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ABSTRACT: A morphology-dependent nanomaterial for
energy and environment applications is one of the key
challenges for materials science and technology. In this study,
we investigate the eﬀect of the particle size of CuAlO2
nanostructures prepared through the facile and hydrothermal
process to detect ozone gas. Phase analysis and structural
information were obtained using X-ray diﬀraction and microRaman studies. The chemical states of CuAlO2 atomic species
were determined by X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy.
Electron microscopy images revealed the ﬂower and hexagonal
shape constituted of pentagon and oval CuAlO2 nanoparticles
with average size ∼40 and 80 nm. The speciﬁc surface area was measured and found to be 59.8 and 70.8 m2 g−1, respectively. The
developed CuAlO2 nanostructures not only possess unique morphology but also inﬂuence the ozone gas sensing performance.
Among the two structures, CuAlO2, with hexagonal morphology, exhibited superior ozone detection for 200 ppb at 250 °C, with
a response and good recovery time of 25 and 39 s compared to the ﬂower morphology (28 and 69 s). These results show that not
only does the morphology play an major role but also the particle size, surface area, gas adsorption/desorption, and grain−grain
contact, as proposed in the gas sensing mechanism. Finally, we consider CuAlO2 material as a good candidate for environment
monitoring applications.
KEYWORDS: CuAlO2, hexagonal, ﬂowers, morphology, nanoparticles, ozone gas

1. INTRODUCTION
Gas detection for safety purposes, health, and security by metal
oxide semiconductor sensors has attracted great attention
because of it technological and fundamental scientiﬁc
importance.1 This has been considered promising due to its
unique advantages, such as high sensitivity, stability, and short
response time, all of which are considered essential features for
optimized sensors. It is extremely sensitive to cost-eﬀective
detection of toxic gas molecules and is the main driver for the
development of new chemical sensors.2 Regarding gas sensing
applications, an ongoing technological challenge concerns the
selective detection of toxic and ﬂammable analytes such as CO,
NO2, H2, CO2, and O3, whose monitoring is important for
safety reasons.3−7 Ozone (O3) is a powerful oxidizing reagent
and a very strong disinfectant whose appearance in the
atmosphere is very harmful for human health.8 As per the
World Health Organization (WHO), the air quality guidelines
for ozone exposure of 1 ppm cause burning eyes, headaches,
and irritation to the respiratory passages. An individual, if
exposed to 0.2 ppm or 200 ppb of O3 for 2 h, will sustain a loss
of 20% in breathing capacity and, if exposed to 1 ppm of O3 for
6 h, will suﬀer an attack of bronchitis. It was observed that a
mouse exposed to 10 ppm of O3 did not survive.9−12 However,
during the past decade, most studies have been focused on n© 2014 American Chemical Society

type semiconductor oxides such as ZnO, WO3, Fe2O3, SnO2,
etc., for toxic gas sensing applications operating at a relatively
high working temperature around 300 °C.13−16 The gas sensing
characteristics of p-type materials have been rarely investigated,
although the architectures combined with n-type ones have
been reported.17−19 Recently, research is focused on p-type
semiconductor materials, particularly transparent conducting
oxide (TCO) materials for toxic gas sensing applications.
However, the gas sensing properties of such pristine Cu based
TCO materials are rarely explored and the mechanism still
remains unclear.
TCO p-type materials of Cu-based delafossite compounds
have been recently investigated because they possess mutually
exclusive properties of low electrical resistivity and high optical
transparency in the visible range.20 Delafossite oxides are a class
of materials with the ABO2 chemical structure, where A is a
monovalent ion such as Cu1+ or Ag1+ and B is a trivalent ion
such as Al3+, Cr3+, or Ga3+. These oxides crystallize in the 3R
rhombohedral (space group R3m) or the isomorphic 2H
hexagonal (space group P63/mmc) structures.21 Usually,
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Figure 1. Photograph of sensing ﬁlms and ozone gas measurement setup.

CuAlO2 is thermodynamically unstable below 1000 °C in air
and easily decomposes to the Cu2+ compounds such as CuO
and CuAl2O4 under these conditions.22 Under wet chemical
conditions, the reduction in energy consumption for synthesizing CuAlO2 can be attributed to a highly eﬃcient absorption of
energy and the coupling eﬃciency of metal nitrate and
surfactant, and also many inorganic materials are able to
strongly couple after calcination at 1100 °C.23
It is well-known that gas sensing applications of nanostructured materials are directly related to the target gas
adsorption−desorption, particle size, shape, surface area, grain
to grain contact, and synthesis methods.24−28 Various physical
and chemical methods are available to prepare CuAlO2
materials,29−32 but synthesis strategies to tailor the surface
properties of nanostructures and to systematically unravel the
shape-guiding process and the growth mechanism responsible
for their enhanced functionalities still remain a challenge.33 The
surfactant-assisted self-assembly hydrothermal method is one of
the most excellent processes to form diﬀerent morphologies
with a porous surface, because this demands a comprehensive
understanding of various operating parameters, such as reaction
and calcination temperature along with the reaction time.

Recently, the morphology and size-dependent properties of
semiconductor oxides have triggered intensive attention in
materials science research, owing to their crucial role in
signiﬁcant applications.34 However, to the best of our
knowledge, morphology-dependent ozone gas sensor activities
of CuAlO2 nanostructures have not been explored in the open
literature.
Herein, for the ﬁrst time, we report single phase CuAlO2
nanostructured materials prepared by a cost-eﬀective surfactantassisted hydrothermal method with diﬀerent morphologies,
such as hexagonal and ﬂower structures. It is worth noting that
ozone gas sensor devices are assembled using p-type CuAlO2
nanostructures, enabling more systematic assessment of sensor
response. An understanding of the inﬂuence of shape, size, and
grain to grain contact and how the width of the charge
accumulation layer aﬀects ozone gas detection are all helpful for
understanding the impact on gas-sensing performance and gas
sensing mechanism.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Materials synthesis. CuAlO2 nanostructures were synthesized by
the surfactant-assisted hydrothermal process. All chemicals purchased
21740
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were analytical pure grade and used without further puriﬁcation. In the
experimental process, Cu(NO3)2·3H2O and Al(NO3)2·9H2O were
used as precursor, and citric acid and hexadecyltrimethylammonium
bromide (CTAB) were used as surfactant. Two diﬀerent experiments
were employed for the synthesis of CuAlO2. In the ﬁrst experiment, an
equal molar amount of the starting materials, i.e. Cu(NO3)2·3H2O,
Al(NO3)2·9H2O, and surfactant citric acid were dissolved in 90 mL of
double distilled water with magnetic stirring, followed by the addition
of 5 mL of EG and 2 g of NaOH as a mineralizar to form a light blue
colored solution. In the second experiment, citric acid was replaced by
CTAB in the ﬁrst experiment and added to the starting material,
resulting in a transparent blue colored solution. The total molar
amount of metal nitrates was equal to the molar amount of surfactant
in the solution. The two solutions prepared were transferred separately
into a 110 mL Teﬂon-lined stainless steel autoclave, sealed, and
maintained at 200 °C for 12 h. The autoclave was cooled down to
room temperature naturally. The obtained products were separated by
centrifugation, washed with deionized water and anhydrous ethanol
several times, and then dried in air at 80 °C for 10 h. Finally, the
powder was annealed at 1100 °C for 5 h to obtain CuAlO2 samples
with high crystallinity and used for further characterization.
Materials characterization. The surface morphology and particle
size of the prepared nanostructures were characterized using scanning
electron microscopy (F50 INSPECT) and transmission electron
microscopy (TECNAI F20) at an accelerated voltage of 200 kV. The
phase, purity, and crystallite size of the prepared nanostructures were
determined using X-ray diﬀraction (XRD) Cu Kα1 radiation (K =
1.5406 Å, Rigaku diﬀractometer, model DMax-2500 PC) in the 2θ
range from 10 to 80 °C with a step of 0.02° at a scanning speed of 2°/
min, maintained at an operating voltage and current of 40 kV and 40
mA. The Raman spectrum was obtained for the prepared samples
placed on a glass wafer using a LabRAM HR800 Raman microscope
with a 514 nm Ar-ion laser (10 mW). X-ray photoelectron
spectroscopic measurement was carried out in an Thermo K-Alpha
XPS (Thermo Scientiﬁc, Inc.) using a dual anode source, and the
measurement was carried out using Al Kα (1486.6 eV). The
Brunauer−Emmett−Teller (BET) surface area was analyzed using a
Micromeritics ASAP 2020 nitrogen adsorption−desorption apparatus.
Fabrication of sensing ﬁlms and ozone gas measurement.
The morphologically diﬀerent CuAlO2 nanostructure powders (10
mg) were dispersed in 1 mL of isopropyl alcohol by an ultrasonic
cleaner for 30 min, and the suspension was dropped onto a Si/SiO2
substrate containing 100 nm thick Pt electrodes separated by a
distance of 50 μm. The thickness of the ﬁlm was controlled to 800 nm
for both the morphologies. The substrates were then heated to 90 °C
for 10 min to evaporate the solvent, followed by calcination at 500 °C
for 2 h in an electric furnace in air, to stabilize the sample before the
gas sensing measurements were performed, as shown in Figure 1.
The sensor sample was inserted into a test chamber at controlled
temperature under diﬀerent low ozone concentrations of 200, 600, and
1150 ppb. The ozone gas was formed by the oxidation of oxygen
molecules of dry air (8.3 cm3/s) with a calibrated pen-ray UV lamp
(UVP, model P/N 90-0004-01). The electrical resistance was
measured using a Keithley (model 6514) electrometer at an applied
dc voltage of 1 V. The dry air containing ozone was blown directly
onto the sensor placed on a heated holder as shown in Figure 1.
The sensing response (S), deﬁned as S = Rair/Rgas, is the electric
resistance of the sensor exposed to the resistance in the air (Rair) and
to the target oxidizing gas (Rgas). The response time of the sensor was
deﬁned as the time required for a change in the electrical resistance to
reach 90% of the initial value when exposed to ozone gas. Similarly, the
time required for the electrical resistance of the sensor to reach 90% of
the initial value after the ozone gas has been turned oﬀ is the recovery
time. During the measurements the humidity was under controlled
conditions within the range 50−60% RH.

from SEM images. The lower magniﬁcation (5000×) image in
Figure 2a indicates that the ﬂower structure consists of CuAlO2

Figure 2. SEM image of the diﬀerent CuAlO2 nanostructures: (a) low
magniﬁcation and (b) high magniﬁcation of ﬂower structure; (c) low
and (d) high magniﬁcation of hexagonal structure (insert) vertical
view.

nanoparticles synthesized by a hydrothermal process using
citric acid as surfactant. The diameter of the microﬂower is ∼3
μm. A detailed view of the individual CuAlO2 ﬂower can be
observed from the higher magniﬁcation (20000×) image
(Figure 2b), which clearly shows that the CuAlO2 ﬂowers
consist of many pentagon nanoparticles of average size ∼80
nm. These nanoparticles emerge from the single center, thereby
acquiring the formation of a ﬂower structure via a self-assembly
process. Further, when CTAB was used as a surfactant, the
hexagonal shaped CuAlO2 structure was obtained. The lowmagniﬁcation image (Figure 2c) clearly reveals that the shape
of the as prepared structure is a hexagonal plate. The highmagniﬁcation image (Figure 2d) demonstrates that the
individual hexagonal shape has diameter ∼2 μm and thickness
100 nm (from the vertical view of the inset in Figure 2d) and it
is comprised of oval shape nanoparticles in the range ∼40 nm.
A clear grain boundary can be observed on the surface of
CuAlO2 ﬂowers and hexagonal plates, indicating they are
formed by the oriented aggregation of small CuAlO 2
nanoparticles.
It is understood that for the formation of diﬀerent CuAlO2
morphologies with controlled size, OH− ions originating from
citric acid and CTAB play a major role. When citric acid was
used as surfactant, the OH− ions absorbed on the surface of the
CuAlO2 particles directed the self-assembly process of the
nanoparticles by molecular interaction to form the ﬂower
structure with certain crystallographic orientations.35 When
CTAB takes the role of surfactant, OH− ions absorb on the
surface of CuAlO2 particles formed in the initial stage of the
reaction process, which decreases the surface energy of the
particles in a particular undisturbed direction, and further
growth takes place by means of particle attachment of CuAlO2
nanoparticles.36 The process continues until plates of hexagonal
structure were obtained. The surfactant not only provides

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Morphology and particle size analysis. The surface
morphology of two kinds of CuAlO2 structures was observed
21741
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Figure 3. (a and d) Low magniﬁcation and (b and e) high magniﬁcation TEM (inset cartoon shape of particle); (c and f) HRTEM image of diﬀerent
CuAlO2 morphologiesﬂower and hexagonal nanostructure; (inset top) corresponding SAED pattern; (inset bottom) corresponding lattice
interplanar spacing.

Figure 4. (a) XRD pattern; (b) Raman spectra of diﬀerent CuAlO2 nanostructures (insetcrystal structure image).

HRTEM images were collected as shown in Figure 3. The low
magniﬁcation TEM image of the CuAlO2 ﬂowers shown in
Figure 3a reveals the structure has diameter ∼3 μm. A part of a
ﬂower has been further magniﬁed in Figure 3b, to show the
ﬂower constituted of numerous CuAlO2 pentagon nanoparticles with average size ∼80 nm, which is in good agreement
with those shown in Figure 2b.
Figure 3d presents the typical TEM image of the formed
uniform hexagonal plate structure with average size ∼2 μm,
which is composed of radically assembled oval nanoparticles of
size ∼40 nm (Figure 3e). When closely observed, it can be
concluded that the interconnections and packing of CuAlO2
nanoparticles are responsible for the ﬂower and hexagonal
structure formation. The HRTEM image recorded at the tip of
the individual CuAlO2 ﬂowers and hexagonal nanostructure is
shown in Figure 3c and f. It was observed that particles have the
same crystallographic orientation, like a single crystal. In
addition, the interfringe distance was measured to be 0.283 and

constructive sites for the growth of particle assemblies but also
inﬂuences the formation process, including aggregation,
nucleation, growth, ﬂocculation, and coagulation. The
surfactant was found to have a speciﬁc mechanism involved
in the synthesis of nanostructures; that is, during the synthesis
process, the surfactants were absorbed by the growing crystal
and depending upon the precursor concentration and
surfactant property, they moderate the growth rate of crystal
faces, which thereby controls the shape and size through an
Ostwald ripening process.37 It was observed that the ﬂower and
hexagonal morphologies of CuAlO2 structures could be
reproduced using the surfactant-assisted hydrothermal process
used in the present study. Further, CuAlO2 samples without
surfactant were also prepared, where only agglomerated
structures were observed (Figure S1, Supporting Information),
which is of no interest for the present study.
In order to further research inside the morphology of
CuAlO2 ﬂowers and hexagonal structure, typical TEM and
21742
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Figure 5. XPS spectra of morphologically diﬀerent CuAlO2 nanostructures: (a) C 1s line after oﬀset; (b) local ﬁne scanning of Cu; (c) CuAlO2
ﬂower; (d) CuAlO2 hexagonal local ﬁne scanning of A1 2p and Cu 3p after ﬁtting; (e) local ﬁne scanning of O 1s; (f) nitrogen adsorption−
desorption isotherms.

nanostructures. The sharp and narrow diﬀraction peaks suggest
the good crystallinity of both the samples with hexagonal and
ﬂower shaped morphology. All the diﬀraction peaks are indexed
to the single phase of CuAlO2. The structural model adopted is
a rhombohedral crystal system (a = b = 2.8584 Å, c = 16.9580
Å, within a maximum experimental error of ±0.0003, α = β =
90°, γ = 120°) with delafossite structure with R3̅m space
group.38 No other crystalline phases and other peaks related to
impurity phases were detected in the XRD pattern, indicating
that the CuAlO2 samples of high purity could be obtained
under synthetic conditions. The average crystallite size was
estimated after correcting the instrumental contribution to the
line broadening by the Debye−Scherrer formula39 and was
found to be ∼85 and 50 nm for ﬂowers and a hexagonal
structure consisting of CuAlO2 nanoparticles. The HRTEM
image of the ﬂowers and hexagonal structure discussed in the
morphological analysis section shows clear lattice fringes along

0.281 nm based on the measurements of randomly selected 50
fringes, as evident in Figure (2c and f inset bottom). The
corresponding lattice interplanar spacing is the lattice plane
(012), and in the same direction further growth of the structure
takes place. At the top right corner (inset) of Figure 3c and f,
the SAED pattern of the two nanostructures has been
presented. The bright diﬀraction spots can be indexed to the
rhombohedral structure of CuAlO2 with single crystalline
nature. The major diﬀraction spots corresponds to (012),
(006), and (101) planes. No diﬀraction spots were attributed to
the secondary or impurity phases. Thus, by correlating the
outcome from TEM and HRTEM images, it can be concluded
that the observed results are in good agreement with SEM
analysis.
Structural analysis. The X-ray diﬀraction patterns shown
in Figure 4a were used to determine the phase, purity,
crystallite size, and structure of the prepared CuAlO2
21743
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Figure 6. (a) Response to 200 ppb ozone (O3) gas by the CuAlO2 nanostructure working at diﬀerent temperatures. (b and c) Transient sensing
response of ﬂowers and hexagonal structure for diﬀerent concentrations and times of O3 gas at 250 °C. (d) Sensing response as a function of ozone
concentration. (e) Response time (s) and (f) recovery time (s) of the statistical reports of diﬀerent CuAlO2 nanostructures.

lattice defects in solids. Figure 4b presents the typical room
temperature Raman spectra of the CuAlO2 nanostructures for
the 200−1000 cm−1 region. Group theory analysis demonstrated that a primitive cell of delafossite compound has four
atoms with space group R3̅m, and there are 12 optical phonon
modes (A1g, Eg, 3A2u+, 3Eu) at the center of the Brillouin zone
(BZ).41 In the present CuAlO2 ﬂowers and hexagonal structure,
the A1g and degenerate Eg symmetries are Raman active modes
that correspond to 409 and 415 cm−1 and 755 and 765 cm−1
within a maximum experimental error of ±0.01, as also
reported for single crystals of CuAlO2.42 The A1g mode
corresponds to the vibration of the Cu−O bond along the caxis, while E g represents the vibration in the plane
perpendicular to the c-axis. The peak positions are in good
agreement with the values reported for CuAlO2.42 These results

the growth direction. The spacing of the lattice fringes was
0.283 and 0.281 nm, which can be well indexed with the “d”
spacing of the (021) of the CuAlO2 rhombohedral structure,
and the lattice parameters are almost the same for the ﬂowers
and hexagonal morphology. Specially, by comparison, the
diﬀraction peak intensities of the hexgonal product are stronger
than those of the ﬂower morphology. Further, in the Cu-based
delafossite structure (CuAl3+O2), each Cu atom is linearly
coordinated between two oxygen atoms, constructing O−Cu−
O dumbbells parallel to the c axis, where they proposed an
alternative stacking of CuI and layers of nominal AlO2
composition consisting of AlO6 octahedra sharing edges40 as
shown in Figure 4b (inset).
In addition, the prepared single phase CuAlO2 samples were
probed using Raman spectroscopy to detect the presence of
21744
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hexagonal structure is larger than that of ﬂowers, due to its
dimension formed by the aggregation of the CuAlO 2
nanoparticles, and hence could show good sensing behavior.
Ozone gas sensing measurment and mechanism of ptype CuAlO2 nanostructures. The semiconductor oxide
sensor response is highly inﬂuenced by parameters such as
operating temperature and gas concentration.47 The comparison of gas sensor response for the same material with diﬀerent
morphologies can best be accomplished, if the response of the
ensemble of sensors can be measured simultaneously under
identical experimental conditions. The fabricated sensor of
CuAlO2 with diﬀerent morphologies was exposed to ozone
vapor at various temperatures between 150 and 300 °C at
intervals of 50 °C to ﬁnd the optimum operating temperature
of the ozone sensor at an experimental error of ±0.01%. Figure
6a indicates that the sensing response of the two CuAlO2
nanostructures sharply increased with increasing working
temperature at 250 °C for 200 ppb ozone gas in dry air. But,
the sensor response is decreased at a working temperature of
300 °C. The reason behind the variation in sensor response put
forward by the CuAlO2 samples is the absorption of ozone gas
at diﬀerent optimum operating temperatures. At lower
operating temperature, CuAlO2 sensors display low response,
which is decreased as the operating temperature increases due
to the thermal excitation of electrons. At operating temperature
250 °C, high sensing response is evident, as the chemisorption
process starts competing with the thermal excitation of
electrons at this stage. This competition continues until the
complete coverage of the CuAlO2 surface with chemisorbed
oxygen species. Beyond this temperature, the sensitivity starts
to decrease due to the eﬀect of the dominant thermal excitation
of electrons and the saturation of oxygen adsorption on the
resistance of the CuAlO2 surface. Hence, high response to
ozone gas exhibited at 250 °C was chosen for subsequent
studies. In the case of hexagonal CuAlO2 samples, the response
was noticeably higher with respect to CuAlO2 ﬂowers at all
temperatures, which can be associated with their particle size,
morphology, surface area, and grain to grain contact.
Figure 6b and c shows the real-time response curve and the
sensing responses of the two fabricated CuAlO2 sensors upon
exposure to diﬀerent concentrations of ozone gas at various gas
ﬂow times and at the working temperature 250 °C, respectively.
The resistance of the p-type oxide semiconductor (CuAlO2) is
known to decrease upon exposure to oxidizing gas (O3).
The behavior of the sensitivity as a function of the operating
temperature is usually explained with regard to the kinetics and
mechanics of gas adsorption and desorption on the surface of
semiconductor materials.48 Furthermore, reversibility and
stability are the important factors that must be considered
acceptable to be utilized for reliable applications. We could
observe that the sensor also had a good reversibility and
stability after three cycles of ozone gas on and oﬀ for all
concentrations (200, 600, and 1150 ppb) at diﬀerent gas
exposure (15 and 30 s, 1 and 2 min) times. According to the
above results, we could observe that both the CuAlO2
nanostructures had a good response to ozone at 200 ppb.
But the responses of hexogonal CuAlO2 nanostructures toward
ozone gas are much higher than those of the ﬂower CuAlO2
nanostructures. The gas response not only depends on the
particle size but also depends on surface morphology, as the
chemiresistive variation of the CuAlO2 semiconductor is the
result of the interaction between an analyte gas and the sample
surface. Figure 6d reveals the gas response of the two gas

conﬁrm that the prepared nanostructures are of a single phase
and the peaks corresponding to other phases were not detected,
indicating high purity of the prepared samples. The result also
agrees with the results discussed in the XRD section.
To further identify the chemical composition and elements
present in the prepared ﬂowers and hexagonal structure of
CuAlO2 comprised of nanoparticles, X-ray photoelectron
spectroscopy (XPS) measurements were carried out and the
results are presented in Figure 5a−e. The carbon signal
originates from the XPS measurement system. The survey
spectra for diﬀerent CuAlO2 nanostructures indicate that
adventitious C 1s, Cu 2p and 3p, Al 2p, and O 1s related
core levels are detectable at an experimental error of ±0.02%.
In Figure 5a, the C 1s peaks at 284.72 and 284.65 eV for
ﬂowers and hexagonal structure were used as an internal
standard, and the other spectra are calibrated with the C 1s
peak to correct the binding energy position. The binding
energies of the Cu 2p3/2 and Cu 2p1/2 are found at 931.97
and 951.91 eV for CuAlO2 ﬂowers and at 931.84 and 951.87 eV
for the CuAlO2 hexagonal structure, respectively, as shown in
Figure 5b. The measured Cu 2p3/2 and Cu 2p1/2 peaks were
about 2 eV below 955 and 933.8 eV (the binding energy of the
Cu2+ in CuO).43 The obtained binding energies are less than
for the Cu +2 state; this conﬁrms that Cu in CuAlO2 is in the
+1 state. This conﬁrms that, in the present samples, the
impurity phases of CuO and CuAl2O4 are eliminated due to
annealing treatment.44
From Figure 5c and d, it is observed that there exists Al 2p
peak of Al3+ (around 74.24 and 74.14 eV for ﬂower and
hexagonal structure) and a Cu 3p3/2 peak (around 77.21 and
77.10 eV) and a Cu 3p1/2 (79.60 and 77.51 eV) peak of Cu+
in the prepared nanostructures after ﬁtting. Element Al has
nearly equal binding energies in Al2O3, CuAl2O4, and CuAlO2
around 73.7−74.4 eV.45 But in the case of Al 2p states, the
binding energy was found to have lesser value than its
corresponding simple oxide. This may be due to interaction
between Cu 3p and Al 2p. It is expected that Al element could
be in the form of CuAlO2. The O 1s peak located at 531.29 and
531.09 eV for ﬂowers and the hexagonal structure reveals the
presence of chemisorbed O-containing species, ascribed to the
lattice oxygen of the CuAlO2, as shown in Figure 5e. All the
binding energies of Cu, Al, and O values indicate that the
elements are in a chemically bonded state. Further conﬁrmation
of the chemical composition was also carried out using EDAX
analysis (Figure S2, Supporting Information). The atomic ratio
of Cu/Al was evaluated and found to be 1.089 for CuAlO2
ﬂowers and hexagonal structures. Composition analyses along
with structural results indicate that the phase of the prepared
ﬂower and hexagonal morphology exists as CuAlO2.
The surface area of a material is an important parameter
which is responsible for achieving good sensing performance.46
The surface area of CuAlO2 ﬂower and hexagonal structures
was measured via the BET method using nitrogen adsorption
and desorption measurement, shown in Figure 5f. The
hysteresis loop in the high-pressure range (0.8 < P/P0 < 1)
can probably be associated with larger pores that could be
formed between the aggregation of secondary particles of the
prepared CuAlO2 nanostructures. From the shape of the
hysteresis loop, they were found to be of H3 type, which is
again characterized for slit shape pores. The BET speciﬁc
surface areas of CuAlO2 ﬂowers and hexagonal structures were
calculated to be 59.8 and 70.8 m2 g−1, respectively. The results
suggest that the surface area distribution of the CuAlO2
21745
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sensors as a function of the concentration of ozone at 250 °C.
The results indicate that the gas response increased with an
increase in ozone concentration. At a low concentration of 200
ppb of ozone, the sensitivity is about 1.1 and 1.4 for ﬂowers and
the hexagonal CuAlO2 nanostructure, respectively. With
increasing ozone concentration, the response of the sensor
also sharply increased from 1.39 and 1.5 for ﬂowers and from
1.71 to 1.92 with an experimental error of ±0.01% for the
hexagonal structure at ozone concentrations of 600 and 1150
ppb. When the concentration is too low, the chemical activation
of sensors is consequently small, leading to a small response.
When the ozone concentration is increased beyond a threshold
value, adsorbed gas molecules attract the charge transfer due to
their enhanced activation.
The response and recovery time are other important
parameters for toxic gas sensor application. Figure 6e and f
shows the temperature-dependent response and recovery time
of ﬂowers and hexagonal CuAlO2 nanostructures. From the
results, it can be clearly found that the response and recovery
time present similar tendencies with variation in temperature
with an experimental error of ±0.01%. At lower temperature
(150 °C), the response was 31 and 27 s with high recovery time
(185 and 154 s) for ﬂowers and hexagonal CuAlO 2
nanostructures, while at higher temperature (250 °C) the
response was found to be 28 and 25 s with shorter recovery
time of 69 and 39 s. It is noteworthy that the response and
recovery time show a decreasing trend with an increase in
operating temperature. These results can be explained as
follows: at lower temperature, the number of ozone molecules
interacting with the surface of CuAlO2 is not suﬃcient, leading
to longer response and recovery times. At higher temperature,
more ozone molecules interact with the oxygen ions and
decrease the response and recovery time. Furthermore, the fast
response and recovery behavior was observed at 250 °C, which
indicates the chemisorbed oxygen bonding on the CuAlO2
nanocrystallites is strong due to low concentration (200 ppb).
The adsorbed molecules take a shorter time to desorb, leading
to a decrease in the recovery time with increase in temperature.
On the other hand, the recovery time of CuAlO2 sensing
samples is shorter than other reported n-type sensors such as
WO3, SnO2, and In2O3 etc.13−16 Thus, from the above results
we conﬁrm that the response of the two fabricated CuAlO2
sensors toward ozone gas strongly depends on the operating
temperature as well as the concentration of test gas. The sensor
temperature also regulates the activation energies of adsorption−desorption and thereby the kinetics of the surface
chemisorption reaction, which is reﬂected in the response
and recovery time of the sensor signal.49 The results clearly
demonstrate the great advantage of employing the CuAlO2
hexagonal nanostructure for real-time monitoring of the ozone
gas sensor for 200 ppb at 250 °C. It could be noticed from the
SEM images (Figure S3, Supporting Information) that there
was no change in surface morphology of both the CuAlO2
nanostructures taken after gas sensing measurements. There
was also no change in the composition of the sample after gas
detection, which was conﬁrmed from the XRD pattern (Figure
S4, Supporting Information)
In general, the semiconductor gas sensor works on the basis
of resistance (or conductivity) changes of the sensing materials
caused by the adsorption and desorption reactions of
oxidation/reduction gas molecules on the surface of the
sensing ﬁlm.50

In the present case, for CuAlO2 p-type material, holes are the
majority carriers. The acceptor level lies near the valence band,
and at operating temperature, all the acceptor levels are ionized
(ﬁlled), leaving holes in the valence band. The CuAlO2 ion
vacancies are the acceptors in this case, as shown in Figure 7

Figure 7. Schematic diagram for the change in sensor resistance upon
exposure to air and oxidation gas (ozone) in the case of a p-type
CuAlO2 sensor.

(left side). As the CuAlO2 surface is exposed to air, the oxygen
molecules from the air get adsorbed on the surface of CuAlO2
to form O2−, O−, and O2− ions by trapping electrons from the
conduction band (eq 1); that is, the adsorption of negatively
charged oxygen can generate holes. The same has been
represented in the following equation.
O2 (gas) ⇔ O2 (ads) + h+ ⇔ O2−(ads) + h+
⇔ 2O−(ads) + h+ ⇔ O2 −(ads) + h+

(1)

When oxidation gas ozone (O3) is introduced to the surface
of CuAlO2 samples, the ozone molecules adsorb on the
CuAlO2 surface acting as acceptors. This surface trapping of
lone-pair electrons causes band bending, which results in the
formation of free holes and an increase in hole concentration
near the interface forming the hole accumulated layer at the
CuAlO2 surface, which decreases the resistance of CuAlO2
samples as shown in Figure 6 (right side). The following
reaction (eq 2) takes place on the surface of the CuAlO2
sensing ﬁlm.
CuAlO2 + O3(gas) ⇔ CuAlO2+−O3−(ads)
⇔ CuAlO2 −O3(ads) + h

(2)

The gas response in p-type oxide semiconductors is
dependent on the morphology and particle size; this point of
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Figure 8. Energy band representation of the surface processes associated with the reaction at ambient oxygen (left) and ozone gas (oxidation gas)
(right) (LD, Debye length; DN, size of neck; DG, size of particle).

bending depend on the surface charge. The Debye length (LD)
is another parameter that aﬀects the thickness of the depletion
region (eq 3). LD is a measure of the electrostatic screening in
materials. It depends on the dielectric permittivity (ε),
Boltzmann constant (KB), temperature (T), electron charge
(e), and carrier concentration (nd).53

view or the phenomenon was found to be reasonable based on
a conducting model which mainly focuses on the active sensing
layer (Debye layer) resistance and the grain-to-grain contact
resistance, both of which are gas sensitive.51
In Figure 8 the schematic representation of the surface layer
and the corresponding energy band structure are presented. We
can observe that the ﬂower structure constituted of CuAlO2
nanoparticles (pentagon shape) has a larger grain size (DG)
compared to the hexagonal structure constituted of CuAlO2
nanoparticles (oval shape), and thus, better gas-sensing
sensitivity was obtained, as conﬁrmed in Figure 6. Regarding
the size factor, the larger the particle size, the smaller the
eﬀective contact surface per unit volume. This result also
indicates that particles with relatively smaller size are more
advantageous for ozone sensing. In addition, particles
possessing not only comparable size but also diverse
morphology will display strikingly eﬀective contact surfaces.52
The response of p-type CuAlO2 materials is based on the
change of the number of electrons in the conduction band after
ozone gas interaction and its measurable eﬀect on the resistance
(decrease) of the semiconductor. The surface is where the
crystal periodicity is interrupted, and this enables localized
energy levels in the forbidden gap region. The energy levels
available on the surface are called surface states, which capture
electrons of ozone gas.52 Conduction band or acceptor level
holes prefer to ﬂow to the high-energy surface states residing in
the band gap. The acceptor holes move to the surface and take
part in adsorbing oxygen onto the surface (Figure 8). This
process forms a space charge region where positively charged
donor atoms are on one side and negatively charged surface
states on the other. The potential barrier formed on the surface
due to the space-charge region and the height and depth of the

LD =

ε0εkBT
e 2nd

(3)

The mechanism was reasonable based on a conduction
model, which mainly focuses on the active sensing layer
resistance and the grain-to-grain contact resistance, both of
which are sensitive for gas detection in these materials based on
reactions that change the concentration of adsorbed oxygen on
the materials surface. Gas sensing response increases with
decrease in grain size (DG), increased neck diameter (DN), and
grain to grain contact, as suggesting by Lee and others.47 In the
present case, CuAlO2 ﬂower nanostructures have a larger grain
size, face to face grain contact, and small neck diameter (DN)
when compared to CuAlO2 hexagonal nanostructures. The
hexagon with rough surface has smaller particles which are
interconnected. This nature of the hexagonal nanostructure
provides highly exposed surfaces and more pathways for
electron exchange during gas diﬀusion/molecule capture and
surface reaction, which makes the point to point grain contact
surface area eﬀective and increase in the amount of ozone gas
adsorbed onto the surface.

4. CONCLUSIONS
In summary, we have developed unique ﬂowers and hexagonal
morphologies of CuAlO2 constituted of nanoparticles with an
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average size ∼80 and 40 nm with good speciﬁc surface area,
59.8 and 70.8 m2 g−1, prepared by a facile and economical
hydrothermal method. Through the experiment, it was
observed that the surfactant (citric acid and CTAB) and
operating parameters induced the Ostwald ripening mechanism, which has strong eﬀects on the growth of diﬀerent
morphologies. In addition, it is revealed that the exposed
surface of the CuAlO2 functions as the reactive sites, owing to
strong chemical bonds with the ozone gas molecules. The
hexagonal CuAlO2 based sensor showed excellent ozone gas
response compared to CuAlO2 ﬂowers. Explanations for this
behavior were proposed; the main sources for the improved
performance of the sensor were identiﬁed as the control over
morphology, particle size, and grain-to-grain contact. Furthermore, the sensor showed a nearly linear response to ozone
concentration in the range 200−1150 ppb. Good response and
recovery time indicated that the CuAlO2 nanostructures with
excellent surface active sites are a promising candidate for
enhanced performance ozone gas sensors at ppb-level. These
CuAlO2 nanostructures are also expected to be useful for other
potential applications, such as dye-sensitized solar cells,
biosensors, and photocatalysts.
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