies that a chloride ion from the
solution forms a complex with the surface hydroxyl
groups and replaces a proton at the surface, which
goes to the bulk solution. We emphasize that the
proton has to leave the surface for an appropriate
description of the surface potential. This interesting
insight can be further supported by recent molecular
dynamics simulations of an oxide/electrolyte interface
similar to ours.42 In particular, the authors showed that
the first water layers organize on the surface of oxi-
dized aluminum via hydrogen bonding (see also ref 38).
If NaCl solution was added to the model, the first
monolayer of water was disturbed by the electrolyte.
Chloride ions displaced water molecules that were
originally bound to the surface. As a result, Cl�

adsorbed on the oxide building a surface complex
with the hydroxyl groups. The attractive interaction
(O�)H 3 3 3Cl

� can reasonably be described as hydro-
gen bonds.43 In contrast, the alkali ions did not displace

any adsorbed surface waters and stayed at a larger
distance to the surface.

CONCLUSIONS

To conclude, we have studied the response of HfO2-
and Al2O3-coated silicon nanowire field-effect sensors
to KCl at several pH values. A significant signal change
is observed only at high ionic strengths, >10 mM, with
both oxides behaving very similarly. Our measure-
ments indicate that only anions are adsorbed on
the surface, independent of the pH value. This result
strongly contradicts the established site-binding
model, which predicts that both types of ions can be
adsorbed depending on the surface charge (or pH).
Within the site-binding model, neither a double-layer
effect nor a simple surface complexation can explain
our observations. Moreover, thewidely usedNikolsky�
Eisenman equation cannot satisfactorily describe the
data in a physically meaningful way. We suggest a
new model instead, which gives excellent quantitative
agreement with the experimental data. According to
our model, the anions directly interact with the hydro-
xyl surface groups and replace previously adsorbed
protons from the surface. Recently published molecu-
lar dynamics simulations further support our model.42

In our opinion, these results are relevant for any type
of biochemical sensing applications where the electro-
lyte concentration might vary, for instance, due to
some biological processes. The background effects of
the electrolyte ions have to be understood and clearly
separated from the signals caused by the actual ana-
lyte. Even slight changes of the ionic strength in the
physiological range can cause a significant sen-
sor response. Therefore, the pH changes and ionic
strength variations should be always monitored in
parallel to any other specific detection experiments.
We underline the importance of differential measure-
ments for reliable sensing results. If different specific
functionalizations are used on one chip, nanowire
arrays represent an ideal platform for such multiana-
lyte detection systems.

METHODS
Device Fabrication. The samples were produced from bonded

silicon-on-insulator (SOI) wafers (Soitec, France) in a top-down
approach according to the previously published protocol.37 The
wafer has a 85 nm thick p-Si (100) device layer with a resistivity
of 8.5�11.5Ωcm and a 145 nm thick buried SiO2 layer (BOX). As
a first step, a 15 nm thin thermal SiO2was grownon the Si device
layer. The nanowire pattern was defined by electron beam
lithography (EBL) and transferred to the 15 nm SiO2 by dry
etching. The shaped oxide acted as a mask for the wet chemical
etching of the Si device layer using a solution of tetramethy-
lammonium hydroxide (TMAH) and isopropyl alcohol at 45 �C
(9:1 volume ratio). The lithographic dimensions of the NW were
as follows: width = 100�1000 nm, length = 6 μm, height =
80 nm. The source and drain contact areas were heavily doped
by BF2

þ ions (energy = 33 keV, dose = 2.3 � 1015 cm�2). The ion

implantation step was followed by thermal annealing in a
forming gas (6 min at 950 �C) to activate the dopants. The
ohmic contacts were completed by Al�Si(1%)metallization and
annealing at 450 �C. To reduce leakage currents in a liquid
environment and to optimize the pH response, the samples
were coated by a thin layer of a high-quality Al2O3 or HfO2

(10�20 nm; atomic layer deposition (ALD) at 225 �C, Savannah
S100, CambridgeNanoTech). The packaging for the operation in
an electrolyte environment included a micrometer-sized liquid
channel, lithographically shaped in a 2μmthick photoresist (SU-
8 2002,MicroChem), wire-bonding into a chip carrier, and epoxy
sealing of the contacts (Epotek 302-3M, Epoxy Technology).

Preparation of Electrolyte Solutions. Standard pH buffer solu-
tions were used for the pH measurements (Titrisol, Merck). For
measurements in KCl solutions, potassium chloride salt (ACS
grade, 99.0�100.5%, Alfa Aesar) was dissolved in deionized
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water (resistivity = 17 MΩcm). The pH of the solutions was
adjusted by adding small concentrations (1�2 mM) of
CH3COOH (pH 4), NH3 (pH 8), KOH (pH 10), and 5�10 mM
KOH (pH 12). Without an additional agent, the pH of the KCl
solutions stayed around 6. The pH values of all solutions were
monitored by a glass electrode (691 pH Meter, Metrohm).

Electrical Measurements in Liquid. The samples were cleaned by
UV/ozone treatment (20min) before themeasurements. Then, a
polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS) stamp with custom-made micro-
channels was placed on the chip, and the first solution was
pumped through by a tubing pump (MCP, Ismatec). Polytetra-
fluorethylen (PTFE, Teflon) tubes were used to access the
microchannels. A flow-through Ag/AgCl reference electrode
(Microelectrodes, Inc.) was immersed in the tubing close to
the microchannels to control the liquid potential. The samples
were left for 2 h in contact with the solution to stabilize the
oxide/electrolyte interface. After that, a nanowire conductance
map was measured by a source-meter (Keithley 2636A) as a
function of both back-gate Vbg and the liquid potential Vref
(dual-gate approach29,44,45) at constant source�drain voltage
Vsd = 100 mV. Using a switching box (Keithley 3706), up to
48 NWs were measured in the same experiment to have some
statistics and to study the size dependence. As soon as such a
conductance map was obtained, the electrolyte solution was
exchanged using a low-pressure valve selector (VICI Cheminert,
Valco Instruments Co. Inc.) and a pump. Again, a map was
measured after 30 min of stabilization time. All devices were
automatically controlled by a self-made LabView program.
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