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ABSTRACT: Femtosecond pump−probe microscopy is used to
investigate the charge recombination dynamics at diﬀerent points
within a single needle-shaped ZnO rod. Recombination in the tips of
the rod occurs through an excitonic or electron−hole plasma state,
taking place on a picosecond time scale. Photoexcitation in the larger
diameter sections of the interior exhibit dramatically slower
recombination that occurs primarily through defects sites, i.e., trap
mediated recombination. Transient absorption imaging shows that
the spatial variation in the dynamics is also inﬂuenced by the cavity
resonances supported within the hexagonal cross section of the rod. Finite element simulations suggest that these optical
resonator modes produce qualitatively diﬀerent intensity patterns in the two diﬀerent locations. Near the end of the rod, the
intensity pattern has signiﬁcant standing-wave character, which leads to the creation of photoexcited carriers in the core of the
structure. The larger diameter regions, on the other hand, exhibit intensity distributions in which the whispering gallery (WG)
mode character dominates. At these locations, the photoexcited carriers are produced in subsurface depletion zone, where the
internal ﬁelds separate the electrons and holes and lead to a greater degree of trap recombination on longer time scales.

1. INTRODUCTION
The ﬁnite sizes of individual particles introduce new dynamical
phenomena not found in bulk materials. Quantum conﬁnement
of the carrier wave function occurs when the size is smaller than
the exciton Bohr radius. It alters the electronic structure,
resulting in tunable band gaps, tunable spectral properties, and
dynamical phenomena that depend upon the size and shape.1
Because the exciton Bohr radius is typically only a few
nanometers, conﬁnement is important in only the smallest
structures, seemingly suggesting that size eﬀects are unimportant beyond the nanoscale. Although diﬀerent physical
mechanisms are at play, larger structures also exhibit size and
shape dependent phenomena. Surfaces and intrinsic defects
trap mobile carriers resulting in internal electric ﬁelds that
inﬂuence electronic structure and photophysical behavior.2,3
Band bending that arises from surface charging, for example,
extends over tens to hundreds of nanometers and can separate
photoexicted electrons and holes. In addition, optical resonator
modes appear as the object dimensions approach the
wavelength of light, impacting steady-state spectral properties
and giving rise to nanostructure lasing.4−8
This paper examines the electron−hole recombination
dynamics in needle-shaped ZnO rods using femtosecond
microscopy. Our results suggest that the resonator modes, in
combination with internal ﬁelds, give rise to spatially variant
carrier dynamics, revealing a connection between the shape and
dynamical behavior present in larger mesoscale structures. ZnO
is an excellent material for exploring the relationship between
the structure and dynamics in this size range. The ability to
manipulate the structure of ZnO is enormous, and through a
variety of facile synthetic methods many diﬀerent forms,
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including nanorods with diﬀering end morphologies, tetrapods,
and nanohelices have been produced.9−11 The needle-shaped
rods used in this study are 10−20 μm in length and have
faceted hexagonal cross sections with diameters range from 1 to
3 μm at their widest point, down to 300−400 nm at the ends.
A key observation is that the carrier dynamics vary spatially
along the structure, with the ends showing dramatically faster
electron−hole recombination compared to the interior
locations. Comparison of transient absorption and timeresolved emission measurements indicate that recombination
at the ends of the structure occurs primarily across the band
gap, through an excitonic or electron−hole plasma (EHP) state,
whereas trap-mediated recombination dominates at the interior
locations. This counterintuitive observation is the result of
optical cavity modes supported by the hexagonal cross-section
of the rod that result in diﬀerent spatial distributions of the
photoexcited carrier distribution at diﬀerent points in the
structure.
Cavity resonances become important when the size of the
structure is comparable to the wavelength of light. The faceted
crystalline structures of these ZnO materials give rise to a rich
variety of optical cavity modes. Several groups have described
longitudinal standing-wave modes propagating along the long
axis of the rod.6−8 In addition to longitudinal modes, cavity
resonances supported within the hexagonal cross-section of the
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Figure 1. (A) Schematic diagram of a two-photon pump−probe microscope. The frequency-doubled output of an optical parametric oscillator
(OPO) at 730 nm is directed on the back aperture of the microscope objective and focused to a diﬀraction-limited spot at the sample. Imaging is
achieved by raster scanning the sample stage across the focused laser spot and monitoring the emission collected by the objective with a scanning
monochromator/PMT. Pump−probe microscopy incorporates a second laser beam focused onto the location of the excitation beam. The beam that
emerges from the sample is collected by a condenser lens, and its intensity is monitored by lock-in detection. Two acousto-optic modulators (AOM)
are used to reduce the repetition rate of the laser to 1.6 MHz. Time-resolved emission measurements are performed by monitoring the emission
intensity using a streak camera. (B) Two-photon emission image of a 100 nm nanoparticle with 810 nm excitation. The size of the emission feature
suggests that the lateral resolution is approximately 410 nm. (C) Cross-correlation of the pump and probe pulses in the microscope obtained by
monitoring the sum-frequency signal generated by the ZnO rod.

the internal ﬁelds arising from the surface charge result in rapid
charge separation and predominately trap-mediated recombination. These results point toward a connection between the
shape of the object, and via its optical resonator modes, the
charge carrier dynamics that follow photoexcitation.

rod are also present. Previous reports describe these modes
using two classic resonator pictures: Fabry−Pérot (FP) modes
supported between two opposing parallel facets, and whispering
gallery (WG) modes that correspond to the circulation of light
around the periphery of rod via total internal reﬂection at each
crystal face.12−19 For the experiments described here, where the
excitation pulse propagates perpendicular to the rod axis, the
transverse modes dominate the resonance eﬀects.
The resonance conditions for both the FP and WG modes
depend upon the diameter of the structure, and because of the
tapered shape, a ﬁxed excitation wavelength will go in and out
of resonance as one moves along the long axis of the rod. We
observed both types of resonances in second-harmonic and
two-photon emission images,19−23 which appear as periodic
intensity modulation along the long axis of the rod. Although
the classic FP and WG resonator models12−19 reproduce, at
least qualitatively, the image features, ﬁnite-diﬀerence frequency-domain (FDFD) calculations indicate these models are
too simplistic. In this size regime (200−1000 nm diameter), the
hexagonal resonator modes actually contain characteristics of
both the FP and WG resonances, whose relative contributions
vary with resonator size. At smaller sizes, the modes have
primarily standing-wave character with much of the optical
intensity located in the core of the structure. As the size is
increased, the intensity distribution shifts to the periphery of
the structure, becoming more WG-like in character.
We attribute the spatial variation in the recombination
pathways (band-edge vs trap) to diﬀerences in these optical
intensity distributions. The standing-wave modes existing at the
ends of the rods create photoexcited carriers in the core of the
structure, where they recombine through bulk-like mechanisms
(e.g., exciton or electron−hole plasma recombination). In the
larger cross sections, on the other hand, the WG mode
distributions produce carriers in the space-charge region, and

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
2.1. Materials. The ZnO rods were grown using hydrothermal methods adapted from previously published work.24,25
A 0.05 M reaction solution of Zn(NO3)2 and hexamethylenetetramine ((CH2)6N4) is heated in a closed bomb, to yield
needle-shaped rods ranging from 5 to 30 μm in length and from
0.3 to 2 μm in diameter. Size control is achieved by varying the
reaction temperature, time, and/or concentration. After
completion, the structures are harvested and sonicated in
ethanol to break up aggregates and form a suspension.
Microscopy samples are prepared by drop-casting ∼250 μL
of the suspension onto a microscope slide with an etched
reference grid. The grid facilitates the relocating of the rod for
subsequent experiments in the optical microscope or structural
characterization via SEM imaging. The ability to perform both
optical and electron microscopy on the same structure allows us
to correlate the photophysical observations with detailed
structural information.
2.2. Imaging. The microscope combines an ultrafast laser
source with a home-built far-ﬁeld optical microscope for
performing both two-photon emission imaging and timeresolved microscopy, in both pump−probe and emission
conﬁgurations (Figure 1A). The femtosecond laser source
consists of a mode-locked Ti:sapphire laser (810 nm, 80 fs, 80
MHz), whose output is split into two beams by an uncoated
glass window. The more intense portion (96%) synchronously
pumps a broad-band optical parametric oscillator (OPO),
B
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Figure 2. (A) Illustration of ZnO band structure depicting photoexcitation, band-edge emission at 390 nm from an exciton state (EX), and trapmediated emission at 550 nm. (B) SEM and two-photon emission images (band-edge and trap) for two diﬀerent structures. (C) Emission spectra
observed at a point near the end and at a point within the interior of the rod are shown at the lower-left of panel B. Circles on the SEM image
indicate locations of spectroscopic measurements.

beams to 1.6 MHz, thus ensuring nearly complete relaxation
before the next pump−probe pulse pair arrives.20 A motorized
linear stage controls the time delay between pump and probe
pulses. Both the pump and probe pulses are focused to
diﬀraction limited spots that are spatially overlapped within a
single structure. The pump and probe polarizations were
parallel to each other and oriented perpendicular to the long
axis of the rod. The probe beam is collected by a condenser
lens, focused onto the entrance slit of a monochromator, and
detected by a photomultiplier tube and current preampliﬁer.
The excitation beam is modulated at 4 kHz, and pump induced
changes in the intensity of the probe pulse are monitored by a
digital lock-in ampliﬁer. The time resolution of the pump−
probe measurement was characterized by cross-correlation of
the two laser pulses using the frequency mixing properties of
the ZnO (Figure 1C), which indicates a time-resolution of
∼500 fs.

whose frequency-doubled output at 730 nm (1 nJ/pulse) is
used to excite the ZnO through a two-photon absorption
process.
Conventional two-photon emission microscopy is achieved
by directing the 730 nm beam onto the back aperture of a
microscope objective (0.8 NA, 50×), which focuses it to a
diﬀraction limited spot, resulting in two-photon excitation at a
localized region of the ZnO rod. Light emanating from the
structure is collected by the objective, passed through a dichroic
beam splitter, and focused onto the slit of a monochromator
and photomultiplier tube (PMT). Emission images are
collected by raster scanning the sample across the focal point
of the objective with a piezoelectric nanopositioning stage while
monitoring the intensity of the emitted light. Imaging is
performed without a cover slip under ambient conditions.
The spatial resolution of the microscope is determined by the
size of the laser spot at the focus of the objective. Because twophoton absorption scales with the square of the optical
intensity, eﬃcient excitation occurs only at the focus, resulting
in confocal-like behavior and a lateral excitation dimension that
is smaller than the diﬀraction limit.26 Emission images of a 100
nm particle (Figure 1B) indicate that the spatial extent of
excitation is 380 nm for the 730 nm excitation, and 410 nm for
810 nm excitation. Both are slightly larger than the theoretical
limits of 350 and 380 nm for the two diﬀerent wavelengths,
respectively.26
2.3. Spatially-Resolved Spectroscopies. Spectroscopic
observations are made at speciﬁc points within the structure by
using the scanning stage to position the excitation beam.
Emission spectra can be collected using a scanning monochromator. Time resolved photoluminescence measurements
are performed with monochromator/streak camera. The streak
camera separates the emitted photons in both wavelength and
time and is capable of following the evolution of the emission
spectrum with ≈15 ps time resolution.
2.4. Pump−Probe Microscopy. Transient absorption
microscopy is achieved by combining the 730 nm excitation
beam (pump pulse) with the weak reﬂection of the 810 nm
mode-locked oscillator beam and then directing the copropagating pulse pair onto the back aperture of the microscope
objective. Two synchronized acousto-optic modulator (AOM)
pulse pickers reduce the repetition rates of the pump and probe

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Zinc oxide is a wide band gap semiconductor with a large
exciton binding energy (60 meV). Photoexcitation by a single
UV photon, or simultaneous two-photon excitation in the nearinfrared, promotes electrons from the valence band to the
conduction band. These free charge carriers (Figure 2A) can
then either associate into excitons that lie just below the
conduction band edge, resulting in a UV-blue emission at 390
nm or become trapped at defect sites in the crystal lattice,
giving rise to a broad visible emission band centered at 550
nm.9
We have used a combination of two-photon emission and
time-resolved microscopies to investigate the charge carrier
dynamics at speciﬁc points within mesoscale ZnO structures.
Two-photon emission images (section 3.1) reveal the presence
of optical resonator modes. Transient absorption and timeresolved emission measurements (section 3.2) performed at
diﬀerent points within the same structure show that the charge
carrier recombination is signiﬁcantly faster at the ends of the
structure, with the slower recombination in the interior regions
being dominated by trap mediated pathways. Spatially
separated pump−probe experiments (section 3.3) indicate
that carrier diﬀusion out of the excitation volume is
C
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Figure 3. Pump−probe transients (ΔI/I) collected from the end (blue) and two diﬀerent points within the interior (green and red) from three
diﬀerent rods, R1, R2, and R3. The locations of the collected points for the three transients are indicated in the corresponding SEM images (B),
where the horizontal dimension of each image is 3 μm. (C) Series of transient absorption images (ΔI) obtained at diﬀerent pump−probe delays for
the three rods. The series of pump−probe images show the rapid loss of the signal at the rod end, which ultimately decays to zero signal, whereas the
response from the interior persists signiﬁcantly longer.

bands vary across the structure, with the end showing a more
intense band-edge emission that suggests a greater propensity
for e-h recombination across the band gap at that location.
3.2. Ultrafast Microscopy. Transient absorption microscopy with spatially overlapped pump and probe pulses were
performed on three diﬀerent rods denoted R1, R2, and R3
(Figure 3). The transient response (Figure 3A) was monitored
at three diﬀerent points in each rod, the end (blue) and two
interior locations (green and red). The exact positions are
indicated by colored circles on the corresponding SEM images
(Figure 3B). The transients exhibit complex decay kinetics with
fast (<30 ps), intermediate (100−200 ps), and long (>500 ps)
components, whose relative amplitudes depend upon position.
Interior locations exhibit all three components, with the fastest
contributing only 25−50% of the total amplitude. On the other
hand, the ends are dominated by the fastest component, which
accounts for 60−100% of the amplitude.
Two diﬀerent processes contribute to the magnitude of the
pump−probe signals. The ﬁrst is induced absorption, which
arises from near-infrared excitation of free-carriers. In addition,
there is a Kerr lens contribution, resulting from a spatial
variation in the index of refraction associated with the localized
photoexcited carrier distribution (vide infra). Although the
absorptive component is negative, corresponding to a decrease
in the probe beam intensity, the lensing contribution can result
in either an increase or decrease in the probe intensity, and give
rise to either a positive or a negative signal. Because the
magnitudes of both the absorptive and lensing contributions
depend upon the concentration of carriers, we attribute the
decay of the pump−probe signal to the decrease in the free
carrier population due to recombination and trapping events.
Pump−Probe Imaging. The carrier dynamics at the end of
the rod diﬀer dramatically from those observed at the interior,
with the ends showing typically faster recombination rates than

insigniﬁcant, ruling out physical conﬁnement and other
mechanisms that require expansion of the charge cloud to
explain the observed spatial variation. Finite-element simulations (section 3.4) suggest a connection between the spatially
dependent dynamics and cavity resonator modes. They indicate
that the WG modes, which are prevalent in the larger cross
sections, produce carriers predominately in the surface
depletion zone, where internal ﬁelds separate the electrons
and holes, leading to greater trapping events and slower
recombination.
3.1. Emission Imaging and Photoluminescence Spectroscopy. Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and twophoton emission images acquired while monitoring the bandedge or the trap emission channels for two diﬀerent rods are
shown in Figures 2B. A prominent feature in many of the
emission images is the variation in the emission intensity across
the interior of the structure. Though the contrast varies from
rod-to-rod, some structures exhibit a pronounced pattern of
emission “spots” that are evenly spaced along the long axis of
the rod. This intensity variation is a consequence of FP and
WG modes supported within hexagonal cross section (Figure
2B). The tapered shape causes the ﬁxed excitation wavelength
to go in and out of resonance due to the changing diameter
along the length of the rod, giving rise to the periodic emission
pattern. Light couples more eﬃciently into the structure at the
resonance locations, resulting in a greater number of photoexcited carriers, and hence a greater emission intensity.12,22,27
Photoluminescence spectra (Figure 2C) obtained from the
rod shown in the lower portion of Figure 2B show both the
narrow exciton and broad trap emission bands that are
characteristic of ZnO photoluminescence. The ﬁgure shows
spectra collected following excitation at two diﬀerent locations,
indicated by the blue and red circles on the SEM image (Figure
2B, lower left). The relative intensities of the two emission
D
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densities in II−VI semiconductors.28−30 When the carrier
density exceeds the Mott threshold, Coulombic and exchange
interactions weaken the exciton binding and reduce the band
gap (i.e., band gap renormalization). This phenomenon gives
rise to a collective EHP state with an intense, red-shifted
emission relative to the exciton, as well as an enhanced
recombination rate due to a greater degree of overlap between
electron and hole wave functions. As electrons and holes
recombine, the charge carrier density decreases, resulting in the
time-dependent blue shift that reﬂects transition back to the
excitonic state. Our time-resolved emission data indicate that
the EHP to exciton transition in these structures occurs during
the ﬁrst 15−20 ps, consistent with observations in bulk and
nanostructured ZnO.28,31 Photoexcitation of the interior shows
a signiﬁcantly smaller spectral shift (Figure 4B) and decreased
propensity for EHP formation compared to the end. We
estimate, on the basis of the two-photon cross-section,32 that
∼1020 carriers/cm3 are produced by the pump pulse. This is
well above the EHP threshold reported for ZnO,33 consistent
with our observations.
A comparison of the pump−probe and photoluminescence
decays (Figure 4C,D) shows qualitatively diﬀerent behavior at
the end of the rod compared to the interior. At the end of the
rod, the decays of the pump−probe, band edge, and trap
emission are similar to each other (Figure 4C), indicating that a
major fraction of the electron−hole recombination events occur
through the EHP state. At the interior location (Figure 4D),
the pump−probe signal decays slowly, on the same time scale
as the trap emission, suggestive of a carrier population that
recombines primarily through defect states. These observations
suggest that the overlap of the electron and hole wave functions
persists in the tips of the rods, whereas at interior sites the two
become spatially separated, suppressing band-edge recombination and resulting in a greater degree of trap mediated
recombination. Given that the tips of the rods should possess
the greatest concentration of defects, the conclusion that trapmediated recombination is less important there is counterintuitive.
The spatial variation in the dynamics could stem from several
factors. A greater degree of physical conﬁnement in the tips of
the rod is one possible explanation. With no room for the
charge cloud to expand in the narrow tips, the high carrier
density formed upon photoexcitation persists, leading to a
prolonged overlap of the electron and hole wave functions, and
a propensity for EHP formation. In the interior of the structure,
on the other hand, carriers can migrate away from the
excitation region through simple diﬀusion, or perhaps driven by
internal ﬁelds that separate the electrons and holes, resulting in
a decrease in the charge density that makes it more diﬃcult to
form and sustain the EHP. Spatially separated pump−probe
experiments (described below) probe the expansion of the
charge cloud and test this hypothesis. A second possibility is
that the spatial variation arises from a diﬀerence in where
carriers are created (i.e., the core versus surface region). FDFD
calculations are used to gain insight into distribution of the
optical ﬁeld within the structures. Overall, our analysis suggests
that the spatial variation in the carrier dynamics arises not from
carrier diﬀusion, but rather from diﬀerent spatial distributions
in where the charge carriers are created.
3.3. Spatially-Separated Pump−Probe Microscopy.
The spatially separated pump−probe conﬁguration excites
structures in one location and probes them in another by
incorporating two separate positioning mechanisms for the

any other point in the structure. Spatial variation is particularly
apparent in images obtained by ﬁxing the pump−probe delay
and monitoring ΔI as a function of position (Figure 3C). At
early delays, the largest signal is at the end of the rod. Although
the overall signal in the interior regions is less intense compared
to the end, there are localized, periodic regions of greater signal
observed throughout the interior. This spatial modulation in
the pump−probe signal is attributed to cavity modes (FP and
WG modes) supported within the cross section of the
structure.19,21,22 At longer delays, the bright spot at the end
diminishes, becoming less intense than the interior and
eventually disappearing altogether. Although diﬀerences from
structure to structure are common in nanoscale materials,
spatial variation in the dynamical response of individual objects
has not been reported.
Combined Pump−Probe and Ultrafast Emission. Transient
photoluminescence provides a direct view of the band-edge and
trap mediated e−h recombination processes. A spectraltemporal intensity map (Figure 4A) of the time-resolved

Figure 4. (A) Spectral-temporal intensity map of the emission
collected from the end of the rod (R4) and detected using a streak
camera. The main feature is the band-edge emission; the narrow peak
at 365 nm is the second-harmonic of the excitation pulse and provides
the instrument response (17 ps). The inset shows the SEM image and
locations of spectroscopic measurements (end versus interior). The
vertical dimension of the SEM image is 3 μm. (B) Time-resolved
spectra obtained at 0 (red) and 50 ps (blue) from the end of the rod
(upper set) and interior (lower set). (C, D) Comparison of the bandedge (BE), trap emission, and pump−probe (PP) data collected at the
two points.

emission data collected from the end of a third rod, R3, shows a
rich evolution of the band-edge emission, which shifts to the
blue as it decays during the ﬁrst 15−20 ps. Horizontal slices
through the map correspond to snapshots of the emission
spectrum at diﬀerent times. The emission band initially appears
with λmax≈400 nm, and then narrows as it blue shifts to a
limiting position of 390 nm.
Spectral shifts of this type are one signature of the electron−
hole plasma (EHP) emission that occurs at high carrier
E
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Figure 5. (A) Illustration of spatially separated pump−probe conﬁguration via angle scanning of the probe beam. (B) Bright-ﬁeld image of the ZnO
rod showing locations of pump−probe separation scans. (C) Pump−probe signal as a function of the separation of the pump and probe spots at an
early delay time. The red and blue scans correspond to data collected from the left and right locations, respectively. (D) Pump−probe separation
scans obtained at a series of delays. Note: data in panels C and D were obtained from diﬀerent rods.

pump and probe beams. One laser spot is positioned over a
particular point in the structure via adjustment of the x−y
sample stage. The position of the other beam is controlled by
directing it through an x−y scanner that alters the angle it
makes relative to the ﬁxed beam as it enters the objective,
causing it to be focused at point that is laterally separated from
ﬁxed beam by an amount Δpp (Figure 5A).
Contributions to Pump−Probe Signal. Figure 5 shows the
transient absorption signal collected as a function of the
separation between the pump and probe spots following
excitation at two diﬀerent locations within a single rod. These
data were obtained with the probe beam ﬁxed (scanned pump
beam); however, similar observations are made with the pump
beam ﬁxed and probe beam scanned. Excitation toward either
end of the rod results in derivative-like signals, with positive
signals observed when the probe beam is placed between the
pump spot and the rod tip. Because ZnO does not absorb in
the near-infrared, the positive going signals cannot be the result
of photobleaching. The derivative like signal results from
interaction of the probe beam with the localized carrier
distribution, resulting in a spatial variation in the index of
refraction (i.e., a lens) that alters the direction of the probe
beam as it passes through the rod. When the focused probe
spot is positioned between the pump and the tip, it is deﬂected
toward the middle of the rod. As the probe pulse exits the
needle-shaped structure, it experiences a larger facet and greater
clear aperture, and as a result, its intensity increases. When the
probe is positioned on the other side of the pump spot, it is
deﬂected toward the tip, experiences a smaller clear aperture
and its intensity is reduced. Scans obtained at intermediate
locations show that the negative lobe increases in magnitude as
the pair is moved toward the center, becoming entirely negative
at the midpoint (Figure 6). These results suggest that the
pump−probe signals include contributions from both an
induced absorption, arising from near-infrared excitation of

Figure 6. (Left) Transient absorption signal vs pump−probe
separation (Δpp) at 1 ps pump−probe delay for nine diﬀerent
locations. (Right) Transmission image at 810 nm with nine diﬀerent
locations depicting positions of the Δpp scans along the c-axis.

free-carriers,34 and a lensing component originating from a
spatial variation in the index of refraction due to the localized
excitation.32,35−37
The transient lens created by photoexcitation could result
from either a photoinduced electronic response (i.e., a Kerr
lens) or local heating of the structure (i.e., a thermal lens). The
relative magnitude of these two contributions can be estimated
from the optical properties of ZnO. The Kerr lens results from
intensity dependent, nonlinear polarization of the lattice due to
optical excitation, and it includes both a nonresonant
F
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are comparable to the wavelength of light. Both the FP and WG
resonances have resonance conditions that depend upon the
excitation wavelength and the cross-sectional diameter of the
rod.12−19 Due to the needle shaped structure, the diameter
changes along the length of the rod, causing the excitation light
to go in and out of resonance, giving rise to the observed
patterns.21,22
We have used FDFD methods to simulate the distribution of
the optical intensity within the structure.19 The simulation
model (Figure 7A) consists of a Gaussian EM source that is

contribution from the bound electrons and a resonant
contribution from photoexcited charge carriers. The change
in index of refraction of the ZnO due to the electronic
excitation is given by32,38

Δn El = γ Φ + σrN2hv

(1)

where the ﬁrst term corresponds to the instantaneous response
of the bound electrons, whereas the second term arises from
charge carriers produced through two-photon excitation. In this
expression γ (2.51 × 10−11 cm2/W at 730 nm) is the boundelectron nonlinear refractive index, and σr (3.02 × 10−20 cm3 at
730 nm) is the change in the index of refraction due to
photoexcited charge-carriers, both of which have been
measured using traditional Z-scan methods.32 N2hν is the
photoexcited charge carrier density produced by two-photon
excitation, which we estimate, on the basis of the two-photon
cross section,32 to be 1019−1021 carriers/cm3 under our
experimental conditions. Pump−probe separation scans
collected at a series of delays (Figure 5D) show that the lens
persists at longer times indicating that the instantaneous
response (γΦ) is a minor component of the overall signal, i.e.,
ΔnEl ≈ σrN2hν. The thermal lens arises from local heating, which
also alters the refractive index, i.e.
Δn T =

2Ehv ⎛ dn ⎞
⎜
⎟N
2hv
ρ0 CP ⎝ dT ⎠

(2)

where Cp is the heat capacity (40.17 J mol−1 K−1), ρ0 is the
density (0.069 mol/cm3), and (dn/dT) is the thermal-optical
coeﬃcient (0.7 × 10−4 K−1)32 for ZnO. The relative magnitude
of the two eﬀects is then
ρ0 Cpσr
Δn El
=
T
dn
Δn
2Ehv dT

( )

(3)
Figure 7. (A) Illustration of FDFD simulation cell. The twodimensional model includes a hexagonal region representing the
ZnO (n = 2.2), surrounded by air (n = 1). The EM source is placed at
the top boundary and is parametrized to produce a focused spot at the
center of box. The source is E⃗ -ﬁeld polarized parallel to the top
boundary (i.e., perpendicular to the rod axis, which is normal to the
page). (B) Magnitude of the optical electric ﬁeld, |E⃗ |, produced by the
EM source in the absence of the ZnO rod. Red is maximum ﬁeld and
blue is zero ﬁeld. The dashed hexagon in the center shows the size of a
d = 410 nm resonator for reference. Distribution of the optical
intensity (i.e., |E⃗ |2) for resonators with (C) d = 410 nm, which is
commensurate with the cross sectional diameter near the rod tip, and
(D) d = 1020 nm. For the smaller resonator, the EM source is
centered over the top facet. For the larger resonator, the source is
laterally displaced to the left of the resonator. Illustration of where
carriers are created in the smaller (E) and larger (F) resonators.

Using known materials properties of ZnO suggests that the
change in refractive index due to the electronic response is
approximately 2000 times greater than the thermal aﬀect,
implying that the transient lens is the result of the photoexcited
carrier distribution and not local heating.
This conclusion is further supported by the pump−probe
separation proﬁles collected at a series of delay times. The
shape of the proﬁle is independent of delay, and its amplitude
decay coincides with decay of the photoluminescence. If the
lens were thermal in nature, the decay of the pump−probe
separation proﬁle would reﬂect the return of the lattice to its
initial temperature, which would most likely not coincide with
charge carrier recombination. This observation implies that the
lens owes it origin to the photoexcited carrier distribution.
Carrier Diﬀusion. The pump−probe separation proﬁle
reﬂects the spatial extent of the carrier distribution, and the
observation that it does not change as the carriers recombine
suggests that there is not signiﬁcant expansion of the initial
charge cloud produced by localized excitation, at least on a
length scale detectable with our spatial resolution. This further
implies that physical conﬁnement of the carriers is not the
origin of the spatial variation observed in the charge carrier
dynamics.
3.4. Role of Cavity Resonator Modes. The spatial
variation observed in the pump−probe images is also observed
in the band-edge and trap emission images.19−23 It is attributed
to optical cavity modes supported by the rod’s hexagonal cross
section, which becomes visible when the structure’s dimensions

focused onto a two-dimensional hexagonal slab of ZnO
surrounded by air. The Gaussian source is placed at the
boundary of the simulation box and is parametrized (i.e.,
frequency, numerical aperture, spatial extent at the boundary,
etc.) to mimic the size and focus of the laser beam in the
experimental arrangement and is polarized parallel to the top
edge of the box. Figure 7B shows the optical ﬁeld of the source
in the absence of ZnO, with the hexagon depicting the crosssectional size of the rod near the tip for comparison. The source
is directed toward the ZnO from the top, and its center can be
laterally oﬀset relative to the center of the hexagonal slab. The
G
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simulations suggest the intensity patterns in the tip diﬀer from
those observed in larger interior sections.
The maximum integrated intensity for larger resonator sizes,
similar to the interior sections, occurs when the source is oﬀset
to one side or the other. These patterns have clear WG mode
characteristics, with the largest intensity being located near the
surface of the rod. This could be the origin of the increased trap
recombination contribution observed in those regions. If the
optical intensity is concentrated in the periphery of the rod,
photoexcited carriers will be produced in the surface depletion
zone (Figure 7F). The internal ﬁeld present in this region (i.e.,
band bending) would separate the electrons and holes, resulting
in a greater degree of carrier trapping and longer recombination
times.
Near the tips of the rod, photoexcited carriers may be
preferentially produced in the cores of the structure. This may
simply result from a greater degree of scattering oﬀ the rough
surfaces at the tip, resulting in a more spatially homogeneous
intensity distribution. Another possibility suggested by the
simulations is that for smaller resonator sizes, the intensity
distribution has signiﬁcant standing wave character, consistent
with FP modes (Figure 7C), suggesting a greater density of
photoexcited carriers will be produced in the core of the
structure (Figure 7E). Regardless of the relative contributions
of these two eﬀects, both suggest that carriers in the tips will be
produced in the central region of the rod. Because of the low
carrier mobility, electrons and holes created in this zone would
remain there, and experience a lattice environment similar to
that of the bulk, accounting for the greater degree of
recombination observed at the band edge.
Our experiments suggest that in this mesoscale size regime,
light can couple into resonator modes, resulting in nonuniform
excitation and spatially dependent dynamics. Although such
modes have been discussed extensively,12−19 the role they play
in shaping dynamical behavior has remained largely unexplored.
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The End Is Different than The Middle: Spatially Dependent Dynamics
in ZnO Rods Observed by Femtosecond Pump Probe Microscopy
Brian P. Mehl, Justin R. Kirschbrown, Ralph L. House, and John M. Papanikolas*
Department of Chemistry, Caudill Laboratories, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, North Carolina 27599, United States
ABSTRACT: Pump probe transient absorption microscopy was used to follow the
electron hole (e h) recombination dynamics at diﬀerent points within individual needleshaped ZnO rods to characterize spatial diﬀerences in dynamical behavior. The results from
pump probe experiments are correlated with spatially resolved ultrafast emission measurements, and scanning electron microscopy provides structural details. Dramatically diﬀerent
e h recombination dynamics are observed in the narrow tips compared to the interior, with
the ends exhibiting a greater propensity for electron hole plasma (EHP) formation and faster
recombination of carriers across the band gap that stem from a physical conﬁnement of the
charge carriers. In the interior of the rod, a greater fraction of the e h recombination is trapmediated and occurs on a signiﬁcantly longer time scale.
SECTION: Kinetics, Spectroscopy

T

he polydispersity intrinsic to nanoscale and microscale
semiconductor materials poses a major challenge to using
individual objects as building blocks for device applications. Early
work showed that surfaces, which trap mobile carriers, result in band
bending and internal electric ﬁelds that give rise to signiﬁcant
variation in the electronic and photophysical behavior from one
object to the next. Modern nanomaterials have moved beyond simple
particles, and the complex geometrical architectures that are available
(e.g., needles, ribbons, tetrapods) have both expanded the range of
potential applications and raised new questions regarding the connection between shape and function.1 This report addresses a fairly
simple one: Can diﬀerent locations within a single structure exhibit
diﬀerent dynamical signatures? Do the ends of a rod behave diﬀerently than the middle? Spatial diﬀerences can arise from a variety of
physical sources and mechanisms. Carrier conﬁnement in the sharp
features of high-aspect structures and variation in defect density are
two examples. Both would inﬂuence carrier relaxation and could
result in behavior that diﬀers from one location to another. While
such eﬀects are easy to envision, experimental observation requires
techniques with combined spatial and temporal resolution.
The pursuit of such methods is not new, and time-resolved
optical microscopies have been applied to the study of a wide
variety of problems. The most common are luminescence-based
approaches, which are the simplest to implement but are limited
to the study of phenomena on the picosecond time scale.2
Pump probe methods can follow dynamics on faster time
scales; however, incorporation into microscopy is more diﬃcult,
and far fewer examples exist. While near-ﬁeld and scanning probe
microscopies oﬀer the greatest spatial resolution, their combination with pump probe methods signiﬁcantly increases the
experimental complexity.3 5 In this respect, far-ﬁeld methods
are more attractive, and a few examples have begun to appear
on a variety of systems and materials.6 15 While several studies
r 2011 American Chemical Society

of carrier dynamics in semiconductor particles achieved femtosecond time resolution, their spatial resolution was lower than
the diﬀraction limit, and the excitation of whole structures
generated carriers throughout the object.6 9
Exposing dynamical diﬀerences from point to point requires
localized excitation with high lateral resolution. Spatially localized
excitation in pump probe microscopy has been reported in just a
few cases, including the study of graphene sheets,10 semiconductor
nanowires,11 molecular crystals,12 and composite materials.13 15 The
greatest spatial variation was observed in composites, which stemmed
from distinct chemical domains, while the nanomaterials exhibited
only slight diﬀerences from one point to the next. Here, we combine
pump probe methods with far-ﬁeld microscopy to study the spatial
variation of the electron hole (e h) recombination dynamics in
needle-shaped ZnO rods on a femtosecond time scale with high
lateral resolution (350 nm). Time-resolved images show signiﬁcant
variation in the dynamical response, with the ends of the rods
exhibiting dramatically faster e h recombination than at points in
the interior.
The ability to manipulate the shape of ZnO structures is
enormous, and through a variety of synthetic methods, many
diﬀerent structural forms have been demonstrated, making it an
ideal material for studying shape-dependent phenomena. The
rods used in this work were grown using solution-based methods
by incubating a 0.05 M solution of Zn(NO3)2 and methenamine
((CH2)6N4) under hydrothermal conditions for 3 h at 150 °C.16
The resulting structures were sonicated in ethanol to disperse
aggregates, drop-cast onto a microscope slide, and then annealed
at 550 °C to reduce the overall defect density.17
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Figure 1. (A) Illustration of ZnO band structure depicting two-photon
excitation, band-edge emission at 390 nm from an exciton state (EX),
and trap-mediated emission at 550 nm. (B) SEM image of a typical
structure; circles indicate locations of spectroscopic measurements. (C)
Band-edge emission image obtained by raster scanning the focused
excitation laser across the rod. (D) Emission spectra observed at a point
near the end of the rod (blue circle in (B)) and within the interior (red
circle in (B)). Spectra show the band-edge, trap emission and secondharmonic generation (SHG).

Photoexcitation of ZnO by a single UV photon (or simultaneous two-photon excitation in the near-infrared) promotes
electrons from the valence band to the conduction band, resulting in free charge carriers (Figure 1A). These free carriers can
either associate into excitons that lie just below the conduction
band edge or become trapped at defect sites in the crystal lattice.
Exciton recombination results in a UV blue emission that is
centered at 390 nm, while defect emission gives rise to a broad
visible emission band centered at 550 nm.18
A schematic diagram of the nonlinear microscope used in this
work is displayed in Figure 2. Individual rods are excited by a
730 nm femtosecond laser pulse (1 nJ/pulse) generated by the
frequency-doubled output of an optical parametric oscillator
(OPO). The excitation pulse is focused to a diﬀraction-limited
spot by a microscope objective, resulting in a two-photon
absorption that creates charge carriers in a localized region of
the structure. On the basis of the magnitude of the two-photon
cross section,19 we estimate that the pump pulse produces ∼1020
carriers/cm3. Emission is then collected in the backward-scattered direction by the objective and focused onto the slit of a
scanning monochromator and photomultiplier tube. Twophoton emission imaging is achieved by raster scanning the
sample across the focal point of the objective with a piezoelectric
nanopositioning stage. The spatial resolution of the two-photon
microscope is determined by the size of the laser spot at the focus
of the objective. Because two-photon absorption scales with the
square of the optical intensity, eﬃcient excitation occurs only at
the focus, resulting in confocal-like behavior and a lateral
excitation dimension that is smaller than the diﬀraction limit.
For our microscope, the spatial extent of the excitation is
approximately 350 nm.
Shown in Figure 1B is the scanning electron microscopy (SEM)
image of a typical rod used in this work. The structures vary in
length from 15 to 20 μm and have faceted hexagonal cross sections
with tapered ends (Figure 1B). We have developed the protocols
for locating objects found in the SEM in the optical microscope,
which enable us to correlate the photophysical observations with
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Figure 2. Schematic diagram of a two-photon pump probe microscope. The frequency-doubled output of an optical parametric oscillator
(OPO) at 730 nm is directed on the back aperture of the microscope
objective and focused to a diﬀraction-limited spot at the sample. Imaging
is achieved by raster scanning the sample stage across the focused laser
spot and monitoring the emission collected by the objective. The lateral
resolution is approximately 350 nm. Pump probe microscopy incorporates a second laser beam focused onto the location of the excitation
beam. The beam that emerges from the sample is collected by a
condenser lens, and its intensity is monitored by lock-in detection.
Two acousto-optic modulators (AOM) are used to reduce the repetition
rate of the laser to 1.6 MHz. Time-resolved emission measurements are
performed by monitoring the emission intensity using a streak camera.

detailed structural information. The two-photon emission image
shown in Figure 1C depicts the 390 nm band-edge emission from
the same rod. The image shows signiﬁcant variation in the intensity
across the structure, with the most prominent features being bright
emission from the rod ends and enhanced emission along the
vertices and outer facets. The modulated intensity within the
interior of the rod is attributed to the inﬂuence of Fabry Perot
and whispering gallery cavity modes supported within the hexagonal cross section of the rod that concentrate the optical ﬁeld at
certain points within the structure.20 22
Spectroscopic measurements are performed by positioning
the excitation spot at speciﬁc points. Photoluminescence spectra
obtained at two diﬀerent locations (Figure 1D) show both the
characteristic narrow exciton and broad trap emission bands. The
relative intensities of the two emission bands vary across the
structure, with the end showing a more intense band-edge
emission that suggests a greater propensity for e h recombination across the band gap at that location.
Transient absorption microscopy incorporates a second laser
pulse (810 nm, 50 pJ) focused onto the position of the excitation
spot by the objective (Figure 2). The probe beam is collected by a
condenser lens and focused onto the entrance slit of a monochromator and detected by a photomultiplier tube. A long-pass
ﬁlter placed before the monochromator rejects unwanted pump
light. An optical chopper modulates the excitation beam at 4 kHz,
and pump-induced changes in the intensity of the probe pulse are
monitored by a digital lock-in ampliﬁer. The pump and probe
polarizations were parallel to each other and oriented perpendicular to the long axis of the rod. The time resolution of the
microscope is ∼500 fs.
Pump probe microscopy data are shown in Figure 3 for two
diﬀerent rods, denoted R1 and R2. Transient absorption (ΔI/I)
1778
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Figure 3. (A) Pump probe transients (ΔI/I0) collected from the end (blue) and two diﬀerent points within the interior (green and red) from two
diﬀerent rods, R1 and R2. The locations of the collected points for the three transients are indicated in the corresponding SEM images (B), where the
horizontal dimension of each image is 3 μm. The transients exhibit complex decay kinetics with fast (<30 ps), intermediate (100 200 ps), and long
(>500 ps) components, whose relative amplitudes depend on position. While the interior exhibits all three components, with the fastest contributing
only 25 50% of the total amplitude, the ends are dominated by this component, which accounts for 60 100% of the amplitude. (C) A series of transient
absorption images (ΔI) obtained at diﬀerent pump probe delays for the two rods. The series of pump probe images show the rapid loss of the signal at
the rod end, which ultimately decays to zero signal, while response from the interior persists signiﬁcantly longer.

data for three diﬀerent points in each rod are displayed
(Figure 3A), and colored circles on the corresponding SEM
images (Figure 3B) indicate their locations. The negative-going
signal signiﬁes a pump-induced decrease in probe intensity. The
pump probe signals include contributions from an induced
absorption arising from near-infrared excitation of free carriers23
and a Kerr lensing contribution stemming from a spatial variation
in the index of refraction due to the localized charge carrier
distribution produced by excitation.19 The magnitude of both
contributions depends on the presence of free carriers, and the
decay of the pump probe signal is attributed to a decrease in
their concentration due to recombination and trapping events.
The electronic dynamics at the end of the rod diﬀer dramatically from those observed at the interior, with the ends showing
typically more intense signals with generally faster recombination
rates than any other point in the structure. Spatial variation in the
e h recombination is particularly apparent in images obtained
by ﬁxing the pump probe delay and monitoring ΔI as a function
of position (Figure 3C). At early delays, the largest signal appears
at the end of the rod. Less intense but localized regions of
increased signal that coincide with the vertices are also observed.
This modulation in the signal intensity is likely the result of cavity
modes supported within the cross section of the structure.20 22
At longer delays, the bright spot at the end diminishes, becoming
less intense than the interior and eventually disappearing.
Although there are examples of pump probe microscopy that
reveal diﬀerences from structure to structure, this is the ﬁrst time
that signiﬁcant spatial variation in the dynamical response of an
individual object has been observed.
Transient photoluminescence provides a direct view of the
band-edge and trap-mediated e h recombination processes. A
spectral temporal intensity map (Figure 4A) of the timeresolved emission data collected from the end of a third rod,
R3, shows a rich evolution of the band-edge emission, which
shifts to the blue as it decays during the ﬁrst 15 20 ps.
Horizontal slices through the map correspond to snapshots of

the emission spectrum at diﬀerent times. The emission band
appears with λmax ≈ 400 nm and then narrows as it blue shifts to a
limiting position of 390 nm.
Spectral shifts of this type are one signature of the electron
hole plasma (EHP) emission that occurs at high excitation
intensities in II IV semiconductors.24 When the carrier density
exceeds the Mott threshold, Coulombic and exchange interactions weaken the exciton binding and reduce the band gap (i.e.,
band gap renormalization). This phenomenon gives rise to a
collective EHP state with an intense, red-shifted emission relative
to the exciton. As electrons and holes recombine, the charge
carrier density decreases, and the excitonic state resumes, resulting in the time-dependent blue shift in the emission spectrum.
The EHP to exciton transition that occurs during the ﬁrst 15 20
ps is consistent with observations in bulk and nanostructured
ZnO.25,26 Similar measurements performed at the interior show a
signiﬁcantly smaller spectral shift (Figure 4B) and decreased
propensity for EHP formation compared to the end.
Vertical slices through this surface provide the photoluminescence decay (Figure 4C,D). The band-edge emission at the end
of the rod decays with 22 and 88 ps components (τavg = 30 ps).
The faster component is assigned to EHP recombination. The
slower component is attributed to exciton emission, which
emerges as the carrier density decreases and the exciton becomes
most stable. The presence of the fast component in the interior is
less obvious, and the slightly slower (τavg = 55 ps) decay is
consistent with a smaller contribution from EHP recombination.
The decays of the pump probe and trap emission are similar
to each other at two locations (Figure 4C,D) but diﬀer in their
relationship to the band-edge emission. At the end of the rod,
they match the decay of the band-edge emission at early times,
suggesting that band-edge recombination is the primary cause of
the decay in the free carrier population. In the tips of the
rods, where the diameter is comparable to the size of the
excitation spot (∼350 nm), physical conﬁnement of the charge
carriers leads to a prolonged overlap of the electron and hole
1779
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Figure 4. (A) Spectral temporal intensity map of the emission collected from the end of the rod (R3) and detected using a streak camera.
The main feature is the band-edge emission; the narrow peak at 365 nm
is the second harmonic of the excitation pulse and provides the
instrument response (17 ps). The inset shows the SEM image and
locations of spectroscopic measurements (end versus interior). The
vertical dimension of the SEM image is 3 μm. (B) Time-resolved spectra
obtained at 0 (red) and 50 ps (blue) from the end of the rod (upper set)
and interior (lower set). (C,D) Comparison of the band-edge (BE), trap
emission, and pump probe (PP) data collected at the two points.

wave functions, increasing the propensity for EHP formation and
band-edge recombination. The interior is qualitatively diﬀerent,
however. Here, the band-edge emission decays more quickly
compared to the pump probe and trap emission, indicating that
a signiﬁcant free carrier population persists following the initial
band-edge recombination events. At interior sites, carriers can
migrate out of the excitation volume, either due to diﬀusion or
internal ﬁelds arising from depletion zones. Expansion of the
charge cloud and the spatial separation of electrons and
holes would make EHP formation more diﬃcult, suppress
band-edge recombination (consistent with the emission spectra,
Figure 1D), and lead to slower recombination.
The spatial dependence in the e h dynamics correlates with
the structure’s size in the vicinity of the excitation. Transient
absorption data collected across a series of structures show
recombination rates that depend on the size of the rod, with
smaller ends showing faster decays. The three structures depicted
in Figures 2 and 3 represent a range of taper sizes found in our
samples. With a 406 nm diameter at the end, R1 has a sharper
taper than R2 (690 nm) or R3 (518 nm). The trend in
recombination times is clearly evident for the three rods, where
the 3 ps recombination in the sharper tip of R1 is signiﬁcantly
faster than that observed in R2 (10 ps) or R3 (9 ps).
While heterogeneous behavior in nanomaterials is often
ascribed to polydispersity and variation between structures is
observed here too, the presence of diﬀerent dynamical behaviors
from diﬀerent parts of the same object cannot be overlooked.
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’ EXPERIMENTAL METHODS
A schematic diagram of the nonlinear microscope is displayed
in Figure 2. The excitation pulse at 730 nm is generated from the
frequency-doubled output of an optical parametric oscillator
(Spectra-Physics: OPAL) pumped from a femtosecond modelocked Ti:Sapphire laser (Spectra-Physics: Tsunami) at 810 nm.
Imaging is achieved by raster scanning the sample across the focal
point of the objective with a piezoelectric nanopositioning stage
(Queensgate Instruments: NPS-XY-100A). The spatial resolution of the two-photon microscope is approximately 350 nm.
Pump probe microscopy is achieved by picking oﬀ a small
portion of the Ti:Sapphire output with a beam sampler for use as
the probe pulse. Two acousto-optic modulator pulse pickers
(Gooch and Housego) reduce the repetition rates of the pump
and probe beams to 1.6 MHz to ensure complete relaxation
before the next pump probe pulse pair arrives. A motorized
linear stage (Newport: ILS250CCHA) is inserted into the path
of the probe beam to control the time delay between excitation
and probe pulses. Both beams are focused to a diﬀraction-limited
spot by an objective (Olympus MSPlan 50, NA 0.8) placed
below the sample plane. The probe beam is collected by a
condenser lens and focused onto the entrance slit of a monochromator (Spectral Products: CM110) and detected by a
photomultiplier tube (Hamamatsu: R928) and current preampliﬁer (Stanford Research System: SR570). A long-pass ﬁlter
(Semrock: LP02-785RS) placed before the monochromator
rejects unwanted pump light. An optical chopper modulates
the excitation beam at 4 kHz, and pump-induced changes in the
intensity of the probe pulse are monitored by a digital lock-in
ampliﬁer (Stanford Research Systems: SR830). Analog data
acquisition (National Instruments PCI-6221) is handled in
conjunction with MATLAB. The microscope can measure ΔI/
I as low as 10 4. The pump and probe polarizations are parallel to
each other and oriented perpendicular to the long axis of the rod.
A convenient measure of the transient absorption experimental time resolution involves monitoring the sum frequency
generated within ZnO from the overlap of the pump and probe
beams. The cross correlation of the pump and probe beams
monitored at the 384 nm is measured to have a full width at halfmaximum of 520 fs.
In the time-resolved ﬂuorescence measurements, light emanating from the sample is re-collected by the objective, transmitted through a dichroic beam splitter (Semrock: FF670), and
focused onto the entrance slit of a streak camera (Hamamatsu:
Streakscope). The instrument response of the streak camera is
approximately 17 ps.
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Hybrid Standing Wave and Whispering Gallery Modes in NeedleShaped ZnO Rods: Simulation of Emission Microscopy Images Using
Finite Diﬀerence Frequency Domain Methods with a Focused
Gaussian Source
Justin R. Kirschbrown, Ralph L. House, Brian P. Mehl, James K. Parker,† and John M. Papanikolas*
Department of Chemistry, Caudill Laboratories, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, North Carolina
27599-3290, United States
ABSTRACT: Two-photon emission microscopy is used to investigate the photoluminescence properties of individual ZnO rods. The rods are 10−20 μm in length with
a tapered cross section that varies from 1 to 2 μm at the midpoint to several hundred
nanometers at the ends. The tapered shape and hexagonal cross section result in complex
optical resonator modes that lead to periodic patterns in the two-photon emission image.
Finite-diﬀerence frequency domain methods using a series of excitation sources, including
focused Gaussian, point dipole, and plane wave, suggest that resonator modes have both
standing wave (Fabry-Pérot) and whispering gallery mode character, whose relative
contributions vary along the rod axis.

■

μm at their widest point, down to 100−200 nm at the ends.
Because the resonance conditions for both modes depend upon
the diameter of the structure, and because of the tapered shape, a
ﬁxed excitation wavelength will go in and out of resonance as the
source moves along the rod and the resonator diameter changes,
resulting in a periodic intensity modulation along the long axis of
the rod. This paper shows that while the classic FP and WG
resonator models7−12,16 reproduce the image features in a
qualitative sense, ﬁnite-diﬀerence frequency-domain (FDFD)
simulations indicate that the classical resonator models are overly
simplistic. In this size regime (200−1000 nm diameter), the
hexagonal resonator modes actually contain characteristics of
both the FP and WG resonances, whose relative contributions
vary with resonator size. At smaller sizes, the modes have
primarily standing-wave character with much of the optical
intensity located in the core of the structure. As the size is
increased, the intensity distribution shifts to the periphery of the
structure, becoming more WG-like in character. These two
diﬀerent mode types may explain the spatial variations in
electron−hole recombination that are observed these structures.
Pump−probe microscopy experiments from our lab21,22 indicate
that recombination in the tips of the rod proceeds through an
electron−hole plasma state, suggesting that carriers are created in
a bulk-like region of the rod, that is, the core. In the larger
sections of the rod, electron−hole recombination is trap
mediated, consistent with carriers being produced in the

INTRODUCTION
Optical resonator modes appear as the dimensions approach the
wavelength of light, impacting steady-state spectral properties.
The ability to manipulate the structure of ZnO makes it an ideal
material for shape dependent optical studies, and through a
variety of facile synthetic methods many diﬀerent forms have
been produced, including nanorods with diﬀering end
morphologies, tetrapods, and nanohelices.1−3 The simplest
cavity resonances are longitudinal, standing-wave modes
propagating along the long axis of ZnO nanorods, which have
been described by several groups.4−6 The size of the resonator
determines the optical frequencies that are supported, which are
often observed spectroscopically as a series of narrow resonances
superimposed on the broader band-edge and trap emission
bands.7−15
While longitudinal modes are clearly important to our
understanding of the light−matter interactions of these
structures, this work focuses on the cavity-modes supported
within the hexagonal cross section and lie transverse to the rod
axis. The faceted crystalline structures of these ZnO materials
give rise to a rich variety of optical cavity modes. Previous reports
describe these modes using two classic resonator pictures: FabryPérot (FP) modes supported between two opposing parallel
facets, and whispering gallery (WG) modes arising from the
circulation of light around the periphery of rod through total
internal reﬂection at each crystal face.7−13,16,17
We observed both types of resonances in second-harmonic
and two-photon emission images obtained from tapered ZnO
rods.18−22 The rods are 10−20 μm in length and have faceted
hexagonal cross sections with diameters that range from 1 to 3
© 2013 American Chemical Society

Received: February 1, 2013
Revised: April 15, 2013
Published: April 16, 2013
10653

dx.doi.org/10.1021/jp4011907 | J. Phys. Chem. C 2013, 117, 10653−10660

The Journal of Physical Chemistry C

Article

photon absorption scales with the square of the optical intensity,
eﬃcient excitation occurs only at the focus, resulting in confocallike behavior and a lateral excitation dimension that is smaller
than the diﬀraction limit.25 Emission images of a 100 nm
quantum dot (Figure 1B) indicate that the spatial extent of
excitation is 410 nm for the 810 nm excitation, which is slightly
larger than the theoretical limits of 380 nm for this wavelength.25
The spatial extent for 730 nm excitation is slightly less, about 380
nm.

depletion zone near the surface and undergoing rapid charge
separation.

■

EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Materials. ZnO rods were grown using hydrothermal
methods adapted from previously published work.23,24 An
aqueous solution of Zn(NO3)2 (50 mM) and hexamethylenetetramine ((CH2)6N4) (50 mM) was heated in a closed bomb to
yield needle-shaped rods ranging from 5 to 30 μm in length and
0.3 to 2 μm in diameter. Size control was achieved by varying
reaction temperature, time, and/or concentration. After cooling
the reaction to room temperature, the structures were harvested
and suspended in ethanol using ultrasonication to break up
aggregates. Microscopy samples were prepared by drop-casting a
250 μL of the suspension onto a microscope slide with an etched
reference grid. The grid facilitated the locating of the rod
observed in the optical microscope in a scanning electron
microscope for structural characterization. The ability to perform
both optical and electron microscopy on the same structure
allows photophysical observations to be correlated with detailed
structural information.
Emission Imaging. Two-photon emission imaging was
accomplished by combining an ultrafast laser source with a
home-built far-ﬁeld optical microscope (Figure 1A). The

■

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Two-Photon Emission Imaging. Characterization of the
optical modes combines two-photon emission imaging with
detailed structural information garnered from scanning electron
microscopy (SEM). The SEM image of a typical needle-shaped
structure is shown in Figure 2A. The rod has an overall length of
17 μm and a hexagonal cross section diameter (distance between
parallel facets, d) that increases from 150 nm at the end to about
1 μm at the midpoint.
An individual structure is excited by a focused near-infrared
laser pulse polarized parallel to the long-axis of the rod, resulting
in a two-photon absorption that promotes carriers from the
valence band to the conduction band in a localized region of the
structure. Because ZnO is transparent in the near-infrared, twophoton absorption will occur throughout the excitation volume.
Single UV photon absorption at 365 nm, by comparison, would
occur within 100 nm of the surface. Free carriers produced by
photoexcitation will either relax into excitons, resulting in the
intense near-UV emission, or become trapped in defect sites,
giving rise to the broad visible emission (Figure 2B).
Emission imaging is achieved by monitoring the photoluminescence intensity at a particular wavelength as a function of
two-photon excitation position. Previous work in our lab showed
that the majority of the emission detected emanates from the
location of laser excitation, indicating that while coupling of light
(either the excitation or emission) into wave-guiding modes
propagating along the long axis of the rod does occur, it is
relatively weak and contributes little to the observed emission at a
given point.19 A striking feature of images compiled from either
band edge emission (λem = 390 nm) or trap emission (λem = 560
nm) is the axially symmetric intensity modulation along the
length of the rod (Figure 2C, D). The emission spots appear
along the middle of the rod at smaller diameters (labeled a−c and
a′−c′ in Figure 2C), becoming two separate spots at larger
diameters (f−h and f′−h′). We have observed similar patterns in
both second-harmonic and two-photon emission images of other
needle-shaped rods,18,20 and reports of spatially periodic patterns
in cathodoluminescence images of tapered wires have been
shown previously.7,8 Qualitatively, the patterns arise from optical
resonator modes associated with a hexagonal cavity formed by
the cross section of the rod. Because of the tapered structure, the
cavity size changes along the long axis of the rod, causing the
excitation wavelength to go in and out of resonance as the
focused laser spot is moved along the rod. While in principle
either the excitation or the emission wavelength could be
resonant with the cavity, the qualitative similarity between the
two images suggests that the excitation wavelength is largely
responsible for the observed patterns.
Standing-Wave and Whispering Gallery Mode Descriptions. Generally, there are two types of optical modes:
standing wave (Fabry-Pérot, FP) resonances that are supported
between two parallel facets, and whispering gallery (WG) modes
that correspond to propagation of light around the periphery of

Figure 1. (A) Diagram of the two-photon emission microscope. The
730 nm output of a mode-locked Ti:Sapphire laser is directed onto the
back aperture of the microscope objective (50×, 0.8 NA) and focused to
a diﬀraction-limited spot at the sample. Imaging is achieved by raster
scanning the sample stage across the focused laser spot and monitoring
the emission collected by the objective with a scanning monochromator/PMT. (B) Two-photon emission image of a 100 nm quantum dot
with 810 nm excitation. The size of the emission feature suggests that the
lateral resolution at this wavelength is approximately 410 nm.

femtosecond laser source consisted of a mode-locked Ti:Sapphire laser (730 nm, 80 fs, 80 MHz) pumped by a solid-state
diode-pumped Nd:YVO4 laser. The laser output was directed
onto the back aperture of a 50× microscope objective (0.8 NA),
which focused it to a diﬀraction limited spot, resulting in twophoton excitation at a localized region of the ZnO rod. Light
emanating from the structure was collected by the objective,
passed through a dichroic beam splitter, and focused onto the slit
of a monochromator and photomultiplier tube (PMT). Emission
images were collected by raster scanning the sample across the
focal point of the objective with a piezoelectric nanopositioning
stage while monitoring the intensity of the emitted light. Imaging
was performed without a coverslip under ambient conditions.
The spatial resolution of the microscope is determined by the
size of the laser spot at the focus of the objective. Since two10654
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Figure 2. (A) SEM image and (B) emission spectrum of a tapered zinc oxide nanorod. The red circle and double-headed arrow indicate the location at
which the spectrum was acquired and the direction of the excitation polarization vector, respectively. (C, D) Photoluminescence images taken at 390 and
550 nm, respectively, show a modulated emission pattern along the structure. The lower case letters in (C) indicate the resonance spots discussed in the
text.

Figure 3. (A) Facet spacing determined from the SEM image in Figure 2A plotted as a function of position along the rod. (B) Intensity proﬁles obtained
by integrating a column of pixels at each longitudinal position along the images for both the band-edge and trap emission images (Figure 2C and D). The
calculated whispering gallery mode locations for 730 and 390 nm light are indicted by the two brackets positioned between (A) and (B). The lower-case
letters in the band-edge proﬁle correspond to the resonance spots indicated in Figure 2B.

n is the index of refraction. The value of β is based on the
polarization of the excitation source, being β = n for TM (E||c)
and β = n−1 for TE (E⊥c).
The distance between resonance spots in the emission images,
ΔL, depends upon the taper angle of the structure, with smaller
cone angles giving rise to larger separations, that is,

the hexagonal cross-section through total internal reﬂection oﬀ
each facet. Both are characterized by resonance conditions that
depend upon the resonator size and wavelength, that is,
m
dFP
=

m
=
dWG

λ
m
2n
⎞
λ ⎛⎜
6
m + tan−1(β 3n2 − 4 )⎟
⎠
π
3n ⎝

(1a)

ΔL =

(1b)

Δd
α

(2)

where Δd is the mode spacing, that is, (dm+1 − dm), and α is the
change in facet spacing per unit length along the structure.

where dmFP and dmWG are the facet separations for the mth mode in
the FP and WG resonances, respectively, λ is the wavelength, and
10655
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Figure 4. (A) Diagram of the simulation environment depicting the point source conﬁguration. The line source (not shown) is placed in the same
location and is 440 nm wide. (B) Plot of the average intensity (⟨I⟩ = ∫ |E|2dA/Ahex) as a function of the facet spacing (d) for both the point source (black)
and line source (red). (C−J) Spatial intensity maps (|E|2) for resonators with facet spacing d = 370, 630, 760, and 1020 nm for the point source (C−F)
and line source (G−J). Blue corresponds to zero intensity, and red is max intensity.

The value of α varies from one rod to the next, but its value for
a particular rod can be estimated from the SEM image. Moreover,
for this rod, the overall width (w) is twice the facet width (wf)
over most of the length, indicating that the cross section is nearly
a perfect hexagon (Figure 3, inset). The facet spacing (d) is
determined from w using d = (√3/2)w and is depicted as a
function of position along the rod in Figure 3A. The α-values
extracted from the slopes on the right and left side are 101 and
103 nm/μm, respectively, indicating that the rod is nearly
symmetric with a consistent taper throughout the much of the
structure.
The predicted spacing between resonance spots along the rod
are ΔLFP = λ/2nα and ΔLWG = λ/3nα for the two diﬀerent optical
mode types. Using an average α-value of 102 nm/μm and n = 2
for the index of refraction of ZnO at 730 nm26 leads to predicted
separations of ΔLFP = 1.8 μm and ΔLWG = 1.2 μm.
Intensity proﬁles along the long axis for the band-edge and trap
emission images (Figure 3B) show the resonances to be nearly
equally spaced with an average ΔL of 1.0−1.2 μm. This spacing is

qualitatively consistent with the WG mode description and
signiﬁcantly smaller than the spacing predicted by the FP
resonance condition. The locations of the WG resonances for the
ﬁrst ﬁve modes (λ = 730 nm), indicated by the bracket placed
above the emission proﬁle, coincide with the locations of the
emission maxima.
If the modulated emission intensities were due solely to cavity
resonance involving the excitation light, then the patterns
observed in the band-edge and trap emission images should be
the same. This is not the case. While the modulated pattern is
present in both, the band-edge image exhibits a higher contrast
compared to the trap, suggesting that the intensity pattern is
inﬂuenced, to some degree, by the emission. We estimate that in
this structure the resonance spacing, ΔL, for 390 nm light (n =
2.33)26 would be 0.54 μm. This is approximately half the spacing
for the 730 nm resonances, leading to a possible doubleresonance scenario in which the 730 nm modes coincide with
every other 390 nm mode (see 390 nm bracket, Figure 3).
Ampliﬁed spontaneous emission, and even lasing, of the band10656
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located near the periphery of the structure. The width of the
resonances reﬂects the quality of the cavity. For the larger sizes,
total internal reﬂection at each facet minimizes loss, resulting in
multiple round trips and narrow resonances. The broadening of
the resonances as the cavity size decreases suggests an increased
loss per round trip. This most likely occurs at the vertices, which
become a dominant feature at the smaller sizes.
The spacing between modes is not constant across this size
range. The Δd spacing between the sharp peaks at larger cavity
size is 130 nm, similar to that predicted by the WG mode
resonance condition (eq 1b). Interestingly, for the broader
resonances, at smaller cavity sizes, Δd is about 160 nm, which
matches the FP spacing (eq 1a) Although the presence of
standing-wave character is not obvious from the mode patterns,
the EM sources described below suggest that the modes best
described as hybrid resonance with both WG and FP character.
(ii). Line Source. While the point source is qualitatively
appealing, it is not a good representation of the experimental
conﬁguration, where the spatial extent of excitation is several
hundred nanometers. A similar calculation in which the point
source is replaced by a line 400 nm long and centered at 25 nm
above the top facet addresses this shortcoming. The results from
this simulation, which are shown alongside those for the point
source in Figure 4, highlight the role that the source plays in
shaping the ﬁeld patterns.
A key factor appears to be the size of the source in relation to
that of the resonator. The resonances for the larger cavity sizes
are unaﬀected by the increase in the size of the source. They have
similar magnitude and width, and are located at the same
diameters (Figure 4B). Furthermore, the ﬁeld distributions
(Figure 4J) are nearly identical to those obtained from the point
source, with a small, but notable diﬀerence being a slight increase
in the intensity present in the center of the resonator. While the
results for the larger diameter are unaﬀected by the change in
source, there are signiﬁcant diﬀerences at smaller sizes (d < 600
nm). First, the broad resonances at smaller diameters have
drastically higher average intensities in the line source model
than the point source (Figure 4B). Moreover, the ﬁeld
distributions are also aﬀected. Whereas the point source
produces a mode pattern in the 370 nm resonator that is largely
WG in nature, the patterns obtained with the line source takes on
more standing-wave character (Figure 4G). As the cavity size
increases (630 and 760 nm), the modes are neither completely
WG- nor FP-like in character (Figure 4H−I), but rather a
combination of the two. The simulations point to the presence of
two modes progressions, where at large cavity sizes the
resonances are dominated by WG modes, and at small cavity
sizes they are dominated by FP character. Hybrid resonances that
contain elements of both are observed where the two
progressions overlap, which appears to occur when the source
and top facet are of similar sizes. These results underscore the
need for adequately modeling the EM source in simulating the
emission patterns of these structures.
(iii). Gaussian Source. An optical source that mimics the
focused Gaussian beam used in the experiment is implemented
by specifying the EM ﬁeld along the boundary, that is,

edge photoluminescence has been observed in ZnO nanostructures. While we do not observe evidence of actual lasing, previous
work in our lab20 showed that the band-edge emission has a
greater than quadratic power dependence on pulse intensity.
This is particularly true when the rod is excited at one of the
resonance spots,20 suggesting that the emission is likely
reinforced by the cavity modes as the 390 nm emitted light is
reﬂected oﬀ the facets and returns to the excitation region. The
trap emission, on the other hand, shows simple quadratic
dependence. The larger scaling factor for the band-edge emission
eﬀectively results in a higher spatial resolution, accounting for the
greater contrast diﬀerence between the band-edge and trap
emission images.
These WG mode descriptions qualitatively account for many
of the features observed in the emission images, but they do not
explain the existence of the spots at the ends of the rod (denoted
a and a′). At this point, d = 160 nm. This is far below the 450 nm
predicted by the WG resonance condition (eq 1b) for the m = 1
resonance with λ = 730 nm, and also smaller than the 210 nm
spacing obtained with λ = 390 nm. Interestingly, it is close to the
spacing calculated using the FP resonance condition (eq 1a) for
the m = 1 mode at 730 nm, underscoring the idea that neither
picture adequately describes the resonance properties of these
structures.
Finite Diﬀerence Frequency Domain (FDFD) Simulations. We have used ﬁnite element methods to map the optical
intensity distribution created in the rod upon photoexcitation.
We treat the 3D tapered rod as a stack of hexagonal resonators of
diﬀerent diameters, enabling the overall structure to be modeled
using a series of two-dimensional calculations. The 2D model of
each individual resonator (see Figure 4A, for example) consists of
a square box (air) with a hexagonal slab (ZnO) placed at the
center. The box is surrounded by a perfectly matched layer
(PML) that eliminates electromagnetic reﬂections at simulation
boundaries. The mesh spacing used in the simulations, deﬁned as
the size of the largest cell, was 30 nm, which is approximately 10
times smaller than the wavelength inside the ZnO material.
Simulations performed with a smaller mesh size (15 nm) yielded
identical results, conﬁrming the appropriateness of this choice.
FDFD methods, which were implemented using the COMSOL
Multiphysics software package (version 4.3), solve for the
electromagnetic ﬁeld in response to a single-frequency source,
resulting in a steady-state map of the optical intensity distribution
inside the resonator. We have examined four diﬀerent sources:
(i) point-source, (ii) line source, (iii) focused Gaussian beam,
and (iv) plane-wave. The ﬁrst two provide a crude approximation
of the localized laser excitation; the third is realistic
representation of the focused laser beam used in the experiment,
while the last provides a comparison with far-ﬁeld excitation
conﬁgurations. In each case, the source is polarized with the
electric ﬁeld perpendicular to the simulation plane and the
output of the simulation is the EM ﬁeld inside the simulation
area.
(i). Point Source. The simplest localized excitation scheme is
an oscillating (ν = 411 THz, λ = 730 nm) current density point
source positioned 25 nm above the center of the topmost facet.
Figure 4B shows the average optical intensity inside the resonator
(i.e., ⟨I⟩ = ∫ |E|2dA/Ahex) as a function of its size. The plot shows a
series of sharp resonances for the larger cavity sizes that become
increasingly broad for the smaller diameters. The intensity
distribution inside the hexagonal cavity is depicted for four of the
resonances in Figure 4C−F. The largest resonators show the
characteristic WG mode pattern in which the optical ﬁeld is

E (x ) = E 0

⎞
⎛ −x 2
ω0
x2
− ik
+ iζ(yB )⎟⎟
exp⎜⎜ 2
ω(yB )
2R(yB )
⎠
⎝ ω (yB )
(3)

where yB is the distance from beam waist to the boundary, x is the
coordinate along the boundary, and k is the wave vector for the
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propagating electric ﬁeld (Figure 5A). The radius of the beam
waist at the focus, ω0, is deﬁned at the 1/e width of the electric

Figure 5. (A) Diagram of the focused Gaussian simulation environment.
The EM source is functionalized according to eq 3 with the x and y
dimensions corresponding to the horizontal and vertical axes and the
origin located at the center of the simulation box. (B) Spatial map of the
optical ﬁeld (Re(|E|))2 produced by the Gaussian source in the absence
of the resonator.

ﬁeld. The functions ω(yB) = ω0(1 + (yB/yR))1/2, R(yB) = yB[1 +
(yR/yB)2], and ζ(yB) = arctan(yB/yR) are the beam width, radius of
curvature, and Gouy phase at the boundary, respectively, and yR =
πω02/λ. With this boundary condition, the EM ﬁeld focuses to a
minimum spot size at the center of the simulation box (y = 0). An
intensity map of the optical ﬁeld, (Re(|E|))2, produced by this
Gaussian source, in the absence of the hexagonal resonator, is
shown in Figure 5B. With ω0 = 460 nm, the lateral width of the
two-photon volume created by the source, obtained by
examining I2 = (|E|2)2, is around 420 nm, which is comparable
to the lateral resolution of two-photon excitation in our
microscope.
The top of Figure 6 shows a simulated two-photon emission
image obtained using this focused Gaussian source. The image
was reconstructed using a procedure analogous to the
experimental image collection. First, the cross-sectional diameter
is determined at a particular position along the rod from the SEM
image. For a given resonator size, a series of simulations are
performed at diﬀerent displacements between the central axis of
the EM source and the midpoint of the resonator. For each
conﬁguration, the squared-intensity, that is, (|E|2)2, is integrated
inside the resonator to represent the total two-photon excitation;
this series of integrated intensities is then represented by a
column of pixels in the simulated image. The process is repeated
for a series of resonator sizes to construct the two-dimensional
image.
The simulated image is a reasonable mimic of the two-photon
emission image, reproducing many of its qualitative features,
including the appearance of oﬀ-centered spots at larger diameters
that become single, centered spots near the ends of the rod. The
mode patterns that correspond to resonance spots reveal two
distinct progressions. When excited at the center, the smaller
resonators near the tips of the rod show hybrid patterns with
more FP than WG mode character (Figure 6A−D), while
signiﬁcant WG character is observed in the mode pattern when
excited oﬀ-center (Figure 6E−H), especially at the larger
diameters. The simulated image also shows the existence of
modes at facet spacing values below the lowest predicted WG
mode resonance for either 390 or 730 nm light (for 390 nm,
d1WGM = 210 nm) and predicts the intense spot at the tip of the
rod. Slices of the image taken down the center (red) and at 500
nm oﬀ-center (blue) are plotted as a function of position at the

Figure 6. (Top) Simulated emission image constructed from a series of
calculations on resonators with sizes corresponding to width measurements taken from the SEM image (horizontal dimension). A series of
calculations are performed for each resonator size in which the center of
the Gaussian source is oﬀset relative to the center of the resonator in the
horizontal dimension. For each simulation, the average squared intensity
(⟨I2⟩ = ∫ |E|4dA/Ahex) inside the resonator is calculated and its value is
displayed as pixel in the image, with blue colors corresponding to zero
intensity; red is maximum intensity. (A−H) Spatial intensity maps (|E|2)
of the corresponding encircled modes from the image. (Bottom) Plot of
average squared intensity per unit area for a slice through the center
(red) and 500 nm from the center (blue).

bottom of Figure 6. The intensity of the centered modes
decreases with increasing the diameter, while the intensity of the
oﬀ-centered modes follows the opposite trend.
(iv). Plane-Wave Source. The dependence of the ﬁeld
patterns on source geometry raises the question: Is the spatial
variation observed with the focused source also present when the
structure is excited by a monochromatic plane-wave? We
addressed this question by replacing the focused Gaussian
beam with a plane wave source (Figure 7). Although the details
diﬀer, many of the features observed with the Gaussian source are
preserved with plane wave excitation (Figure 7A). Both show a
series of broad resonances with considerable FP character at
small diameters (Figure 7B), which become increasingly WGmode-like at larger diameters (Figure 7C−E). This suggests that
the spatial heterogeneity observed within these single structures
would also be present when illuminating the entire structure, as is
done for ensemble measurements.
Implications. Transient absorption microscopy experiments
from our group shows that electron−hole recombination in the
tips of these structures occurs primarily through band-edge
states, whereas in the interior locations it is dominated by
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(WG) modes. Finite-diﬀerence frequency domain methods
suggest that resonator modes of these structures are better
described as hybrid modes that have both standing wave (FabryPérot) and whispering gallery mode character, whose relative
contributions vary along the rod axis. In particular, at the tips of
the rod the modes have signiﬁcant standing wave character,
whereas in the larger cross sections, near the rod midpoint, the
modes are dominated by whispering gallery mode features.

■

AUTHOR INFORMATION

Corresponding Author

*Phone: 919-962-1619. E-mail: John_Papanikolas@unc.edu.
Present Address
†

J.K.P.: Chemical Sciences Division, U.S. Army Research Oﬃce,
PO Box 12211, Research Triangle Park, NC 27709.

Notes

The authors declare no competing ﬁnancial interest.

■

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Funding for this project came from grants from the National
Science Foundation, initially CHE-0809045 and later CHE1213379. The COMSOL simulation software was purchased
under a grant from the U.S. Army Research Laboratory and the
U.S. Army Research Oﬃce under Contract Number W911NF04-D-0004. The project also made use of instrumentation
purchased by the UNC-EFRC Center for Solar Fuels, an Energy
Frontier Research Center funded by the U.S. Department of
Energy, Oﬃce of Science, Oﬃce of Basic Energy Sciences under
Award Number DE-SC0001011.

Figure 7. (A) Plot of the average intensity (⟨I⟩ = ∫ |E|2dA/Ahex) as a
function of facet spacing for the plane wave source (black) and the
Gaussian source (gray, dotted), calculated by integrating each column of
the simulated image in Figure 6. (B−E) Spatial intensity maps (|E|2) of
several of the simulated resonant modes for the plane-wave excitation
source.

■

REFERENCES

(1) Ozgur, U.; Alivov, Y. I.; Liu, C.; Teke, A.; Reshchikov, M. A.;
Dogan, S.; Avrutin, V.; Cho, S. J.; Morkoc, H. A Comprehensive Review
of ZnO Materials and Devices. J. Appl. Phys. 2005, 98, 041301−041404.
(2) Djurisic, A. B.; Leung, Y. H. Optical properties of ZnO
nanostructures. Small 2006, 2, 944−961.
(3) Wang, Z. L. Zinc Oxide Nanostructures: Growth, Properties and
Applications. J. Phys.: Condens. Matter 2004, 16, R829−R858.
(4) van Vugt, L. K.; Ruhle, S.; Ravindran, P.; Gerritsen, H. C.; Kuipers,
L.; Vanmaekelbergh, D. Exciton Polaritons Confined in a ZnO
Nanowire Cavity. Phys. Rev. Lett. 2006, 97, 147401−147405.
(5) Ruhle, S.; van Vugt, L. K.; Li, H. Y.; Keizer, N. A.; Kuipers, L.;
Vanmaekelbergh, D. Nature of Sub-band Gap Luminescent Eigenmodes
in a ZnO Nanowire. Nano Lett. 2008, 8, 119−123.
(6) Zimmler, M. A.; Bao, J.; Capasso, F.; Muller, S.; Ronning, C. Laser
Action in Nanowires: Observation of the Transition from Amplified
Spontaneous Emission to Laser Oscillation. Appl. Phys. Lett. 2008, 93,
051101−051104.
(7) Yang, Y. H.; Zhang, Y.; Wang, N. W.; Wang, C. X.; Li, B. J.; Yang, G.
W. ZnO Nanocone: Application in Fabrication of the Smallest
Whispering Gallery Optical Resonator. Nanoscale 2011, 3, 592−597.
(8) Nobis, T.; Kaidashev, E. M.; Rahm, A.; Lorenz, M.; Grundmann,
M. Whispering Gallery Modes in Nanosized Dielectric Resonators with
Hexagonal Cross Section. Phys. Rev. Lett. 2004, 93, 103903−103907.
(9) Nobis, T.; Grundmann, M. Low-Order Optical Whispering-Gallery
Modes in Hexagonal Nanocavities. Phys. Rev. A 2005, 72, 063806−
063817.
(10) Sun, L. X.; Chen, Z. H.; Ren, Q. J.; Yu, K.; Bai, L. H.; Zhou, W. H.;
Xiong, H.; Zhu, Z. Q.; Shen, X. C. Direct Observation of Whispering
Gallery Mode Polaritons and their Dispersion in a ZnO Tapered
Microcavity. Phys. Rev. Lett. 2008, 100, 156403−156407.
(11) Liu, J. Z.; Lee, S.; Ahn, Y. H.; Park, J. Y.; Koh, K. H.; Park, K. H.
Identification of Dispersion-dependent Hexagonal Cavity Modes of an
Individual ZnO Nanonail. Appl. Phys. Lett. 2008, 92, 263102−263105.

trapping.21,22 The qualitative diﬀerence between the WG and FP
type modes oﬀer a plausible explanation for this spatial
dependence. In the larger diameter sections, the cavity
resonances are almost completely WG in nature, with the largest
intensity being located near the surface of the rod. When the
optical intensity is concentrated in the periphery of the rod,
photoexcited carriers will be produced in the surface depletion
zone. The internal ﬁeld present in this region (i.e., band bending)
will separate the electrons and holes, resulting in a greater degree
of carrier trapping and longer recombination times. The FP
modes near the tips of the rods have the optical ﬁeld localized
primarily in the core of the structure. The standing wave patterns
produced in these regions may result in the preferential
production of photoexcited carriers in the core of the structure.
Because of the low carrier mobility, electrons and holes created in
this zone would remain there and experience a lattice
environment similar to that of the bulk, accounting for the
greater degree of recombination observed at the band edge.

■

CONCLUSIONS
Two-photon emission microscopy is used to investigate the
photoluminescence properties of individual ZnO rods. The rods
are 10−20 μm in length with a tapered cross section that varies
from 1 to 2 μm at the midpoint to several hundred nanometers at
the ends. This structure, with its tapered ends and hexagonal
cross section, results in a complex series of optical resonator
modes. Two types of modes typically ascribed to hexagonal
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Characterizing the Ultrafast Charge Carrier Trapping Dynamics
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ABSTRACT: Zinc oxide has emerged as an attractive candidate
for a variety of optoelectronic and photonic applications, due in
part to a large second-order nonlinear susceptibility, its wide
band gap, and large exciton binding energy. We have used timeresolved nonlinear two-photon emission microscopy to characterize the excited-state dynamics of individual ZnO rods.
Photoluminescence images reveal a rich structure in the spatial
distribution of both the band-edge and trap emission, and
spectra recorded following excitation at a speciﬁc point in the
structure show the characteristic band-edge and defect emission. Time-resolved emission spectra reveal a dynamic red shift of the
trap emission band in the as-grown structures. Our results suggest that the trap emission is composed of at least two overlapping
emission bands. The higher-energy band is assigned to eh recombination between a conduction band electron and
photogenerated hole bound to an acceptor defect lying within the band gap. The lower-energy band is attributed to a
donoracceptor pair (DAP) transition in which an electron localized on a donor defect recombines with a nearby hole-bound
acceptor. The DAP transition energy and recombination rate depend upon the spatial proximity of the two traps, with higher-energy
transitions corresponding to closely spaced pairs and occurring more rapidly, resulting in the dynamic red shift. Reduction in the trap
density following annealing suppresses the DAP emission and its signature time-dependent red shift. The blue shift of the static
photoluminescence spectrum is attributed to the donor defects being preferentially annealed out of the structure, resulting in a larger
contribution of the higher-energy band.

’ INTRODUCTION
The ability to manipulate the shape of ZnO structures is
enormous, and through a variety of facile synthetic methods many
diﬀerent forms, including nanorods with diﬀering end morphologies, tetrapods, and nanohelices have been created.13 The sizes
of these structures, which can vary from tens of nanometers to
many micrometers, are amenable to ultra-small-scale electronic
devices, and the prismatic shapes of the crystalline structures give
rise to optical cavities that can be exploited in optoelectronic and
photonic applications.413 Since ﬁnite-sized structures can introduce new dynamical phenomena not found in bulk materials,
understanding the relationship between structure and function is
critical to device design. The electronic and photophysical behavior, for example, are strongly inﬂuenced by the surfaces and
intrinsic defects, which trap mobile carriers and result in band
bending and internal electric ﬁelds.1416 As a consequence, the
spectroscopy often depends upon the size and shape of the
particle,2 and signiﬁcant variation from one object to the next is
frequently observed.17,18 In addition, the physical conﬁnement of
carriers in the sharp features of high-aspect structures or spatial
variation in defect density across an object can inﬂuence carrier
relaxation and result in photophysical behavior that diﬀers from
one point to another within an individual object.
We have characterized the trap recombination dynamics in
needle-like ZnO rods on ultrafast time scales using time-resolved
r XXXX American Chemical Society

two-photon emission microscopy. Our experiments diﬀer from
previous work on ZnO in that they excite a localized region
(350 nm diameter) of an individual structure and probe the
carrier dynamics between diﬀerent points in the structure.
Photoexcitation in the UV (or simultaneous two-photon excitation in the near-infrared) promotes an electron from the valence
band to the conduction band to create free carriers that can either
relax into excitonic states that lie just below the conduction band
edge or into trap states associated with defects in the crystal
lattice or the structure’s surface (Figure 1). Exciton recombination gives rise to UV-blue emission that is centered at ∼390 nm,
while defect states localized within the band gap oﬀer additional
pathways for electronhole recombination and give rise to a
broad visible emission band extending from 500 to 650 nm.
Although the atomic structure of the lattice is (nominally)
uniform, we have observed a clear variation in the optical
properties of diﬀerent structural regions. Second-harmonic imaging of these structures shows that the frequency-doubling
eﬃciency is strongly inﬂuenced by optical resonator modes.19
Photoluminescence maps also show signiﬁcant variation in the
band-edge and trap emission across the structure that ultimately
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developed protocols that enable a series of experiments to be
performed on the same object. These methods allow us to
correlate the emission images with detailed structural information from scanning electron microscopy (SEM) images, as well as
compare spectroscopic observations at the same point in the same
structure before and after postprocessing procedures such as
annealing. We show that diﬀerent regions of the same structure
can exhibit diﬀerent trapping behaviors and, thus, provide a novel
perspective on the role that native defects play in the photophysical properties of ZnO nanostructures.

’ EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Materials. The ZnO rods were grown using a hydrothermal
method adapted from work conducted by Cheng et al.24 and Li
et al.25 The procedure, which involves heating a 0.05 M reaction
solution of Zn(NO3)2 and hexamethylenetetramine ((CH2)6N4)
in a closed bomb, typically yields needle-shaped rods ranging from
5 to 30 μm in length and 0.5 to 2 μm in width. The size is
controlled by varying reaction temperature, time, and/or concentration. After completion of the reaction, structures are harvested
and sonicated in ethanol (200 proof) to break up aggregates and
form a suspension. Microscopy samples are prepared by dropcasting ∼250 μL of the suspension onto a microscope slide with
an etched reference grid. The reference grid facilitated the
relocating of the rod for subsequent experiments in the optical
microscope or structural characterization via SEM imaging. Once
the ethanol evaporates, the slide is placed on the scanning stage
with the ZnO rods facing the objective lens. Imaging is performed
without a coverslip under ambient conditions.
Two-Photon Microscopy. The microscope consists of a modelocked Ti:Sapphire laser (Spectra-Physics Tsunami) pumped by a
5 W frequency-doubled continuous-wave diode laser (SpectraPhysics Millenia). The system produces pulses with an 80 fs width
at a repetition rate of 76 MHz and a tuning range between 720 and
850 nm with a maximum power output of approximately 1 W. The
output is sent through a Faraday isolator and then directed
through a prism-pair compressor operated in a double-pass
configuration (Figure 2). The pulse energy entering the microscope is reduced to between 0 and 1 nJ/pulse using a variable
attenuator constructed from a half-wave plate and polarizing cube.
The microscope employs an inverted design with its objective
located below the sample plane. The femtosecond laser beam
is expanded by a lens pair, reﬂected oﬀ a dichroic mirror
(R, 6801000 nm; T, 360650 nm), and then directed into
the objective (Olympus MSPlan 50, NA 0.8), overﬁlling its
input aperture. The sample is raster-scanned across the focal
point of the objective using a piezoelectric xy translation stage
(Queensgate NPS3330 controller/stage system) with a step-size
and reproducibility that are both less than 20 nm. Two-photon
emission emanating from the sample is collected by the objective.
Light transmitted through the dichroic beam splitter is focused
onto the entrance slit of a monochromator and detected by a
photomultiplier tube (PMT) operated in a photon-counting
mode. Under typical experimental conditions, the sample emits
or generates a signal photon every 5001000 laser pulses. The
PMT output is sent to a discriminator and a counter located on a
data acquisition card (model PCI 6602, National Instruments).
In addition to the photon counting detection used for imaging,
the emitted light can be directed into a time-correlated singlephoton counting instrument to obtain time-resolved emission
data with an approximately 100 ps instrument response or a

Figure 1. Illustration of the ZnO band diagram. Two-photon excitation
produces free carriers that can either relax into excitonic states, which
give rise to the band-edge emission centered around 390 nm, or fall into
trap states localized within the band gap giving rise to lower-energy
emission centered around 550 nm. Trap recombination can occur
through variety of mechanisms including (a) recombination between
an electron in the conduction band and a hole localized on an acceptor
trap state and (b) recombination between an electron localized on a
shallow donor trap state and an electron bound to an acceptor trap state.

could be the result of cavity resonances arising from the object’s
shape. In addition, spatial variation of the photophysics can stem
from an inhomogeneous defect distribution. There is a distinct
reduction in the emission at the rod midpoint, for example, which
is attributed to an increase in the defect density arising from a
grain boundary. Luminescence lifetimes measured at diﬀerent
locations within the structure seem to support this assignment.
This paper focuses particularly on the role that native defects
(such as vacancies and interstitials) play in facilitating electron
hole recombination. The identity and photophysics of ZnO
defects have been the subject of a vast number of research eﬀorts,
and a number of notable reviews2,3,2022 exist on the subject.
Nevertheless, the origin of defect emission has remained a
subject of much controversy. Much of the debate has centered
on identifying the chemical nature of the defects’ sites, each of
which can be present in one of several ionization states. Although
there is a wide array of potential defects, they can generally be
categorized as being able to trap either electrons (i.e., donor
states) or holes (i.e., acceptor states). Since ZnO is an intrinsic
n-type material,20 all but the donor sites that lie very close to the
conduction band edge are generally ﬁlled and natively exist in
their most negatively charged state, even in the dark.
Following photoexcitation, there are several diﬀerent transitions that can give rise to trap emission including donor
recombination with a hole in the valence band (D f hþ),
acceptor recombination with an electron in the conduction band
(A f e), and recombination between an electron localized on a
donor with a hole localized on an acceptor. The latter mechanism
is known as donoracceptor pair (DAP) recombination23 and
occurs between donor and acceptor defects that are in close
proximity within the crystal lattice. The experiments discussed
here indicate that the broad trap emission spectrum is composed
of two diﬀerent bands with the lower-energy transition (λmax =
550 nm) corresponding to DAP emission and the higher-energy
band (λmax = 525 nm) arising from acceptor recombination with
free carriers in the conduction band.
By performing measurements on individual structures, we can
focus our attention on objects with known morphology. We have
B
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spectroscopy measurements performed at a speciﬁc point in
the structure. We have performed experiments on both as-grown
and annealed structures, which have enabled us to interpret the
spectra in terms of particular defect mechanisms.
Spatially Resolved Photophysics of Individual ZnO Structures. ZnO is a wide band gap semiconductor that can be
photoexcited by the absorption of a single UV photon or by
simultaneous two-photon absorption in the near-infrared. The
resulting free carriers (electron and holes) either relax into
excitonic states that lie about 60 meV below the conduction
band edge or into trap states associated with defects in the crystal
lattice or the structure’s surface. The near-UV band originates
from a combination of excitonic and electronhole plasma
emission. The excitonic state is most stable at low excitation
intensities (i.e., low carrier density) and emits around 390 nm. At
higher excitation intensities the photoproduced carriers can
exceed the Mott density threshold,26 at which point the distance
between the electronhole pairs is comparable to the exciton
Bohr radius, leading to the formation of an electronhole
plasma, whose emission is shifted to lower energy due to band
gap renormalization.17,2629 Our observation of band-edge emission centered around 390 nm indicates our experiments are
within the low-density regime. Trap recombination in ZnO gives
rise to a broad green emission band, whose position and shape
depend upon the structure’s underlying shape and the synthetic
method, signifying the presence of a rich defect chemistry in this
material.2,3 This project focuses particularly on the trapping
dynamics in individual needle-shaped ZnO rods.
Here needle-shaped rods are excited with a 730 nm femtosecond laser pulse focused to a diﬀraction-limited spot by a
microscope objective. Because the resulting two-photon excitation region is small (350 nm) compared to the rod’s size (510
μm in length), only a portion of the rod is excited, allowing us to
perform spatially resolved measurements by positioning the
excitation spot over a speciﬁc part of the structure (e.g., middle
or end of the rod) and monitoring the photoluminescence in
either a time-integrated or time-resolved fashion. Emission
images of individual structures can be obtained raster scanning
the sample stage while monitoring either band-edge (390 nm) or
trap (550 nm) emission channels.
Care was taken to ensure that experiments were performed at
low excitation intensities. Although we ﬁnd that the images are
not sensitive to the pulse energy, other spectroscopic measures
(e.g., emission spectra and lifetimes) are intensity-dependent,
indicating that the photophysics of these materials depend upon
carrier concentration, consistent with observations made by
other groups.30,31 Photoluminescence decays were collected at
successively lower pulse energies until a limiting value of the trap
emission lifetime was obtained to avoid intensity-dependent
eﬀects. This was typically less than 0.3 nJ/pulse.
Two-Photon Imaging. Photoluminescence images obtained
via collection of the band-edge (390 nm) and trap emission
(550 nm) following two-photon excitation of a single ZnO
needle-shaped structure at 730 nm are shown in the right two
panels of Figure 3, along with a detailed structural image obtained
in an SEM shown at the left. The SEM image of this rod, which is
typical of the size and shape of the ZnO rods used in this
experiment, shows it to be a crystalline structure ∼10 μm in
length (∼1.5 μm at its widest point), with a hexagonal cross
section that tapers to approximately 300 nm at the ends. The
two-photon emission images in the exciton and trap emission
channels show significant variation in the emission intensity

Figure 2. Schematic overview of our nonlinear microscope system.
Excitation light is generated by a mode-locked Ti:Sapphire laser that is
pumped by a 5 W frequency-doubled, continuous-wave diode laser
(532 nm). The system generates pulses with an 80 fs width at a 76 MHz
repetition rate and a tuning range between 720 and 850 nm with a
maximum power output of ∼1 W. A prism compressor, operated in a
double-pass conﬁguration, is used to correct for pulse dispersion. For
time-resolved experiments the pulse repetition rate is reduced by a
factor of 10 using an acousto-optic modulator (not shown). For
imaging, the detector is a photomultiplier tube operated in a singlephoton counting mode. Detection for time-resolved experiments is
either time-correlated single-photon counting instrumentation or a
streak camera. The power entering the microscope is controlled with a
variable attenuator that consists of a wave plate and polarization beam
splitter cube. Light is expanded 2 to overﬁll the input aperture of the
objective. The sample is raster-scanned across the objective focal point,
and the resulting ﬂuorescence/SHG is collected back through the
objective, focused into the slit of a monochromator, and detected by a
photomultiplier tube.

streak camera with approximately 20 ps time resolution. The
pulse repetition rate is reduced for time-resolved emission
measurements by a factor of 10 using an acousto-optic modulator.
The lateral resolution of the microscope is determined by the
size of the laser beam at the focal point of the objective. Since the
probability of two-photon excitation and second-harmonic generation scales with the square of the laser intensity, eﬃcient
excitation occurs only at the focal point, resulting in confocal-like
behavior and a lateral resolution that is smaller than the diﬀraction limit of the near-infrared laser spot. The diameter of the
excitation region is estimated to be approximately 350 nm.
Images obtained from 100 nm ﬂuorescent beads yield a point
spread function width of ∼400 nm. Samples are placed on a glass
substrate with an etched grid so that individual objects examined
in the optical microscope can also be located in an SEM to obtain
high-resolution structural images.

’ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
This paper investigates the carrier recombination dynamics in
photoexcited ZnO rods using steady-state and time-resolved
two-photon emission microscopy. The discussion of the experimental results is divided into two sections. The ﬁrst section
describes the two-photon imaging of individual structures and
the spatial variation of the photoluminescence. The next section
presents time-resolved measurements that probe the trapmediated recombination dynamics and photoluminescence
C
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Figure 4. Bright-ﬁeld and corresponding ﬂuorescence image (390 nm)
collected using a CCD camera. The bright spot in the ﬂuorescence image
represents emission from the excitation region and represents the
dominant source of emission in our experiments. Fluorescence emanating from the ends of the structure is probably due to light coupling into
wave-guiding modes.

laser pulse. However, because our microscope does not employ
an aperture in the detection path, it collects all of the emission in
the objective’s ﬁeld of view and cannot distinguish between light
emitted from the excitation region versus light emitted from
other parts of the structure, perhaps due to carrier transport and/
or wave guiding from the excitation spot. To evaluate the spatial
locations giving rise to the detected emission, the light collected
by the objective was imaged on a charge-coupled device (CCD)
detector (Figure 4). The bright spot in the middle of the rod is
due to the intense emission created by the focused laser beam,
whereas the two dimmer spots on either side represent photoluminescence that is emanating remotely from the rod ends.
Given the low carrier mobilities in ZnO,32 it is unlikely that this
emission from these remote locations is the result of carrier
transport. It is more likely the result of a wave guiding of light
emitted along the rod axis to the ends of the structure. Enhanced
emission at the rod ends has been observed in the emission
images of ZnO wires and rods obtained by other groups13,30 and
attributed to wave guiding along the longitudinal axis of the
structure. However, in those images the emission from the ends
was more intense than that from the rod’s interior, perhaps due to
an experimental arrangement in which the entire rod is excited,
thus allowing wave-guided light to stimulate emission as it
propagates along the rod. Despite the presence of wave guiding
in these images, the majority of the emission collected by the
objective emanates from the location of the laser excitation,
indicating that coupling into the wave-guiding modes is relatively
weak and contributes negligibly to the observed emission at any
given region of the structure.
Through the course of these experiments we monitored the
emission in ≈20 diﬀerent structures. Although there is some
variation from structure to structure, the spectra and lifetimes
observed across the ensemble show some common features.
Figure 5 shows the photoluminescence spectrum obtained
following localized 730 nm two-photon excitation in the midpoint of the rod depicted in Figure 3, which is typical of the
structures studied. The two most prominent features in the
spectrum are the narrow band-edge emission around 390 nm that
is characteristic of exciton ﬂuorescence at low excitation intensity
and the much broader visible emission (500650 nm) that arises
from the trapping of charge carriers at defect sites. The sharp
feature centered at ∼365 nm corresponds to the second harmonic that is generated by the ZnO.19 The relative intensity of the

Figure 3. (Left) Scanning electron microscopy image of a typical ZnO
rod used in our experiments. The structure is ∼10 μm in length and ∼1.5
μm in the center, tapering down to ∼500 nm at the end. (Middle) Bandedge emission (detected at 390 nm) and (right) trap (detected at 550 nm)
emission images observed following two-photon excitation at 730 nm of
the rod depicted in the SEM image. Each image shows enhanced intensity
at the ends of the structure. The dark area in the center is attributed to the
presence of a grain boundary. The enhanced intensity at the vertices may
be due to light coupling into whisper gallery modes.

across the structure. Evident in both images are areas of low
intensity in the middle of the rod, enhanced emission along the
hexagonal corners adjoining each facet, and high intensity at the
ends of the structure.
The enhanced intensity at the vertices and periodic modulation along the long axis of the rod suggest that the emission
images are inﬂuenced by a complex optical mode structure.
Similar intensity variation is observed in second-harmonic
images,19 where it is linked to the presence of optical cavity
modes oriented transverse to the rod axis. The rod’s cross section
supports both FabryPerot (FP) modes between the parallel
facets and ringlike cavity modes arising from total internal
reﬂection oﬀ each of the six facets, called whispering gallery
modes (WGM). Because the cross-sectional diameter of the
needle-like structures changes along the long axis of the rod,
optical resonances will appear at distinct locations. It is this
periodic variation that suggests the intensity modulation is the
result of optical cavity modes and not simple prism eﬀects that
redirect light back toward the objective. In principle either
resonance type (FP or WGM) could inﬂuence the emission
images; however, the enhanced intensity at the vertices suggests
that it is the WGM that give rise to the intensity modulation
observed in these images.
Single-Point Spectroscopy. Spectroscopic information from
different points within a single structure can be collected through
precise positioning of the focused laser spot and directing the
emission into a scanning monochromator/PMT, streak camera,
or time-correlated single-photon counting instrumentation, for
time-integrated and time-dependent measurements, respectively.
Given the localized nature of the excitation, we anticipate that
emission should only emanate from the region excited by the
D
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Figure 6. Time-resolved photoluminescence measurements collected
following 730 nm two-photon excitation of an individual ZnO rod. The
band-edge emission has an ∼30 ps lifetime; the streak camera time
instrument response (shown in the inset) is ∼20 ps. The trap emission
bands are multiexponential, displaying a fast subnanosecond component, followed by slower components that decay in tens to hundreds of
nanoseconds. The instantaneous rise in the trap emission suggests that
the initial trapping events occur within the ﬁrst 20 ps following
photoexcitation.

Figure 5. ZnO emission spectrum observed following a two-photon
excitation (730 nm) in the center of the rod shown in Figure 3. The
sharp feature centered at 365 nm corresponds to second-harmonic
generation. The emission band at 390 nm arises from exciton recombination. The broad emission centered at 560 nm corresponds to trap
recombination events. The relative intensity of the trap to band-edge
emission is suggestive of a high defect density.

trap emission compared with the band-edge emission at lower
pulse energies is suggestive of a high defect density.
The electronhole recombination dynamics in individual
structures were characterized using ultrafast emission methods.
Figure 6 shows the decay of the band-edge (390 nm) and trap
emission (550 nm) following the excitation of a localized spot in a
single ZnO structure. The band-edge emission decays with an
approximately 30 ps lifetime (Figure 6), consistent with experiments conducted on bulk or thin-ﬁlm ZnO by other groups that
show a band-edge emission lifetime of 50100 ps resulting from
free exciton recombination.3335 The trap emission rises within
the instrument response, and the absence of a delayed rise
(Figure 6) suggests that the initial trapping events occur within
the ﬁrst 20 ps following excitation. The decay is multiexponential
with time components ranging from subnanosecond (∼100
250 ps) to tens to hundreds of nanoseconds (Figure 6), the longer
of which are consistent with previous reports.35,36
Spatial Variation in Defect Density. One of the most striking
features in the two-photon emission images is the dark region
that bisects the rod at its midpoint. Shown in the top of Figure 7
are defect emission transients collected at 550 nm from three
different locations (middle, interior, and end) in a single ZnO
rod, whose trap emission image is shown as the inset. The three
different spots exhibit different decay kinetics, indicative of a
spatial heterogeneity in the trap recombination dynamics. Interestingly, the trap recombination is faster at the rod midpoint
compared to the two other locations, which is consistent with an
increase in the nonradiative rate and a greater defect density at
that location. One possible cause of an increase in the trap density
is a grain or twinning boundary that is not apparent in the SEM
image. Although the majority of rods (6070%) show the
decreased intensity in the trap emission image at the rod
midpoint, in the rest the dark region is less apparent or absent
altogether. The lower panel shows a similar set of transients
obtained from one such rod. In these rods the emission decay
occurs slowest in the middle of the structure and more rapidly at

the end, suggesting a lower defect density at the rod midpoint.
Although it is unclear why the remaining 3040% of the rods do
not show this dark region, it could be a consequence of a
difference in the nature of the grain boundary that was formed
as the crystal was grown in solution. Together, these observations
point toward the potential for an inhomogeneous distribution of
defect sites and for different regions of the same structure to
show different dynamical signatures.
Trap-Mediated Recombination. The precise mechanisms
that give rise to the broad defect emission in ZnO remain highly
controversial. This is exacerbated by the dependence of visible
emission on particle shape, size,17 and synthetic procedure.1,20,21
In principle, the trap emission could originate from either surface
defects (i.e., dangling bonds) or imperfections in the crystal
lattice, which include extrinsic impurities and intrinsic lattice
defects.2022 Surface emission has been implicated in smaller
structures with large surface-to-volume ratios,17,35,3739 and
larger structures excited with UV light,13,17,37,40 where the
photogenerated carriers are likely produced near the surface of
the structure as a consequence of the shallow penetration depth
(≈100 nm). However, given the size of our structures and the
likelihood that the near-infrared two-photon excitation produces
carriers throughout the structure, we anticipate that the majority
of the defect emission in our experiments originates from lattice
defects within the crystal interior.
Our discussion of the trap recombination involves comparisons between as-grown and annealed structures. A combination
of steady-state and time-resolved observations indicates that the
trap emission band is composed of two overlapping transitions
with diﬀerent spectral characteristics. The lower-energy band,
which has a greater contribution in the spectrum of the as-grown
structures, has λmax ≈ 560 nm and is characterized by a timedependent red shift and a photoluminescence lifetime that
increases with decreasing defect density. It is attributed to
DAP emission. The higher-energy band (λmax ≈ 520 nm) is
E
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Figure 8. Steady-state spectra observed before and after annealing. The
spectra were collected from the center of the rod shown in Figure 3
following two-photon excitation at 730 nm. The ﬁrst spectrum was
collected from the as-grown structure; then, following annealing at
550 C for 4 h, the emission spectrum was recollected from the same
position in the same rod. The spectra, which are normalized to the
maximum of the band-edge emission, show a drastic reduction in the
overall defect density. In addition, an ∼40 nm blue shift in the spectrum
following annealing is observed, which is attributed to the presence of
two overlapping emission bands, with the high-energy band less aﬀected
by annealing.
Figure 7. Trap emission decays collected from the middle, interior, and
end of structures with the darkened region at the rod midpoint (top) and
without (bottom). Structures that show a darkened region have emission
decays that are faster in the center of the rod compared to other points,
consistent with an increase in the nonradiative rate due to the increased
defect density around the grain boundary. The structure without the
darkened region shows the emission decay at the end to be faster than
the middle.

involving different defect types, of which at least one is mobile at
the 550 C annealing temperature.
Time-Resolved Emission. The decay kinetics vary across the
trap emission band. Shown in Figure 9A are three transients
obtained at different emission wavelengths for the as-grown
structures. Each was fit to a triexponential decay function of
the form I(t) = a1 exp(t/τ1) þ a2 exp(t/τ2) þ a3 exp(t/τ3),
and the fit parameters for these and two other decays are
presented in Table 1. All exhibit ultrafast (0.2 ns), intermediate
(0.51 ns), and slow decay (3.06.5 ns) components, with
the ultrafast contribution accounting for about 50% of the
amplitude at early times and the two slower components
accounting for the other half. A systematic trend is observed in
the two slower components (τ1 and τ2), which exhibit generally
longer decay times and greater amplitudes at the redder emission
wavelengths, suggestive of a dynamic shift in the emission band.
The magnitude and temporal evolution of this shift is apparent
in the emission spectra reconstructed at diﬀerent times from
decays obtained at a series of detection wavelengths collected
between 470 and 600 nm (Figure 9B). The individual points in
the ﬁgure correspond to the intensity observed at speciﬁc times
after photoexcitation for each of the detection wavelengths. The
solid lines represent ﬁts of each spectrum to a stretched Gaussian
function, f(λ) = c1 exp[1/2(λ  λO)2/(c2 þ c3(λ  λO))],
which accounts for the asymmetric line shape. The emission
spectra show a time-dependent red shift of ∼10 nm during the
ﬁrst 15 ns after photoexcitation, as depicted by the bold line
connecting the maximum of each of the spectra in the ﬁgure.
We consistently observe the red shift in all the structures, and
the magnitude generally ranges from 3 to 12 nm, with the
majority shifting between 4 and 8 nm. Figure 9C depicts the
kinetics of the spectral shift by showing the magnitude of the shift

unaﬀected by annealing and is the major contributor to the
photoluminescence spectrum in the annealed structures. It is
characterized by a shorter lifetime that does not depend upon
defect density and is attributed to recombination of electrons in
the conduction band with holes trapped at deep acceptor sites.
Our discussion below ﬁrst compares the photoluminescence
spectra obtained before and after annealing and then describes
the time-dependent spectral evolution.
Photoluminescence Spectra. Shown in Figure 8 are emission
spectra acquired from the same location in the same ZnO rod
before and after annealing at 550 C for 4 h. There is a clear
decrease in the trap emission intensity from 130% of the bandedge emission before annealing to 15% afterward, consistent with
an overall reduction in the defect density. In addition, the
spectrum shifts from about 560 nm in the as-grown structures
to 520 nm after annealing. Although the ∼40 nm (∼0.15 eV)
shift occurs with little change in the width of the spectrum, there
appears to be a slight distortion of the spectrum with a tail
extending toward longer wavelengths. The observations shown
in Figure 8 were not isolated to this particular structure, and a
similar (1040 nm) blue shift was observed in a majority of the
52 rods we analyzed, with a minority displaying a shift of lesser
magnitude (∼5 nm). The shift of the band suggests that the trap
emission is actually composed of overlapping emission bands
F
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The results from a similar set of experiments performed at the
same point in this rod following a 4 h anneal at 550 C are shown
in Figures 10 and 11. Figure 10 compares the trap emission decay
at 550 nm before and after annealing. While the as-grown
structure decays completely to zero during the 50 ns detection
window, after annealing it does not, indicating the emergence of a
long-lived decay component. Each transient was ﬁt to a decay
function of the form I(t) = a1 exp(t/τ1) þ a2exp(t/τ2) þ a3
exp(t/τ3) þ a4. The addition of the constant (a4) accounts for
the amplitude of this ultraslow decay component, which was
measured in other experiments to be in the range of 12 μs.
While the lifetime of the fastest decay component (∼0.2 ns) is
unchanged by annealing (Table 1), the slower components
exhibit signiﬁcant increases in their decay times to 1.5 and 12 ns
for τ2 and τ3, respectively (Table 1), as well as the appearance
of a 12 μs component. In addition, the relative contribution of
the slow components (a2 þ a3 þ a4) to the overall decay
decreases from 50% in the as-grown structures to about
3040% in the annealed rods. Together, these observations
indicate that the physical processes giving rise to the emission at
early times (t < 0.2 ns) and later times (t > 0.5 ns) are diﬀerent.
Shown in Figure 11A are transients obtained at three diﬀerent
detection wavelengths. Whereas the transients obtained from the
as-grown structures show slower decays at longer detection
wavelengths, after annealing this trend is reversed. The timeresolved spectra reconstructed from the individual transients
show an apparent shift to higher energy over time for the
annealed structures at early time (02 ns) (Figure 11B). However, in contrast to the systematic variation of the lifetimes across
the emission band observed in the as-grown structures, the τ1 and
τ2 lifetimes observed in the annealed structure show no systematic variation across the spectrum (τ3 shows a slight increase from
12.0 to 12.6 ns at longer detection wavelengths) (Table 1). The
consistency in τ1 and τ2 across the band suggests that the net blue
shift observed in the emission spectrum at early times is due to a
variation in the relative amplitudes of the ultrafast and slow
components and not a dynamic shift of the spectrum.
The steady-state and time-resolved photoluminescence spectra are consistent with the presence of at least two overlapping
bands within the static trap emission spectrum of the as-grown
structures. The defect emission in the as-grown structures is
composed largely of a low-energy band (λmax = 560 nm) that
exhibits a time-dependent red shift in the ﬁrst 1015 ns after
photoexcitation and has a lifetime that increases with decreasing
defect density. Upon heating at high temperature, the defects
associated with this band are preferentially annealed out of the
lattice, leaving behind a spectrum that is dominated by a higherenergy band (λmax = 520 nm). This band is characterized by an
ultrafast lifetime (0.2 ns) that is unaﬀected by the decrease in
defect density. The question thus arises: what is the physical
origin of these two emission bands?
Recombination Mechanisms. With the potential for a variety
of different defect types, the trap emission band in ZnO is likely
composed of multiple components. Generally speaking, defects
can be classified as either donors, which trap electrons, or
acceptors, which trap holes. The transitions that can give rise
to the trap photoluminescence can include donor recombination
with a hole in the valence band (D f hþ), acceptor recombination with an electron in the conduction band (A f e), and
recombination between an electron localized on a donor with a
hole localized on an acceptor. The latter mechanism is known as
DAP recombination23 and occurs between donor and acceptor

Figure 9. Time-resolved emission data obtained from two-photon
photoexcitation at 730 nm of an as-grown structure. The location of
the excitation is indicated by the circle on the trap emission image shown
in the inset (the scale bar corresponds to 2 μm). The top panel (A)
shows the emission decay at three diﬀerent detection wavelengths, with
shorter lifetimes observed at higher emission energies. The emission
spectra shown in the middle panel (B) were reconstructed from decays
obtained at a series of detection wavelengths and correspond to spectra
at 0.2, 1, 2, 5, and 15 ns. They reveal an 810 nm time-dependent red
shift in the trap emission band. The shift of the maximum from 16 rods is
displayed in the bottom panel (C). The red shift varies in magnitude
between 4 and 10 nm and occurs within the ﬁrst 1015 ns following
photoexcitation. An example from an average structure is shown in blue
to highlight the trend.

(Δλ = λt  λi) as a function of time for 16 diﬀerent rods. The
shift exhibits multiple kinetic components, with a rapid shift of
the band occurring at early times (∼24 ns), followed by a
slower shift (∼515 ns) to its asymptotic wavelength.
G
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Table 1. Summary of Nonlinear Least-Squares Fits of Emission Decays for the As-Grown and Annealed Structures at Diﬀerent
Detection Wavelengthsa
ultrafast

intermediate

detection wavelength (nm)

τ1 (ns)

(a1)

480

0.10

(0.50)

510
550

0.15
0.16

(0.51)
(0.47)

600

0.19

650

0.22

480

0.17

(0.68)

510

0.22

(0.59)

550

0.22

600
650

τ2 (ns)

slow

ultraslow

(a2)

τ3 (ns)

(a3)

0.56

(0.41)

3.77

(0.09)

0.77
0.82

(0.41)
(0.44)

4.88
5.37

(0.08)
(0.09)

(0.45)

0.92

(0.45)

5.99

(0.10)

(0.45)

1.01

(0.45)

6.54

(0.10)

1.53

(0.18)

12.01

(0.11)

(0.03)

1.66

(0.24)

12.27

(0.14)

(0.03)

(0.58)

1.66

(0.25)

12.25

(0.14)

(0.03)

0.21

(0.67)

1.52

(0.21)

12.48

(0.10)

(0.02)

0.24

(0.73)

1.59

(0.18)

12.56

(0.07)

(0.02)

(a4)

As-Grown Rods

Annealed Rods

Decays for the as-grown rods were ﬁt to a six-parameter triexponential decay function, whereas a seven-parameter form was used for the annealed rods.
Uncertainties in the amplitudes are ≈3%. For each component the lifetime and relative amplitude (in parentheses) are displayed. Uncertainties in the
intermediate and slow lifetimes are also ≈3%. Since the lifetime of the ultrafast component is close to the instrument response of the time-correlated
single-photon counting apparatus (100 ps) its uncertainty is probably closer to 10%.

a

defects that are in close proximity within the crystal lattice.
Because the ionized acceptors are negatively charged, they tend
to attract and capture the photogenerated holes, making the
probability for donor recombination with the valence band
unlikely.3,41 At the same time, this suggests the dominant transitions are between electrons in the conduction band, or localized in
shallow defects, with holes trapped at acceptor sites (Figure 1).
The time-dependent red shift associated with the lower-energy
feature suggests that it corresponds to DAP emission resulting
from a high defect density in the as-grown structures. When the
donor and acceptor defects are well-separated from each other,
the primary transitions correspond to recombination of the
trapped electron (or hole) with its free carrier counterpart in
the valence (or conduction) band. If the donors and acceptors are
in close spatial proximity, the electron bound to the donor can
recombine with the acceptor-bound hole, resulting in DAP
emission. The emission energy from such a transition is given by23
!
e2
ΔE ¼ Eg  EI ¼ Eg  ED þ EA 
ð1Þ
εd

Figure 10. Emission decays collected at 550 nm from the same position
in the same structure, before and after annealing. The decay lifetime from
the as-grown structure is characterized by an ultrafast (0.2 ns), intermediate (1 ns), and slow (7 ns) component. The slower components,
which decay almost completely by 50 ns in the as-grown structure, are
much longer following annealing, where emission is still observed at 50 ns.
Data collected on other annealed structures suggest the photoluminescence decays completely after 2 μs. The fastest decay observed at early
times is attributed to recombination between the conduction band and
the hole-bound acceptor with kinetics that are independent of annealing
(∼0.2 ns lifetime before and after annealing). The longer decay
components are attributed to donoracceptor pair (DAP) emission
and are highly dependent on temperature. The increased lifetime
following annealing is consistent with reduced donor defect density.

where Eg is the band gap energy and EI is the energy needed to
ionize both the electron and hole into their respective bands, ED
and EA are the ionization energies of the isolated donors and
acceptors, respectively, ε is the dielectric constant, and d is the
distance between them in the lattice. Pairing of the defects
perturbs the donor and acceptor levels toward their respective
band edges,23 and as a consequence, the pairs that are closer
together will emit at higher energy. Pairs that are in close spatial
proximity will also experience a greater wave function overlap and
recombine faster than those that are further apart, and it is this
distribution of recombination rates that gives rise to the multiexponential form of the photoluminescence decay. The result is
an initially blue photoemission that shifts to the red as time
progresses.
Donoracceptor pair emission has been implicated in a
number of experiments investigating the origin of the ZnO

photoluminescence, and transitions between a variety of defect
types have been observed.2,20,21 These include recombination
involving shallow donors and shallow acceptors that give rise to a
blue emission at ≈400 nm,21,42 as well as pairs involving deep trap
levels, which contribute to the yellow-green emission.3,17,20,21
Because carriers undergo trapping and detrapping due to thermal
H
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small (∼300 cm1) compared to Egelhaaf and Oelkrug’s observations at 77 K, and we would expect a much larger shift at
lower temperature. Although such observations would provide
strong evidence to support DAP recombination, low-temperature measurements are currently not feasible in our two-photon
emission microscope.
However, in addition to a distinctive dependence on temperature, DAP recombination will also show a characteristic dependence on the defect density. Annealing crystalline materials at
high temperatures is a well-established method of reducing the
defect density in semiconductor systems, and comparisons
between the as-grown and annealed structures provides support
for the DAP assignment.
As the defect density decreases, the average spacing between
donors and acceptors increases, which alters both the emission
lifetime and the magnitude of the spectral shift. Because the
reduced wave function overlap at larger separations will lead to an
increase in the DAP recombination time, the increase in the
photoluminescence lifetime from tens of nanoseconds in the asgrown structures to several microseconds in the annealed rods
(Figure 10) supports the DAP assignment. The magnitude of the
spectral shift is given by


e2
1
1
e2

ð2Þ
 
ΔðΔEÞ 
ε Ædæt ¼ ¥ Ædæt ¼ 0
εÆdæt ¼ 0
where Ædæt=0 is the average separation between a donor and the
nearest acceptor at t = 0. As the average separation increases, the
interaction between the donor and acceptor states diminishes,
and the magnitude of the spectral shift decreases. The timedependent shift in the low-energy band is masked at early times
in the annealed structures by the apparent net blue shift of the
spectrum. That being said, there is a slight increase in τ3 at longer
wavelengths, which is consistent with a signiﬁcantly reduced red
shift and the DAP assignment.
Defect Types. Because of the differing reports in the literature,
precise assignment of the donor and acceptors to particular trap
types is difficult. The trap emission originates from imperfections
in the crystal lattice that include extrinsic impurities and intrinsic
lattice defects.2022 There have been numerous experimental
reports in the literature that systematically probe the defect
chemistry in ZnO and relate it to specific spectroscopic
signatures.17,21,41,4446 Perhaps just as numerous are the theoretical models that attempt to make similar assignments.20,4749
While this research has been conducted for decades the exact
assignments still remain inconclusive and controversial. This is
exacerbated by the dependence of visible emission on particle
shape, size,17 and synthetic procedure.1,20,21 For example, a
survey of particles grown by different synthetic methods shows
significant variation in their trap emission spectra,2 underscoring
the difficulties in making such assignments.
Among the diﬀerent types of intrinsic defects (vacancies,
interstitials, and substitutions), perhaps the two most heavily
cited for giving rise to the defect emission are oxygen (VO) and
zinc vacancies (VZn), each of which can exist in either neutral,
single-, or doubly ionized states.20,21 In n-type ZnO these defects
exist in their most negatively charged state, making the oxygen
vacancy a neutrally charged donor (VO) and the Zn vacancy a
doubly charged acceptor (i.e., VZn2). There have been numerous reports that attribute the defect emission to single-ionized
oxygen vacancies (VOþ),5055 which, in principle, could also act
as an acceptor; however, it is uncertain that VO would exist in a

Figure 11. Time-resolved emission data taken after annealing the rod
shown in Figure 9 (the scale bar corresponds to 2 μm). The location of
the excitation is indicated by the circle on the trap emission image shown
in the inset. The top panel (A) shows the emission kinetics have a faster
decay at lower energies in contrast to our observations before annealing.
The lower panel (B) shows emission spectra reconstructed from
transients obtained at a series of detection wavelengths and correspond
to spectra at 0.2, 1, 2, 5, and 15 ns. They show an apparent blue shift of
the emission band with increasing time. The consistency of τ1 and τ2
(Table 1) across the band suggests the apparent blue shift is due to
variation in the relative amplitudes of the ultrafast and slow components
and not a dynamic shift of the spectrum.

activation, DAP emission is sensitive to temperature. This is
particularly true for the higher-energy DAP emission involving
shallow defects, which is observed at low temperatures (5 K);
however, deeper traps are much less susceptible to thermal
detrapping and DAP recombination has been implicated in the
visible emission at much higher temperatures.31
It is this sensitivity to thermal detrapping that makes the
temperature dependence a particularly useful method of assigning DAP recombination. With respect to the time-dependent
spectral shifts observed here, we would expect that carrier
trapping and detrapping processes at higher temperatures would
allow carrier migration through the bands and mute the red shift;
that is, measurements at lower temperatures should show greater
spectral shifts. Such observations have already been made in
polycrystalline ZnO ﬁlms. In those experiments, Egelhaaf and
Oelkrug observed a red shift of ∼2000 cm1 within 600 ns after
excitation of ZnO at 77 K; however, at room temperature almost
no shift was observed.43 Since our experiments are conducted at
room temperature, the red shift we observe is comparatively
I
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’ CONCLUSION
We utilize nonlinear microscopy methods to study the trap
emission dynamics in single needle-shaped ZnO rods. Analysis of
trap emission decays obtained using two-photon emission microscopy for both as-grown and annealed structures suggest that the
trap emission band is composed of two overlapping emission
bands. The lower-energy band, which is more prominent in the asgrown rods, contributes to the emission on longer time scales (t >
0.5 ns), exhibits a time-dependent spectral red shift during the ﬁrst
1015 ns after photoexcitation, and has a lifetime that depends on
defect density. We attribute these observations to DAP emission.
The higher-energy band is characterized by an ultrafast (0.2 ns)
lifetime and is attributed to recombination between electrons in
the conduction band and holes trapped at deep defect sites.
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ABSTRACT: We have used two-photon emission microscopy
to characterize the charge carrier dynamics at diﬀerent locations
within a single ZnO rod. Photoexcitation by a focused laser
produces carriers (electrons and holes) in a localized region.
Emission is detected using both time-integrated and timeresolved methods. Results show that the electronhole plasma
(EHP) state plays a larger role at the end of the rod compared to
other points within the structure, where electronhole recombination proceeds through an excitonic state. The origin of this
spatial dependence is attributed to the physical conﬁnement at
the end of the structure that prevents an expansion of the photoexcited electronhole cloud through processes such as carrier
diﬀusion. Whispering gallery modes are identiﬁed as contributing to a periodic emission pattern along the length of the structure.

1. INTRODUCTION
At low excitation intensities the optical properties of semiconductors are determined by single electronhole pairs that
exist either in excitonic states or as free carriers in the continuum.
As the excitation intensity and corresponding carrier density
increase, the separation between excitons becomes comparable
to, or smaller than, the Bohr radius. The charge carrier interactions that emerge in this high-density regime give rise to a host of
nonlinear optical eﬀects, including a weakening of the exciton
binding due to Coulombic screening, and ultimately the formation of a collective electronhole plasma (EHP) phase. The
many-body exchange and correlation interactions that are present in the EHP stabilize the photoexcited state, resulting in a
narrowing of the band gap that is often referred to as band gap
renormalization.1 Furthermore, the oscillator strength is enhanced in the EHP, and electronhole recombination in this
high density limit is characterized by an intense, red-shifted
emission compared to its excitonic counterpart.2
Finite-sized structures oﬀer an additional layer of complexity
and opportunity. When an object’s dimensions are comparable
to the wavelength, its size and shape play a central role in
determining its optical properties. The shape of the object can
give rise to complex cavity resonances that concentrate the
optical ﬁeld in speciﬁc locations, becoming an intrinsic part of
the optical response. While most examples of cavity resonances
have come from engineered systems, similar eﬀects are possible
in nanoscale and mesoscale structures.310
Electronhole plasma formation has been observed in bulk
materials and single nanostructured objects. However, the potential for EHP variation across diﬀerent regions within a single
r 2011 American Chemical Society

structure, and the relation between EHP formation and local
optical cavity modes, has not been explored. Here we describe
the use of two-photon emission microscopy to examine the
spatial variation in EHP formation in individual needle-shaped
ZnO rods and relate EHP formation with local optical cavity
modes. The combination of facile EHP formation in ZnO69,11,12
and the diverse set of synthetically available crystalline structures
with complex geometrical architectures1315 make this an ideal
material for investigating shape dependent EHP formation.
Previous work in our lab investigated the excited state dynamics
of needle-shaped ZnO rods with spatial speciﬁcity.1619 This
report builds upon that work by examining the EHP dynamics in
diﬀerent regions of individual rods (e.g., end vs middle) using
both time-integrated and time-resolved methods. Experiments
using a focused laser beam to excite a spatially localized region of
the rod show a greater propensity for EHP formation in the
narrow tips compared to the interior regions where the rod’s
cross section is larger. We attribute this spatial variation to a
physical conﬁnement of carriers that inhibits expansion of the
charge cloud at the end the structure, maintaining the density of
electronhole pairs and the EHP state. In addition to the spatial
variation in EHP formation, the optical properties are strongly
inﬂuenced by whispering gallery (WG) modes supported within
the rod’s hexagonal cross section. It is the combination of
spatially varying EHP and optical cavity modes that give rise
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Figure 1. Band-edge (BE) and trap (T) emission images of the rod
shown in the SEM image. The rods are needle-shaped and symmetric,
although in this image only the left-hand side of the structure is shown.
The ﬂuorescence images were obtained at a laser power of 10 mW and
show increased intensity at the end of the rod and modulated intensity
throughout the interior. Emission spectra collected by positioning the
excitation spot at the end (red) and interior (blue) of the structure show
two bands arising from band-edge emission (BE) at 400 nm and trap
recombination at 550 nm. The locations of the spectra are indicated by
the colored circles in the SEM image.

to the complex emission images and spatially heterogeneous
behavior.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Studying the carrier dynamics at diﬀerent points within a single
structure necessitates a technique with high temporal resolution and
spatially localized excitation. The microscope used here combines an
ultrafast laser source with a home-built inverted microscope.18 Two
photon excitation is achieved using the 730 nm output of a mode-locked
(80 MHz) Ti:sapphire laser. Light from the laser is directed through
a prism-pair compressor and reﬂected oﬀ a dichroic beam splitter
(R, 6801000 nm; T, 360650 nm) onto the back aperture of the
objective (Olympus MSPlan 50, 0.8 NA), which focuses the beam to a
diﬀraction limited spot. Because two-photon excitation scales with the
square of the laser intensity, the lateral dimension of the excitation is
approximately 350 nm. Photoluminescence collected by the objective
passes through the beam splitter and is directed into a monochromator
and detected by a photomultiplier tube for time integrated measurements or a streak camera for time-resolved detection (∼10 ps time
resolution). Imaging is achieved by raster-scanning the sample across the
focal point of the objective using a piezoelectric stage (Queensgate
NPS3330 Controller/Stage System).
The structures were synthesized using hydrothermal techniques, dropcast onto a glass microscope slide, and annealed at 550 °C prior to study.
Through the course of this study we examined approximately 10 needleshaped rods. The scanning electron microscopy (SEM) image of a typical
structure is shown in the top right of Figure 1. While there is some variation in
size, the structures are all crystalline, with faceted, hexagonal cross sections.
They generally vary between 10 and 20 μm in length and are 12 μm in
diameter at the middle, tapering down to ∼300500 nm at the ends.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Zinc oxide is a wide band gap semiconductor (3.37 eV) with a
strong exciton binding energy (60 meV).13,15 Photoexcitation in
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the ultraviolet, or two-photon excitation in the near-infrared,
promotes electrons from the valence band to the conduction
band. The free carriers that are produced can relax into excitons
(at low excitation intensities), resulting in a near-UV emission at
390 nm, or become trapped at defect sites, giving rise to a broad
visible emission centered at 550 nm.
Imaging. Two-photon microscopy images obtained by monitoring the band edge (390 nm) and trap (550 nm) emission
channels following two-photon excitation at 730 nm of a typical
rod (denoted R1) are shown along with the SEM image in
Figure 1. The increased areas of intensity at the ends of the
structure are a particularly prominent feature in both the bandedge and trap emission images. A closer comparison of the two
images, however, shows that the bright spots are slightly offset,
with the trap image showing its most intense emission slightly to
the left of the band edge. This shift is likely a consequence of the
roughness observed at the tip of this rod, which would result in a
greater defect density and brighter trap emission.
Optical Cavity Modes. In addition to the bright ends, the
emission from the interior of the rod is periodically modulated
and appears to coincide with the facets in both the trap and bandedge emission images, with greater contrast in the band edge.
Not every rod exhibits a pattern of this nature, but most do, and
the contrast in the band-edge image is generally always greater.
This spatial variation most likely results from the influence of
optical cavity modes (supported by the rod’s hexagonal cross
section) on the emission intensity. Generally, there are two types
of modes—standing wave (FabryPerot, FP) resonances, which
are supported between two parallel facets, and whispering gallery
(WG) modes, which correspond to propagation of light around
the periphery of the hexagonal cross section through total
internal reflection off each facet. We previously identified the
influence of FP and WG modes on second-harmonic generation
in ZnO rods,17 and WG modes have been implicated in a number
of other spectroscopic measurements of ZnO structures.2025
The coincidence of the bright spots in the emission images with
the vertices of the hexagonal facets suggests that it is the WG
modes that influence photoluminescence in these structures.
For a given wavelength, λ, the resonance condition dictates
that modes will be supported for speciﬁc cross-sectional diameters of the rod, i.e.


pﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
λ
6
1
2
m þ tan ðβ 3n  4Þ
ð1Þ
dm ¼
3n
π
where dm is the separation between two parallel facets and m is an
integer that speciﬁes the mode number.22,26 In this expression n
is the refractive index and β depends upon the polarization of the
light. The spacing between adjacent modes, Δd = dm+1  dm is
then λ/3n.
The periodic nature of the emission pattern in the tapered
structure arises because the facet spacing changes along the
length of the rod.17 Analysis of the SEM images for this rod shows
that the facet separation varies nearly linearly with distance along
the rod, resulting in a series of resonances observed along the
structure that are spaced by
ΔL ¼

Δd
λ
¼
α
3nα

ð2Þ

where α is the change in the facet spacing per unit length along
the rod. For the rod shown in Figure 1, α = 120 nm/μm in the
vicinity of the resonances.
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Figure 2. Band-edge emission spectra collected at a series of laser powers at three diﬀerent points within two diﬀerent structures, R1 and R2. Emission
images for the two structures are shown at the top. Panels AC and the left-hand image correspond to R2; panels DF and right-hand image correspond
to R1. The scale bar in both images is 1 μm. The locations marked AF indicate the points at which the spectra shown in panels AF were collected.
Each panel shows three spectra collected using low (green), intermediate (red), and high (blue) laser power. The green spectra in panels AC were
collected at the same power (P0), as were the red (3P0) and blue (5P0). The same is true for panels DF, but green, red, and blue correspond to P0, 2P0,
and 3P0. In both cases, P0 = 5 mW.

The WG modes can inﬂuence the emission either through
spatial modulation of the excitation or enhancement of the
photoluminescence through constructive interference. Using
λ = 730 nm and n = 2 in the above expression yields a predicted
spacing, ΔL, between optical resonances of approximately
0.91.0 μm, which is close to the observed spacing of 1.0
1.1 μm. This suggests that the periodic variation observed in the
emission images arises (at least in part) from excitation light
coupling into the WG modes, resulting in a concentration of the
optical ﬁeld at speciﬁc locations within the rod and regions of
localized excitation. In addition to the excitation light, a coupling
of the 390 nm emission into the WG resonator may also play
a role. While the predicted spacing for adjacent resonances
(m, m + 1) in the band-edge emission (390 nm) is only 0.5 μm,
too small to account for the observed pattern, the spacing
between alternating resonances (m, m + 2) would also be around

1.0 μm. Thus, the periodic pattern observed in the band-edge
emission image may stem from a situation in which both the
excitation and emission light are quasi-resonant. This double
resonance condition is not expected to be present in the trap
image, where the resonance condition cannot be simultaneously
satisﬁed by the 730 nm excitation light and the 550 nm defect
emission, accounting for the lesser degree of contrast observed in
the defect emission image.
Spatially Dependent EHP Formation. Spectroscopic measurements are performed by positioning the excitation spot at
specific points in the structure. The photoluminescence spectra
shown in Figure 1B were collected from the end of the rod and at
a point located between the end and middle, denoted interior.
(Note, throughout this manuscript the “end of the rod” refers to
the location of the bright point in the band-edge emission
image.) Emission spectra observed at different locations have
21438
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the same spectral features, namely a narrow transition centered at
∼390 nm that corresponds to electronhole recombination
from the band-edge (BE) and a broad trap emission band at
∼550 nm (T). While the spectra have the same basic form, the
intensity of the band-edge emission relative to the trap depends
on the position in the structure, with the spectrum obtained from
the end exhibiting a greater BE/T intensity ratio than the interior
(∼20:1 vs ∼5:1). The spatial variation in the BE/T ratio is one
indicator that the photophysics at the end of the structure differ
markedly from those in the interior.
The band-edge emission spectrum at the end of the rod also
shows a signiﬁcant dependence on excitation intensity relative to
other points. Band-edge emission spectra collected at diﬀerent
excitation intensities are shown in Figure 2 for three diﬀerent
locations in two diﬀerent rods, R1 and R2. Dashed circles on
two-photon emission images that accompany each set of spectra
indicate the locations where the spectra were collected. At the
middle of the rod, the spectra are independent of excitation
intensity, with λmax ≈ 390 nm. On the other hand, at the end of
the rod, the spectra systematically shift to lower energy with
increasing excitation energy. In the case of R2, a broadening of
the spectrum is also observed; however, the degree to which this
happens varies from rod to rod. Similar, but less dramatic
changes, are observed in the interior. We have observed this
phenomenon to diﬀering degrees in multiple structures. A
systematic examination of nine rods shows that on average there
is an 8 nm shift at the end, a 4 nm shift in the interior, and a 2 nm
shift in the middle of the structure.
The red shift in the emission band is consistent with the
formation of an EHP at higher excitation intensities.810,27 At
low excitation intensity the band-edge (BE) emission arises
predominantly from exciton recombination. As the carrier density increases, Coulombic screening weakens the exciton binding
energy, resulting in dissociation of the electronhole pairs and
the transition to the EHP state. Experimental gain spectra suggest
the transition to the EHP in ZnO occurs at carrier densities
between 1017 and 1019 cm3.1 On the basis of the two-photon
cross section for ZnO and excitation intensities used here, we
estimate that each laser pulse produces a charge carrier density of
≈1021 cm3.28
The many-body correlation and exchange interactions between carriers that are present in the high density EHP regime
alter the electronic structure of the semiconductor. Because the
Pauli principle forbids electrons with parallel spin to occupy the
same unit cell, the distance between electrons increases, reducing
the Coulombic repulsion. There is also a greater probability of
ﬁnding an electron near a hole (and vice versa) than ﬁnding two
like charges in the same vicinity, and the two eﬀects combined
lower the total energy of the system.1 The net result of this
stabilization of the plasma is a monotonic decrease of the band
gap with increasing electronhole pair density. As a consequence, the emission spectrum resembles the exciton emission at
low laser power but shifts to the red as the excitation intensity
increases and the system transitions to an EHP state.
Closer inspection of the spectra shows that at the lowest
excitation intensity the spectra at the end of the structure exhibit
some diﬀerences relative to their counterparts in the interior. The
R1 spectrum is slightly blue-shifted and the R2 spectrum is
broadened. While the broadening is suggestive of the beginnings
of plasma formation, the blue shift is consistent with the
weakening of the exciton that occurs as their Bohr orbits begin
to overlap.1 These diﬀerences indicate that the photophysics at
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Figure 3. Time-resolved emission data collected from the end of
structure R3. (A) Intensity map depicting emission as a function of
time and wavelength (blue corresponds to low intensity, red high
intensity) obtained under high laser power conditions (17 mW). The
inset shows the emission image. (B) Emission spectra obtained by taking
horizontal slices through this emission map at 0 ps (gold), 80 ps (red),
and 200 ps (green) after excitation show a time-dependent blue shift of
the band. (C) Emission spectra collected from the same point, but at a
lower laser power (5 mW), show no shift.

the end of the structure are inﬂuenced by carriercarrier
interactions, even at the lowest excitation intensities.
The dependence of the spectrum on carrier density implies
that the EHP emission should have a distinct temporal signature,
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Figure 4. Intensities of the band-edge and trap emission bands in R1 as
a function of laser power at the end (blue), interior (red), and middle
(green). The three locations are indicated by the points labeled D, E, and
F, respectively, in the right-hand image of Figure 2. Images represent
the BE/T ratios obtained by dividing the band-edge image by the trap
image at two diﬀerent laser powers. The 5 mW image was multiplied by a
factor of 5.

showing an emission spectrum that appears initially to the red of
the exciton band and shifts to the blue with time as electrons and
holes recombine and the carrier density drops. The spectral
temporal intensity map in Figure 3A depicts the evolution of the
BE emission following 17 mW excitation at the end of the rod
labeled R3. The ﬂuorescence image of this rod is shown in the
inset of Figure 3A. Spectra at speciﬁc times can be obtained by
taking horizontal slices across the intensity map. A comparison of
spectra extracted at 0, 80, and 200 ps shows that the spectra shift
to higher energy over the ﬁrst 200 ps following photoexcitation
(Figure 3B), consistent with the instantaneous appearance of an
EHP and a subsequent transition to an excitonic state. When the
experiment is conducted in the same region of the rod with a
lower power (5 mW), the shift in the spectrum disappears
(Figure 3C), in line with the formation of an excitonic state.
In the smaller regions at the ends of the structure, we observe
an increase in the magnitude of the spectral red shift (Figure 2),
consistent with the formation of an EHP. The implication is that
the photogenerated carriers in these locations must have a
density that is high enough to support transition of the nascent
charge distribution to the EHP. This is greatly facilitated at the
end of the structure, where physical conﬁnement of the charge
carriers will help to maintain the close interaction. In the middle
of the structure, carriers can migrate away from the excitation
region, either through simple diﬀusion or perhaps driven by
internal ﬁelds that separate the electrons and holes. On the basis
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of the carrier diﬀusion constant in ZnO (∼10 cm2 s1),29,30 we
estimate a ﬁeld-free diﬀusion length of ≈300 nm during the ﬁrst
100 ps after excitation. Band-bending in ZnO is anticipated to
result in electric ﬁelds and a depletion zone that extends a
hundred nanometers or more into the bulk, which could increase
this even further. The net result is a decrease in the charge density
that makes it more diﬃcult to form and sustain the EHP. As a
result, the emission observed at the interior locations arises
predominantly from excitonic recombination.
The transition from the excitonic state to the EHP is also
accompanied by characteristic changes in the emission intensity.
A decrease in the oscillator strength of the exciton emission is
expected as the carrier density increases. In this intermediate
regime, the excitonexciton interactions result in a weakening of
the exciton binding energy that is accompanied by an increase in
the excitonic radius and a corresponding decrease in the overlap
of the electron and hole wave functions. This trend reverses as
the system transitions from this intermediate regime to the
EHP, where an increased correlation between the electrons and
holes results in a greater oscillator strength (i.e., excitonic
enhancement) and a brighter emission than those of its exciton
counterpart.2 This increase in oscillator strength could explain
the more intense band-edge emission observed both in the
images and in the spectra collected at the ends of the structure.
Shown in Figure 4 is the intensity of the band-edge and trap
emission as a function of the square of the laser power at three
diﬀerent points located along the central axis of R1. The trap
emission exhibits a linear increase in this representation, indicating that it is simply proportional to the carrier density produced
by two-photon excitation. The band-edge emission, on the other
hand, shows upward curvature, signifying that its intensity increases superlinearly with the carrier density. This upward
curvature is more pronounced at the end of the rod, where the
red shift in the emission spectrum shows the contribution from
the EHP is the greatest. The intensity dependence of the BE
emission (both its intensity and spectral position) indicates a
spatially dependent propensity for EHP formation, with the
degree of correlation and exchange interactions increasing
(i.e., greater degree of EHP) as the excitation is moved from
the middle to the end of the rod.
Whispering Gallery Mode Stimulated Emission. One signature of stimulated emission in ZnO is an increase in the ratio of
the band-edge to trap emission intensities with increasing laser
power. Shown below the plot in Figure 4 are images of the BE/T
ratio at two different laser powers. At low laser powers there is a
generally uniform BE/T ratio of ≈2 observed throughout the
interior of this rod and a localized region of ≈1213 at the end.
Given the small excitation volume at this location, we anticipate
that spontaneous EHP emission is the main contributor to the
total emission and that the increase in the BE/T ratio is due
primarily to the EHP oscillator strength. However, because of its
large oscillator strength, EHP emission in ZnO is often associated with stimulated emission and lasing in finite sized
structures,79,11,12,25,3135 and as a result it is difficult based on
our data alone to rule out contributions from stimulated emission
at the end of the rod. It is interesting to note that the BE/T ratio is
≈0.50.7 at the very tip of the rod, where the most intense spot
in the trap emission image occurs, highlighting the greater
influence of the trap emission where the structure terminates.
Our focus, however, is not on the end of the structure but on the
changes that occur in the interior.
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Figure 5. Band-edge emission images of R1 obtained under low power
(5 mW) and high power (17 mW) conditions. The images are scaled to
have the same intensity at the end of the rod. The images are 8 μm in the
vertical dimension. The right-hand panel shows the emission intensity
(obtained by summing the intensity across a row of pixels) along the
longitudinal axis of the rod for the two diﬀerent powers. The WG mode
pattern becomes more pronounced at higher powers.

In the rod’s interior, the BE/T ratio grows by a factor of 3040
as the laser power is increased from 5 to 17 mW; however,
the growth is not uniform across the structure. The WG mode
pattern is more pronounced in the BE/T ratio image at the
higher power, indicating that resonance locations exhibit a disproportionate increase in the band-edge emission intensity. This
is evident in the band-edge images themselves, which are shown
at low and high excitation intensities in Figure 5. The emission
intensity along the length of the rod is displayed in the right-hand
panel, which shows the integrated signal across a row of pixels as a
function of longitudinal position. As the laser power is increased,
the brightness of the interior WG modes exceeds even that
observed at the end of the rod.
These observations must arise from a situation in which the
rod’s cross-sectional diameter also supports a WG resonance at
390 nm. Under these circumstances, emission (exciton or EHP)
from the excitation region would travel around the periphery of
the rod undergoing total-internal reﬂection at each facet, resulting in stimulated emission. Because we do not see a narrowing
of the emission spectrum (Figure 2DF), which would be an
indicator of WG mode lasing, the enhancement of the mode
pattern observed here is probably better described by ampliﬁed
spontaneous emission.
Closer inspection of the images shows that, for a given WG
mode, the emission intensity depends upon the lateral position of
the excitation. Figure 6 shows this variation for one of the WG
resonances in R1, where the expanded view in the ﬁgure
corresponds to the area indicated by the red rectangle in Figure 5.
The intensity proﬁle across the rod (right-hand side of panel)
shows two peaks that coincide with the outer facets of the
structure. Comparison of lateral proﬁles taken at diﬀerent powers
shows that the contrast depends upon laser intensity, with the
peaks increasing more than the interior. Intensity dependence
measurements performed at the “bright” and “dim” spots marked
on the image are displayed in Figure 6B. The brighter spot shows
a steeper increase in the emission intensity with increasing pulse
energy.
The lateral variation in the intensity dependence is indicative
of a nonlinear optical eﬀect, either in the degree of excitation or in
the enhancement of the stimulated emission. One possibility is
that the WG mode results in an enhancement in the optical ﬁeld,
which in turn leads to a greater carrier density and a more intense

Figure 6. (A) Expanded image of the WG mode in R1 indicated by the
red rectangle in Figure 5. The horizontal dimension of the image is 3 μm.
The proﬁle at the right corresponds to a horizontal cut along the dotted
line in the image for both the low (5 mW) and high (17 mW) power
cases. (B) The intensities of the band-edge emission at the two points
along this line that are labeled “bright” and “dim” in the image. Parts C
and D are the band-edge emission spectra collected from these two
points at low (5 mW) and high (17 mW) power.

EHP. This does not appear to be the case, however, as the two
locations (Figure 6C and D) show similar power-dependent
spectral shifts, implying similar EHP characteristics. A more
likely possibility for its origin lies in the positional diﬀerences
of the excitation. When the rod is excited near its edge, light
emitted by the electronhole recombination event will be better
positioned to undergo total internal reﬂection and travel around
the periphery of the rod, stimulating emission on each successive
round trip. The splitting of the WG resonance into two spots may
be a consequence of a better coupling of the emission into the
WG mode at those locations.

4. CONCLUSIONS
We have implemented two-photon emission microscopy to
locally excite diﬀerent regions of individual ZnO rods at steadily
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increasing excitation intensities. Results from steady-state spectral analyses show that the BE emission band shifts to lower
energy with increasing excitation power at the end of the rod.
The magnitude of the shift is greatly diminished in the rod
interior (by a factor of 2 on average) and disappears almost
completely in the middle. These observations are consistent with
the preferential formation of an EHP at the end of the rod. Timeresolved emission data conﬁrms this notion, showing a timedependent spectral blue shift in the band edge emission when the
end of the rod is excited with high power. This corresponds to
disappearance of the EHP and subsequent recovery of the band
gap. No shift is observed at low excitation intensities. Images
obtained under high power conditions show a pronounced
whispering gallery (WG) mode pattern that enhances the
stimulated emission. Collectively, our results show that diﬀerent
regions of a single structure can exhibit distinctly diﬀerent photophysical behaviors.
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Images of second harmonic generation (SHG) in needle-shaped ZnO rods obtained from individual structures
show areas of enhanced second harmonic intensity along the longitudinal axis of the rod that are periodically
distributed and symmetrically situated relative to the rod midpoint. The spatial modulation is a direct
consequence of the fundamental optical field coupling into standing wave resonator modes of the ZnO structure,
leading to an enhanced backscattered second harmonic condition that cannot be achieved in bulk ZnO. A
more complicated second harmonic image is observed when excitation is below the band gap, which is attributed
to whispering gallery modes. This physical phenomenon, which extends beyond just ZnO to many other
optical materials, could pave the way to new applications that exploit the nonlinear optical properties of
individual structures.
I. Introduction
The increasing demand for miniature optoelectronic and
photonic devices that access new spectral regions has fueled
intense interest in a variety of wide band gap semiconductors
that assume complex geometrical architectures.1,2 Exciton emission is ideal for many applications but restricts operating
wavelengths, limiting device applications. Second harmonic
generation (SHG) and other nonlinear mixing processes have
the potential to circumvent this limitation. Efficient SHG
requires a large second-order susceptibility (χ(2)) and a mechanism to maintain phase coherence between the fundamental
and second harmonic optical waves, i.e., phase matching. In
many common bulk SHG materials, with large χ(2) values, phasematching is achieved by exploiting an intrinsic birefringence.
However, the formation of these materials into nanostructures
is limited.3 On the other hand, there are many semiconductors
that have large χ(2) values and can also adopt intricate forms,
but they often lack the capacity to achieve phase matching
through conventional means.4,5
Cavity modes in microstructured materials can play an
important role in the nonlinear mixing processes, resulting in
new phenomena not present in macroscopic systems. For
example, microresonators formed from second-order materials
can circumvent phase matching and exhibit efficient SHG when
the fundamental and/or second harmonic optical fields are
resonant with cavity eigenmodes.4-12 Experimental observations
of this phenomenon date back to the 1960s when Ashkin et al.6
explored the enhancement of SHG in KDP though optical cavity
resonance. More recent efforts used electrochemical, photolithographic, and molecular beam epitaxy techniques to develop
complex high-finesse cavities in order to achieve a quasi-phasematching condition with increased conversion efficiency. In
addition to efficiency enhancement, microcavity resonances can
result in phase matching conditions that yield second harmonic
intensity propagating in new directions. The second harmonic
†
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produced in conventional frequency doubling emerges collinear
with the fundamental, in the forward scattered direction;
however, microcavities can produce a counterpropagating beam
as well. This backscattered radiation, which could be thought
of as arising from a standing polarization wave, cannot be
achieved in bulk materials and is one signature of the optical
cavity’s influence on the SHG process. While most examples
of cavity effects in nonlinear mixing have come from engineered
systems, similar effects should be visible in nanoscale structures
that have well-defined cavity eigenmodes. Here the shape of
the object (e.g., rods, ribbons, tetrapods, etc.) can lead to more
complex cavity modes and is expected to play an even greater
role in the nonlinear mixing process.
Zinc oxide has emerged as an ideal material for exploring
structurally dependent optical phenomena.13 The diverse set of
synthetically available crystalline structures that include wires,
rods, and tetrapods provide an array of complex geometrical
architectures to investigate.14 Its wide band gap (3.37 eV, 368
nm) and strong exciton binding energy (60 meV)15 lead to an
intense violet-blue emission under UV excitation that is targeted
for many next generation optical device applications. When an
object’s dimensions are comparable to the wavelength, its size
and shape play a central role in determining its optical properties.
The hexagonal cross section of the ZnO structure can support
both Fabry-Pérot (i.e., standing wave) and whispering gallery
modes, and several groups have studied the affects of these
optical resonator modes on the ZnO photoluminescence.16-21
Optical waveguiding and photon confinement are observed in
a variety of structures, resulting in modulated spectral properties.
These processes, which are integral to the function of many
devices including nanowire lasers,22 are present even when the
transverse dimension is smaller than the emission wavelength.
While cavity effects on the emission properties of nanostructured
materials have been studied, their influence on second-order
nonlinear optical processes has remained largely unexplored.
This paper examines the effect of cavity modes on the SHG
process in individual needle-like ZnO rods using second
harmonic microscopy. The images show areas of cavity-
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Figure 1. Schematic representation of the nonlinear microscope.
Individual rods are excited by a femtosecond laser pulse from a modelocked Ti:sapphire laser that is focused to a diffraction limited spot by
a microscope objective placed below the sample plane. Two-photon
photoluminescence and second harmonic light emanating from the rod
is collected by the objective, transmitted through a dichroic beamsplitter,
focused onto the entrance slit of a monochromator and detected by a
photomultiplier tube. Imaging is achieved by raster scanning the sample
across the focal point of the objective.

enhanced second harmonic intensity along the longitudinal axis
(c-axis) of the rod that are periodically distributed, symmetrically
situated relative to the rod midpoint, and have positions that
vary with the fundamental frequency. The spatial modulation
is a direct consequence of the fundamental (ω) coupling into
cavity modes of the ZnO resonator that are oriented transverse
to the rod axis, resulting in enhanced backscattered second
harmonic light. Second harmonic generation in bulk materials
propagates in a forward direction due to phase matching,
whereas the presence of backward propagating SHG is a direct
consequence of nonlinear mixing in a microcavity. Our results
point to the potential for exploiting the resonator properties of
individual objects, possibly paving the way for the development
of novel nonlinear optical devices.
II. Experimental Section
The nonlinear microscope consists of an ultrafast laser source
coupled to a far-field microscope (Figure 1). A mode-locked
Ti:sapphire laser (Spectra Physics Tsunami) pumped by a 5 W
frequency-doubled continuous-wave diode laser (Spectra Physics
Millenia) is used as the excitation source. The system produces
80 fs pulses at a 76 MHz repetition rate and can be tuned
between 720 and 850 nm with a maximum power output of
approximately 1 W. The laser output is sent through a Faraday
isolator and prism-pair compressor operated in a double pass
configuration. A half-wave plate and polarizing cube serve as
a variable attenuator, reducing the average power entering the
microscope to about 10 mW. The beam diameter is expanded
by a factor of 4 and directed, by reflection off a dichroic mirror
(R, 680-1000 nm; T, 360-650 nm), into the objective
(Olympus MSPlan 50×, NA 0.8) of an inverted microscope,
overfilling its back aperture. Light focused by the objective onto
the sample results in two-photon emission and/or second
harmonic generation. Light collected by the objective is
transmitted through the beamsplitter, focused onto the entrance
slit of a monochromator, and detected by a photomultiplier tube
operated in a photon-counting mode. Under typical experimental
conditions, a signal photon is detected for every 500-1000 laser
pulses. Images are compiled by raster-scanning the excitation
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spot over the sample using a piezoelectric x-y translation stage
with a step-size and reproducibility that are both less than 20
nm. The spatial resolution of the microscope is determined by
the size of the laser beam at the focus of the objective. Since
the probability of two-photon excitation and second harmonic
generation scales with the square of the laser intensity, efficient
excitation occurs only at the focal point, resulting in confocallike behavior and a lateral dimension that is smaller than the
diffraction limit. The diameter (δ) of the excitation region is
estimated23 from δ ) 2(ln 2)1/2(0.325λ)/21/2 NA0.91 to be
approximately 350 nm. Images obtained from 100 nm fluorescent beads yielded a point spread function with a width of ∼400
nm.
Synthesis. ZnO structures were grown using hydrothermal
and solution phase techniques adapted from Cheng et al.24 and
Li et al.25 Rods analyzed in this work are synthesized by
incubating a 0.05 M solution of Zn(NO3)2 and methenamine
((CH2)6N4) under hydrothermal conditions for 3 h at 150 °C.
The needle-like rods, which range in length from 1 to 30 µm,
are collected on glass slides placed at the bottom of the reaction
container. After completion of the reaction, the slide is removed
from the container and sonicated in ethanol (200 proof) to
harvest the rods. Microscopy samples are prepared by dropcasting ∼250 µL of the ZnO/ethanol suspension onto a
microscope slide. Once the ethanol evaporates, the slide is placed
on the scanning stage with the ZnO rods directly facing the
objective lens. Imaging is performed without a coverslip under
ambient conditions.
III. Results and Discussion
A scanning electron microscopy (SEM) image of a typical
ZnO rod is displayed in Figure 2a. The SEM image shows a
faceted ZnO rod that is ∼9 µm in length with a hexagonal cross
section whose c-axis is directed along the primary growth
direction. The diameter varies along the length of the rod from
about 500 nm at the ends to approximately 1.5 µm at its widest
point. Figure 2e shows the emission spectrum following twophoton excitation at 730 nm (1.70 eV) of the ZnO rod shown
in Figure 2a. Since the spatial extent of the excitation (400 nm)
is smaller than the rod (9 µm), the emission collected by the
objective originates from a localized region of the structure,
which in this case is the midpoint of the rod. The spectrum
contains a sharp SHG peak at 365 nm (3.40 eV), a band edge
emission peak at 390 nm (3.18 eV), and a broad peak centered
at 550 nm (2.25 eV) that is commonly assigned to trap states
arising from defects in the crystal structure.1 Panels b-d of
Figure 2 show the images obtained at the second harmonic, band
edge, and trap state emission wavelengths, respectively. The
band edge and trap state emission images show increased
intensity at the ends of the rod, and a reduction in emission
intensity at the midpoint that could be evidence of a grain
boundary not observed in the SEM.
The SHG image differs considerably from the two emission
images, displaying a periodic pattern of enhanced intensity along
the rod axis. Although not apparent in this particular rod,
periodic variations are occasionally observed in band edge and
trap state emission images; however, the contrast is much lower
and exists in only a very small portion of analyzed rods. While
the periodic SHG pattern is a general phenomenon that is
reproduced in a large number of needle-like rods, it is not
observed in all rod shapes. SHG images of ZnO nanowires
obtained by other groups using near-field and far-field methods
do not show periodic variation of the type observed here.21,26
The pattern is also not observed in rods with parallel sides, i.e.,
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from two plane-parallel facets (Figure 3f). For the needle-like
structures, excitation at different points along the rod axis
corresponds to interaction with resonators of varying cavity
lengths. The intensity of the fundamental stored within a
Fabry-Pérot resonator of cavity length d is given by29

Iω(d) ) I0

1

( )

n2d
1 + F sin 2π
λω

(1)

2

Figure 2. Nonlinear second harmonic and two-photon emission
microscopy of an individual ZnO rod. (a) Scanning electron microscopy
image of a needle-like ZnO rod that is approximately 9 µm in length
with its c-axis as the primary growth direction. (b) Second harmonic
microscopy image (365 nm) and two-photon photoluminescence images
corresponding to (c) band-edge (BE) emission (390 nm) and (d) trap
state emission (550 nm) observed following excitation at 730 nm (1.7
eV). Periodic variation is clear in the second harmonic image, whereas
the photoluminescence images show no such variation. (e) The steadystate emission spectrum observed following excitation at the midpoint
of the rod.

rectangular profiles (data not shown), suggesting that the
phenomenon is associated with the variation in diameter that
occurs along the length of the rod in the needle-shaped structure.
These observations invoke the question: What is the physical
explanation for the periodic pattern? The periodic nature suggests
that the phenomenon is linked to optical cavity modes supported
by the ZnO resonator. Such an assertion is not without precedence.
A variety of ZnO structures are observed to support optical cavity
modes, and because of the short cavity lengths, the spacing between
adjacent resonances is oftentimes large enough that they can be
resolved in the emission spectrum.16-22,27,28 The image in Figure
2b is a direct manifestation of the cavity and its affect on the
SHG process. In principle the active modes could either lie longitudinal or transverse to the rod axis; however, the geometry
of our experiment (Figure 1) suggests that it is modes supported
by the cross section of the rod that are giving rise to the periodic
pattern.
The simplest cavity that can be supported by the hexagonal
cross section of a ZnO rod is a Fabry-Pérot resonator formed

where the finesse F ) 4R/(1 - R)2 can be determined from the
indices of refraction inside (n2) and outside (n1) the resonator
with the reflection at the boundaries given by R ) (n1 - n2)2/
(n1 + n2)2 at normal incidence. Iω(d) is a periodic function with
maximum coupling into the cavity occurring for values of d
equal to an integer number of half-wavelengths, i.e., d ) m(λω/
2n2) with m ) 1, 2, 3, etc. Depicted in Figure 3b is Iω(d)
obtained with n1 ) 1.0 (air), n2 ) 2.3 (ZnO), and λω ) 746
nm. The intensity stored in the cavity exhibits a series of broad
resonances spaced at multiples of 162 nm. The widths of the
resonances are a result of the low reflectivity at the interfaces
(∼15%). It is the periodic nature of Iω(d) combined with a
varying facet separation along the rod axis that is the qualitative
origin of the second harmonic generated images.
We have taken this qualitative idea one step further and used
the resonance function, Iω(d) shown in Figure 3b to simulate
the second harmonic patterns observed in our images. Displayed
in panels d and e of Figure 3 are the SHG and SEM images of
a 9 µm long ZnO rod. The procedure involves first using the
SEM image to measure the diameter of the rod, dr (Figure 4f)
as a function of distance along the rod axis. The facet separation
is then estimated from the diameter assuming that the cross
section is a perfect hexagon (dFP ) 3 1/2dr/2); the result is
displayed in Figure 3a. The SHG intensity along the rod axis is
obtained by mapping the square of the intensity values (I2ω )
Iω2) in Figure 3b onto the facet separation in Figure 3a. Since
the plane-parallel plates of the hexagon do not extend toward
infinity but only span the length of a facet (s Figure 3f), the
spatial intensity variation perpendicular to the rod axis is
approximated as a Gaussian with a full width at half-maximum
of s. The result is a matrix of intensity values displayed in Figure
3c. Despite the simplicity of the model the simulated image is
in remarkable agreement with the experimental image. The
relatively minor differences between the experimental and
simulated images may be due to an uncertainty in the refractive
index for ZnO since a range of values between 2.2 and 2.4 have
been reported for the wavelengths of interest,1 or they reflect
an imperfect hexagonal cross section (i.e., not all facets are of
equal length implying that dFP ) 31/2dr/2 is only approximate).
Furthermore, the simulation models the needle-like structure of
the rod as a series of hexagonal slabs calculating the energy
stored in the cavity assuming the facets are parallel and using
that to determine the intensity of the second harmonic. The facets
are not quite parallel, and in this respect our model is only
approximate. The tapered shape introduces walk-off that would
decrease the finesse of the cavity relative to the parallel geometry
assumed in the model. Since ZnO has low reflectivity at the
interfaces (∼15%), it already has a low finesse and walk-off
would just reduce this further. Despite this limitation, the
similarity between the simulated and experimental images
suggests that the additional reduction in the cavity finesse
introduced by nonparallel facets is a relatively minor effect.
The resonance condition (d ) m(λω/2n2)) predicts that for a
given mode number (m), the resonant cavity length will increase
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Figure 3. Cavity mode analysis of the second harmonic images. (a) A plot of facet separation (dFP) as a function of distance along the rod axis
measured from the SEM image of the needle-like ZnO rod shown in panel (e). (b) Intensity of the fundamental (Iω) stored inside a Fabry-Pérot
resonator as a function of cavity length. Obtained using eq 1 with n1 ) 1.0 (air), n2 ) 2.3 (ZnO) and λω ) 746 nm. The intensity stored in the cavity
exhibits a series of broad resonances spaced at multiples of 162 nm. The widths of the resonances are a result of the low reflectivity at the interfaces
(∼15%). The solid lines represent the fwhm (Iω) of integer m ) 6 half-wavelengths which fit inside the resonator. (c) Simulated second harmonic
generated microscopy image using (a) and (b). (d) Experimentally collected second harmonic generated microscopy image. (e) Scanning electron
microscopy image of a needle-like ZnO rod used to generate (a). (f) Illustration of the hexagonal cross section of a ZnO rod with facet separation
(dFP), diameter (dr), and facet length (s).

linearly with the fundamental wavelength. Figure 4 displays a
series of SHG images collected over a range of excitation
wavelengths. The images obtained from 726 to 750 nm (λ2ω )
363-375 nm) are relatively similar, each displaying the clear
periodic pattern that was also present in Figure 2b. Inspection
of multiple rods confirms that in general each resonance spot
moves toward the midpoint of the rod (in the direction of larger
dFP) as λω is tuned to the red. This general trend is apparent in
Figure 5, which represents data obtained from four different
rods. The figure shows the facet separation (dFP) at three SHG
resonances, which correspond to m ) 5, 6, and 7 standing wave
modes, as a function of excitation wavelength. The shaded areas
depict the resonant cavity lengths predicted by d ) m(λω/2n2)
for n2 between 2.2 and 2.4.
The absence of the same modulation in the two-photon
emission images (Figure 2c,d) indicates that the physical origin
of the pattern is not simply a consequence of the spatial variation
in light intensity along the rod due to the coupling of fundamental optical field into the Fabry-Pérot modes of the ZnO
resonator. The pattern instead stems from the standing wave
that is created between the two parallel facets. This standing
wave, which can be thought of as a superposition of two
propagating waves traveling in opposite directions, in turn
produces a second-order polarization wave with zero phase
velocity that extends throughout the rod. The standing-wave
nature of this polarization leads to the generation of second
harmonic photons that propagate in both forward and back
directions. The backscattered second harmonic is not produced
in bulk ZnO and is a direct consequence of second harmonic
generation in an optical resonator. When the near-infrared

photon energy is larger than half the ZnO band gap, the second
harmonic will likely travel only 100 nm before it is reabsorbed
by the ZnO. Under these conditions it is unlikely that the second
harmonic couples into a resonator mode. It is the nonlinear
polarization standing wave that is responsible for the observed
enhanced backscattered SHG; when the facet separation is such
that the fundamental is off resonance, the standing wave is not
formed and the backscattered second harmonic generation is
suppressed.
Excitation above the ZnO band gap (726-750 nm) results
in SHG images that are dominated by the standing wave pattern
with the most intense second harmonic along the center of the
rod. When the fundamental wavelength is tuned below the band
gap, from 750 to 810 nm, a qualitatively different SHG behavior
is observed (Figure 4). At the lowest energies (λω ) 775-810
nm) the second harmonic intensity shifts to the outside of the
rod to coincide with the rod vertices and angled facets giving
rise to a complicated intensity pattern. The images obtained at
intermediate excitation wavelengths (755 and 762 nm) appear
to be a combination of these two extremes. The origin of this
shift is not entirely clear but may reflect a competition between
different types of cavity modes supported by the rod cross
section.
While a Fabry-Pérot cavity is the simplest cavity that could
be formed inside a hexagon cross section, it is not the only one
available. Whispering gallery modes (WGM) correspond to the
circulation of light around the perimeter of the rod due to total
internal reflection off each of the six facets, resulting in larger
Q-factors when compared to standing wave Fabry-Pérot modes,
where the reflectivity is only ∼15%. The main cavity loss for
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in ZnO structures has come from modulation in their emission
spectra,16,18-20,27,28 with far fewer observations resulting from
direct imaging. One recent exception to this is the report of
periodic modulation in SHG images of ZnO tetrapods,31 consistent with our results; however, the resolution of those images
precluded the direct observation of preferential emission from
the vertices and the assignment was made on the basis of
geometrical arguments. The competition between the WGM and
Fabry-Pérot modes may stem from the reabsorption of the
second harmonic at the blue end of the excitation range, giving
rise to a path-length-dependent loss that would favor the shorter
Fabry-Pérot cavity. We are currently employing the finitedifference time-domain (FDTD) method,32 using a freely available software package,33 to further explore this competition.
IV. Conclusion

Figure 4. Second harmonic images as function of excitation wavelength. An array of second harmonic generation microscopy images of
a needle-like ZnO rod after photoexcitation over a range of fundamental
wavelengths (726-810 nm). The images show periodic areas of
enhanced SHG intensity. The SHG intensity pattern qualitatively
changes around 377 nm, correlating with excitations falling below the
band gap. Each SHG image is scaled individually, masking the variation
in the absolute intensity that is observed across this range. In particular,
as the second harmonic photon energy is tuned toward the exciton
resonance (380 nm), we observe an increase in the SHG efficiency
due to resonance enhancement.

Spatial imaging of single needle-shaped ZnO structures using
second harmonic generation microscopy exhibit cavity-enhanced
second-order mixing. Images obtained from individual structures
show areas of enhanced second harmonic intensity along the
longitudinal axis of the rod that are periodically distributed and
symmetrically situated relative to the rod midpoint while both
band-edge and trap state emissions do not. It is the periodic
nature of the intensity of the fundamental contained inside the
cavity Iω(d) combined with a varying facet separation along the
rod axis that is the qualitative origin of the second harmonic
generated images. The spatial modulation is a direct consequence
of the fundamental optical field coupling into standing wave
resonator modes of the ZnO structure, leading to an enhanced
backscattered second harmonic condition that cannot be achieved
in bulk ZnO. As the fundamental wavelength is tuned below
the band gap, a qualitative change in the SHG image is observed.
The complicated image is most likely due to the competition
between Fabry-Pérot and whispering gallery modes.
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