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a b s t r a c t

Iron (Fe)-doped zinc oxide (ZnO) nanotip arrays (FZO) were prepared using low temperature sol–gel
immersion method. The X-ray diffraction analysis reveals that the crystallite size reduces from 30.7 to
28.3 nm after doped with Fe. Besides, it is perceived that the lattice strain metamorphoses from tensile
to compressive strain after doping with value of -0.23%. Field emission scanning electron microscopy
images show that the Fe doping induced a significant modification to the ZnO structure; transforming
the structure from rod-like to tip-like structure. The current–voltage measurement results indicate that
the FZO film has good electrical properties with resistance value of 12.34 MΩ . The FZO is also capable
of performing well as UV and humidity sensors. This study points out that FZO films are suitable for
multifunctional uses particularly for UV and humidity sensing.
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1. Introduction

In the new global economy, zinc oxide (ZnO) has become a
central issue for the development of facile, low cost, and outstand-
ing quality of semiconducting devices [1]. Extensive research have
shown that the ZnO materials are applicable for wide range of
applications including sensors, solar cells, light emitting diodes,
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and transistors [2–5]. These varieties of applications are owing to
the advantages of ZnO such as non-toxic, high energy gap (∼3.37
eV), high exciton binding energy, and ease of fabrication pro-
cesses [6,7]. The ZnO nanostructure-based devices have been de-
veloped through numerous approaches such as solution-based,
chemical vapor deposition, physical vapor deposition, and thermal
evaporation methods [8–11]. Among these reported methods, the
solution-based techniques still remain the main interest for ZnO
nanostructures preparation due to simple preparation process and
low deposition temperature.

To produce high performance sensor, a very sensitive material,
which responses well to the analytes, is required as a sensing ele-
ment. Most of the sensing mechanism usually involves surface re-
action. Thus, the sensing element that has enormous surface area,
low resistance, and massive amount of free carrier concentrations
are desirable. In case of pristine ZnO, it confronts several casualties
such as poor free carriers and possesses high resistive film. Doping
is an ideal approach to subjugate those deficiencies and ameliorate
the nature of pristine ZnO [12,13]. Previously, ZnOwas reported to
bedopedwithnumerous elements such as aluminum(Al), nitrogen
(N), nickel (Ni), and iron (Fe) [14–18].

Reports regarding Fe-doped ZnO film have been described in
previous studies [19–21]. However, to the best of our knowledge,
the detail investigation regarding the metamorphosis of Fe-doped
ZnO (FZO) from nanorod to nanotip structure and their effects to
the crystalline properties such as formation of strain, surface mor-
phology and topology, optical properties, and electrical properties
particularly for ultraviolet (UV) and humidity sensing performance
has yet to be conducted. Therefore, this topic is of particular inter-
est for learning the behavior of FZO in term of structural, optical,
electrical, as well as their capability in UV and humidity sensing. In
this contribution, we have prepared the FZO films through a facile
sol–gel immersionmethod. The synthesized FZO filmswere used to
detect UV light and humidity at room temperature. Ourwork offers
a new simple alternative for ZnO structural modification which at
the same time engenders suitability for multifunctional purposes.

2. Experimental procedure

The synthesis of FZO film involves two main steps, which are
the deposition of seed layer on a glass substrate using sol–gel spin-
coating and the nanorods growth using immersion method. The
detailed preparation of ZnO seed layer using spin coating method
has been described elsewhere [22]. For the nanorods growth, a
simple solution-based immersion method was used. A combina-
tion of 0.1 M zinc nitrate hexahydrate (Zn(NO3)2· 6H2O; 98.5% pu-
rity; Friendemann Schmidt), 0.001M iron (III) nitrate nanohydrate
(Fe(NO3)3·9H2O; 98% purity; Merck) and 0.1 M hexamethylenete-
tramine (C6H12N4; 99% purity; Sigma-Aldrich) were used as the
reagents in the preparation of FZO at 1 at.% Fe doping. These
reagents were mixed and dissolved in a beaker filled with deion-
ized (DI) water. Subsequently, the resulting solutionwas sonicated
using ultrasonic water bath for 30 min to produce homogeneous
mixture. Further, the solutionwas aged for 3 h and then transferred
into a vessel. At the bottom of the vessel, a glass substrate, which
was coatedwith the seed layer, was placed. For the growth process,
the vessel was positioned into immersion tank and underwent
growth process at 95 ◦C for 1 h. Finally, the finished product was
rinsed, dried, and annealed at 500 ◦C for 1 h. These steps were re-
peated for 0.2 and 0.5 at.% Fe-doped nanorod films using different
concentrations of iron (III) nitrate nanohydrate. For the undoped
ZnO nanorod arrays film (refer as ZnO) preparation, the steps were
conducted identically, except the solution was prepared without
the addition of iron (III) nitrate nanohydrate. For the characteri-
zation purposes, X-ray diffraction measurement (XRD, PANalytical
X’Pert PRO), field emission scanning electron microscopy (FESEM,

JEOL JSM-7600F), and atomic forcemicroscopy (AFM, Park System)
were used to investigate the crystalline, surface morphology, and
surface topology of the films, respectively. The elemental analysis
of the sample was conducted using energy dispersive X-ray spec-
trometry (EDX, Inca). The Raman spectroscopy measurements of
the FZO and ZnOwere conducted usingmicro-Raman spectroscopy
(Horiba Jobin Yvon-79DU420A-OE-325). For the optical measure-
ment, an ultraviolet–visible (UV–Vis) spectrophotometer (Varian
Cary 5000)was used. The electrical characteristics of the filmswere
analyzed using a two-probe current–voltage (I–V) measurement
system (Advantest R6243) and Hall effect measurement system
(ezHEMS, Nanomagnetics Instrument). For the UV sensing prop-
erties, a UV sensor measurement system equipped with UV lamp
(365 nm, 5 W) was used. For the humidity sensing characteris-
tics, the measurement was managed in a chamber (ESPEC-SH261)
equippedwith current–voltage–time (I–V–t)measurement system
(Keithley 2400).

3. Result and discussion

3.1. Structural analysis

The XRD patterns of ZnO and FZO are depicted in Fig. 1. Five
diffraction peaks, which correspond to (100), (002), (101), (102),
and (103) plane orientations, confirm the presence of ZnO hexag-
onal wurtzite structure in accordance to JCPDS data card no. 36–
1451. It is observed that (002) plane orientation peak displays the
dominant intensity, which suggests that the growth of nanorod
and nanotip arrays are along the c-axis plane. Quantitative infor-
mation regarding the preferential crystalline orientation can be
investigated from the texture of the plane which represented by
the texture coefficient (TC) as expressed below [23]:

TC(hkl) =
I(hkl)/I0(hkl)

N−1
∑

N I(hkl)/I0(hkl)
(1)

where I(hkl) is the peak intensity from the XRD measurement, I0(hkl)
is the standard peak intensity obtained from JCPDS data card no.
36–1451, and N is the number of considered diffraction peaks.
The variations of TC(hkl) are presented in Table 1. It is noticed that
both of ZnO and FZO exhibited preferred orientation along (002)
plane. Besides, the introduction of Fe element into the ZnO crystal
has increased the TC(hkl) except for the TC(103). The increments of
TC(hkl) of certain plane orientations after doping process were also
reported in previous studies [24,25].

The crystallite size, D of the films is estimated using the equa-
tion [26]:

D =
0.94λ
β cos θ

(2)

where λ is the X-ray wavelength (1.54 Å), θ is the Bragg’s angle
in degree and β is the full width at half maximum (FWHM) in
radian. The value of D, θ , and β of ZnO and FZO is recorded in
Table 1. It is noticed that the crystallite size slightly reduces after
doping. This may be due to smaller ionic radius of Fe3+ ions (0.64
Å) substituting the larger ionic radius of Zn2+ (0.74 Å) ion sites in
the ZnO lattice [27]. The substitution of Fe3+ ions causes retraction
of ZnO lattice, forming FZO film with smaller crystallite size. This
retraction leads to generation of larger strain in the film. The for-
mation of film strain, εzz is estimated using the given function [28]:

εzz =
cfilm − cbulk

cbulk
× 100% (3)

where cfilm and cbulk are the lattice parameters of the synthesized
films and bulk ZnO (5.2066 Å), respectively, of the (002) plane
orientation. The cfilm is obtained from the following function:

cfilm =
λ

sin θ
(4)
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Table 1
Texture coefficient, diffraction angle, FWHM, crystallite size, cfilm , and strain of ZnO and FZO.

Sample TC 2θ at (002) plane (deg) FWHM(002) (deg) Crystallite size (nm) cfilm (Å) Strain (%)

(100) (002) (101) (102) (103)

ZnO 0.31 12.52 0.23 0.68 11.25 34.39 0.28 30.7 5.2093 0.05
FZO 0.42 16.79 0.40 1.65 5.73 34.49 0.31 28.3 5.1947 −0.23

Fig. 1. The XRD patterns of ZnO and FZO.

The estimated εzz and cfilm are shown in Table 1. The positive and
negative signs of εzz indicate that the strains are in tensile and
compressive quantities, respectively. The prepared ZnO film shows
a lower strain with tensile quantity, indicating better relaxation
of lattice structure. As the Fe3+ ions distributed into the ZnO
lattice, lattice contractions may be occurred, leading to generation
of larger strain across the film. As a result, the lattice parameter
of FZO is decreased after doping, as well as the crystallite size.
Furthermore, the tensile strain of ZnO film has a tendency to
eventually transform to the opposite direction of strain quantity
(compressive) with Fe doping, indicating the presence of more
tense crystal.

Fig. 2 depicts the surface morphologies of ZnO and FZO, and
the elemental analysis of FZO film. Fig. 2(a) and (b) show the
surface views of ZnO and FZO, respectively, captured at 50,000×
magnifications. It is observed that the ZnO film exhibits nanorod
arrays with hexagonal shape, having average diameters of 105 nm.
Meanwhile, the FZO exhibits nanotip array structureswith average
diameters of 10 and 85 nm at tip and middle parts, respectively.
Fig. 2(c) displays the tilted image of the nanotips at 30,000×
magnification. It is clearly observed that the film consists of sharp
endwith a large void area between each of the individual nanotips,
which may lead to the enlargement of surface area. The cross
sectional views of ZnO and FZO are depicted in Fig. 2(d) and (e),
respectively. The images indicate that both nanorod and nanotip
arrays grown perpendicular to the substrate with highly uniform
thicknesses. The average thicknesses of ZnO and FZO films are ap-
proximately 1.51 and 1.44µm, respectively. No significant changes
to the thickness can be perceived as compared to themodifications
in the nanostructure forms after Fe doping. Most of the previous
reports regarding Fe-doped ZnO nanorods did not observe any
significant alteration to the morphology of the nanorods [29–32].
In this study however, the nanorod structures were transformed
into nanotips structure after doped with Fe. According to the XRD
analysis, Fe doping leads to the decrement of crystallite size and
lattice constant. Further, the incorporation of Fe into ZnO lattice

brings upon massive intrinsic strain to the ZnO crystal structure.
As a result, the lateral strain forced the ZnO crystal to grow with
smaller diameter and sharp end. In addition, the formation of
nanotip structures may be related to the integration of smaller
ionic radius of Fe3+ ions into the ZnO lattice [27]. The composition
of elements and Fe atoms distribution in FZO film are shown in
Fig. 2(f) and (g), respectively. The EDX spectrum in Fig. 2(f) reveals
that the FZO film consists of zinc (Zn), oxygen (O) and Fe with
atomic percentage of 54.93%, 44.86%, and 0.21%, respectively. In
addition, the distribution of Fe element in the FZO in Fig. 2(g) is very
uniform,which suggests that the synthesis technique is reliable for
the doping process.

A simple growth mechanism of the FZO is illustrated in Fig. 3.
The prepared solution,which consists of Zn2+ and Fe3+ ion sources,
was poured into the vessel for nanostructure growth. For the
growth process, a temperature of 95 ◦C was applied to the solu-
tion to enhance the nanorod growth. During the initial growth,
nanorodswith fine hexagonal structurewere formed. At this stage,
the nanorods only consist of intrinsic ZnO (without the appearance
of Fe). The bonding energy of Zn–O (159 kJ/mol) is lower compared
to Fe–O bonding energy (174 kJ/mol) [33,34]. Thus, it is harder for
Fe2O3 to form compared to ZnO. However, as the reaction time
continues, Fe3+ ions started to substitute the Zn2+ ion sites in ZnO
crystal. Due to small size and high electrostatic charge of Fe3+
ions, they induced contraction to the ZnO crystal, forming the tip
structures. The formations of FZO nanotips are further supported
by varying the concentrations of Fe. Noticeably, the increase of Fe
contents induced the formations of fine nanotip structures.

Surface topologies of the films analyzed using AFM are shown
in Fig. 4. The two-dimensional (2-D) and three-dimensional (3-D)
images (inset) were captured in 10×10 µm2 area. It is witnessed
that the surface of FZO film [Fig. 4(b)] is rougher than that of ZnO
film [Fig. 4(a)]. The surface roughness, Ra of ZnO and FZO films
is estimated about 12.5 and 17.2 nm, respectively. According to
Yusoff et al., the surface roughness of nanostructure films with
deep pore channel (i.e., high thickness) measured using AFM is not
precise and need to be corrected. The correction can be done using
the following relation [35]:

R∗

a =
T
Z
Ra (5)

where R∗
a is the corrective average roughness, T is the film thick-

ness (including seed layer), and Z is the maximum z-range reach-
able by the AFM probe tip (190 nm). The corrected average rough-
ness is recorded to be approximately 99.3 and 130.4 nm for ZnO
and FZO samples, respectively. The increment of surface roughness
after Fe doping may be contributed to the structural changes in-
duced by the substitution of Fe atoms into ZnO crystal. Besides, we
observed a slight deviation to the film thickness after Fe doping
which may lead to rougher film surface. The findings in AFM
analysis is in agreement with the XRD and FESEM analysis.

Raman spectroscopy is a non-destructive technique which is
employed to analyze the crystallinity and to detect defects in ZnO
host lattice. Fig. 5 demonstrates the Raman spectra of ZnO and FZO
films taken using the 514-nm line of argon laser. The zone-center
optical phonons of wurtzite ZnO crystals are typically classified
based the given expression [36]:

Γ = A1 + 2B1 + E1 + 2E2 (6)
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Fig. 2. Surface views of (a) ZnO and (b) FZO. (c) Tilted image of FZO film. Cross sectional views of (d) ZnO and (e) FZO. (f) EDX spectrum and (g) elemental mapping of FZO
film.

Here, A1 and E1 are polar modes, B1 are silent modes, and E2 are
nonpolar modes. A1 and E1 are Raman and infrared active while
E2 are Raman active only. In these spectra, two strong peaks were
appeared, which centered at around 437 and 565 cm−1. These
peaks corresponded to E2 (high) and A1 (LO) vibration modes,
respectively. The E2 (high) mode is the band characteristic of the
wurtzite phase, whereby the A1 (LO) vibration mode associates
with the structural defects such as oxygen vacancies and zinc
interstitials [37]. Besides, the reduced peak intensity of E2 (high)
mode signifies the occupation of Fe into the ZnO crystal and the
degradation of crystalline quality, leading to the enhancement of
structural defects.

3.2. Optical properties

The transmittance spectra of the ZnO and FZO films are depicted
in Fig. 6. The transmittance of the filmswasmeasured in thewave-
length ranges between 350 to 800 nm. For the ZnO film, the light
is steadily transmitted in the visible region but rapidly declined in
the UV region. In case of FZO film, the transmission of light started
to reduce in the visible region (around 700 nm of wavelength) and
then significantly reduced once the light wavelength reaching in
the UV region. The average transmittance values of the ZnO and
FZO films in the visible region are 72% and 64%, respectively. The
significant reduction of transmittance may be closely related to
the optical scattering effect as reported in previous study [38].
The appearance of more pore areas in between the ZnO nanotips
causes obvious light scattering to happen. Besides, the shape of
nanotips may also cause reflection of the light when it reached the
surface, avoiding the light to pass through the film. In addition,
we noticed that the transmittance of the FZO film is higher than
that of undoped ZnO at around 700–800 nm of wavelengths. This

conditionmay be correlatedwith the slight reduction of film thick-
ness after doping. On the basis of previous reports, doping with
Fe can shift (red shift) the band edge of the transmittance which
resulted from the reduction of optical band gap energy [39,40]. This
reduction of band gap energy is closely related to the deviation of
particle size, owing to the substitution of the Fe atoms into the
ZnO crystal. The increased transmittance values of the Fe-doped
ZnO films at wavelength higher than 600 nm were also reported
by other researchers [41,42].

Utilizing the (αhv)2 versus hv curve (Fig. 7), the optical band gap
energy, Eg of the ZnO and FZO films were estimated to be 3.28 and
3.26 eV, respectively. A slight decrease in Eg can be observed for
the FZO. According to Singh et al., Eg of intrinsic ZnO was reduced
after the substitution of Fe atoms may be due to the decrement
in grain size and transition tail width [43]. Ziabari et al. reported
that many-body effects, which happen either among free carrier
themselves or among free carriers and ionized impurities,may lead
to band gap narrowing [44]. The width of restricted states known
as Urbach energy is presented as followed [45]:

a(v) = α0e
(

hv
Eu

)
(7)

where α0, Eu, and v are constant, Urbach energy and the frequency,
respectively. The plot of ln (α) versus hv is described in Fig. 8. Eu
was determined from the slope of the linear region of the plot.
The estimated values of Eu for ZnO and FZO are 42 and 66 meV,
respectively. The value of Eu increases after the Fe doping. This
increment is associated with the enrichment of local disorders
introduced by the extrinsic element. This can be clearly observed
from the significant transformation of structures, from nanorods
to nanotips. Furthermore, the addition of excess electrons from the
substitution of Fe3+ ionsmay be escalated the electronic transition
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Fig. 3. Growth mechanism of FZO on seed layer-coated glass substrate.

mechanism in the band structure [46], leading to the broadening of
band tail.

3.3. Current–voltage (I–V) characteristics

In order to investigate the electrical properties of the ZnO and
FZO films, I–V measurement was performed in room temperature
with bias ranges of −5 V–5 V. The I-V plot in Fig. 9 indicates that
the Ohmic characteristics are obtained for the samples, where the
current signals are linearly changed over the supplied bias. One
can clearly observe that the current signal of FZO exceeds that
of the generated current by ZnO film. The film resistances were

analyzed via Ohm’s law (V= IR) and the resistances were recorded
to be 54.05 and 12.34 M� for ZnO and FZO films, respectively. A
significant reduction to the film resistance can be observed when
the film is doped with Fe. In accordance to Kröger Vink notation,
when Fe3+ ions occupying the Zn sites in ZnO crystal, free electrons
will be generated. In the notation below, the generation of free
carriers is explained [47];

Fe2O3 → 2Fe•

Zn + 3Ox
o + 2e′ (8)

where FeZn• and Oo signify the positive charge of Fe and oxygen
ions that inhibit the ZnO crystal while ‘‘x’’ denotes the neutrality of
Oo. From the notation, substitutions of two Fe atoms engender two
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Fig. 4. Surface topology of (a) ZnO and (b) FZO films.

Fig. 5. Raman spectra of ZnO and FZO.

Fig. 6. Transmittance properties of ZnO and FZO films.

free electrons. As a consequence of this, a film with high electron
concentrations is produced. Based on the report byHong et al., high
concentration of free carriers produced low resistive films [48].

Fig. 7. Optical band gap energy, Eg estimation using Tauc’s plot of ZnO and FZO
films.

Fig. 8. Urbach energy, Eu estimation using ln (α) versus photon energy plot of ZnO
and FZO films.

This statement is also in agreementwith the study reported by Can
and co-workers [49]. These reports supported our findings.
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Fig. 9. I-V plot of ZnO and FZO films.

In order to further analyze the electrical properties, Hall effect
measurement was conducted at room temperature to observe the
resistivity, conductivity, Hall mobility, and carrier concentration of
the ZnO and FZO films. The measured data were listed in Table 2.
When Fe was doped in the ZnO nanorods, the resistivity of the film
reduced and the conductivity increased. The increased conductiv-
ity was demonstrated to be contributed from the enhancement of
free carrier concentrations as observed in Table 2. Meanwhile, the
Hall mobility depicted an inverse behavior. The incorporation of Fe
in the structure has caused the Hall mobility to reduce, due to the
enhancement of film stress (tensile) [48]. Figure of merit (FOM) is
an important parameter in opto-electronic applications. FOM can
be determined by the following formula [50]:

FOM = −
1
ρ

ln(T ) (9)

where ρ is the resistivity and T is the film transmittance. Interest-
ingly, the FOMvalue in Table 2was significantly increased after Fe-
doped, indicating high potential of the FZO film in opto-electronic
applications.

3.4. UV sensing performance

The UV-sensing performance of ZnO and FZO films were inves-
tigated under 365 nm of UV illumination. In this measurement, 5 V
of DC bias was applied and the effect of the current signal changes
upon with and without UV illuminations were thoroughly inves-
tigated. It is important to note that the thicknesses of undoped
ZnO and FZO films are almost similar (around 1.5 µm). The UV
response plot can be observed in Fig. 10. The current value before
UV light illumination (dark current) displayed a stable signal. Upon
UV illumination, the photocurrent swiftly elevated until it reached
saturation level. When the UV light was turned ‘‘OFF’’, the cur-
rent signal rapidly dropped until they made it to the preliminary
current values. From the response plots, one can witnessed that
the current signals of FZO films are greater than that of ZnO film
after the exposure of UV light. The UV sensing performances were
further analyzed by measuring the response parameters (i.e., rise
time, decay time, sensitivity, and responsivity). Rise time and de-
cay time constants are referring to the time constant of current
signal during rising and decaying process, respectively, upon UV
illumination and after UV illumination. Herein, we estimated the
rise time and decay time constants using the given equations [51]:

Fig. 10. UV photoresponses of undoped ZnO and FZO films.

Rising process;

I = Io

(
1 − exp

(
−

t
τr

))
(10)

Decaying process;

I = Io

(
exp

(
−

t
τd

))
(11)

The rise/decay time of the films under and after UV illumina-
tions are recorded in Table 3. 1 at.% FZO-based sensor seems to
possess the fastest rise time and decay time. These reduction of
times are benefited from several factors such as the enhancement
of surface roughness and the increment of free carriers which
improve the rate of oxygen adsorption and desorption [52]. The
responsivity, R value is obtained as follows [53]:

R =
Iph − Idark

Pop
(12)

while sensitivity, S is determined from the given formula:

S =
Iph
Idark

× 100% (13)

Here, Iph represent the photocurrent (under illumination), Idark is
the initial current before illumination, and Pop is the optical power
of the UV lamp. Themeasured values of sensitivity/ responsivity of
ZnO and FZO films are listed in Table 3. Noticeably, both responsiv-
ity and sensitivity are gradually improved over the introduction of
Fe up to 1 at.% compared to ZnO. The FESEM analysis and growth
indicate that the appearance of Fe atoms inside ZnO structure
coerces the crystal to grow with tip ends. With the increase of
Fe content, more nanotip structures were successfully formed.
Accordingly, a massive increment of void areas appeared between
each individual nanotip, inducing more surface interactions with
the UV light. Thus, when the UV light is illuminated to the film,
more surface reactions and excitation of electrons can be induced.
As a result, high sensing response is produced. This increment
of surface interactions may be supported by the rise of surface
roughness of FZO film shown by AFM analysis. Moreover, the
substitutions of Fe3+ ions into Zn sites in the ZnO lattice effectuate
more carrier concentrations, promoting high photocurrent value.
The augmentation of carrier concentrations due to Fe doping also
being reported in literature [54]. At the interface of FZO film andAu
electrodes, there is a thin depletion layer appeared. This layer ex-
ists due to the difference in their band structure. As the free carrier
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Table 2
Resistivity, conductivity, Hall mobility, carrier concentration, and figure of merit of ZnO and FZO.
Sample Resistivity (� cm) Conductivity (�−1 cm−1) Hall mobility (cm2 V −1 s−1) Carrier concentration (cm−3) Figure of merit (�−1)

ZnO 13.2 7.6 × 10−2 5.2 9.1 × 1017 2.5 × 10−2

FZO 2.4 41.7 × 10−2 1.3 19.9 × 1017 18.6 × 10−2

Table 3
UV sensing performance which involves the rise time constant, decay time constant, sensitivity, and responsivity of undoped ZnO (0 at.%)
and FZO.
Concentration (at.%) Rise time constant, τr (s) Decay time constant, τd (s) Sensitivity, S (%) Responsivity, R (mA/W)

0 83 166 252 0.71
0.2 85 186 508 0.98
0.5 77 138 806 1.34
1 21 69 1173 2.73

concentration increases, this depletion layer may reduce, allowing
efficient mobility of electrons across the metal–semiconductor
interface [51].

Based on the UV sensing performances, the surface reaction
happened on the surface of the film is explained [55]. Before UV
illumination, the electrostatic field on FZO surface attracted is
oxygen fromambient to the surface. Then, the oxygen is chemically
reacted with the FZO structure and trapped free electrons on the
surface. They formed adsorbed oxygen ions and due to this, the
initial current (dark current) before UV illumination is very low.
Once the UV light is introduced to the film surface, the electron is
excited to the conduction band leaving the hole in the valence band
to produce photogenerated current. Owing to the photogeneration
of electron–hole pairs, the current signal is rapidly increased as
observed in the response plot (Fig. 10). Another contributing fac-
tor to the increment of current signal is related to the adsorbed
oxygen ion. When electron is excited to the conduction band, it
leaves behind the positively charged hole in the valence band. This
positively charged hole attracts the negatively charged, adsorbed
oxygen ion and the reaction between them releases the trapped
electron back to the FZO surface. Accordingly, the film conductivity
is intensified. There are various studies reported on the different
types of doping for ZnO-based UV sensors. For instance, Shinde
and his co-worker studied on the Ga-doped ZnO-based UV sensors
which were synthesized on top of alumina substrate using spray
pyrolysis method [56]. The UV sensor exhibited a responsivity
of 1187 A/W. In other study, they also prepared Ga-doped ZnO-
based UV sensors using the same method on top glass substrate
which then produced a responsivity of 1125 A/W [57]. In addition,
they also reported on N-doped ZnO-based UV sensors which also
displayed high responsivity to UV light [58].

The response of 1 at.% FZO has been tested for nice cycles
to observe their repeatability behavior and depicted in Fig. 11.
The response is highly identical, indicating that the FZO-based UV
sensor has good stability for long period.

3.5. Humidity sensing performance

In addition to the UV sensing performance, we also investigated
the humidity sensing performance of ZnO and 1 at.% FZO films.
The humidity sensing responses of the films can be observed in
Fig. 12. Themeasurementwas conductedusing 5Vbias at humidity
levels between 40%–90% RH. From the responses, the samples
displayed a stable signal at 40% RH. Subsequently, the humidity
level was elevated to 90% RH, and the current signal started to rise
up until they reached the maximum value at humidity level of 90%
RH. Then, the humidity level was reduced to 40% RH to complete
the response curve and it was remarked with the prompt current
signal dropped until they grasped the initial current level. From the
response plots, the response time, recovery time, and sensitivity
of the films to humidity were measured. Response/recovery times

Fig. 11. Repeatability behavior of UV photoresponse of 1 at.% FZO taken for nine
cycles.

are referred to the time taken for the film (sensor) to reach 90%
of current changes during adsorption/desorption processes. The
response/recovery times taken by ZnO and FZO samples for the
adsorption and desorption ofwatermolecules are 336/370 and 287
s/119 s, respectively, and the results are displayed in Table 4. For
sensitivity measurement, the following formula is used:

S =
I90%
I40%

× 100% (14)

Here, S represent the sensitivity of the films to humidity, I90% is the
current when humidity is at 90% RH, and I40% is the current when
humidity is at initial humidity level (40% RH). For ZnO sample, the
I40% and I90% are 9.40 and 15.20 nA, respectively, while I40% and
I90% of FZO are 24.9 and 49.1 nA, respective. Using those values,
the sensitivity of ZnO and FZO films to humidity is calculated
to be 162% and 197%, respectively. The calculation results are
summarized in Table 4. The FZO sample displays a promising
potential in humidity sensing application. The FZO-based humidity
sensor depicts an enhanced performance with better response and
recovery times and also higher humidity sensitivity than that of
ZnO. This improvement of humidity sensing performance may be
closely related to the shape of nanotips which have wide opening
at the surface. This may allow ease of adsorption and desorption of
water molecules on the film surface.

The mechanism of humidity detection is further discussed [59,
60]. For this explanation, an illustration of water molecule adsorp-
tions on a single nanotip is depicted in Fig. 13. At initial stage of
adsorption, water molecule from ambient is chemically reacted
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Table 4
Humidity sensing performance which involves the response time, recovery time,
and sensitivity of ZnO and 1 at.% FZO.
Sample Response time (s) Recovery time (s) Sensitivity, S (%)

ZnO 336 370 162
FZO 287 119 197

Fig. 12. Humidity sensor responses of ZnO and 1 at.% FZO with a bias voltage of 5
V.

Fig. 13. Humidity sensing mechanism on FZO surface.

(hydrogen bond) with the FZO surface and forms chemisorbed
layer. This attraction of watermolecules is also assisted by the high
carrier concentrations in the film. These free carriers induce high
electrostatic field on the surface, enhancing the attraction of water
molecules from ambient [61]. When the condition becomes more
humid, another layer of water molecule is physically adsorbed on
the chemisorbed water layer. Owing to high electrostatic field on
top of FZO surface, water molecules from physisorbed layer can
be decomposed into H3O+ and OH− ions. This H3O+ ions is then
became the source of electrical conduction in which the positively
charge H+ continuously hop from one water molecules to the
neighboring water molecules and this mechanism induces electri-
cal conduction. This mechanism is also known as Grotthuss chain.
In addition, the wide pore channel on top of FZO film provides an
easy route for thewatermolecules to be adsorbed on and desorbed
from the film surface. This leads to the fast response and recovery
time, and improves the humidity sensitivity.

4. Conclusion

FZO was successfully synthesized using low temperature sol–
gel immersionmethod. The XRD analysis shows that the crystallite
size and lattice constant of FZO reduce as compared to that of ZnO.
In addition, the lattice strain enlarges and changes from tensile to
compressive strain after Fe dopingwith the strain value of−0.23%.
Furthermore, the FZO sample displays smaller diameter than those
of ZnOwith the tip andmiddle parts having average diameter of 10
and 85 nm, respectively. Besides, the FZO film has lower thickness
than that of the ZnO. The AFM analysis indicates that the film
surface became rougher after Fe doping, with corrected average
roughness value of 130.4 nm. The optical characterizations indicate
that the Fe doping suppresses the Eg , from 3.28 to 3.26 eV. The
Eu also increased after doped with Fe. From the I-V measurement
results, the FZO film displays good electrical properties with re-
sistance value of 12.34 M�. The FZO shows promising results for
the UV and humidity sensing. For the UV sensing performance,
the FZO-based sensor at 1 at.% concentration produced the best
performance with rise time, decay time, sensitivity and respon-
sivity of 21 s, 69 s, 1173%, and 2.73 mA/W, respectively. As for
humidity sensing performance, the response time, recovery time,
and sensitivity of FZO-based sensor are 287 s, 119 s, and 197%,
respectively.
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