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Zinc oxide thin films are synthesized and characterized using x-ray diffraction, field-emission scanning
electron microscopy, atomic force microscopy, and optical spectroscopy. Our results reveal that the
structural, morphological, and optical properties are closely related to the stress of the sample provided that
the texture of the film remains the same. The anomalous results are obtained once the texture is altered to a
different orientation. We support this experimental observation by carrying out first-principles hybrid
functional calculations for two different orientations of the sample and show that the effect of quantum
confinement is much stronger for the (100) surface than the (001) surface of ZnO. Furthermore, our
calculations provide a route to enhance the band gap of ZnO by more than 50% compared to the bulk band
gap, opening up possibilities for wide-range industrial applications.
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I. INTRODUCTION

ZnO, being a direct wide-band-gap (3.2-eV) [1] semi-
conductorwith a high exciton binding energy (60meV) [2] at
room temperature, has gained substantial attention in the last
few decades due to its prospects for electronic and opto-
electronic applications such as ultraviolet (UV) lasers, light-
emitting diodes, and solar cells [3–6]. To exploit thismaterial
for a large number of optoelectronic applications, tailoring
the size of the band gap is an important prerequisite. In
particular, it is desirable to enhance the band gap to the highly
blind region from 4.40 to 5.65 eV (220–280 nm) in order
to make ZnO-based solar-blind photodetectors which have
broad applications in chemical threat detection, flame
sensing, and ultraviolet environmental monitoring [7–9].
A vast number of experimental [8,10–12] and theoretical

[13,14]works have been devoted to finding routes to enhance
the band gap of ZnO to make it suitable for a wide range of
applications. Most of these studies [8,11,12,14] show that
alloying with high-band-gap materials like MgO and BeO
enable a widening of the band gap. Schmidt-Grund et al.
[15] reported an increase of the band gap to 4.05 eV in
MgxZn1−xO at 34% Mg concentration, compared to a band
gap of 3.2 eV for pure ZnO [1]. (Be,Zn)O-based alloys were
also initially thought to be great potential materials for wide-
band-gap engineering (up to 10.6 eV) [12]. However, later
studies [11,16] confirmed its incompetency for band-gap
engineering due to the large lattice mismatch between BeO
and ZnO. Moreover, BeO is a fragile toxic material and thus

is not a goodcandidate for large-scale applications. Therefore,
we need to explore other means to extend the band gap of
ZnO to a considerably large value in the UV region.
A dimensional reduction from bulk to surface is con-

sidered to be another important route for widening the
band gap and tuning the electronic properties. Thickness-
dependent electronic properties of transition-metal surfaces
have emerged as an important field of research in recent
years [17–20]. Mak et al. [18] reported a confined induced
shift in the indirect band gap of MoS2 from a bulk value of
1.3–1.9 eV in the monolayer limit. A similar trend of band-
gap enhancement has also been found for hexagonal boron
nitride and for a few transition-metal dichalcogenides
[17,19]. Although there is a vast amount of literature on
the bulk and surface electronic properties of ZnO, very little
is known about the thickness and texture dependence of
the surface electronic and optical properties.
In view of the above, we prepare the ZnO thin films using

the sol-gel technique and study its optical properties for
various thicknesses.Ourmain focus during the synthesis is to
minimize the effect of extrinsic factors such as processing
parameters and impurities so that the intrinsic behavior of
ZnO thin films can be understood. We employ a number
of experimental techniques, such as x-ray diffraction, field-
emission scanning electron microscopy (FESEM), atomic
forcemicroscopy (AFM), and optical spectroscopy to under-
stand the structural and morphological concerns and their
relation to the optical properties. Furthermore, to provide a
detailed microscopic understanding of our experimental
results and to analyze the quantum confinement effects
on various ZnO surfaces, we present hybrid functional*pardeepjha.jiit@gmail.com, pardeepk.pf.phy17@iitbhu.ac.in
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calculations which provide a very precise estimation of the
band gap. Our theoretical results find stronger quantum
confinement effects on the (100) surface than the (001)
surface of ZnO. We report that a widening of the band gap
up to the blind region (above 4.4 eV) is possible only by
reducing the number of bilayers in a ZnO thin film, opening
up an alternative route for additional industrial applications.
Our theoretical study attemptsnot only attempts tounderstand
the experimental results of this paper but also aims tomotivate
further experimental activities in this area, especially in terms
of the synthesis of ZnO thin filmswith very small thicknesses.

II. EXPERIMENTAL AND THEORETICAL
METHODS

A. Sample preparation and measurements

ZnO thin films have been fabricated by several tech-
niques in the past [21–27]. Among these techniques, the
sol-gel method offers a promising processing route due to a
number of advantages in comparison to other deposition
methods. Some of the advantages include the excellent
control of stoichiometry, the low cost, and the simple, safe,
and easy doping in film composition [27]. Thus, in this
investigation, ZnO thin films are synthesized by the sol-gel
technique on a glass substrate. Zinc acetate dihydrate
[ZAD∶ ZnðCH3COOÞ2 · 2H2O], ethanol (C2H5OH), and
monoethanolamine (MEA: H2NCH2CH2OH) are used as a
precursor, a solvent, and a stabilizer material, respectively.
ZAD is dissolved in a mixture of ethanol with a molar
concentration of 0.75M and a MEA solution added to this
mixture drop by drop. The resultant solution is stirred at
60 °C for 120 min. It yields a clear and homogeneous
solution for the deposition. The freshly prepared solution
is spin coated on the glass substrate. The glass substrates
are cleaned ultrasonically with HNO3, deionized water,
ethanol, and acetone, respectively, for 10 min each. The
substrates are preheated at 250 °C for 5 min before taking
the deposition. The thin films are fabricated on a glass
substrate using a spin-coating unit, rotated at 3000 rpm for
60 s followed by a heating at 250 °C for 5 min to evaporate
the extra solvent and organic residuals. The multilayer thin
films are obtained by following the same procedure, simply
by repeating the same process N times for N multilayers.
The films are then annealed in air at 500 °C for 1 h and
cooled down up to the ambient temperature in order to
obtain the crystallized ZnO, as illustrated in Fig. 1(a). The
thin film prepared is hereafter abbreviated as ZN (N ¼ 1, 2,
3, and 4, where N indicates the number of ZnO layers).
The thicknesses of these thin films are measured using the
SemiconSoft MProbe series thin-film measurement system,
and they are found to be approximately 43, 110, 113, and
115 nm. We call these samples Z1, Z2, Z3, and Z4,
respectively, in the rest of the article.
Surface morphologies are investigated by FESEM and

AFM and are shown in Figs. 1(b) and 1(c), respectively.

The FESEM micrographs exhibit a fiberlike network struc-
ture in all of the samples which is distributed over the
complete surface of the film, indicatingpolycrystalline crystal
growth. The same fiberlike network is also confirmed at the
atomic level, as observed in our AFM images [see Fig. 1(c)].
To determine the phases, ZnO thin films are characterized

by an x-ray diffraction (XRD) technique using Rigaku
MiniFlex. The obtained XRD pattern is displayed in
Fig 1(d). It shows a polycrystalline phasewith three strongest
peaks that can be indexed with (002), (100), and (101).
The pattern is matched with a Joint Committee for Powder
Diffraction Standards (JCPDS) card (No. 36-1451) and
confirms the formation of a hexagonal wurtzite structure
with space group P63mc.
Optical absorption is obtained using a PerkinElmer

LAMBDA 750UV/Vis spectrophotometer, and the obtained
spectrum is shown in Fig. 1(e). The absorption edges are
found to be at about 388, 390, 394, and 404 nm, respectively.
The observations are further verified since the films are
transparent when seen in UV light with a shorter wavelength
(UV-C), while it appears black under UV light with a longer
wavelength (UV-A) [see the inset of Fig. 1(e)].

B. Computational details

The calculations are carried out using the projector-
augmented-wave method [28,29] as implemented in the
Vienna ab initio simulation package (VASP) [30,31]. Three
different functionals—the generalized-gradient approxima-
tion (GGA) functional of Perdew, Burke, and Ernzerhof
(PBE) [32], GGAþ U [33] (the HubbardU), and the PBE0
hybrid functional [34,35]—are employed to understand and
analyze our experimental results. The GGA functional is
primarily used only for the ionic relaxation in which their
positions are relaxed to minimize the Hellmann-Feynman
force on each atom with a tolerance value of 0.01 eV=Å.
To analyze the on-site electron-electron correlation effects,
the GGAþU method [33] is employed while considering
U ¼ 8 eV and Hund J ¼ 0.9 eV. These interaction param-
eters are taken from the constrained random-phase approxi-
mation calculations of Ref. [36]. We see below that, among
these functionals, the hybrid functional PBE0 provides the
most accurate description of the electronic properties of
bulk ZnO. Thus, in order to provide a reliable description of
the surface properties, all of the surface calculations are
carried out employing the PBE0 hybrid functional [35].
The kinetic-energy cutoff for the plane-wave basis is
chosen to be 600 eV and a 10 × 10 × 6 k mesh is used
for Brillouin-zone integration in all of the bulk calculations.
Two surface structures, (001) and (100), are simulated

using the symmetric slab model for the calculated equilib-
rium geometry. These slabs are finite in the z direction but
periodic in the x and y directions, and we use a 16-Å vacuum
region to confine the system along the z direction. Ionic
relaxation of the upper three layers is performed, while the
rest are fixed to bulk positions. The residual internal electric
field in these thin slabs is quenched by saturating the broken
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surface bonds on both sides with hydrogenlike atoms.
An artificial atom with a nuclear charge of 1=2 and 3=2,
respectively, is added for each O and Zn surface atom to
guarantee that the surface bands are always fully occupied
and that the ideal charge neutralization for the sides of the
slabs is enforced. Furthermore, for the (001) surface, we use
a 8 × 8 × 1 kmesh, while, for the 100 surface, a 8 × 6 × 1 k
mesh is considered.
The stability of the surface structures corresponding to the

lowest thicknesses is checked by calculating the phonon
frequencies at theΓ point of theBrillouin zone using density-
functional perturbation theory (DFPT) [37]. The absence of
any imaginary frequency mode for both of the surface
structures, as discussed in the Appendix, establishes the
stability of the system.

III. EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. Microstructural studies

Figure 1(b) shows the fiberlike network on the film
surface. With layer deposition, the densification in the
network is observed in the FESEM images. However, a

dark background also appears. Thus, these results demon-
strate that our samples consist of a fiber network and a
background. We refer to the fiber phase as case 1 and the
background as case 2 in the rest of the article. It is known
that lesser thermal treatment to thin films leads to an
amorphous phase. In order to inspect this, we try to find
first the amorphicity present in the sample (if there is any),
then the stoichiometry in both the fiber and the background.
The XRD pattern at a lower angle reveals the amorphous

nature of a glass substrate. Figure 2(a) shows a broad XRD
pattern (processed) for a glass substrate between 10° and
30°, with a peak at about 20° on a 2θ scale. It is further
followed by the crystalline phase of ZnO, which we discuss
while describing Fig. 1(d). The XRD patterns do not show a
horizontal base, and they are not parallel for different
layers. Furthermore, the FESEM image is analyzed to give
the surface morphologies a bare glass surface (the white
spot), as seen in Fig. 2(b) for two extreme thin-film
samples, Z1 and Z4. Better crystallinity is observed with
layer deposition at both locations for cases 1 and 2, as
revealed in Fig. 2(c). In this figure, broadness appears in
the (100) peak of Z1. In the case of Z4, the peak is much

FIG. 1. (a) A schematic diagram of the layer deposition of ZnO thin films by a spin-coating unit, abbreviated as ZN (N ¼ 1, 2, 3, and 4,
where N indicates the number of ZnO layers). Z0 represents the glass substrate. (b) FESEM and (c) AFM micrographs. (d) The x-ray
diffraction pattern of the thin films. (e) The normalized optical absorption spectrum. (Inset) Images of the thin films when the are
exposed to daylight, UV light with a shorter wavelength (UV-C) in the range of 100–280 nm, and UV light with a longer wavelength
(UV-A) in the range of 315–400 nm.
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sharper and a large growth in the crystalline phase appears.
With the change of the glancing angle from α ¼ 0.10° to
0.15°, the background of the XRD pattern does not match,
and the XRD patterns are not horizontal [see the inset of
Fig. 2(c)], indicating the presence of partial amorphicity in
case 2, i.e., the background.
The stoichiometry of a film investigated using the

energy-dispersive x-ray (EDX) spectrum is shown in
Figs. 3(a) and 3(b). The EDX measurements are carried
out on the nanofiber [case 1, Fig. 3(a)], and also on the
background portion [case 2, Fig. 3(b)]. The measurements
reveal the atomic percentage of the elemental compositions
that exists in the ZnO thin films. The well-defined peak
corresponding to Zn and O confirms that the constituent
elements are present in the sample. It is revealed from the
EDX analysis that the fiber network is composed of ZnO.
It is noticed that, upon increasing the layers of ZnO film,
the elemental atomic percentage distribution of Zn in case 1
gradually increases in samples Z1, Z2, and Z3, while there
is a slight decrease in Z4. On the other hand, in case 2, there
is a continuous increase in the atomic percentage of Zn.
A careful comparative observation of the data indicates
that, up to Z3, the fiber amassment is more; thereafter, it
saturates and shifts to the interior. Thus, in case 2, the
concentration of Zn increases gradually as we move from
Z1 to Z4 and becomes approximately 40%, which is almost

equal to the concentration in case 1. This observation
confirms the presence of ZnO in the fiber and background
portions.
Furthermore, to understand more about the fibers, we

calculate the average width of the fiber (bf) using the
FESEM micrograph. As shown in Fig. 3(c), it is observed
that the bf value increases up to sample Z3, and there is a
slight decrease for Z4. The similar nature of the increase
and the decrease is observed also in the atomic distribution
of Zn for the fiber (i.e., case 1). However, in case 2, an
increasing trend in the concentration of Zn is observed.
From these results, we conclude that the materials are a
composite of crystalline fiber and an amorphous back-
ground of ZnO and thus that case 1 is a crystalline fiber and
case 2 is an amorphous background. Because of the
concentration difference of Zn in the two cases, there
would be intrinsic stress in the thin films, as presented in
Fig. 3(e). The stress is found to reduce to a very low value
as we go from Z1 to Z3 but, surprisingly, to increase for the
Z4 sample. Furthermore, it is observed that, up to Z3, the
width parameter is directly related to the number of layers
of thin films, but it decreases for Z4.
The comparative analysis of the XRD patterns of these

four thin films reveals that, up to Z3, all major peaks shift
towards the lower-angle side; thereafter, a sudden shift
towards a higher angle is observed for Z4 [see Fig. 1(d)].
Knowing the interplanar spacing, i.e., the d value from
Bragg’s law, the lattice parameters a and c are obtained
using the formula for a hexagonal system:

1

d2hkl
¼ 4ðh2 þ hkþ k2Þ

3a2
þ l2

c2
; ð1Þ

FIG. 2. (a) XRD pattern of thin films (Z1–Z4) including a glass
substrate (Z0). The presented data are smoothed for 10° ≤ 2θ ≤
30° to show the broadness and the peak of an amorphous glass
substrate, while they are unprocessed for 2θ > 30°, revealing the
crystalline nature of ZnO. (b) The magnified FESEM image and
the corresponding surface plots of thin films Z1 and Z4, revealing
the difference between the very crystalline fiber (case 1) and the
partial amorphous bedding in the background (case 2). (c) A
comparative XRD pattern of Z1 and Z4 (with Z0 subtracted)
showing that the presence of amorphicity in thin films reduces
upon an increase in layers. (Inset) The XRD background of the Z4

sample for two different glancing angles, α ¼ 0.10° and 0.15°.

FIG. 3. Atomic percentage of Zn, O, and glass (Si) on (a) the
nanofiber (case 1; the SEM image is shown in the inset) and on
(b) the background (case 2; the SEM image is shown in the inset)
as obtained from energy-dispersive x-ray analysis measurements.
(c) The average fiber widths, (d) tetragonality (c=a), (e) the in-
plane stress and texture along the c axis (I002=I100) of the four
samples. The inset of (c) shows the SEM image of the fiber width
for case 1. The respective error bars are shown in red.
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where, h, k, and l are Miller indices. The lattice parameter
is calculated. It is evident that the lattice parameters c and a
are almost constant in the layers, and hence the tetragonal
strain, i.e., c=a [about 1.60; see Fig. 3(d)] is also constant.
Furthermore, the crystallite size is estimated using the
Debye-Scherrer formula using broadening of XRD peaks
(002) and it is found be approximately 23, 20, 18, and
20 nm for Z1, Z2, Z3, and Z4, respectively. No particular
trend is observed, nor is a significant variation in the
crystallite size observed. What is important to observe here
is the variation in intensity of the samples. We calculate the
ratio of intensity of the (002) plane to the (100) plane, and it
is found to be 1.78, 1.59, 1.54, and 3.00 for Z1, Z2, Z3, and
Z4, respectively [Fig. 3(e)]. These findings clearly indicate
that the Z4 film has a better c-directional orientation
(texture).
The stress in these thin films should not be extrinsic, as

the difference in thermal expansion coefficient between
glass and ZnO is too small to be significant. Thus, it must
be intrinsic, which, in turn, depends on the defects and
lattice distortions present in the sample [38]. The stress (σ)
in the plane can be obtained by using the biaxial strain
model [39]:

σ ¼
�
2C13 −

C11 þ C12

C13

C33

� ðd − d0Þ
d0

; ð2Þ

whereCij represents the elastic stiffness constants, d and d0
are the interplanar spacings corresponding to the (002)
plane and the unstrained system of ZnO thin films
(2.603 Å, per JCPDS Card No. 36-1451), respectively.
The values of these stiffness constants are reported to be
C11 ¼ 209.7, C12 ¼ 121.1, C13 ¼ 105.1, and C33 ¼
210.9 GPa [39]. The calculated values of σ for different

samples are plotted and shown in Fig. 3(e). The positive
values of stress reveal the tensile nature of stress in these
thin films. As we predicted earlier, stress is reduced in the
layers of ZnO and becomes lowest for Z3, while it is found to
increase again for the Z4 sample, which may be attributed to
the reduction of the width parameter of the sample.

B. Optical properties

The energy band gap (Eg) in the case of a wideband
transparent conducting oxide is related to stress. Stress in
the crystal may change the electronic structure of the
materials, and hence there may be band-gap tuning. The
energy band gap depends on the crystallite size but, in
the present case, no significant variation in crystallite size
is observed, as it is 25� 3 nm in all of the films. So, in this
particular case, we are able to keep various factors, like
annealing temperature, substrate, etc., at a practically
constant value. As we select pure ZnO, the stress in the
sample is due only to the concentration of the precursor
and repeated processing. Hence, the stress generated in the
films must be intrinsic in nature.
In order to find the band gap, it is necessary to verify

which transmission mode is applicable to these films. For
this purpose, the ðαhνÞ ¼ Aðhν − EgÞn relation is used,
where A is the absorption-edge width parameter, h is
Planck’s constant, Eg is the optical direct band-gap energy,
ν is the frequency of incident radiation, and the value of n
determines whether the transmission mode is allowed or
forbidden. It is found that the values of n are 0.56 (Z1), 0.66
(Z2), 0.66 (Z3), and, for Z4, an ideal 0.5, which is referred
to as the direct and allowed transition. Thus, the band-gap
value is estimated using the Tauc relation, i.e., ðαhνÞ ¼
Aðhν − EgÞ1=2 [Fig. 4(a)] and the energy gap is found to be

FIG. 4. (a) Variation of ðαhνÞ2 as a
functionof thephoton energy. (b)Urbach
energy vs the band-gap plot. (c) The fiber
width and (d) the band gap as a function
of the in-plane stress along the c axis.
The error bars are shown in red.
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3.23, 3.18, 3.16, and 3.18 eV, respectively. This increase in
band gap for the Z4 sample is further tested by an
estimation of the energy tail width, EU [the Urbach rule,
α ¼ α0 expðhν=EUÞ]. Similar to most of the materials [40],
a linear relation between EU and Eg is found up to Z3, as
shown in Fig. 4(b).
In order to find the correlation between stress, energy gap,

and the width parameter, Figs. 4(c) and 4(d) are plotted. It is
observed that thewidth parameter and tensile stress present in
the sample nicely show a linear behavior for three samples,
namely, Z1, Z2, and Z3. However, the data corresponding to
Z4 do not obey this linear relation [Fig. 4(c)]. The energy gap
as a function of stress does not follow the expected linear
relationship even for the first three samples. This result is
highly surprising as, till now (to the best of our knowledge),
the reported literature has indicated that the relationship
should be linear. The unusual behavior of Z4 with respect
to all three relations [Figs. 4(b)–4(d)] is more surprising
since structural, morphological, and optical properties are
expected to behave uniformly.
Although the results are both different (the stress–fiber

width relation) and anomalous (the nonlinear stress–band
gap relation), Z4 does not fit with any of these relations,
even in an obvious band gap–Urbach energy relation, as is
clear in Figs. 3 and 4. Experimentally, the only difference
that we could confirm from other thin films is the texture
change (from about 1.5 to 3.0) in Z4. Hence, it is concluded
that Z4 has a more c-directional orientation.
In order to better understand our experimental results—

particularly the dependence of the band gap on the orienta-
tion of the sample—and also to providevarious routes to tune
the band gap of ZnO, we investigate the electronic structure
of wurtzite ZnO and its surfaces using the first-principles
calculations.

IV. THEORETICAL RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. Optimized lattice parameters and band
gap of bulk ZnO

The wurtzite phase of ZnO is characterized by three
parameters: the lattice constants a and c and the internal
parameter u, which is the z coordinate of the O ion. To
begin with, we perform a full structural optimization of
both the lattice parameters and the internal coordinates
using three different functionals, as mentioned above. The
results of our calculations are summarized in Table I. We
observe that a pure GGA functional such as PBE over-
estimates a and c by 0.5% and 3.1%, respectively. These
findings agree quite well with the previous reports [41,42].
This result is expected since the density-functional theory
within the local-density approximation (LDA)—as well as
its semilocal extension, the GGA—underestimates the
binding energy of localized d states due to an incomplete
cancellation of the artificial Hartree self-interaction term.
As a consequence, these methods overestimate the

hybridization between the Zn 3d electrons and the O 2p
valence electrons, resulting in a poor description of the
crystal geometry and of other properties such as the band gap
which are discussed later. To overcome the limitations of
the LDA GGA, the common practice is to add an orbital-
dependent Hubbard U–like term for the d states within the
LDA and/or GGA+U framework [33]. Table I shows that the
GGAþU approach slightly improves the results but still
gives underestimations of 0.8% and 1.6% for a and c,
respectively, over the experimental values. Hybrid func-
tionals, which include part of the nonlocal Hartree-
Fock–type exchange in the exchange-correlation functional,
provide a much improved description of the binding energy
and, consequently, the hybridization between the d and p
states, resulting in the most accurate description of the
properties of ZnO.
Thus, the best estimation of the lattice parameters is found

when the hybrid functional PBE0 is employed (see Table I).
The importance of using a hybrid functional becomes more
evident when the band gap of bulk ZnO is compared using
these methods. The band gaps obtained from the GGA and
GGAþU are, respectively, 0.70 and 1.72 eV, which are
highly underestimated in both of the methods. It is well
known that not only are the band gaps underestimated by the
GGA, but the positions of the energy levels of the Zn 3d
electrons are overestimated, as discussed in Refs. [44,45].
The inaccurate determination of the order of states at the
topmost valence band from the GGA and GGAþ U
approaches is also discussed in Refs. [44,46]. The calculated
band gap using the hybrid functional comes out to 3.14 eV,
which is very close to the experimental band gap of 3.30 eV
[43] and 3.18 eV for the bulk sample (in the present case).We
see below that the position of the Zn d states and the overall
electronic structure are also best described by the hybrid
functional technique. In view of that, although hybrid func-
tional calculations with periodic boundary conditions are
computationally demanding, we adopt this method to pro-
vide a very accurate description of the surface electronic
structure of ZnO and to explain the anomaly observed in the
width-dependent nature of the bandgap.Wewill also analyze
the routes to increase the band gap of ZnO surfaces.

B. Electronic structure of bulk ZnO and its
(001) and (100) surfaces

The total density of states (DOS) and ml projected DOS
(PDOS) of bulk ZnO are displayed in Fig. 5(a). The results

TABLE I. Structural parameters and band gap of bulk ZnO.
Experimental values of the bulk lattice parameters are taken from
Ref. [43].

Functional a (Å) c (Å) u Gap (eV)

GGA 3.27 5.36 0.3757 0.70
GGAþ U 3.23 5.11 0.3839 1.72
Hybrid (PBE0) 3.26 5.21 0.3818 3.14
Experiment 3.25 5.21 0.3820 3.30

PAWAR, JHA, PANDA, JHA, and SINGH PHYS. REV. APPLIED 9, 054001 (2018)

054001-6



show that bulk ZnO is an insulator with a gap of 3.14 eV.
The partial densities of states of the Zn d, O p, and Zn s
states reveal that the fundamental band gap arises due to the
transition from the O 2p–rich states at the top of the valence
band to the bottom of the conduction band, where the states
are predominantly of Zn 4s character. The overall valence-
band spectra and the relative positions of the Zn d and
O p states are in perfect agreement with the experimental
spectra [47].
After providing a very reliable description of the bulk

electronic structure, we now focus on the electronic
properties of ZnO layered structures with respect to the
slab thickness (w) of the system. Figure 5 shows the total
DOS and PDOS of the (001) and (100) surfaces, respec-
tively, going from bulk to a very thin layer. The shape,
bandwidth, and position of the 3d states of a Zn ion on the
(001) surface remain almost unaltered with a change in
width of the sample. However, the position of the Zn 4s
states in the conduction band make a blueshift, leading to
an enhancement of the band gap as a function of decreasing
slab thickness (see Fig. 5). Upon changing the surface
orientation to (100), we observe two significant changes in
the electronic structure: the shape of the Zn d states changes
substantially and the band gap increases more rapidly with
a decreasing slab thickness (see Fig. 5). These results are
better visualized when the variations of the band gaps for
both of the surfaces are plotted as a function of surface
thickness, as displayed in Fig. 6. Our results demonstrate
that the bulk band gap of the (001) surface is reached for
thicknesses above 18 Å. With decreasing thickness, a
progressive confinement-induced shift in the band gap
from a bulk value of 3.14 to over 3.97 eV at a thickness

of 7.83 Å is observed. This observation provides a route
to tune the band gap of ZnO, which is extremely useful
for technological applications. Interestingly, the rate of
monotonic growth of a band gap with a decreasing slab
thickness is found to be much stronger for the (100)
surface. We observe that the band gap of the (100) surface
grows from 3.49 eV at 20.67-Å thickness to 4.71 eV at a
slab thickness of 6.59 Å. This observation implies that the
confinement effect is stronger on the (100) surface than on
its (001) counterpart. Therefore, our calculations reveal that
the realization of a much wider gap insulator is possible in
ZnO by simply changing the orientation of the surface,
suggesting another route to tune the band gap of ZnO. In
particular, the band gap would be extremely large in the
monolayer limit, as evident from the slope of the (100)
curve in Fig. 6. We note here that, due to the predictive
power of the hybrid functional, our results provide not only
the generic characteristics of the width dependence of the
band gap for the (001) and (100) surfaces but also a
quantitatively accurate estimation of the band gap.
Another key finding of our results is that, for every

thickness, the band gap is higher for the (100) surface than
the (001) surface (see Fig. 6). This characteristic feature of
the surfaces is maintained even when the band gap reaches
its saturated value at a large thickness of the sample. Since
the experiments of this work are done for thin films with
very large thicknesses, we will compare the experimental
data with the theoretically calculated saturated values of the
band gap. As pointed out before, our Z4 sample has a
different orientation than the other three samples (Z1, Z2,
and Z3), leading to a sudden increase in the band gap of the
Z4 sample. We also find that, for all of the samples, the
theoretically estimated values of the band gaps are in good
agreement with our experimental results.

V. CONCLUDING REMARKS

It is well known that the Burstein-Moss (BM) effect
increases the band gap due to occupation of the lower

FIG. 5. Total and partial density of states for (a) bulk ZnO and
its (001) polylayers of three different thicknesses (w):
(b) 18.273 Å, (c) 13.052 Å, and (d) 7.831 Å. Similarly, (e) bulk
ZnO and (100) polylayers of three different thicknesses,
(f) 20.666 Å, (g) 12.245 Å, (h) 6.594 Å, are shown in the
right-hand panels. For the partial density of states, only the
projections of the top surface atoms are shown. The vertical
dashed lines indicate the Fermi level.

FIG. 6. The calculated band gap as a function of the thickness
of the sample for the (001) and (100) surfaces.
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edge of the conduction band, and therefore the Pauli
exclusion rule does not allow the lower edge of the
conduction band to be occupied [48,49]. In the present
case, the band gap for bulk ZnO is found to be 3.18 eV.
For the first layer, the band gap is observed to be 3.23 eV,
so the BM effect for Z1 can be effective. Accidentally, the
difference between the band-gap energy of the Z1 sample
and the bulk sample is almost equal to the Urbach energy,
i.e., approximately 50meV.Upon further layering, there are
reductions in stress, band gap, fiber width, and texture, and
an increase in Urbach energy. These findings may be due to
many-body interactions [50] which renormalize the energy
states, and hence the nonlinear energy-stress relation is
observed. Anomalous behavior appears in the Z4 sample,
as it is found that the tensile stress suddenly increases and
the reduction in the fiber width hints at densification or
orientational alteration along one particular direction.
Furthermore, the Urbach tail energy (the quantum energy
tail) is at maximum for this sample. In the present case,
as mentioned earlier, the Z4 sample is highly oriented in
the c direction, as revealed by the experimental results.
Theoretically, we are able to show that the change in texture
can significantly influence the values of the band gaps.
Thus, we can conclude that the optical band gap not only
depends on the in-plane stress—it depends greatly on the
texture of the sample. Finally, we theoretically discuss the
dependency of the band gap on the thickness of the slab,
which is an important issue for industrial applications. It is
found that the magnitude of the confinement effect can be
significantly large, resulting in the realization of a very large
gap in the ZnO thin film.

In conclusion, we report in this paper that the structural
dimension (the width of fiber) of the nanostructure in ZnO
is closely related to the energy band gap, energy tail width,
and intrinsic stress of the samples. Both the experimental
and theoretical results confirm that the orientation and the
thickness of ZnO thin films could alter the band gap to a
large extent. Moreover, our theoretical results show that the
band gap of ZnO thin films can be enhanced to the solar-
blind region, i.e., > 4.6 eV. The theoretical predictions,
based on state-of-the-art first-principles calculations, also
provide motivation for further experimental activities on
ZnO thin films.
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APPENDIX: PHONON FREQUENCIES OF
THE SURFACE STRUCTURES

In this appendix, we report the results of our phonon
calculations within the GGA functional in order to analyze
the stability of the thinnest surface structure corresponding
to the (001) and (100) surfaces. We adopt the DFPT [37]
method as implemented in the VASP code to calculate the
phonon frequencies at the Γ point of the Brillouin zone.
This method is considered to be very efficient and accurate
for calculating the phonon modes.
The calculated phonon frequencies are listed in Tables II

and III for a (001) surface of 7.83-Å thickness and a (100)

TABLE II. Phonon mode frequencies (in cm−1) at the Γ point of the Brillouin zone for a (001) surface with w ¼ 7.83 Å.

Mode no. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Frequency 2267.8 1688.7 528.1 520.7 508.1 508.1 431.0 431.0

Mode no. 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Frequency 398.5 398.5 381.5 381.5 377.0 320.8 320.8 219.2

Mode no. 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24
Frequency 125.4 80.2 80.2 49.9 49.9 0.2 0.2 0.4

TABLE III. Phonon mode frequencies (in cm−1) at the Γ point of the Brillouin zone for a (100) surface with w ¼ 6.59 Å.

Mode no. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Frequency 2195.8 2192.4 1582.2 1568.4 606.6 595.2 548.4 542.3

Mode no. 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Frequency 528.8 512.4 506.4 480.9 474.3 458.3 442.9 418.4

Mode no. 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24
Frequency 413.2 404.1 363.4 349.1 344.5 339.6 338.1 334.0

Mode no. 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32
Frequency 229.0 180.4 172.6 155.7 115.5 91.1 88.8 75.3

Mode no. 33 34 35 36 � � � � � � � � � � � �
Frequency 65.2 0.2 0.3 0.4 � � � � � � � � � � � �
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surface of 6.59-Å thickness, respectively. It is seen that
the frequencies of all of the modes for both of the surfaces
have positive values. This observation suggests that the
thinnest surface structures of the (001) and (100) surfaces
considered in this paper are stable. Although synthesis of
such a thin layer of ZnO has not yet been achieved, our
phonon calculations reveal that freestanding ZnO thin
layers are quite stable.
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