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Introduction

Since its introduction in 1989, scanning electrochemical mi-
croscopy (SECM)[1] has matured to become a ubiquitous
tool in local surface analysis.[2,3] In recent years, localised
corrosion phenomena have been the subject of increasing at-
tention.[4–7] A number of SECM detection schemes involve
the measurement of Faraday currents, as, for example, in
amperometric feedback mode,[8] generator–collector mode,[9]

or redox competition mode,[10] among others. Some modes,
however, do not depend on the occurrence of redox reac-
tions and hence are possible to perform without the addition
of a freely diffusing redox mediator. Therefore, they may be
used to probe samples without unavoidably influencing

them at the same time through the Nernst potential at the
sample/electrolyte interface. Examples include local potenti-
ometry[11] and alternating-current scanning electrochemical
microscopy (AC-SECM). The latter provides analytical sig-
nals that are dependent on the tip-to-sample separation,
which is a prerequisite for local microscopy. This feature can
be used for precise vertical positioning of SECM tips for
amperometric,[12] enzymatic,[13] or potentiometric[14] sensors.
The AC signal has been further utilised to establish a con-
stant distance control in SECM,[15] although it should be
noted that this is only applicable on electrochemically ho-
mogeneous sample surfaces.[16] Furthermore, the alternating
current response may be successfully used to monitor varia-
tions in the local electrochemical activity of a sample.[17–21]

While electrically insulating samples invariably lead to a
negative feedback response during z approaches, electrically
conducting samples may cause either negative feedback,[15,22]

positive feedback,[13,17,20] or both, depending on the experi-
mental conditions.[23, 24]

AC-SECM has also been coupled to current-independent
distance-control devices, as in piezo–piezo shear force posi-
tioning[22,25] and AFM.[24,26] Since the signal is influenced by
the local admittance of the solution, it has also been utilised
to image ion flux through membrane pores.[27, 28] The concept
of AC-SECM resembles that of local electrochemical impe-

Abstract: For a better understanding of
the initiation of localised corrosion,
there is a need for analytical tools that
are capable of imaging corrosion pits
and precursor sites with high spatial
resolution and sensitivity. The lateral
electrochemical contrast in alternating-
current scanning electrochemical mi-
croscopy (AC-SECM) has been found
to be highly dependent on the frequen-
cy of the applied alternating voltage. In
order to be able to obtain data with op-
timum contrast and high resolution, the

AC frequency is swept in a full spec-
trum at each point in space instead of
performing spatially resolved measure-
ments at one fixed perturbation fre-
quency. In doing so, four-dimensional
data sets are acquired (4D AC-SECM).
Here, we describe the instrument set-
up and modus operandi, along with the

first results from the imaging of corrod-
ing surfaces. Corrosion precursor sites
and local defects in protective organic
coatings, as well as an actively corrod-
ing pit on 304 stainless steel, have been
successfully visualised. Since the lateral
electrochemical contrast in these
images varies with the perturbation fre-
quency, the proposed approach consti-
tutes an indispensable tool for obtain-
ing optimum electrochemical contrast.

Keywords: analytical methods ·
corrosion · impedance · scanning
probe microscopy · surface analysis

[a] Dr. K. Eckhard, Dr. T. Erichsen, Prof. Dr. W. Schuhmann
Analytische Chemie—Elektroanalytik und Sensorik
Ruhr-Universit?t Bochum
Universit?tsstrasse 150, 44780 Bochum (Germany)
Fax: (+49)234-32-14683
E-mail : wolfgang.schuhmann@rub.de

[b] Prof. Dr. M. Stratmann
Max-Planck-Institut fDr Eisenforschung
Max-Planck-Strasse 1, 40237 DDsseldorf (Germany)

Supporting information for this article is available on the WWW
under http://www.chemeurj.org/ or from the author.

E 2008 Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH&Co. KGaA, Weinheim Chem. Eur. J. 2008, 14, 3968 – 39763968



dance mapping (LEIM),[29,30] as both approaches implement
a type of local microscopy based on the detection of alter-
nating current signals at one single frequency. LEIM is per-
formed in a five-electrode arrangement with a platinised
twin-tip akin to that used in local electrochemical impe-
dance spectroscopy (LEIS). In LEIS, full impedance spectra
are recorded exclusively at the sites of interest; lateral scan-
ning is only conducted at one frequency. In contrast to LEIS
or LEIM, in AC-SECM conventionally designed ultrami-
croelectrodes (UME) are employed, enabling straightfor-
ward adoption of the technique and good prospects for im-
proved resolution by miniaturisation of the probe.[25] Thus,
based on our previous developments with respect to the
generation of four-dimensional data sets in SECM,[10,31] we
now demonstrate the implementation of frequency scans at
each x,y position of the scanning electrochemical micro-
scope. In this paper, an instrument is introduced that com-
bines the detailed information of frequency spectroscopy
with the spatial resolution of local microscopy.

Results and Discussion

The dependences of the positive feedback[23,24] and of the
lateral electrochemical contrast[24] on the perturbation fre-
quency in AC-SECM have been described previously. The
threshold frequency for positive feedback behaviour to
occur over conductive samples varies with specific experi-
mental conditions, such as the nature of the sample, the
ionic strength of the electrolyte, and the active diameter of

the SECM tip. This has obvious consequences for the quali-
ty of lateral imaging in AC-SECM. An arbitrarily chosen
frequency might conceal features in the local distribution of
electroactivity. Similarly, recording full-frequency spectra
before scanning at only a few spots could miss the point of
interest on unknown sample surfaces. It follows that the way
to proceed is to combine the advantages of spatially re-
solved activity mapping with automated sweeps in the per-
turbation frequency in order to obtain the optimum electro-
chemical contrast.
Therefore, based on an existing AC-SECM instrument,

the concept that is outlined schematically in Scheme 1 has
been realised.[17] At each point in space, the applied fre-
quency is changed through the digital communication be-
tween the PC and lock-in amplifier (LIA) according to user-
defined parameters. It can be swept from low to high values
or vice versa in either linear or logarithmic increments.

The required sampling times for each current value are in-
versely proportional to the perturbation frequency. The time
needed to record a full spectrum depends on the frequencies
and the number of increments, and for a spectrum of 50 fre-
quencies between 100 Hz and 100000 Hz takes about 8 s at
each point in space. The resulting alternating current re-
sponse is acquired digitally as a function of the applied fre-
quency. Thereby, spectra proportional to the complex admit-
tance are obtained and stored together with the coordinates
of the tip position.
An experimental example of such a spectrum is shown in

Figure 1A (squares). It was recorded with a 10 mm diameter
UME in bulk solution (c=1 mm NaClO4) in the frequency
range from 273 Hz to 96.485 kHz with a perturbation ampli-
tude of 0.1 V. At first, the current magnitude rises with in-
creasing frequency, then reaches a maximum, before decay-
ing once more. Considering the simplest equivalent circuit
for an electrochemical cell in the absence of any redox me-
diator, that is, a resistor and a capacitor in series, the experi-
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Scheme 1. Schematic outline of the experiment. The ultramicroelectrode
is scanned in the x and y directions across a sample. Communication with
the computer (PC) is achieved through a serial port of the digital lock-in
amplifier (LIA). The lateral distribution of the current magnitude R (as
well as the phase shift and real and imaginary parts of the alternating cur-
rent response) is acquired as a function of frequency, resulting in four-di-
mensional data sets.
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mental data are at variance with what one might expect. At
low frequencies, the double layer represented by the capaci-
tor dominates the overall cell impedance and hence the cur-
rent response signal is small. Since the impedance of the ca-
pacitance is inversely proportional to the frequency, the cur-
rent initially increases with rising perturbation frequency.
Beyond a characteristic threshold frequency, the capacitor
should no longer contribute to the overall cell impe-
dance.[23,24] In that case, the overall cell impedance would be
expected to remain constant, given that the resistor is inde-
pendent of the frequency. The observed decay in current
magnitude for higher frequencies up to 100 kHz is caused
by inevitable stray capacitances. For this reason, Ervin
et al.[27] decided to work at frequencies lower than 1.5 kHz
to exclude influences by wires and electrical connections. In
high-frequency regions, the effective bandwidth of the cur-
rent follower or potentiostat can also become the limiting
factor. Diakowski et al.[23] therefore calibrated their instru-
mentation for each current range of the current follower
with known resistors for each frequency. The resulting math-
ematical corrections were small for low frequencies, but
became significant at high frequencies.
In order to investigate the influences of the vertical tip

position and the nature of the underlying sample, frequency
spectra were recorded over samples of glass (Figure 1A)
and gold (Figure 1B), respectively. For both samples, the
SECM tip was positioned once at the near-field distance
(circles) and once in bulk solution (squares).
The data recorded over glass display a significant decrease

of the current magnitude compared to the bulk solution
signal when the electrode tip is positioned near the sample

surface. This is due to the blocking nature of the insulating
glass sample, which leads to a negative-feedback-type re-
sponse during z approach. The SECM tip and sample at a
small separation from one another form a highly resistive
thin-layer cell.[32] The impedance of the tip increases as the
electrolyte film trapped between tip and sample becomes
thinner. Thus, the inversely proportional alternating current
magnitude decreases. Hence, at each frequency, the magni-
tude of the current at tip positions close to the surface (cir-
cles; Figure 1A) is smaller than that in the bulk solution
(squares; Figure 1A). At a given frequency, the absolute dif-
ference between the bulk spectrum and the spectrum ob-
tained with the tip positioned close to the gold surface is
much smaller (Figure 1B). Moreover, the two spectra inter-
sect, so that at higher frequencies the current magnitudes at
the surface are in fact larger than those in bulk solution.
This corresponds to a positive-feedback-type response over
electrically conducting surfaces.
The developed instrument was utilised to obtain z-ap-

proach curves while simultaneously changing the perturba-
tion frequency at each spatial position automatically. For in-
stance, during one individual z-approach experiment, 34 z-
approach curves at different perturbation frequencies were
obtained, a small selection of which are displayed in
Figure 2. Figure 2A shows the current magnitude during z
approach towards an SiO2 surface, while Figure 2B shows
the corresponding data on approaching an Au surface. As
can be deduced from Figure 2, insulating samples result in
purely negative feedback approach curves for all perturba-
tion frequencies, while conducting samples also allow posi-
tive feedback responses. The conducting substrate offers an
alternative pathway for the alternating current, so that the
highly resistive thin-layer electrolyte can be partially circum-
vented. At high perturbation frequencies, the overall cell
impedance even decreases, resulting in an increase in the
current magnitude close to the sample surface. This flip
from negative feedback to positive feedback approach
curves over conducting sites has been described previous-
ly.[23,24]

In the case of insulating sample surfaces (Figure 2A), the
perturbation frequency has a gradual effect on the shape of
the z-approach curve. Compared to the bulk solution results,
the current magnitude signal alters most drastically upon ap-
proaching at frequencies between about 6 and 13 kHz.
Smaller changes in the relative signal are seen at both
higher and lower frequencies. However, there is still a quali-
tative difference to be revealed by this experiment. Compar-
ing the approach curves obtained at 1352 or 2754 Hz with
that obtained at 33.199 kHz (Figure 2A), it becomes obvious
that very high frequencies show a much larger near-field dis-
tance. At high frequencies such as 33.199 kHz, the shape of
the approach curve is rather flat, but the interaction with
the surface extends several tens of micrometers into the so-
lution. Therefore, high-frequency measurements ought to be
less sensitive to changes in surface topography. The ap-
proach at 1352 Hz, however, decreases within a mere 15 mm
(the electrode diameter was 25 mm). Nonetheless, as already

Figure 1. Frequency spectra from 96485 to 273 Hz recorded over samples
of SiO2 (A) and Au (B) with the SECM tip positioned close to the
sample surface (*/*) and in bulk solution (&/&); c =1 mm NaClO4, d=

10 mm, Vpp=100 mV.
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expected from Figure 1, all z-approach curves towards an in-
sulating surface result in negative feedback behaviour. On
the contrary, in the case of a conducting sample, the direc-
tion of the feedback response changes with frequency (Fig-
ure 2B). Low frequencies cause negative feedback, while
high frequencies lead to positive feedback responses.
The detection scheme in AC-SECM depends on measur-

ing the resistance at the tip. However, this resistance can be
masked by the impedance of the electrode capacitance in
the case of small diameter tips, high ionic strength, or low
voltage perturbation frequencies. If the frequency exceeds
the time constant of the electrochemical cell, the contribu-
tion of the double-layer capacitance to the overall cell impe-
dance of this series RC circuit is suppressed. Hence, high
perturbation frequencies lead to a positive feedback re-
sponse in the z-approach curve (Figure 2B). Thus, the abso-
lute difference between the bulk and surface signals for the
Au sample (Figure 1B, solid line) naturally displays two
maxima corresponding to negative and positive feedback re-
sponses, respectively. It is interesting to note here that the
point of zero crossing coincides with the maximum in the
absolute difference between the spectra obtained in bulk so-
lution and directly recorded at the insulating glass substrate
(Figure 1A, solid line). In Figure 3, curves of the absolute
signal drop during z approach are plotted as a function of

frequency. Here, the magnitudes of the current and the
phase shift with the tip located in close proximity to the
sample surface have been subtracted from the correspond-
ing bulk signals. Depending on the applied frequency and
the nature of the sample, the magnitude of the signal drop
varies greatly. A pronounced signal drop in the near field is
desired in scanning probe microscopy to guarantee high-
contrast imaging results. However, if the near-field interac-
tion is potentially extinguished under certain parameters, it
is difficult to identify a single perturbation frequency suita-
ble for imaging. The maximum signal drop in the current
magnitude for approaching an SiO2 surface under the given
conditions occurs at around 8 kHz (Figure 3, solid line).

Accordingly, the differences in the magnitudes of the signals
recorded over an insulator (solid line) and a conductor
(dashed line) are large in this frequency range. This kind of
distinct difference in signals over insulating and conducting
parts of a sample is essential for imaging the local electro-
chemical surface properties. However, this frequency range
of roughly 8 kHz would not have been chosen if the lateral
scan had been started over a conducting surface area. At
this perturbation frequency, the curves of the current magni-
tude upon z approach towards an Au surface change under
the given conditions from a negative to a positive feedback
response. Therefore, the absolute difference in magnitude of
the bulk and surface signals is about zero at 8 kHz
(Figure 3, dashed line). The frequency at which the feedback
response flips from negative to positive changes with the
nature and size of the conducting sample, the diameter of
the electrode tip, and the ionic strength of the electrolyte
(data not shown).
Recording single z approach curves with low vertical con-

trast over conductors (e.g., f=8 kHz on Au) disguises the
high lateral electrochemical contrast that could be achieved
at this perturbation frequency. Obviously, the frequency for
optimum imaging contrast cannot be determined before-

Figure 2. Approach curves towards SiO2 (A) and Au (B) surfaces. At
each point in space, the frequency was swept automatically from 273 Hz
to 96485 Hz in 33 increments; c=1 mm NaClO4, d =10 mm, Vpp=100 mV.
A selection of the resulting current approach curves is plotted for the fre-
quencies indicated.

Figure 3. Absolute signal drop during AC-SECM z-approach curves; c=

1 mm NaClO4, d=10 mm, Vpp=100 mV. Displayed are the differences in
current magnitude (black) and phase shift (grey) as a function of the per-
turbation frequency of the applied voltage when approaching glass (solid
and dashed lines) and gold (dash-dotted and dotted lines) surfaces. A
negative absolute signal drop indicates positive feedback response during
the z approach.
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hand for unknown samples. This is especially the case since
the phase shift as well as the real and imaginary parts of the
alternating current response also display maxima for the
signal change during the z approach and the lateral electro-
chemical contrast at different perturbation frequencies. The
phase shifts in the differences between the surface and bulk
signals are plotted in Figure 3. The differences obtained
over Au (dotted line) and over SiO2 (dot-dash line) intersect
at about 18 kHz. A map of the local phase shift at this per-
turbation cannot reveal the distribution of electrochemical
surface activity. Thus, for optimum lateral contrast, it is vital
to perform scans at various perturbation frequencies.[24]

In recognition of this fact, the improved AC-SECM in-
strument with automatic recording of full-frequency spectra
was utilised to scan the surface of a lacquered tin plate as
used in the food packaging industry. It was a low-carbon
steel galvanised with tin and subsequently covered with a 9–
15 mm layer of epoxyphenolic varnish. The insulating poly-
mer layer had deliberately been damaged prior to the ex-
periment in order to expose the underlying metal and, thus,
to create sites with increased electrochemical activity. Later-
al scans across a sample surface result in 3D maps of the
electrochemical surface activity distribution. Since the per-
turbation frequency is digitally altered at each point of the
scanning grid, surface activity images are automatically ac-
quired for multiple frequencies during one single SECM
measurement. The resulting four-dimensional data set can
be displayed as a movie consisting of several single 3D
images as a function of perturbation frequency (please refer
to the Supporting Information). Excerpts of these movies
are shown in Figure 4.
A circular defect of about 220 mm in diameter, which had

been introduced by punching the polymer coating with a
needle, was imaged by means of 4D AC-SECM and the
result is displayed in Figure 4A. At a perturbation frequency
of 273 Hz, the influence of the defect in the coating on the
local values of the AC magnitude is seen to extend much
further in the x and y directions than the actual size of the
defect. This can be attributed to capacitive components,
which dominate the signal at this frequency. Defects in pro-
tective coatings can lead to dissolution of the underlying tin
substrate, thus resulting in a point source from which ions
are released into solution, which, in turn, changes the local
ionic strength. With increasing perturbation frequency, the
visualised defect becomes more confined (Figure 4A). At
high frequencies, the predominant contribution to the over-
all cell impedance is the local impedance of the sample sur-
face. The field lines are able to enter the conducting sample
and travel within it with virtually no resistance, finally exit-
ing the sample at a remote place closer to the counter elec-
trode. Therefore, under the given experimental conditions,
for perturbation frequencies > 8 kHz, locations with re-
moved and intact organic coating can clearly be distinguish-
ed with high spatial resolution. In a second experiment,
shown in Figure 4B, larger defects were introduced in the or-
ganic layer of a similar sample. Using a scalpel, three paral-
lel scratches were generated perpendicular to the x-scanning

direction. At a perturbation frequency of 273 Hz, the signal-
to-noise ratio is low and only two scratches are visible (Fig-
ure 4B). At 793 Hz, the third defect in the organic layer be-
comes apparent on the right-hand-side of the image. It is,
however, small and displays substantial cross-talk to the
scratch in the centre. The images obtained at 2.754 and
8.005 kHz are less noisy and clearly reveal the three defects
in the coating. Nonetheless, the current magnitude at tip po-
sitions over the intact layer is still influenced by the neigh-
bouring defects. At higher frequencies, this cross-talk of the
surface features is further suppressed. At 33.199 kHz, the
signal-to-noise ratio is large and the current magnitude be-
tween the defects declines to a background value. The sur-
face area that is probed at high perturbation frequencies is
much more confined than that at lower frequencies, at
which capacitive contributions also contribute to the overall
signal. For this reason, the scratches appear to be much
broader in the images at f<1 kHz. An additional reason for
the flat background in the images obtained at high frequen-
cies (f=8.005 kHz and 33.199 kHz) is the minimised influ-
ence of topographic features. As became apparent from the
set of z approach curves in Figure 2A, higher perturbation
frequencies result in approach curves with smaller slopes
and an increased near-field distance.
For experimental situations like those in Figure 4A,B, that

is, a sample surface with mainly insulating areas (organic
layer) and local defects (scratches), which are small com-
pared to the size of the sample but large compared to the
electrochemically active size of the tip (25 mm), high pertur-
bation frequencies are obviously beneficial. The images
become less susceptible to topographic influences, show con-
fined electroactive features at their actual size, and display a
high signal-to-noise ratio. These improvements are due to a
minimised contribution of the capacitive impedance at
higher frequencies. Beyond a certain threshold frequency,
the capacitance of the electrode tip is permeable to the al-
ternating current. In this case, the tip resistance is the domi-
nant contribution to the overall impedance of the system,
which guarantees optimal electrochemical contrast. This
holds true even though the use of high frequencies invaria-
bly gives rise to current leaks and stray capacitances (see
Figure 1). Despite these features, the lateral electrochemical
contrast is significantly improved by choosing high frequen-
cies (Figure 4).
Other experimental designs, however, include a more

complex interplay of parameters. On a large (1 cm2) stain-
less steel (304 SS) surface, a corrosion pit was initiated using
the direct mode of SECM.[33] The sample was mechanically
polished in subsequent steps with sandpaper and alumina
paste down to a grain size of 1 mm. The configuration is out-
lined on the left-hand-side of Scheme 2. Here, the SECM tip
serves as the counter electrode, while the sample (working
electrode) is polarised anodically. Since the counter elec-
trode is smaller than the working electrode by several
orders of magnitude, it becomes limiting for the current.
Thus, the anodic breakdown of the passive layer on the steel
working electrode occurs predominantly in the vicinity of
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Figure 4. 4D AC-SECM measurements on a lacquered tin plate; dtip=25 mm, c =1 mm KClO4, Vpp=100 mV, f =0.273 kHz ! 33.199 kHz in 27 logarith-
mic increments. For the animated movie data, refer to the Supporting Information. From top to bottom: 0.273, 0.793, 2.754 kHz, 8.005, 33.199 kHz.
A) pinhole, scan area=1000 mmK1000 mm; B) scan area=2000 mmK80 mm.
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the SECM tip. Knowing the relative position of the actively
induced corrosion spot, it can subsequently be visualised by
means of 4D AC-SECM.
The same area had been scanned in the AC-SECM mode

(Scheme 2, right) before inducing corrosion to ensure that
the surface had originally been electrochemically homogene-
ous (data not shown). The outcome of the subsequent scan
is displayed in Figure 5. The spot is located in the centre of
the image. At voltage perturbations of 0.501 kHz and
0.987 kHz, the corrosion pit appears as an area of higher
current magnitude, represented in white in the false colour
image. A frequency of 6.387 kHz caused the current magni-
tude to decrease over the corrosion spot.
Due to this inversion, the spot is less distinguishable from

the background at intermediate frequencies (cf. the images
obtained at 1.643 kHz and 2.307 kHz in Figure 5). Interest-
ingly, frequencies that led to the best electrochemical con-
trast in the experiments presented in Figure 4A,B (f>
20 kHz) do not reveal the corrosion pit at all (cf. the image
obtained at 20.949 kHz in Figure 5). This is due to the size
of the conducting surface area of the sample. Figure 6 shows
a simplified equivalent circuit taking into consideration the
properties of the sample. Rsol is the solution resistance,
which changes with the absolute z distance between the tip
and the sample surface. This fact underlies the origin of the
near-field response and is, therefore, a prerequisite for suc-
cessful application of the technique as scanning microscopy.
RT and CT are the resistance and capacitance of the tip, re-
spectively, while RS and CS denote the resistance and capaci-
tance of the sample. RS’ and CS’ are the resistance and capac-
itance of the sample at the specific area that is covered by
the glass shield of the tip. It can therefore be presumed that
the ratio of insulating glass to active electrode size (RG
value) of the tip will influence the outcome of the measure-
ment. Similar equivalent circuits have been proposed previ-
ously.[19] The local information on the sample is derived
from local variations in RS’ and its relationship with Rsol. The
current can either flow through the solution or via the
sample.

Since the sample presents a
large metallic surface (1 cm2)
compared to the lacquered tin-
plate, it also has a large capaci-
tance (CS and CS’). The impe-
dance Z(CS) is inversely pro-
portional to the capacitance
and very low for large sample
surfaces. Thus, above a certain
threshold frequency, the capaci-
tive pathway through the
sample can completely short-
cut the working and counter
electrodes. Thereby, the local
information on the surface re-
sistance (RS’) at the position of

the SECM tip is lost. Therefore, in this experiment, lower
frequencies yield the best lateral electrochemical contrast
(Figure 5). When imaging unknown samples, there is no pos-
sibility of determining the frequency for optimum contrast
in the electrochemical image prior to the lateral scan. The
AC perturbation frequency should be high in order to short-
cut the capacitance of the tip, but at the same time it must

Scheme 2. Schematic outline of the experiment. Use of the electrode arrangement in direct mode (left) was
followed by an AC-SECM measurement (right). Direct mode: linear sweep at #=1 mVs�1 from 0 mV to
1200 mV vs Ag/AgCl in 1 mm KClO4. AC-SECM: see Figure 5.

Figure 5. 4D AC-SECM measurements on a 1 cm2 sample of 304 stainless
steel. The surface had been polished down to 1 mm and subsequently ano-
dised in direct mode SECM (see Scheme 2). Scan area=750 mmK
600 mm, dtip=25 mm, c =1 mm KClO4 (fresh), Vpp=100 mV, f=0.501 kHz
! 96.485 kHz in 31 logarithmic increments. 3D maps of this data set are
displayed for f=0.501 kHz, 0.987 kHz, 1.643 kHz (left) and 2.307 kHz,
6.387 kHz, 20.949 kHz (right).
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not be so high as to short-cut the capacitance of large con-
ducting sample surfaces. Since the ultimate aim of this work
is to investigate unknown structures, the optimum frequency
for doing so will always be inherently unknown. The experi-
mental design suggested in this contribution provides an ele-
gant way to circumvent this by collecting data at various fre-
quencies during one single scan.

Conclusion

In view of the frequency dependence of the lateral electro-
chemical contrast in AC-SECM imaging, a technique is sug-
gested to systematically deal with and take advantage of this
phenomenon. The introduced scanning electrochemical mi-
croscopy instrument automatically collects frequency spectra
at each point in space. This impedance-based procedure
gains access to data of high electrochemical content with
high spatial resolution. Misinterpretation caused by arbitra-
rily chosen frequencies for the lateral imaging is methodical-
ly avoided. The optimal parameters for imaging are depen-
dent on the geometry and size of the electrode tip, the ionic
strength of the solution, and, in the case of conducting sites,
also on the size and nature of the sample. The introduced
four-dimensional method of frequency-dependent AC-
SECM thus represents a straightforward tool for lateral
imaging of surface activity at optimal electrochemical con-
trast. Future work will include the combination of 4D AC-
SECM with shear-force based distance control as well as
converting the data into complex impedances.

Experimental Section

General : Potassium perchlorate was purchased from Riedel-de-Haen
(Seelze, Germany) and was used as received. Solutions were prepared
with deionised triply-distilled water. Electrodes were fabricated accord-
ing to a protocol described previously.[34]

Instrumentation : The instrument was adapted based on the scanning
electrochemical microscope employed in ref. [17]. Briefly, it consisted of
a step-motor-driven x,y,z stage (Owis GmbH, Staufen, Germany) with a
resolution of 0.625 mm per half step and 48 nm per microstep. A PAR
273A potentiostat (Ametek, Oak Ridge, USA) with a bandwidth of
100 kHz was used. The voltage input of the potentiostat was connected
to the oscillator output of a lock-in amplifier, while the current output

went to the signal input of the latter. In contrast to the earlier work pub-
lished in refs. [17,18, 22,35], the read-out of phase-sensitive detection was
achieved via the serial port using an EG&G 7280 digital lock-in amplifier
(Ametek, Oak Ridge, USA) rather than through an analogue-to-digital
converter. Hence, the applied frequency was not selected manually via
the front panel menu, but digitally via the serial port of the lock-in ampli-
fier. This enabled the frequency to be changed remotely by the computer
during the course of an AC-SECM measurement. The in-house written
control software in Visual Basic 3.0 (Microsoft, Unterschleißheim, Ger-
many) was adapted accordingly.
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