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INTRODUCTION 

This investigation is focused on processing and characterization of transparent 
electrode materials based on Al-doped zinc oxide (AZO). Transparent electro-
des are thin transparent conductive films (TCFs), which are optically trans-
parent and electrically conductive. They have usually been fabricated from 
transparent semiconductive oxides (TCO). There are indium tin oxide (ITO), 
fluorine doped tin oxide (FTO), Al\Ga-doped zinc oxides. However, ITO is 
expensive and shortage of indium may occur in the near future because of the 
limited indium reserves in the world. AZO, FTO are indium-free alternative to 
ITO. ZnO-based TCOs are cheaper and due to their electrical and optical 
properties are capable to replace ITO for transparent electrode applications. Up 
to now, ZnO films are manufactured by different methods: pulsed laser depo-
sition, electron-beam evaporation, molecular beam epitaxy, chemical vapor 
deposition, spray pyrolysis, sol-gel and others. Methods of film preparation 
imply the quality and price of the resultant films. As far as it is known, among 
the variety of methods there are not those, which are fully suitable for mass 
production. In connection with this, it is desirable to develop or improve a tech-
nique, which does not require complicated and expensive equipment. It is im-
portant for the potential application of indium-free TCFs in such optoelectronic 
devices as solar cells, light-emitting diodes, liquid crystal indicators and dis-
plays based on them. Performance of these devices is greatly dependent on the 
properties of the electrodes. For this reason, it is very important to improve 
manufacturing process and properties of TCFs. 

Renovated interest to the preparation of optical materials by wet chemistry 
methods, such as sol-gel route, is due to the recent progress in related chemistry 
and technology. According to the data from the Global Industry Analysts Inc., 
the global market for the sol-gel products is forecast to reach 3.2 billion $ by 
2020 [1]. Such tendency is stipulated by comparatively simple, non-vacuum and 
low-cost sol-gel routes for preparation of optical materials, in which size, 
homogeneity and doping level can be properly controlled. So it turned our atten-
tion to possible application of sol-gel route for the preparation of transparent 
conductive oxides. 

The core of the present work describes specially adapted sol-gel techniques, 
which allow to obtain AZO films with desirable optical and conductive pro-
perties. Special attention was paid for proper pre-treatment of substrates before 
the deposition of AZO films, control of temperature and composition of the pre-
cursors. Spin-coating and electrospinning methods were used for the deposition 
of the films. 

Influence of aluminium content, annealing time/temperature, heating rate 
and annealing environment on the film resistivity and transmittance were in-
vestigated for the spin-coated films. Increase of films’ thickness usually caused 
increase in their conductivity and decrease in their optical transmittance. In 
addition to the optical transmittance, moderate visible fluorescence from the 
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AZO films was detected at ultraviolet excitation and controlled through the 
special optical scheme. Namely, AZO film was deposited on the gilded glass 
attached to the semicylindrical prism. Obtained directional fluorescence was 
observable at resonant angles. It was associated with coupling of fluorescent 
light with hybrid waveguide-plasmonic and waveguide modes propagating 
along the AZO-gold interface. The judgements about these modes were done on 
the basis of calculated electric field distribution inside the AZO-gold layers. 

There was proposed a modification of electrospinning method for pre-
paration of fiber based films in different atmospheric conditions. Granulation 
and coalescence states of fibers at different annealing temperature, humidity and 
Al dopings were investigated. Concentration of Al dopant was varied by small 
steps in order to trace changes in electrical properties of the samples.  

Prepared AZO films demonstrated acceptable conductivity and transparency 
in visible spectral range. The films prepared by spin-coating method were suc-
cessfully examined as transparent conductive electrodes in the liquid crystal 
indicator. It testifies that the approach developed in current work is prospective 
for preparation of transparent AZO electrodes and their adaptation for the mass 
production. 
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1. BACKGROUND 

1.1. Traditional and novel materials for  
transparent electrode applications 

Transparent conductive electrodes are constitutive parts of such modern opto-
electronic devices as light-emitting diodes, solar cells, light emitting and liquid 
crystal displays [2,3]. In these devices light is generated\absorbed in a solid 
structure and go out or go in through the electrodes. Because of this, one has to 
combine controversial properties such as low electrical resistivity, small thick-
ness and high optical transmittance in a way to increase energy efficiency of the 
whole device. Additionally TCFs have to be cheap for mass production. 

Transparent conductive electrodes are possible to divide into several groups, 
which differ by dominant or conductor material (metals [4,5], In2O3, SnO2, 
ZnO, In2O3-SnO2-ZnO, In2O3-SnO2-CdO [6], polymers, nanotubes, graphene 
[7,8]). Each group has their advantages and disadvantages, which narrows down 
their potential applications from resistivity and transmittance point of view. 
When comparing TCFs’ properties by absolute values, it necessary to note that 
film deposition or assembly can alter noticeably the key properties of films. Pre-
paration methods will be described in section 1.5. Here we introduce typical 
materials.  

TCFs based on metals are made from Al [9], Pt [5], Au [4] and some others. 
On the one hand, to achieve desirable transmittance, metal films have to be very 
thin (Figure 1.a). J. Siegel et al. reported in [4] that sputtered transparent gold 
films with transmittance above 60 % have a thickness less than 10 nm. On the 
other hand, very low film thickness leads to undesirable high sheet resistance 
[5] (Figure 1.b) or resistivity [10], where the last one is not constant and 
changes with film thickness as a consequence of its nano-dimension. Equation 
for conversion of sheet resistance to resistivity is presented in section 1.2. By 
varying these parameters with the deposition of additional layers of other 
materials TiO2/Ag/TiO2 [11], ZnO/Ag/ZnO [12] it was possible to achieve more 
or less acceptable values of transmittance and resistivity at once.  

 
 
Figure 1. a) Transmittance and b) sheet resistance as a function of film thickness for Pt [5]. 
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Next group of TCF’s materials is represented by transparent conductive 
oxides (TCOs). They have a higher optical transmittance with acceptable 
resistivity compared to metals. TCOs usually are n-type wide band-gap 
semiconductors, where high conductivity can be obtained by means of doping. 
This group is represented in general by CdO, In2O3, SnO2 and ZnO based 
materials.  

CdO is a semiconductor with a face-centered cubic crystal structure and 2.19 
eV band gap. CdO thin films have been made by using different methods such 
as magnetron sputtering [13], spray pyrolysis [14] and others. CdO doped by In, 
Sn, or F and complex compounds such as CdSnO3, CdIn2O4 [3,6] have a good 
transmittance around 90 % and a low resistivity 10-4 Ω∙cm [15]. However, in 
reality application of Cd based films is very limited because of their high 
toxicity [16]. 

In2O3 is bixbyite-type cubic crystal structure semiconductor with band gap 
around 2.9 eV [3]. It was doped by many different dopants such as Sn, F, Zn, 
Ge, Ti, etc. Nevertheless, Sn-doped In2O3 (ITO) became industry standard in 
TCFs. Despite the fact that ITO is defined as Sn doped In2O3 [17,18], it also can 
be defined as a mixture of In2O3 and SnO2, where concentration of the last one 
is around 10 % [19,20]. It has resistivity around 10-4 Ω∙cm and transmittance 
above 80 % in the visible spectral range. Although ITO is widely used, it is 
expensive and shortage of indium may occur in the near future because of the 
limited world indium reserves [21]. For these reasons much attempts are 
focused on the development of ITO alternatives. 

SnO2 has body-centred tetragonal crystal structure and band-gap 3.62 eV [3]. 
Wide band gap makes SnO2 transparent even in the ultraviolet region. Tin oxide 
was doped with F [22], Sb, Nb, Ta, etc [3,6] to achieve desirable conductivity. 
From the range of dopants mentioned above F-doped SnO2 (FTO) has lower 
price and resistivity slightly higher than ITO. It makes F-doped SnO2 com-
mercially attractive [23].  

ZnO is a semiconductor, which has band-gap 3.37 eV at room temperature 
[24]. ZnO thin films have suitable electrical properties as well as a high trans-
mittance. The latter is usually above 90 % in the visible spectral range. To 
achieve a low resistivity ZnO has to be doped with Al [25], Ga [26], F, In, etc 
[3]. Al-doped ZnO (AZO) and Ga-doped ZnO (GZO) are most remarkable for 
TCOs applications. ZnO-based TCOs are cheap and due to their electrical and 
optical properties are capable of replacing ITO as transparent electrode in appli-
cations [3]. AZO is cheaper compared to GZO and due to this it is more pre-
ferable. Even though AZO has good properties, it has been produced by expen-
sive methods such as CVD [27] or sputtering [28]. Therefore current attempts 
are focused on the development of methods that would be inexpensive and more 
suitable for mass production. 

Next group of TCFs is represented by ternary compounds such as Zn2SnO4, 
CdSnO3 and alloy systems In2O3-SnO2-ZnO, In2O3-SnO2-CdO [6]. Due to the 
nature of the solid solutions it is possible to influence their conductivity and 
shift the band-gap in a specific range and consequently vary the transmittance 
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window. However, these multicomponent materials are difficult to deposit and 
further research in this direction is necessary. 

We would like to note the existence of a few other materials that can 
potentially replace ITO. They include Ag nanowires, CNTs, graphene, con-
ductive polymers (Figure 2). A good overview is given by McCoul et al. [29]. 
These materials can be deposited on stretchable\flexible substrates as well. They 
have a big potential but they are still under development. 

  
 
Figure 2. Sheet resistance of specific alternative materials and their transmittance at 
550 nm wavelength [29]. 

From the above mentioned materials AZO is a promising indium-free 
alternative to ITO for mass production. It was prepared by sputtering [28] and 
demonstrated good results. To make deposition procedure cheaper sol-gel 
methods are preferable. In fact there are articles dated more than ten years ago, 
which represented good transmittance and resistivity of AZO films prepared by 
sol-gel method [30]. However, inability to reproduce their results in the lab or 
obtain films with similar or better properties by many groups years later 
[25,31,32] drive scientists for further research. In this work we are focused on 
preparation of thin AZO films from sol-gel solution by different routes and 
investigation of electrical and optical properties of the prepared samples.  

 

1.2. Electrical properties of transparent conductive oxides 
To achieve high conductivity semiconductor has to be doped by elements with 

higher or lower valence. Conductivity σ 	 in semiconductors can be 

expressed as [33]: = μ + μ , (1) 
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where e is elementary charge [C],  and  are concentration of electrons and 

holes [cm-3], μ  and μ  are mobility  of electrons and holes, respectively. 

Charge carrier concentration is determined mainly by the doping level whereas 
mobility is determined by level of scattering charges on crystal structure and 
structural defects (including dopant atoms). In n-type semiconductors the 
concentration of electrons is much higher than the concentration of holes. 
Opposite situation is in p-type semiconductors. Usually only the main charge 
carrier concentration is taken into account in the equation mentioned above. In 
most cases the hole mobility is lower than the electron mobility [33]. Because 
of this using of n-type semiconductors is beneficial for reaching high 
conductivities in TCOs. 

The type of charge carrier and its mobility are possible to determine by Hall 
effect. Because of this the mobility is also called Hall mobility μ . The 
influence of dopant on the electron concentration (carrier density) and mobility 
in AZO films was measured by Wang et al. (Figure 3) [34]. Initially n and μ  
increase with the concentration of dopant, and therefore conductivity increases 
also. When the level of dopant reaches certain critical level, the mobility (and 
also conductivity) starts to decrease as a consequence of increased scattering. 

 
 

Figure 3. Carrier concentration ( ) and the Hall mobility (μ ) of AZO films annealed at 
500 °C as functions of Al doping concentration [34]. 

According to the dependence of mobility on temperature it is possible to 
determine dominant scattering mechanism in a particular non-heavily doped 
TCO. ln(μ)~ −  is typical for scattering on grain boundaries [35]. μ~  
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is typical for scattering on phonons [36]. μ~ /  is typical for scattering on 
ionized impurities [37]. In heavily doped TCO the scattering on ionized 
impurities is dominant and independent of temperature at low temperatures 
[36,37]. 

As the scattering of electrons on any kind of defects has significant impact 
on electrical properties of semiconductors, it is extremely important to use high 
quality precursors and carefully choose the preparation method in order to get 
desirable resistivity. 

In field of TCFs sheet resistance □  [Ω/□] and resistivity  [Ω ∙cm] are 
widely used instead of conductivity, where = 1/ . Sheet resistance □ and 
resistance R [Ω] of bulk material wire are related by the formulas: 

 = ⇒ = = ; lim→ = □ , (2) 

 
where L is a length of the wire, S is a cross-sectional area of the wire, which has 
thickness t and width equal to a (Figure 4). Here □ has the same meaning as R 
and □ indicate that resistance was measured for sample with equal width and 
length or in other words for square with finite thickness. If we know sheet 
resistance of one square piece □ =Ri, it is easy to calculate the resistance of the 
whole sample consisting of n of such square pieces: = ∑ = □ Ω/□ ∙□ . This is the main difference between □ and R, and to distinguish them the 
units of Ω/□ were introduced [38]. 

 
 
Figure 4. A piece of bulk wire with resistance R (left) and thin film (“mashed wire”) 
with sheet resistance □= Ri of one square piece (right). Probes on the top of the film 
are for the four-point probe measurements. 

In practice, for measurement of sheet resistance four-point probe method is 
widely used. It allows elimination of sometimes significant parasitic resistance 
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from wires connected between source-meter and probes. The theory of the four-
point probe method is developed by Smits [39]: 
 = 1 = □ = ln(2) ∙ ∙ ≈ 4.532 ∙ , (3) 

 
where t is film thickness [cm], V is voltage [V], I is current [A], F is a correction 
factor [39]. For this measurement the current I is fixed and the voltage V is 
measured. The distance between the probes is fixed and equal to w (Figure 4). 
The right part of the formula is valid if L>>w>>t, otherwise the correction 
factor F has to be used. Additional information about the four-point probe 
method and probe configurations can be found in Ref. [38]. 

It is important to note that non-contact sheet resistance measurement techni-
ques also exist. They are based on eddy current testing [40] and commercially 
available [41]. It can be significant for structures such as graphene. Discussion 
of these methods is beyond the scope of this work. 

 

1.3. Optical properties of transparent conductive oxides 
This section describes only the basic optical properties and their connection 
with the electrical ones with the aim to highlight the development of TCOs. 
More detailed overview can be found in Ref. [3,6]. 

Typical transmittance spectrum of well-developed TCO is represented in the 
Figure 5. Transmittance is maximal in the visible spectral range, whereas it is 
very low or zero in the near ultraviolet (UV) and near-infrared (NIR) regions. 
The transmittance in the near-UV region is limited by the effective band-gap Eg, 
where photons with bigger energy are absorbed [42] and transmittance drops 
abruptly. In the NIR region the transmittance is generally limited by the 
reflection at the plasma frequency. The transmission window is in the region 
between these two diapasons, where light is going mostly through the material. 
The doping level noticeably changes charge density, which is connected with 
plasma frequency and effective band gap (Burstein-Moss effect) [43]. Because 
of this the transmission window becomes narrower in the NIR region and 
slightly shifted to the near-UV region in response to the increasing level of 
doping. Shift in the NIR region is predominant. Interference fringes in the trans-
mission window can be associated with reflections from surfaces and interfaces, 
film thickness and incident wavelength, which can be used to achieve higher 
transmittance in TCOs [3]. 

In addition to chemical composition and material purity, it is possible to 
control optical properties of TCOs by variation of film thickness, thickness 
uniformity, and surface roughness [42].  

 By considering electrical and optical properties together it becomes clear 
that a lower resistivity narrows the transmission window. Following this further, 
it is important to take into account the particular application of TCFs to maxi-
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mize the efficiency of the whole device. For example, for LED structures it is 
important to have maximal transmittance basically in visible spectral region, 
whereas for solar cells having wider transmission window is more significant 
[3]. Also it is possible to increase the film thickness to decrease the sheet 
resistance, however it decreases transmittance and, in this sense, acceptable 
compromise has to be found.  

 
 
Figure 5. Transmittance spectrum of an ITO film with a thickness of 500 nm [44]. 

 

1.4. Highlights of the particular applications of  
AZO structures tested in this work 

1.4.1. Possibilities to control the fluorescence of AZO structures 

As it was mentioned above, the optical usage of TCOs in general and AZO in 
particular supposes their ability to transmit light, which is not reflected by the 
film surfaces or absorbed inside the film. However, if the film exhibits fluore-
scence, it not only transmits light, but also can generate it. AZO films have a 
moderate own fluorescence with characteristic spectral bands in the near ultra-
violet and visible spectral ranges. As a direct gap semiconductor, zinc oxide has 
a characteristic edge luminescence in a spectral range near 400 nm and a defect 
related luminescence with maximum near 520 nm [45]. Consequently, the edge 
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luminescence could be interesting for the lasing applications in the violet or 
ultraviolet spectral range [46]. The control of defect-related luminescence can 
be interesting for the single photon light sources and optical communication 
lines [47]. An overview of the specific possibilities to control this fluorescence 
is represented below. The original experimental results concerning the control 
of AZO fluorescence are represented in section 4.3.1. 

In multilayered coatings the control of light can be achieved via interference 
effects or via coupling of light with specific plasmon-polariton waves at the 
metal-non-metal interface. In both cases the rates of absorption or fluorescence 
processes can be increased, either by the electric field of surface plasmon-
polariton wave localized at the metal-non-metal interface (Figure 6.a) or by 
electric field of the light guided/leaked in/from the layer (Figure 6.b). 

 

  
 
Figure 6. Calculated diagram of electric field distribution in a layered structure: (1) 
glass, (2) gold, (3) titania, (4) air. The thicknesses of titania layer are different: (a) 47 
nm, (b) 100 nm. Arrows indicate the direction of incident light. Picture is reproduced 
from Ref. [48]. 

The difference is only in the degree of field localization. Electric field is 
usually stronger localized at the metal-non-metal interfaces (Figure 6.a), 
because the surface plasmon-polaritons propagate mainly along these interfaces. 
Their electric field is concentrated near the interface and penetrates inside the 
material only at the distances, which are not larger than several tens of 
nanometers [49]. It is because of an exponential decay of surface wave away 
from the interface. However, surface plasmon-polariton waves suffer from the 
damping and loss of energy in the metal. Therefore the multilayered non-metal 
coatings with less losses are used if compromise in field localization is 
acceptable [50]. Theoretical estimations testify that using layered coatings and 
plasmonic structures can result in up to 10 % increase in the efficiency of 
photovoltaic devices [51]. Experimental results about the solar cells based on 
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AZO coatings doped by noble metals confirm the prospects of this estimation 
[52]. 

The wave vector of a freely propagating light is less than the wave vector of 
surface plasmon-polariton. Therefore excitation of surface waves and their 
coupling with fluorescence is possible only when the wave vector of light be-
comes equal to the wave vector of surface wave. Experimental discovery of 
these conditions was done by E. Kretschmann [53]. The physical implemen-
tation requires passing the light through a prism with sufficiently high refractive 
index n, which results in the n times increase in the wave vector of light (Figure 
7). The incident angle of light in the prism was adjusted so as to achieve the 
total internal reflection providing the necessary electric field distribution of the 
so-called evanescent wave, which exponentially decays away from the interface 
[54]. 

 
 
Figure 7. Kretschmann scheme: (1) incident light beam; (2) detected light beam; (3) 
semicylinder prism; (4) gold layer; (5) non-metal film. An arrow E together with the 
light beam (1) forms the plane of electric vector oscillations in case of the p-polarized 
light. It was shown that only p-polarized light can generate surface plasmon-polariton 
wave, because only electric field of the p-polarized light has a component normal to the 
interface (4)–(5) and able to induce the non-compensated electrical polarization of the 
surface.  

The scheme proposed by E. Kretschmann appeared so fortunate that it was 
used in several applications. Particularly, it allowed changing the spectral shape, 
intensity and angular distribution of fluorescence from organic fluorophores, 
which can be used to increase the sensitivity in fluorescence microscopy [55, 
56]. The scheme appeared useful for the detailed study of coupling of fluore-
scence with plasmons and obtaining coherent plasmons [57,58], which opens 
the way for the plasmon lasers working below the optical diffraction limit. 

The original results of this work are devoted to the control of AZO fluore-
scence realized by means of reverse Kretschmann scheme represented in section 
4.3.1. 
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1.4.2. Use of AZO films in the liquid crystal indicators 

The AZO films described in section 4.1 were tested as conductive layers for the 
liquid crystal indicator. Since using of AZO electrodes implies understanding of 
the indicator working principle, the construction of such indicator is described 
below. 

Liquid crystals can be also named as anisotropic liquids. Optically this 
anisotropy can be used in the liquid crystal indicators and displays for obtaining 
the pixels with bright or dark appearance forming an image. Further addition of 
colour filters and back lighting supplies formation of colour images [59].  

The aligned layer of rod-like liquid crystal molecules has birefringent pro-
perties similarly to a uniaxial crystal. It means that the incident polarized light 
beam coming through such layer is divided into two beams with perpendicular 
polarizations: so-called ordinary and extraordinary beams. An analyzer brings 
the electric vectors of these beams into one plane allowing them to interfere. 
Constructive or destructive interference will result in brighter or darker final 
pixel (Figure 8). 

 
 
Figure 8. Path of a light beam through a uniaxially oriented liquid crystal layer placed 
between crossed polarizers. Eo and Ee are electric field strength vectors for ordinary and 
extraordinary light beams. Blue arrows show the interfering electric vectors, which are 
brought together in the horizontal plane by the analyzer. 

The changes in brightness are achievable by applying different voltages to 
the liquid crystal layer. Due to different permittivity of liquid crystal molecules 
along and across their axes, the molecules can be oriented in parallel (positive 
liquid crystal) or perpendicular (negative liquid crystal) to the applied electric 
field and by such a way change the light interference and brightness of liquid 
crystal layer set between the crossed polarizers.  

Since the times, when the first liquid crystal indicators appeared, a lot of 
efforts have been applied to make them cheaper, working at smaller voltages 
and in broader temperature intervals, make them faster, improve the contrast, 
colour and flexibility [60]. Current products in the market combine elegant 
technological solutions with advanced knowledge in the chemistry of different 
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liquid crystal materials, surface physics and surface chemistry allowing to 
achieve better initial orientation and pretilt angle of liquid crystal molecules, 
which are important for the quick switching and absence of image sticking 
effects. The works in this field are in continuous progress and liquid crystal 
displays are in continuous competition with light emitting diode displays and 
electrophoretic electronic paper [61,62]. 

 Current liquid crystal indicators frequently use twisted orientation of the 
liquid crystal layer. Switching in such twisted structure is quicker, because of an 
additional torque elasticity imposed to the liquid crystal layer in such con-
figuration. Structurally, the liquid crystal molecules adjacent to the top and 
bottom substrates have perpendicular orientation in the initial state (Figure 9). 
The molecules are oriented along the grooves specially made in aligning poly-
mer layers by their directional rubbing with fleecy cloth. The electric vector of 
the transmitted light is twisted by such a way to follow the direction of liquid 
crystal alignment in the off-state at appropriate thickness of liquid crystal layer. 
Therefore the cell set between the crossed polarizers transmits light in the off-
state (Figure 9.a). Molecules reoriented along the applied conductive surface 
electric field do not support rotation of electric field strength vector inside the 
liquid crystal layer. Therefore the on-state of cell looks dark in crossed pola-
rizers (Figure 9.b).  

 

 
Figure 9. Scheme of twisted-nematic liquid crystal cell: (a) off-state; (b) on-state. The 
picture is reproduced from [63]. Here the conductive surface can be replaced by AZO. 
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Substrates for liquid crystal cells should be sufficiently transparent and 
simultaneously conductive providing on the one hand good transmittance and 
on the other hand switching at comparatively low voltages. Alternatives to the 
indium containing conductive layers are necessary to substitute indium for less 
expensive materials such as AZO [64] or graphene [65]. 

AZO films deposited by the magnetron sputtering showed a promising per-
formance as conductive layers for the liquid crystal indicators [64]. However, to 
the best of our knowledge there is no data about the performance of liquid 
crystal indicators based on AZO films prepared by means of sol-gel method. 
The structure and behaviour of twisted-nematic liquid crystal cell based on sol-
gel AZO films are described further in section 4.3.2. 

 

1.5. Preparation methods of transparent conductive oxides  
Since sol-gel method is applied here for preparation of TCO coatings, it is 
reasonable to overview shortly its place among other approaches. Transparent 
conductive oxides have been prepared by many methods and some of them are 
still under development. A short overview of the results achieved by different 
methods is represented in Table 1. It is easy to see that the properties of the 
obtained samples vary significantly from method to method. One of the main 
reasons for existence of such variety of methods is their different cost. On the 
other side, it is desire to obtain films with better properties in particular cases, 
when the cost is of secondary importance. For example, the best results were 
achieved by molecular beam epitaxy. However, it is not suitable for mass 
production, because of the high cost (including the energy expenses) [3]. For 
these reasons development of cost effective methods for preparation of TCO 
films is actual.  
 

Table 1. Properties of TCOs prepared by different methods. 

Material 
 

Preparation method 
 

Resistivity, 10 Ω∙cm 
Transmittance at  

550 nm, % 

ITO 

“Commercial” [23] ~1 >85 
Sputtering [66] ~1.2 >80 

Sol-gel [20] 23 >90 
FTO Spray pyrolysis [22] ~4 >85 

GZO 
MBE[26] ~1 >90 
CVD[27] 27 >90 

AZO 

CVD [27] ~1 >90 
Sputtering [28] ~6 >90 

Spray pyrolysis [67] ~10 >90 
Sol-gel[32,68]  14-200 >90 
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In this work we are focused on the preparation of thin AZO films from sol-
gel solution as one of the most promising method for mass production. Despite 
of the variety of published articles describing preparations of films by sol-gel 
method, it is very common fact that it is frequently impossible to reproduce the 
published results in the lab. It can be caused by the reason that the description 
of some experimental steps are just skipped in the publications by assuming that 
these steps are self-evident or not important. It can be also that after successful 
preparation some important parameters were not documented very carefully. 
For this reason reproducibility is the second important factor in film preparation 
by this method. 

Compared to other methods, sol-gel process has several benefits. It is simple, 
non-vacuum and low cost technique that does not require utilization of 
complicated and expensive equipment. This process gives opportunity to pro-
duce both small and large area coatings of desirable shape at relatively low tem-
peratures. Moreover, there is an easy way to control solution concentration, 
doping level, and homogeneity. Usually, the resulting films are uniform and 
have a high purity. However, it is necessary to find and use the optimized pro-
cessing parameters that are required for minimization or elimination of effects 
related to film shrinkage and film cracking. 

Sol-gel basics are well described in a work of Brinker [69]. A good review 
of the sol-gel preparation of ZnO films is represented by Znaidi [70], however 
he did not provide any connection to the properties relevant for TCO appli-
cations, such as transmittance or resistivity. The typical scheme of preparation 
of ZnO films is represented in Figure 10. According to Znaidi it is possible to 
indicate three important technological steps: preparation of the precursor solu-
tion; deposition of the prepared sol on the substrate by the chosen technique; 
and heat treatment of the xerogel film. The xerogel is the gel dried at ambient 
pressure. The details of these steps and the processing parameters for AZO 
films formation will be discussed in sections 3 and 4.1. 
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Figure 10. An overview of the sol-gel method showing two synthesis examples; (a) 
films from colloidal sol; (b) powder from colloidal sol transformed into a gel [70]. 
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2. GOALS OF THE RESEARCH 

Limited amount of indium, which is currently widely used in the transparent 
conductive electrodes, stipulated the search of alternative materials. It is hard to 
solve the problem even with the help of such actual material as graphene, 
because sheet resistance of the neat graphene is not sufficiently low to substitute 
indium tin oxide. Since some prospects are connected with the zinc oxide doped 
by aluminium (AZO) coatings, the goal of this research is elaboration of rela-
tively inexpensive sol-gel based methods for preparation of such coatings and 
investigation of their electrical and optical properties. The goal included also an 
applied aspect in a sense that the prepared AZO films were aimed to be tested as 
a part of electro-optical liquid crystal indicators and AZO-gold structures 
prospective for the fluorescent reflective type displays and optical sensors.  

In spite of certain amount of publications related to the AZO, there is no 
systematic data about the dependence of their properties on the preparation con-
ditions, especially in case of sol-gel method. Partly it is caused by the fact that 
different authors controlled different preparation parameters in different ranges 
or certain experimental conditions are not described in all details. So the author 
was faced with the necessity to reconsider critically the existing sol-gel ap-
proaches for the preparation of AZO films and elaborate own recipes. During 
the implementation of this goal it was revealed that even changes in the ambient 
humidity or heating rate of the samples led to alteration of their electrical and 
optical properties. Thus, realization of the pointed goal required a thorough 
investigation of all steps of the sol-gel preparation procedure, practical pre-
paration and thermal treatment of samples in different atmospheres, analysis of 
their physicochemical properties. There were prepared both spin-coated conti-
nuous AZO films and fiber-based samples by means of electrospinning. Finally, 
specific behaviour of fluorescent and reflected light in structures, which include 
AZO films, was investigated and the performance of the AZO films as con-
ductive layers in the liquid crystal indicators was tested. 
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3. EXPERIMENTAL FACILITIES 

This section describes materials, methods and experimental equipment used for 
the preparation and characterization AZO films as well as AZO based liquid 
crystal cells. Major preparation steps of AZO films by means of sol-gel depo-
sition via spin-coating and electrospinning techniques are shown in Figure 11.  

 

 
 
Figure 11. Major preparation steps of AZO films by spin-coating and electrospinning 
techniques. White boxes indicate steps common to both methods. 

3.1. Synthesis of AZO films by spin-coating method 
Two different AZO solutions were prepared (subsequently called as routes #1 
and #2). For the synthesis zinc acetate dihydrate [Zn(CH3CO2)2·2H2O] (Sigma-
Aldrich, assay ≥99 %), 2-methoxyethanol [C3H8O2] (Sigma-Aldrich, assay 
≥99.5 %), ethanolamine [MEA, C2H7NO] (Sigma-Aldrich, assay ≥99 %), alu-
minium nitrate nonahydrate [Al(NO3)3·9H2O] (Sigma-Aldrich, assay ≥98 %), 
ethanol (C2H5OH, assay ≥99 %) were used. For convenience of the reader major 
technological steps are represented in Figure 11 and the details are described in 
section 4.1. The precise amounts of used precursors are shown in Table 4.  

The samples were spin-coated by SCS-G3P-8 Spin Coater. After that the 
samples were put in a preheated hot chamber for drying. It led to a temperature 
fluctuation around 20 °C in the moment when chamber was opened. To achieve 
a lower temperature fluctuation the oven chamber was replaced by hot plate. 
The hot plate was represented by heavy thick aluminium disk on the top of 
magnet stirrer (Figure 12.a). Heating power was set via magnet stirrer knob. A 
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thick heavy disk was used for temperature stabilization. The real temperature 
was measured by independent thermometers operating in a wide range. In this 
case the temperature fluctuation was around 1 °C when a cold sample was put 
on top of the disk.  

During the annealing traces of previously annealed substances can evaporate 
from the walls of the ceramic chamber. It led to differences in properties of the 
resultant films. For this reason the hot chamber was replaced by electrically 
heated quartz tube (Figure 12.b). Additionally, it allowed increasing the heating 
and cooling rates which in the case of the ceramic chamber was limited. Tem-
perature was controlled via Eurotherm controller. Following this further it was 
developed special aluminium-rubber details. They connect ends of the quartz 
tube with Supelco rotameter from one side and gas washing bottle from another 
to allow annealing samples in different atmospheres. Supelco Rotameter 23320-
U was used for controlling the Ar or Ar:H2 gas flow speed from the gas 
cylinder. 

 

  
Figure 12. a) hot-plate set-up for drying the as-prepared samples; b) electrically heated 
quartz tube set-up for annealing the samples in different atmospheres. 

3.2. Synthesis of AZO films by electrospinning method 
The following components were used for the preparation of sol-gel precursor: 
deionized water, 2-methoxyethanol [C3H8O2] (Sigma-Aldrich, assay ≥99.5 %), 
zinc acetate dihydrate [Zn(CH3CO2)2·2H2O] (Sigma-Aldrich, assay ≥99 %), alu-
minium nitrate nonahydrate [Al(NO3)3·9H2O] (Sigma-Aldrich, assay ≥98 %), 
polyvinylpyrrolidone [(C6H9NO)x] (Sigma-Aldrich, Mw 360,000). For conve-
nience of the reader the major technological steps are shown in Figure 11 and 
the details are described in section 4.2. The precise amounts of used precursors 
are shown in Table 5. 

The scheme of home-made electrospinning set-up is shown in Figure 13. 
The potential difference via the power supply (h) (~ 25 kV) was applied to the 
two metal disks forming a uniform electric field in the region of fiber formation. 
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Sample was attached to the left metal disk (collector) (a) covered with alu-
minium foil. The piston of the syringe (e) with polymer solution was pushed by 
the pump (i) in order to form a droplet at the end of the needle. The electric 
field deformed a droplet into a Taylor cone [71]. When the surface tension 
forces become lower than electric forces the polymer jet arises from the Taylor 
cone. Such kind of jet reaches to the collector and sticks to it in the form of a 
fiber. So after some time of deposition a network from overlapped fibers forms 
a layer on the collector.  

In order obtain reproducible fibers it was very important to pay attention to 
all of the following parameters: solution properties (polymer molecular weight 
[72], viscosity [73], surface tension [72,74] and conductivity [75,76]), process 
parameters (voltage [72,76], feeding rate [75,77], collector type [78–80], 
distance [76,81]) and ambient parameters (humidity and temperature [82,83]). 

 
 
Figure 13. Home-made electrospinning set-up: a) metal disk (collector) b) sample c) 
fiber jet d) needle e) syringe with solution f) Taylor cone g) distance h) high-voltage 
power supply (LNC 30000-2pos; Heinzinger) i) syringe pump (Multi-Phaser NE-500; 
New Era). 

3.3. Preparation of AZO-gold samples for  
the resonant control of fluorescence 

AZO films were deposited by spin-coating method (as described above) on the 
glass slides and glass slides covered by 50 nm thick gold layer (Phasis company). 

The AZO samples deposited on the gilded glass were attached to a semicy-
lindrical glass prism by means of immersion oil (Figure 33). Such so-called 
Kretschmann scheme [84] allows observation through the prism of the reflected 
and fluorescent light from the AZO-gold interface. Laser light with wavelength 
532 nm was incident through the prism and its reflection was collected also on 
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the side of the prism in the so-called Kretschmann geometry, whereas the exci-
tation of the fluorescence was done on the side of the AZO film in the so-called 
reverse Kretschmann geometry [85]. It allowed to compare angular depen-
dencies of the intensities of the reflected and fluorescent light. The exciting 
lasers were selected specially to allow such comparison. The ultraviolet 355 nm 
laser line was used because it effectively excited green fluorescence in the AZO 
films. The maximum of this fluorescence fell on the spectral range 530–540 nm. 
The laser line 532 nm was selected for the reflection measurements, because it 
is within the mentioned spectral range and gives a possibility to judge about 
reflection and fluorescence data in the same spectral diapason. The intensity of 
light was detected through the prism at different angles ϕ. 

 

3.4. Preparation of AZO films for liquid crystal cells 
Liquid crystal indicators based on the AZO films were prepared in following 
sequence. Glass substrates with AZO films (13 layers deposited by spin-coating 
method) were covered by a layer of rubbed planar polyimide JALS (Nissan). 
Twist cell (Figure 9) with thickness 10 μm was assembled and filled by 
capillary flow with positive planar liquid crystal ZLI 4792 (Merck) having the 
elastic constants K11 = 13.2*10-12 N, K22 = 6.5*10-12 N, K33 = 18.3*10-12 N and 
dielectric anisotropy Δε= 5.2 (data are taken from Merck datasheet). Referent 
twist nematic cell with the similar parameters, but based on the indium tin oxide 
electrodes was used for comparison. 

 

3.5. Substrate preparation 
Before deposition of films, the glass, Si and aluminium foil substrates were 
ultrasonically cleaned in acetone and methanol for 10 minutes, dried in a 
flowing nitrogen gas and finally cleaned in plasma cleaner for 10 min.  

Clean substrates were stored in distilled water. Before deposition they were 
dried on hot plate at 250 °C. 

 

3.6. Equipment used for the characterization of  
prepared samples 

The sheet resistivity was measured by using a four-probe method (Keithley 
2400 sourcemeter). Film transparency was measured by using spectrophoto-
meter Jasco V-570. Film thicknesses were measured by using electron micro-
scopy (Helios NanoLab, FEI). Before annealing the nanofibers were inspected 
with optical microscope (Eclipse E200; Nikon). Shape of nanofibers and surface 
morphology of AZO films were measured by using electron microscopy (HR-
SEM; Helios Nanolab, FEI). Element analysis was performed by using energy 
dispersive Х-ray spectroscopy (EDS; Oxford Instruments). In order to deter-
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mine resultant crystal structure of continuous AZO film, XRD and GIXRD ana-
lysis were performed on SmartLab (Rigaku) diffractometer. The incident angle 
for GIXRD analysis was 0.4°. 

 The fluorescence of the AZO and AZO-gold films were excited by using the 
third harmonic of a pulsed Nd:YAG laser (355 nm, 10 kHz). Angular depen-
dences of light reflection for the AZO-gold films were measured by using the 
second harmonic (532 nm) of a continuous-wave Nd:YAG laser. Intensity of 
light was detected through the prism at different angles ϕ by means of a fiber-
coupled Andor SR303i spectrometer equipped with an Andor Newton CCD 
camera. 

Transmittance of liquid crystal cells placed between crossed polarizers was 
investigated under application of an external voltage from 0 to 10 V at 
frequency 2 kHz from a home-made generator. A 635 nm diode laser with 
output power 5 mW was used as a light source in the transmittance measure-
ments. 
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4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

To the best of our knowledge, there are currently no standards related to the pre-
paration of AZO films from sol-gel solution with desirable structure, trans-
mittance and resistivity. As it was pointed in section 1.1, there are several 
approaches, where variation preparation parameters such as initial precursors, 
concentration of dopant or annealing conditions have been studied. As a result, 
further variation in crystallinity, electrical or optical properties have been ana-
lysed. Different scientific groups use different ranges and steps in the variation 
of these parameters. Furthermore, it is hard to compare the properties of mate-
rials obtained by different authors and reproduce their results in the laboratory.  

Our approach is more systematic and in this sense parameters such as con-
centration of Al dopant, humidity during the deposition of samples, tempe-
rature, atmosphere and heating rate at annealing, reproducibility were under 
control. The properties of continuous AZO films and nanofiber based films are 
described. Optical effects accompanying with the use of the AZO films in 
certain optical structures were investigated also. 

 

4.1. Continuous AZO coatings: preparation features, 
electrical properties and light transmittance 

Desirable properties for AZO films can be achieved on the one hand by selec-
tion of proper precursors and on the other hand by tuning, sometimes in a very 
delicate manner, the preparation conditions. In this sense the properties of 
samples are inseparable from the preparation routes, which were selected in an 
original way to improve the properties of final AZO samples. Here the main 
features of our approaches are described. 

The two routes presented in this section were developed for preparation of 
AZO samples by sol-gel method. The route, where zinc acetate dihydrate was 
used for the sol precursor without any stabilization, will be referred to as route 
#1. It resulted in AZO films having large particles on the surface. Possibilities 
for preparation of films with small particles were also investigated. For this 
purpose ethanolamine was added to the precursors from route #1. This addition 
together with variation of preparation parameters was grouped and will be 
called route #2. As a result, structures with small particle on top were obtained. 
The details of the preparation procedures and the stipulated properties of the 
samples are discussed below. 

In route #1 zinc acetate dihydrate and aluminium nitrate nonahydrate were 
dissolved in ethanol. Solution in capped bottles was refluxed by magnetic stirrer 
at temperature above 73 °C. Mixing time, speed and temperature have an effect 
on the homogeneous distribution of gelation centers in the solution. The optimal 
mixing speed was found to be near 1500 rpm. It resulted in a more homogeneous 
solution with only a small amount of microsized particles (Figure 14.a). In 
contrast, a lower mixing speed resulted in more grainy material (Figure 14.b). 
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Figure 14. SEM images of dried films demonstrating the influence of solution mixing 
speed on the surface structure: (a) 1500 rpm and (b) 300 rpm. Route #1. 

Thoroughly mixed solution was ready for deposition on clean substrates. The 
surface of the substrates was determinative for quality of the resulting coatings. 
Any dust or defects on the surface can lead to film deformation and cracking. 
Several experiments demonstrated that the optimal cleaning sequence should in-
clude ultrasonic treatment of substrates in acetone and methanol for 10 minutes, 
drying in a flowing nitrogen gas and final cleaning in atmospheric plasma for 10 
min. RC1 and piranha solution cleaning methods were also tested but they did 
not give any benefit in resultant film quality.  

The prepared solution was spin-coated on the soda-lime glass and Si sub-
strates. The spin-coating step was repeated several times for obtaining thicker 
films. In this case intermediate drying of the just deposited layer was done at 
260 °С in order to solidify it for deposition of the next layer. Films with total 
thicknesses 150, 230 and 540 nm were prepared. An important precondition for 
formation of good films was a good wettability of substrate. In this case the 
solution covered the whole substrate without formation of big droplets, inho-
mogeneous drying of which can result in cracking (Figure 15) [69].  

As the last step the films were annealed at high temperatures, chosen in the 
range 300–700 °C. The lower limit of temperature was selected to provide de-
composition of organic precursors, burning out the excess of their carbon and 
provide defects relaxation in AZO lattice. The upper limit was set to avoid 
melting of used substrates.  

It was revealed that the surface quality depends on the annealing temperature 
(Figure 16). Particularly surface becomes rough at 700 °C. Thus lower an-
nealing temperatures should be used for obtaining smoother surfaces. Indeed 
more uniform surfaces were obtained, if annealing temperatures were kept in 
the range 400–500 °C.  
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Figure 15. An optical microscope image of shrinked and cracked AZO film. 

 
 
Figure 16. SEM images of AZO films after annealing at 300, 400, 500, 700 °C for 1 
hour in air. Films have 5 layers. Route #1. 
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Films thickness decreases more than in 3 times after annealing (Figure 17, 
Table 2). It can be associated with major burning out of carbon. Indeed, the ele-
ment analysis proves that C/Zn ratio decreases in more than 3 times after 
annealing (Figure 17), which correlates well with the decrease in film thickness. 
At the same time the ratio O/Zn was increased by 24 % as a consequence of 
annealing in oxygen-containing atmosphere. 

 
Figure 17. SEM images of AZO films before (a) and after (b) annealing. Route #1. 

Table 2. Thicknesses of films obtained by route #1. 

Annealing Number of 
layers 

Thickness, nm Drying, °C Annealing, °C 

 1 150 260 - 

Before 3 230 260 - 
 5 540 260 - 

After 5 150 260 500 Air 
 

 
The resultant electrical conductivity of the prepared films depends on the Al 

content. Initial concentration of Al/Zn in the solution was taken around 1 
atomic % as suggested by M. J. Alam and D. C. Cameron [30]. Sheet resistance 
of the samples annealed in air was in the range 50–100 MΩ/□, which is quite 
high. It can be caused by the excessive oxidation of films annealed in air. 
Indeed, changing the annealing atmosphere resulted in a decrease in sheet 
resistance. The lowest obtained value was 0.9 MΩ/□ for the samples annealed 
in Ar atmosphere at 400 °C (Table 3, route #1).  
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Table 3. Experimental results for ZnO films on glass substrates. 

 
№ 

layers 
Drying, 

°C 
Annealing, °C 

R□, 10
6 

Ω/□ 
air Ar Ar:H2

R
ou

te
 #

1 

5 260 

 300 1 h - -  
 
 

50–100  400 1 h - - 

 500 1 h - - 

 300 1 h 

500 1h - 

 80 

 400 1 h  0.9 

 500 1 h  2 

R
ou

te
 #

2 

3 250 

 500 1 h - -  2 

 -  500 10 min -  0.12 
 - 500 1h - 0.030 
 - - 500 30min 0.004 

 
 

Optical transmittance of the films was estimated in the spectral range 300–900 
nm. It was measured for the deposited samples before and after annealing. 
Thinner films measured after annealing had higher transmittance, which is for 
visible light appeared over than 90 % (Figure 18).  
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Figure 18. Transmittance of the AZO films with different thicknesses annealed in air. 
Route #1. 



37 

The summary of the parameters used in route #1 can be seen in Table 4.  

Table 4. The summary of the parameters used in routes #1 and #2. 

Material/Procedure Route #1 Route #2 
Zinc acetate dehydrate 0.8496 g 2.4815g 

2-methoxyethanol - 15 ml 
Ethanol 60 ml - 

Ethanolamine [MEA] - 0.65 ml 
Aluminium nitrate nonahydrate 1at. % 0.5-3 at. % 

Mixing (total time,  
temperature,  

speed) 

180 min,  
80 °С 

300–1500 rpm 

215 min,  
73 °С 

1000 rpm 
Spin-coating (speed, 

solution amount 
time, 

numbers of layers) 

3000 rpm 
170 µl 
30 sec 

1–5 

3000 rpm 
170 µl 
30 sec 

1–9 
Drying (temperature, time) 260 °C, 10 min 200–400 °C, 1–10 min 

Annealing (atmosphere,  
temperature and time,  
heating\cooling rate) 

air, Ar 
300–700 °C 60 min 

2 °C per min 

air, Ar, Ar:H2 
500 °C 10–60 min 

2 °C per min 
 
 
The route #2 elaborated in course of the present work contains several 

changes for optimization of the conditions described in the route #1. Shelf life 
of the precursor solution was increased by substituting the solvent with 2-etho-
xyethanol and adding ethanolamine as a complex agent. It permitted to avoid 
precipitation in the solution (Figure 19.a). The higher boiling temperature of 2-
ethoxyethanol [86] in comparison with ethanol [87] resulted in slower 
evaporation. Additionally, it was possible to slow down the solution mixing 
speed.  

Films spin-coated from the precursors prepared by route #2 (Table 4) had a 
uniform surface without particles (Figure 19.b). Thicker films can be prepared 
by multiple spin-coating and drying steps. It was revealed that the electrical 
resistivity of the films non-monotonously depends on the drying temperature 
(Figure 20.a). 250 °C was selected as the optimal drying temperature. This tem-
perature is close to the melting point of the zinc acetate and corresponds to the 
minimal resistivity of the final films. Drying temperatures below 200 °C 
resulted in an essential decrease in the optical transparency of the films after 
aging. 

Several additional tests were done for the determination of the optimal aging 
time for the prepared solution before spin-coating of the films and delays 
between drying and annealing and drying time. It was revealed that it is obli-
gatory to stir the aged solution before deposition of the films. The drying time 
can be decreased from 10 to 1 minute without significant changes in the film 
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resistance. A delay in several days between the drying and annealing does not 
cause changes in the film properties.  

 
 

Figure 19. (a) Photos of capped bottles with solutions prepared by means of route #2: 
(mark 1) fresh solution; (marks 50 and 150) solutions aged for several months; (b) SEM 
image of AZO film prepared according to the route #2. 
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Figure 20. Sheet resistance of annealed AZO films as a function of (a) drying tempe-
rature and (b) concentration of aluminium dopant in the initial solution. Annealing in 
the cases (a) and (b) were done in different atmospheres. Route #2. 

Annealing of samples was performed at 500 °C. This temperature was found 
to be most feasible for the formation of uniform sample’s surface. The films 
prepared by means of route #2 and annealed in air had higher conductivity in 
comparison to the ones made according to the route #1. However, the achieved 
conductivity was not high enough. Changing the annealing atmosphere from air 
to Ar or Ar:H2 was proposed to improve conductivity (Table 3). The annealing 
time was set dependently on the atmosphere. Annealing in the Ar:H2 mixture 
required less time. 
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After achievement of acceptable resistivity values it was decided to investi-
gate specially, how the sheet resistance depends on the concentration of the Al 
precursor. It was revealed that the sheet resistance of samples rapidly decreased 
with the increase of Al concentration, achieving a minimum near 1 % and then 
started to gradually grow (Figure 20.b). It was decided to use the Al con-
centrations corresponding to the minimum in the sheet resistance. 

Experimentally it was revealed that thicker films had smaller resistance 
(Figure 21). It is in agreement with the theory where the resistance is inversely 
proportional to the thickness of the samples. In addition to this, the high 
resistance of very thin films can be caused by lattice mismatch between the 
ZnO:Al film and the substrate. Thicker layers have well-defined crystalline 
structure and lower amount of defects impeding conductivity. 
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Figure 21. Sheet resistance of the AZO films vs. the number of spin-coating layers. 
Route #2. 

Here it is important to pay attention to the notation related to the resistivity. 
Resistivity can be represented as the resistivity itself [88] or as the so called 
sheet resistance [89]. A special graph was elaborated for relating ρ and R□ for 
samples of different thicknesses (Figure 22). It can be helpful for comparison of 
the resistivity values taken from different references. 

Optical transmittance of the prepared films in the visible spectral range 400–
900 nm was similar and had an average value near 95 % (Figure 23). Slight 
oscillations in the transmittance are connected with interference effect. It is 
more essential for thicker samples. Transmittance in the near ultraviolet spectral 
range is dependent on the film thickness also. The thicker was the film the 
lower was its transmittance. It was 70 % for the sample with only one layer of 
material and goes down to 5 % for the 9-layer film. Decrease in the light 
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transmittance in the ultraviolet range is caused by band-to-band light absorption 
in zinc oxide. 
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Figure 22. Dependence of ( □) for films with different thicknesses. 
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Figure 23. Light transmittance vs. wavelength of light for AZO films having different 
thicknesses. *The thickness was estimated from the formula × _ _ . Route #2. 
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The transmittance spectra were used for estimating the band-gap of AZO 
films. For this, ( ℎ )  was plotted as a function of ℎ  (Figure 24). Each value 
of x and y were calculated by the formulas [90]: 

 = ℎ = ℎ	 ; 	 = ( ℎ ) = − ln( ) ℎ , (4) 

 
where t is film thickness [m], T is the transmittance in dimensionless units 
calculated from unity as from maximum level,  is the absorption coefficient 
[1/m], h is Planck constant [eV·s], c is the speed of the light [m/s]. To obtain the 
bang-gap value, it was necessary to extrapolate the linear part of the plot in the 
corresponding near ultraviolet spectral range. Films with different numbers of 
layers had similar plot and the bang-gap was around 3.32 eV. This value 
correlates well with the literature data for ZnO [91]. 
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Figure 24. Band-gap estimation for 250 nm thick AZO film. Route #2. 

The films were measured by X-ray diffractometer also (Figure 25). 
Generally the symmetric θ/2θ scan (XRD) gives information about the 
dominant plane orientations in the structure, whereas grazing incidence scan 
(GIXRD) determines the material itself via comparison with the known pattern. 
In our case XRD scan had one dominant peak near 002 and GIXRD had the 
same peaks as the calculated pattern of an ideal powder of ZnO. However, the 
absolute values were different. This indicates that the sample has an internal 
texture. On the basis on this we can conclude that our samples have a hexagonal 
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wurtzite structure such as ZnO and the atomic plane 001 is predominantly 
parallel to the plane of the sample. 

 
 

 
 
Figure 25. X-ray diffraction patterns of a AZO film: (blue) symmetric θ/2θ scan, (red) 
grazing incidence scan and (black) calculated pattern for ideal powder (structure data 
from ICSD collection code 67848). Miller indices are shown on top of the calculated 
peak positions. Route #2. 

The summary of parameters used in route #2 are shown in Table 4. 
 

4.2. AZO coatings made of fibers:  
preparation and properties 

This section describes AZO coatings deposited by electrospinning method. 
In this case the structure is formed from a big amount of intersecting fibers. 
Several potential benefits can be achieved: some economy of material owing to 
the voids in the fiber mesh; these voids could also give an additional 
transparency to the whole structure; conductivity of sample through the 
intersecting fibers can be sufficiently high. Fiber based films were prepared by 
two routes, which gave thin and thick fibers, correspondingly. The structure and 
properties of these samples are discussed below. 
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As in section 4.1 the main precursors for preparation of the fibers can be zinc 
acetate dehydrate and aluminium nitrate nonahydrate. However, preparation of 
fibers requires higher viscosity of precursors. It was achieved by addition of 
polyvinylpyrrolidone to the solution of precursors. Initially the solution was 
loaded in syringe from which a small droplet was extruded. Then the droplet 
was elongated into the so-called Taylor cone, which was extracted from the 
droplet under the action of a high voltage. As a result, a continuous jet of 
material was formed between the electrodes [92–95]. Finally, the net of fibers 
was deposited by such way to the electrically charged substrate. 

The conditions for preparation of thin and thick fibers were slightly 
different. They were named as route #1 and route #2, correspondingly. Specific 
details of these routes are shown in Table 5.  

 
 

Table 5. Summary of the parameters used in route #1 and route #2 for preparation of 
fiber-based coatings. 

Material/Procedure Route #1 Route #2 

Deionized water 5 ml 2.5 ml 
2-methoxyethanol - 2.5 ml 
Aluminium nitrate nonahydrate 1% 0–3 atomic % 
Polyvinylpyrrolidone 0.5 g 0.87 g 
Distance between the needle and samples 10 cm 15 cm 
Electrospinning voltage 20 kV 14.5 kV 
Feeding rate 0.12 μl/min 0.2 μl/min 
Drying - in air at 150°C 
Annealing in air, at 100, 300, 

400 or 450°C 
during 1hour 

in air or in vacuum 

at 360°C during 
4 hours 

 
 
The samples prepared by route #1 were annealed at different temperatures in 

the range 25–450 °C. It was revealed that an increase in temperature causes a 
decrease in fiber diameter (Figure 26). This decrease we associate with the burn 
out of fibers’ components. Indeed, relative values of O/Zn before and after 
annealing at 450 °C were 2.1 and 2.9; relative values of C/Zn before and after 
annealing at 450 °C were 2.6 and 1.48. Consequently, the doped ZnO fibers had 
an increased amount of O and a decreased amount of C after annealing in air. 
This regularity is more pronounced at longer annealing times. The thinnest 
fibers were obtained at the temperature 450 °C (Table 6). As an extreme case, 
nanofibers can become very thin at high temperatures and therefore can be 
broken. 

Zinc acetate dehydrate 1g 1g 
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Figure 26. SEM images of AZO nanofibers annealed at different temperatures. 
Route #1. 

Table 6. Influence of annealing temperature on the properties of the fibers prepared by 
route #1. 

Max. annealing 
temperature °C 
during 60 min 

Average fiber 
diameter, nm 

Annealing 
procedure time, 

min 

Heating and cooling 
rate, °C/min 

- 95 - - 
100 95 180 1.5 
300 57 427 1.5 
450 40 627 1.5 
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Authors of Refs [92] and [94] met such difficulties connected with breaking, 
granulation and coalescence of thin fibers. In our case the same problem of fiber 
breaking appeared (Figure 26.d). To avoid breaking, the maximum temperature 
of annealing was decreased from 450 °C to 400 °C.  

Granulation and coalescence of fibers were specially investigated and in our 
opinion they are connected with heating and cooling rates (Table 7). One can 
see that high heating rate led to deformation of nanofibers, loss of their 
uniformity and stucking of several thin fibers to thicker threads (Figure 27.a,b). 
However, application of a slow heating rate of 4.2 °C/min resulted in more 
uniform fibers with less coalescence (Figure 27.c,d). Thus, slow heating is 
important for formation of well-defined fibers, while the cooling rate is not so 
critical (Figure 27.c,d).  

One can see that high heating rate results also in a granular structure of the 
fibers (Figure 27.a). Similar granulation of fibers was reported by Ding et al. 
[92]. Slow heating also solves this granulation problem and results in more 
smooth fibers (Figure 27.c,d).  

 
Figure 27. SEM images of AZO nanofibers annealed at different heating/cooling rates: 
(a) heating rate 12.5 °C/min, cooling rate 75 °C/min; (b) heating rate 12.5 °C/min, 
cooling rate 12.5 °C/min; (c) heating rate 4.2 °C/min, cooling rate 75 °C/min; (d) 
heating rate 4.2 °C/min, cooling rate 4.2 °C/min. Route #1. 
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Table 7. Influence of annealing on the properties of the fibers prepared by route #1.  

Sample 
 

Max. annealing 
temperature °C 
during 60 min 

Average 
diameter of 
fiber, nm 

Annealing 
procedure 
time, min 

Heating 
rate, 

°C/min 

Cooling 
rate, 

°C/min 
a 400 84 95 12.5 75.0 
b 400 54 120 12.5 12.5 
c 400 42 155 4.2 75.0 
d 400 31 240 4.2 4.2 

 

 
It was uncovered that the samples prepared according to the route #1 were 

very sensitive to high humidity. If humidity during fiber deposition was 60–
70 %, the jet of solution did not sufficiently evaporate during the electro-
spinning process. It resulted in a change in viscosity and finally flabby fibers 
(Figure 28). In order to improve the structure of the fibers and make them less 
sensitive to humidity, route #1 was modified to route #2. Namely, 2-metho-
xyethanol was added to the initial solution. Concentration of polyvinylpyrroli-
done was also increased. Additionally, the samples were dried before annealing. 

 

Figure 28. SEM images of AZO “nanofibers” produced at humidity 66 %. Route #1. 

As in the case of spin-coated films (section 4.1) we slightly varied the con-
centration of aluminium in the case of route #2. As it was mentioned by S. Yun 
at al. [94], increasing of Al content can cause a non-uniform structure of the 
resulting fibers. In our case the fibers with larger Al/Zn ratio had a uniform 
structure (Figure 29) and their average diameter was smaller (Table 8). It can be 
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that aluminium increases polarizability of the solution jet, which results in 
better exhaustion of thinner fibers [96]. 

Table 8. Dependence of fibers’ diameter on the concentration of aluminium and 
annealing atmosphere. Route #2. 

Al/Zn, 
atomic % 

Average fiber diameter, nm 
annealing in air annealing in vacuum 

0.0 140 157 
0.5 135 159 
1.0 138 157 
1.5 130 137 
2.0 116 111 
3.0 104 108 

 
Thickness of the fibers was also influenced by the level of burning out of 

their constituents. Thus, fibers annealed in vacuum were slightly thicker com-
pared to those annealed in air (Table 8). It can be explained by increased 
amount of carbon in them. For example, the C/Zn ratio was 4.49 and 0.72 for 
the samples annealed in vacuum and in air, correspondingly.  

There were small granulations on the surface of the fibers annealed in air 
(Figure 30). However, the surface of the fibers annealed in vacuum looked 
smoother.  

 
Figure 29. SEM images of AZO nanofibers annealed in: a) air and b) vacuum. Con-
centration of Al is represented in atomic %. Route #2. 
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Figure 30. SEM images AZO nanofibers annealed in air, concentration of Al is 1 %. 
Route #2. 

Fiber based films had optical transmittance above 90 % in the visible 
spectral range (Figure 31). The transmittance in the near ultraviolet spectral 
range was still high, whereas for the spin-coated films it was significantly 
dependent on film thickness (Figure 23). We can explain these phenomena by 
the presence of voids between the nanofibers, where the transmittance was 
mostly determined by the glass substrate.  

Transmittance of the samples annealed in air was slightly higher than those 
annealed in vacuum. Since the fibers annealed in air and vacuum had approxi-
mately the same diameter (Table 8), we suggest that the higher transmittance is 
caused by higher fibers’ porosity. It was formed by burning out of a significant 
part of the organic components during the annealing in air. 

Sheet resistance of fiber-based samples was in the range of hundreds of 
MΩ/□, which is higher than that of the spin-coated films (section 4.1). It can be 
connected with bigger amount of defects in the fibers. Another reason of high 
sheet resistance can be that the amount of conductive channels made by 
intersecting fibers is not sufficiently high.  
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Figure 31. Transmittance spectra of AZO films annealed in air (1) and vacuum (2).  

4.3. Optical performance of AZO films used as a part of 
layered coatings and liquid crystal indicators 

Here it is demonstrated that AZO films in combination with other optical and 
electro-optical layers can be used for the control of spectral shape and pro-
pagation direction of fluorescent light (section 4.3.1). Particularly, combination 
of AZO layer with gold nanofilm can be prospective for driving fluorescence 
intensity and direction in the reflective type fluorescent displays [97–99], and 
optical fluorescent sensors working in reverse Kretschmann mode [100]. 

Sufficiently good transparency and electric conductivity of prepared layers 
make possible also their usage in liquid crystal electro-optical indicators 
(section 4.3.2). To the best of our knowledge, the usage of sol-gel prepared 
AZO films in such structures have not been tested before. Therefore the re-
vealed optical effects are interesting both from the scientific and applied points 
of view. 

 

4.3.1. AZO-gold layer for the resonant control of fluorescence  

As it was pointed out before, the prepared AZO films are transparent for the 
visible light. However, they strongly absorb the light in the ultraviolet spectral 
range. This absorption can stimulate both transition of electrons from the 
valence to the conduction band and also trapping of electrons at the lattice 
defects, which are energetically situated inside the ZnO bandgap. Radiative 
relaxation of such electrons can cause a weak, but detectable fluorescence [101] 
of the samples in the broad spectral range from 400 to 700 nm (Figure 32). 
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Figure 32. The fluorescence emission spectrum of AZO film deposited on a glass 
substrate. 

Below it is demonstrated that for the 2-layer coating, which includes AZO 
and gold layers, it is possible to vary the spectral shape and the intensity of the 
fluorescence by changing angular position of the detector. 

Bringing light into the film can be organized through a semicylindrical 
prism, which is in optical contact with the film (Figure 33). Such method is fre-
quently used for coupling light into planar optical waveguides [102]. Light can 
follow the waveguide or be reflected outside of it. Here the third possibility is 
investigated, when the light can be partially transformed into the special kind of 
surface wave. Light beams, which are reflected or excited near the AZO-gold 
interface on the side of prism, can induce resonance with light oscillations of 
surface electrons in the gold layer. The electric field of these oscillations, which 
are also called surface plasmon-polaritons, can influence the fluorescence pro-
cess by supporting it for certain spectral ranges, spatial directions and polari-
zations. 

The surface wave appears in the case when the light is detected through the 
prism attached to the AZO-gold interface. Detector is placed in the range of 
angles, which satisfy the condition of the total internal reflection. Reverse pro-
pagation of light beams does not change the optical laws of light propagation. 
Therefore the conditions for coupling of light with surface waves should be 
identical in spite of fluorescent or reflection nature of the light beam. Therefore 
it was decided initially to investigate the reflected light in the mentioned AZO-
gold structure and compare it with fluorescence. 
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Figure 33. Introduction of light into the film by means of a prism: Kretschmann [84] 
scheme is that, in which the light comes through the prism; reverse Kretschmann 
scheme is that, in which the light is absorbed from the side of film and can be 
transformed to fluorescence detected at an angle ϕ. 

The laser light source with 532 nm wavelength was specially selected by 
such a way to be coincident with the maximum of the fluorescence of AZO 
films. It gave a possibility for further comparison of the reflected and fluore-
scent light in the same spectral range. 

Intensity of the reflected light demonstrated dips if detector scanned certain 
detection angles (Figure 34). One can see that the dip for the p-polarized light is 
situated at ~ 42° (Figure 34.a) and the dip for s-polarized light is at ~ 55° (Fi-
gure 34.b). The dips have not only different angular position, but also different 
shape and half width. Optically it means different conditions for the interference 
of s- and p-polarized light incident on the AZO-gold interface. This interference 
can be described by generalized Fresnel equations, in which the metal is con-
sidered as a medium having a complex permittivity with real part and imaginary 
part [103]. Since the practical use of these equations is most convenient in the 
matrix form, the method is  called the transfer matrix method in the literature 
[104,105]. 

Here calculations of the light reflection in case of p-polarized and s-
polarized light are represented. Both for AZO and for the gold layers one can 
write the equations connecting their complex refractive indices nj depending on 
the wavelength of light λ and thicknesses of layers dj. This approach can be 
generalized on the several layers, each of which has own number j, starting 
from the layer number 1, which is the prism in our case.  
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Figure 34. Experimental (solid, 1) and theoretical (dashed, 2–4) curves for reflection of 
p-polarized (a) and s-polarized (b). Thicknesses of AZO films are taken as: (2) 230 nm, 
(3) 240 nm, (4) 250 nm. 

Therefore we keep the notation j remembering that in our case j=1, 2, 3 and 
layer 1 is the prism and layers 2 and 3 are gold and AZO, correspondingly: 

 = 2 − sin , (5) 

 
where  is the detection angle taken on the side of prism from the normal to the 
film surface, 

 

 = − sin , = 2, 3, (6) 

= cos− sin cos , for s-polarized light (7) 

 
or 

 

= cos cos , for p-polarized light. (8) 

The matrix characterizing light reflection can be obtained as a result of 
multiplication of matrices of corresponding j layers: 

 = × × × …× in our case = × . (9) 
The elements of the resulting square matrix  are used for the calculation of 

the reflection coefficient and intensity of reflected light ( ): = , (10) 
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= ( + ) − ( + )( + ) + ( + ), (11) ( ) = | | . (12) 
 

Calculations were carried out for =  1.519, (532) =  0.544+2.14i, = 50 nm, = 2.03 and a set of  thicknesses 230 nm, 240 nm, 250 nm 
(Figure 34, curves 2–4). We took  thickness as 240 nm, which better 
corresponds to the experimental curves (Figure 34, curves 3). 

The dip in the intensity of the reflected light is caused by the excitation of 
the waveguiding modes in the structure. In case of p-polarization also excitation 
of surface plasmon polaritons is possible. The electrical field distribution inside 
the gold-AZO structure was calculated and plotted in Figure 35. Detection 
angles  corresponding to the dips in the reflection for p- and s-polarized light 
were used in the calculation. 
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Figure 35. Calculated distribution of electric field inside the layered structure for (a) s-
polarized reflection, λ = 532 nm, ϕ = 55°; (b) p-polarized reflection, λ = 532 nm, ϕ = 42°. 

As surface plasmon polaritons could be only excited by a p-polarized light, 
the distribution of the electrical field z-component Ez for s-polarized light 
(Figure 35.a) can be associated only with the waveguiding of the light inside the 
AZO film, but not with the plasmon-polariton surface wave. On the other hand, 
in case of p-polarization (Figure 33.b) it is possible to excite both ordinary 
waveguiding modes and surface plasmon polaritons. We can judge that there is 
a kind of a hybrid distribution of the electric field near the gold-AZO interface, 
which can be mainly associated with waveguiding and partially associated with 
surface plasmon-polaritons. Such kind of hybrid modes are described also in the 
literature [106]. It was shown earlier for the film-gold interface that plasmonic 
influence on light reflection can be more essential if the thickness of films de-
posited on gold is less than 50 nm [107,108]. 

The angular distribution of AZO fluorescence has also a non-monotonic 
behaviour. The angular positions of extreme points for fluorescence are the 
same as for the reflection of light at the same wavelengths. As was mentioned 
above, it is resulted from the possibility of the reverse way for the light beams. 
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However, fluorescence demonstrates intensity maxima at angles where the 
reflection had minima (Figure 36). It is a non-trivial behaviour of light and can 
be explained by the influence of the mentioned waveguide and hybrid modes on 
the fluorescence process. 
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Figure 36. The diagram of p-polarized (a) and s-polarized (b) fluorescence from an 
AZO film deposited on a gilded glass and detected through the prism at different angles 
ϕ. 

When the fluorescent centers are present near the metal-dielectric interface, 
there is a competition between the direction of energy to plasmon/waveguide 
modes or to fluorescence. If the fluorescence process is beneficial, plasmonic 
dip in the angular dependence of intensity becomes hidden [58]. When the 
contribution of plasmons becomes comparable to the fluorescence, the angular 
maximum in the fluorescence disappears so that the intensity of light will not 
change with the angle. If the contribution of plasmons prevails over the fluore-
scence, it becomes possible to detect the dip in the angular characteristic of the 
fluorescence [57]. It appears in case when most of the energy of the excited 
fluorescent centres is transferred to plasmons. 

In our case the coupling of waveguide mode with fluorescence allows to re-
shape the fluorescence spectrum by the selection of detection angle. It follows 
just from the assymmetric view of the intensity diagram for s-polarized light 
(Figure 36.b) in comparison to the diagram for the p-polarized light (Figure 
36.a). For example, the maximum of the fluorescence at the 525 nm detected for 
the angle 53.8° is shifted to 537 nm, if the detection angle is set to 52.5°. Such 
re-shaping of fluorescence spectrum can be considered as a simpler alternative 
to the re-shaping of fluorescence in photonic crystals [109]. 

 
4.3.2. Use of AZO electrodes in the liquid crystal cell  

The AZO films described in section 4.1 were tested as conductive layers of the 
liquid crystal indicators. The prepared liquid crystal cell was transparent in 
crossed polarizers, which implies that the electric vector of linearly polarized 
light was rotated by 90° inside the twisted liquid crystal layer (Figure 37.a). 
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Visual examination was made for the dark appearance of sample in parallel 
polarizers providing a better visualization of possible defects in the liquid 
crystal alignment (Figure 37.b). 

   
 
Figure 37. Macroscopic image of prepared twisted-nematic cell. Transmitted light 
viewed through (a) crossed polarizers and (b) parallel polarizers. The crossed red arrows 
show the rubbing directions of the substrates coinciding with the axes of crossed pola-
rizers (a). The red mark at the top right corner corresponds to the area with the most 
homogeneous liquid crystal alignment. 

White stripes on the black background (Figure 37) correspond to the defects 
in the liquid crystal orientation. Such defects are caused by imperfections in 
laboratory techniques for deposition and rubbing of orienting polymer layer or 
some microroughness of the underlying AZO layer. However, the sample was 
sufficiently good for the measurements of its transmittance in the course of 
switching.  

The switching of the prepared liquid crystal cell placed between crossed 
polarizers was investigated by observing the changes of its light transmittance 
under the applied electric voltage (Figure 38).  

The usual equation for the threshold voltage needed for the switching of cell 
includes parameters of the liquid crystal [110]: 
 

= + 14 ( − 2 )∆  (13) 

 
where K11, K22, K33 are the coefficients of elasticity of the liquid crystal, ∆  is 
the dielectric anisotropy of the liquid crystal. 
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Figure 38. Transmittance vs. voltage for the twisted liquid crystal cells based on ITO 
(1) and AZO (2). 

Substituting these parameters of the liquid crystal ZLI4792 into the equation, 
one can obtain the threshold voltage 1.76 V, which is close to the experimental 
value obtained for the sample with ITO as a conductive electrode (Figure 38, 
curve 1). However, the threshold voltage is 3 times higher for the sample based 
on the AZO film. It is because of a lower conductance of the AZO electrodes. 
Such lower conductance is caused mainly by lower charge concentration in the 
AZO film, which implies application of higher external voltage for reorienting 
liquid crystal molecules. This example testifies that traditional equations for 
electro-optical switching of liquid crystals need some adaptation for the cases of 
electrodes with different conductivities. Despite of higher value of driving 
voltage we demonstrated an acceptable electro-optical behaviour of the liquid 
crystal cell based on the AZO films prepared by sol-gel method. A small spike 
near 6 V in curve 2, Figure 38 is connected with the higher pretilt angle of 
liquid crystal molecules in case (2) in comparison with case (1). 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Processing and characterization of  
transparent electrode materials 

Thin Al-doped ZnO (AZO) films can be considered as alternative to the indium 
tin oxide films for transparent electrode applications. AZO consists of cheap 
and abundant chemical elements compared to indium based materials. In this 
PhD work it was studied how the tiny changes in the chemical composition of 
initial solutions and conditions of further treatment influence the structure, 
electrical and optical properties of the resulting AZO films. Sol-gel routes were 
elaborated in details in the course of this work and such preparation conditions 
as humidity, temperature and atmosphere of heat treatment were taken into 
account. Sol-gel method is accentuated here as it is easier, more accessible and 
relatively inexpensive in comparison with such complex techniques as atomic 
layer deposition or magnetron sputtering.  

An essential attention in this work was devoted to the investigation of the 
prepared AZO films as components of electro-optical layered structures. It is 
described how the intensity, polarization and spectral shape of defect-related 
fluorescence can be controlled for the films deposited on the thin gold layers. 
Electro-optical behaviour of liquid crystal indicators in which prepared films 
are used as transparent conductive electrodes is investigated. The main results 
and novelty of the work are summarized as follows: 

 
− Continuous AZO films were prepared from sol-gel precursors by means of 

spin-coating and subsequent annealing. The thickness of the final coatings 
was in the range of several hundred nanometers depending of the amount of 
spin-coating cycles. It was revealed that ~1 % of aluminium in the initial 
solution provided the lowest sheet resistance for the prepared samples in the 
range of several kΩ/□. The lowest resistance was achieved for the samples 
annealed in Ar:H2 atmosphere preventing unwanted oxidation of the samples. 

 
− Fiber-based AZO coatings were made by electrospinning method, where 

fibers with nanosized cross-sections were developed from extruded droplets 
of sol-gel solution under the action of electrical field. Thus developed ap-
proach can be prospective for preparation of fibers for electro-optic appli-
cations. It was important to keep a moderate heating rate ~1–4 °C per minute 
during annealing of samples in order to avoid granulation and coalescence of 
fibers. Comparatively high sheet resistance of the samples can be explained 
by a low amount of conductive channels made by intersecting fibers.  

 
− Moderate fluorescence associated with lattice defects in AZO films was 

registered. The intensity and polarization of the emission could be controlled 
if the samples were deposited on a gold-coated glass substrate. Directional 
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resonant fluorescence was detected at the same angles at which attenuated 
internal reflection from the AZO–gold interface occurred. Selection of proper 
detection angles allowed redistribution of fluorescence intensity and polari-
zation for the wavelengths of fluorescent light, for which effective coupling 
with hybrid plasmon-waveguide or pure waveguide modes is realized. 

 
− It was demonstrated that the prepared continuous AZO films can be used as 

a conductive layers in the liquid crystal indicators. Particularly satisfactory 
quality was achieved in the orientation of the twisted-nematic type liquid 
crystals. The transparency of prepared indicator could be changed 8 times by 
the application of driving voltage ~6 V.  
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SUMMARY IN ESTONIAN 

Läbipaistvate elektroodmaterjalide väljatöötlus ja 
karakterisatsioon 

Alumiiniumiga dopeeritud ZnO (AZO) kiled pakuvad alternatiivi indium-tina-
oksiidile läbipaistvaid elektroode nõudvates rakendustes. Võrreldes indiumi-
põhiste materjalidega koosneb AZO odavatest ja levinud keemilistest elementi-
dest. Käesoleva doktoritöö raames uuriti kuidas väikesed muutused alglahuste 
keemilises koostises ja järeltöötluse tingimustes mõjutavad saadud AZO kilede 
struktuuri, elektrilisi ja optilisi omadusi. Sool-geel protsessi viimistleti detailselt 
võttes arvesse niiskust, temperatuuri ja lõõmutusatmosfääri. Käesolevas töös rõhu-
asetus on sool-geel meetodil, mis on võrdlemisi lihtne, kättesaadav ja odav võr-
reldes keerukate sünteesimeetoditega nagu aatomkihtsadestamine ja magnetron-
pihustamine. 

Peamine tähelepanu selles töö on koondatud AZO kilede kui elektro-optiliste 
struktuuride ühe võimaliku komponendi uurimisele. Kirjeldatakse õhukesele 
kulla kilele sadestatud AZO kihtide fluorestsentsi intensiivsuse, polarisatsiooni 
ja spektri kuju kontrollimist. Uuriti vedelkristallindikaatorite toimimist kus sün-
teesitud kiled toimisid läbipaistvate elektroodidena. Töö peamised tulemused ja 
uudsus on järgmised: 

 
− AZO kiled valmistati sool-geel meetodil vurr-katmisega. Pärast lõõmutamist 

olid saadud kilede paksused mõnesaja nanomeetri suurusjärgus sõltuvalt 
vurrkatmistsüklite arvust. 1%-lise alumiiniumi sisalduse korral alglahuses 
saavutati madalaim kilede pindtakistus paari kΩ/□ vahemikus. Madalam 
takistus saavutati kui proove lõõmutati Ar:H2 atmosfääris, mis pärssis mater-
jali soovimatut oksüdeerumist. 

 
− Fiibripõhised AZO katted valmistati elektroketruse meetodil, kus nano-

mõõtmelise diameetriga fiibrid tõmmati sool-geel lahuse tilkadest elektri-
välja toimel. Arendatud meetod on perspektiivne katete valmistamiseks 
elektro-optiliste rakenduste jaoks. Oluliseks osutus mõõduka kuumutus-
kiiruse (~1–4 °C/min) säilitamine proovide lõõmutamisel vältimaks fiibrite 
granuleerumist ja kokkukleepumist. Võrdlemisi saadud proovide kõrget 
kilede pindtakistus võib selgitada vähese hulga juhtivate kontaktide tekki-
misega fiibrite vahel. 

 
− Registreeriti mõõduka tugevuse fluorestsentsi, mis on seotud defektidega 

AZO kiledes. Selle emissiooni intensiivsust ja polarisatsiooni õnnestus 
kontrollida kui kile sadestati õhukese kullakihiga kaetud klassalusele. Suu-
natud resonantset fluorestsentsi detekteeriti sellistes suundades, kus leidis 
aset mittetäielik sisepeegeldus AZO-kulla piirpinnal. Detektsiooni suuna 
sobiv valik lubas moduleerida fluorestsentsi intensiivsust ja polarisatsiooni 
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nendel lainepikkustel, mille puhul tekkis efektiivne sidestus lainejuhi moo-
dide või lainejuhi-plasmoni hübriidmoodidega. 

 
− Demonstreeriti et saadud AZO kilesid on võimalik kasutada elektrit juhtivate 

kihtidena vedelkristallindikaatorites. Iseäranis rahuldav kvaliteet saavutati 
väänatud nemaatiku tüüpi vedelkristallide orienteerimisel. Valmistatud indi-
kaatorite läbipaistvust õnnestus muuta 8 korda rakendades pinget ~6 V. 
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