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a b s t r a c t
Nickel oxide (NiO) thin ﬁlms have been prepared by magnetron sputtering, with different Ar/O2 ratios
in the plasma, on several substrates, including hexagonally arranged nanoporous anodic alumina membranes (AAM). The obtained ﬁlms exhibit columnar growth, which makes it possible to preserve the
hexagonal order of the AAM substrates in the NiO thin ﬁlms. X ray diffraction patterns show a polycrystalline structure with a crystallographic texture that depends on the plasma composition. Additionally,
the NiO lattice parameter increases with the oxygen content of the plasma. The presence of oxygen during deposition is responsible for these structural changes, as well as for an oxygen enrichment in the NiO
ﬁlms, which leads to changes in their electrical properties. The electrical resistivity of the ﬁlms decreases
with the oxygen content of the plasma, which suggests p-type conductivity due to oxygen enrichment in
the NiO lattice. Indeed, an analysis of the EXAFS oscillations at the Ni–K edge conﬁrms the lattice expansion and a decrease of the Ni–Ni coordination number when the oxygen content of the plasma increases,
which points towards an increasing presence of Ni vacancies for larger values of the O2 /Ar ratio.
© 2013 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
Nanostructured oxide materials are currently the subject of
intensive research due to their outstanding properties that make
them attractive not only for fundamental studies, but also for a wide
range of applications [1–3]. Among the transition metal oxides,
nickel oxide can be found in several technological applications,
such as electrochromic display devices, gas sensors, biosensors,
solar cells, catalysis, electrochemical capacitors, or electrodes in
lithium-ion batteries [4–12]. In many of these applications, such as
in catalysis or gas, sensing, the interaction with the surrounding
environment plays a very important role. The use of nanostructured materials increases the effective surface, and, consequently,
enhances the yield of the surface reactions of interest.
Nickel oxide can be obtained by a variety of methods, both
chemical [13–15] and physical [16–18]. Among the physical
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methods, reactive sputtering has been most widely used, giving
high deposition rates, uniformity over large areas of the substrates
and good control of the composition and structure of the deposited
ﬁlms. The ﬁnal properties of the grown material depend on the
main deposition parameters, such as substrate temperature,
oxygen partial pressure, sputtering power, or distance between
target and substrate.
According to the three zone model of Thornton [19] the ﬁnal
microstructure of sputter deposited coatings basically depends on
the substrate temperature and the gas pressure. For low temperatures (compared to the adsorbate melting temperature) and
high pressures (of the order of 10 mTorr), the resulting microstructure is very porous, formed by columns of material separated by
voids. This is due to a low diffusion rate and to shadowing of
the deposited material. This effect increases for oblique deposition
angles. Since one of our objectives is to obtain nanoporous coatings
at the nanoscale we have used low temperature, high pressure, and
a certain deposition angle in our sputtering system to obtain NiO
nanostructured coatings. We have used as substrates glass, silicon,
and, to enhance the nanoporous growth of the ﬁlms, anodic alumina
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nanoporous membranes. The obtained coatings were characterized
by scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and X-ray diffraction (XRD).
Electrical measurements were carried out to determine their electrical resistivity. A detailed analysis of EXAFS measurements taken
at the Ni–K edge allowed us to correlate the measured electrical
conductivity with the presence of Ni vacancies.

2. Materials and methods
NiO nanostructured coatings were grown by RF magnetron
sputtering of a NiO target (AJA International, 99.95% purity). Different substrates were used in order to study the effects of the
substrate surface morphology on the ﬁnal properties of the NiO
ﬁlms. Glass microscope slides and single-crystal silicon wafers
(p-type with (1 0 0) orientation) were used as planar substrates.
Commercial (Synkera Technologies) anodic alumina membranes
(AAM) grown on aluminum were used as nanostructured substrates. The pore diameter of the AAM was ∼35 nm, and the distance
between pores was ∼100 nm, which gives a porosity of approximately 11%. The thickness of the AAM was 500 nm. Except for the
AAM, all substrates were ultrasonically cleaned by immersing them
subsequently in acetone and methanol. For a given sputtering condition, NiO was deposited simultaneously on all substrates, which
guarantees that all samples were grown on different substrates
under identical conditions.
NiO coatings were deposited at room temperature by RF
magnetron sputtering in a high vacuum chamber with a base
pressure < 10−7 mbar. The pressure used for plasma ignition was
1.5 × 10−2 mbar, and was maintained at this value during the whole
growth process. The deposition time was 1 h. The plasma was composed of a mixture of oxygen and argon, with an oxygen content
ranging from 0% to 70%. The substrates were rotated during deposition at about 10 rpm in order to obtain a more uniform ﬁlm. The
angle of the sputtering cathode with respect to the normal to the
substrates surface was 23◦ (off-axis), and the distance between
target and substrate was 8 cm. Before starting deposition a presputtering of 5 min was performed in order to clean the target
surface. The magnetron power was set to 100 W. Although no heating of the substrates was applied, a temperature increase of about
50 ◦ C, induced by the plasma, was observed at the surface of the
substrates at the end of the deposition, as was monitored by an IR
external pyrometer operating through a sapphire window.
X-ray diffraction (XRD) measurements were carried out with
a Panalytical Xpert PRO diffractometer in grazing incidence condition. In the setup used, an X-ray tube providing Cu K-alpha
radiation with the corresponding optical setup provides a parallel and monochromatic X-ray beam. XRD data were collected with
a beam incidence angle of 1◦ and 2 scan between 30 and 70◦ with
a step size of 0.03◦ and a counting time of 5 s/step. In the Rietveld
reﬁnement, instrument functions were empirically parameterised
from the proﬁle shape analysis of a corundum sample measured
under grazing incidence at the same conditions. The morphology of the deposited NiO ﬁlms was observed by scanning electron
microscopy (SEM), using a Philips XL30 S-FEG microscope equipped
with a ﬁeld-emission cathode, at an accelerating voltage of 20 kV.
The electrical resistivity of the ﬁlms was measured at room temperature by the Van der Pauw method using an Ecopia HMS-5000
system.
XAS spectra were measured above the Ni–K edge (E ≈ 8.3 keV) at
the SpLine BM25 experimental station of the European Synchrotron
Radiation Facility (ESRF) in Grenoble, France. Measurements were
carried out at room temperature in ﬂuorescence mode, using a
multi-element solid-state multichannel detector. The XAS spectra were processed according to standard procedures [20] and the
EXAFS signals were analyzed by using the VIPER program [21].
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Every measurements and ﬁttings were systematically performed
on samples deposited on AAM and Si substrates, with no signiﬁcant
difference.

3. Results and discussion
Fig. 1 shows SEM images of NiO coatings grown with 50% oxygen content in the plasma on nanoporous AAM (images 1a and 1b)
and on ﬂat Si substrates (images 1c and 1d). As it can be clearly
seen in Fig. 1a, the hexagonal structure of the AAM substrate is
kept in the NiO ﬁlm after deposition, which results in the formation of a hexagonally arranged NiO nanoporous ﬁlm. This behavior
was observed for all samples grown on AAM substrates with different oxygen content in the plasma, from 0% to 70%. Fig. 1b shows
a cross section of the same membrane as the one shown in Fig. 1a.
The columns that build up the hexagonal nanoporous structure are
clearly seen. The top bright end of the columns corresponds to the
NiO coating, whereas the darker region below corresponds to the
AAM substrate. As the image shows, NiO grows only on top of the
alumina walls, without blocking or ﬁlling the pores. The thickness of
the NiO ﬁlm according to the SEM image is approximately 100 nm.
Fig. 1c and d shows a NiO coating grown under the same conditions
on a ﬂat surface, in this case on a Si single crystal. The top view
shows a very ﬁne, disordered structure, with grain sizes of about
20 nm. The cross section shown in Fig. 1d clearly reveals that each
of these grains is in fact the top side of a columnar grain that covers
most of the coating thickness. This columnar type of growth can
help to explain why the pores of the AAM substrate are kept after
NiO deposition, as is shown in Fig. 1a and b: NiO deposits on top of
the AAM walls, and the lack of lateral growth keeps the columnar
growth in the vertical direction.
Fig. 2 shows X-ray diffraction patterns of NiO samples grown
on Si with different plasma compositions. Samples grown on AAM
substrates were also measured, but the overlap of NiO peaks with
the signal coming from the AAM aluminum support prevented a
satisfactory analysis. Consequently, the following discussion on Xray diffraction concerns only NiO ﬁlms deposited on ﬂat substrates.
The oxygen content of the plasma is shown at the right of each
curve. The bottom curve corresponds to the sample grown with
pure argon plasma. It shows the typical features of cubic NiO, with
the (1 1 1) peak at 36.8◦ , the (2 0 0) peak at 42.9◦ , and the (2 2 0)
peak at 62.3◦ .
Compared with the intensity of the standard 2 peaks reported
on the ICDD card for bunsenite [22], the (2 0 0) peak has a higher relative intensity than expected, which indicates that the ﬁlm growth
follows preferentially this orientation. Similar behavior has already
been reported for other nanostructured NiO ﬁlms [13]. The features
observed in the range between 53◦ and 57◦ come from the silicon
substrate and are observed in all samples. The addition of oxygen to
the sputtering plasma has remarkable effects on the structure of the
grown ﬁlms. First, a broadening of the peaks and a decrease of their
intensity is clearly observed, the latter evidenced by a decrease
in the signal to noise ratio. These changes can be associated to
more disorder, smaller grain size, and even lattice microstrains. The
topmost curve, which corresponds to the sample grown with maximum oxygen content, seems to revert this trend, showing narrower
and more intense peaks than other samples grown with a lower
oxygen content. A second effect of the oxygen addition on the ﬁlms
growth is the change of preferential orientation. Already for 10%
O2 , the prevalence of the (2 0 0) peak disappears, with an intensity
ratio closer to standard polycrystalline NiO [22]. By increasing the
oxygen content of the plasma, the (1 1 1) and (2 2 0) peaks gradually increase, while the (2 0 0) relative peak intensity decreases. The
ﬁnal situation, for 70% oxygen, shows a clear preferential orientation along the (1 1 1) direction. Although there are some works in
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Fig. 1. High resolution SEM images of NiO coatings deposited on an AAM substrate – (a) and (b) – and on a Si single crystal – (c) and (d). Images (a) and (c) show top views
and images (b) and (d) show cross sections of the ﬁlms. The inset in image (a) shows a top view of the nanoporous alumina substrate before NiO deposition. The ratio of
Ar/O2 in the plasma during sputtering of this sample was 1/1.

Fig. 2. X-ray diffraction patterns of NiO samples grown on Si with different oxygen
content in the sputtering plasma. Measurements were taken in grazing incidence
condition with monochromatic X-rays from a Co tube.

the literature reporting the evolution of the crystallographic texture with the oxygen content, there is not a clear uniformity in the
trends [5,23–25]. In any case, it is clear that, while the columnar
growth shown in Fig. 1 is kept for all samples, the crystal orientation of the columns seems to depend very strongly on the oxygen
content of the plasma. The prevalence of the (1 1 1) peak for a higher
oxygen ratio in the plasma is probably related to free energy considerations of the NiO growth in an oxygen-rich atmosphere, as has
been proposed in a previous work [23].
Additionally to the mentioned changes in the diffraction patterns, a slight shift of the peaks towards lower angles can also
be observed, which suggests an increase of the lattice parameter. In order to quantify this effect, the curves were ﬁtted using a
standard Rietveld reﬁnement procedure. The results are shown in
Fig. 3, where the lattice parameter of standard polycrystalline NiO
(a = 4.177 Å [22]) is also shown for comparison. The value obtained
for the sample grown under pure Ar atmosphere is slightly larger
than that of the NiO reference, suggesting a small lattice expansion
for this sample. The expansion increases with the oxygen content
of the plasma, although this increase slows down at higher oxygen contents. A similar increase of the lattice parameter with the
oxygen content of the plasma has already been observed in a previous work [25]. This lattice expansion, together with the lattice
disorder and microstrains observed in Fig. 2, might be originated
by excess oxygen in the NiO lattice. The presence of oxygen ions in
the plasma and their interaction with the NiO target would produce
oxygen-enriched NiO particles that would be projected against the
substrates. Such oxygen enrichment would produce Ni vacancies
in the NiO lattice, and, if this is the case, the Ni–Ni mean coordination number should decrease. EXAFS is an experimental technique
that can give both interatomic distances and coordination numbers
of the ﬁrst neighbor layers around an emitter atom. Consequently,
this technique can help to conﬁrm the previous hypothesis.
The comparison of the Ni K-edge k2 –weighted EXAFS signals and
their Fourier transforms (FTs) are shown in Fig. 4. The EXAFS signals
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Fig. 3. Evolution of the lattice parameter of NiO coatings deposited on Si substrates
with the oxygen content in the sputtering plasma. Lattice parameter values were
obtained by Rietveld reﬁnement of the original data.

have been obtained after removing the background by a cubic spline
polynomial ﬁtting and by normalizing the magnitude of the oscillations to the edge jump. The corresponding pseudoradial distribution function around the absorbing atom has been obtained by performing the Fourier transform using a Hanning window in the range
2.3 ≤ k ≤ 10.3 Å−1 . For this comparative study, the Fourier transform
of the EXAFS signals was performed within the same k-range. Fig. 4a

Fig. 4. (a) EXAFS signal obtained from the X-ray absorption spectra of samples
grown with 0% O2 and with 70% O2 in the plasma, respectively. Data have been
scaled by k2 to enhance the EXAFS oscillations at higher k values; (b) module of the
Fourier Transform (FT) of the EXAFS signal obtained for samples grown with 0%, 20%,
40%, and 70% O2 in the plasma.
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shows the EXAFS signal of samples grown with 0% O2 and with 70%
O2 , respectively. The frequency of the oscillations is very similar
in both cases, but a larger amplitude damping is clearly observed
for the 70% sample at high k-values. This damping occurs gradually
along the whole series, increasing from 0% to 70%, so the data shown
in Fig. 4a correspond to the sample with the highest amplitude (0%
O2 ) and that with the lowest amplitude (70% O2 ). Such a decrease
in the amplitude of the EXAFS oscillations can be caused by either a
decrease of the coordination number or an increase of the structural
disorder. In order to distinguish which effect is responsible for the
amplitude damping, a precise analysis of the EXAFS data is required.
Fig. 4b shows the module of the Fourier transform (FT) of the
EXAFS signal obtained for samples grown with 0%, 20%, 40% and 70%
oxygen in the plasma. Phase corrections have not been included, so
the position of the peaks differs by ∼0.5 Å from their correct values.
The ﬁrst peak, at an approximate position of 1.5 Å, corresponds to
the Ni–O ﬁrst-neighbor distance, and the second peak, located at
∼2.5 Å, to the Ni–Ni second-neighbor distance. The broad region
above 3 Å corresponds to the contribution from multiple scattering
events and from outer shells, made up of several Ni Ni and Ni O
bonds, although the contribution of Ni Ni bonds dominates [26].
Similarly to the amplitude of the EXAFS oscillations, the height of
the peaks in the EXAFS FT curves is related to the structural disorder
and the coordination number. In the cubic NiO lattice, each nickel
atom is surrounded by a ﬁrst-neighbor shell with 6 oxygen atoms,
and by a second-neighbor shell with 12 nickel atoms. This explains
the larger height of the Ni–Ni peak as compared to that of the Ni–O
one observed in all curves shown in Fig. 4b. The intensity of the
Ni–O peak clearly decreases down to a certain level upon oxygen
addition to the plasma. On the other hand, the decrease of the Ni–Ni
peak and that of the outer shells features is more gradual, with an
intermediate level for the 20% sample, and a lower level for the 40%
and 70% samples. Note that the Ni–Ni peak relative intensity of the
70% sample with respect to the 0% sample is much lower than that
of the Ni–O peak for the same samples.
Similar EXAFS results have been previously reported on different NiO nanostructured systems [26,27]. In these works, a damping
of the EXAFS signal and a consequent decrease of the FT peaks has
also been observed, and explained in terms of lattice relaxation at
the grain boundaries of nanocrystalline samples. Such relaxation
produces an increase of the structural disorder, a decrease of the
coordination number, and a slight expansion of the crystal lattice. In
our case, the nanostructured morphology shown in Fig. 1, together
with the expected oxygen enrichment induced by the presence of
oxygen in the plasma during growth, should lead to similar results.
With this in mind, we have performed a quantitative EXAFS analysis by using the phase and amplitude transferability method [28].
The backscattering amplitude, phase, and photoelectron mean free
path factor were obtained from the experimental EXAFS spectra
of the appropriate reference compound, in our case the sample
grown with 0% oxygen in the plasma. In this way the Fourier
ﬁltered EXAFS contribution of the ﬁrst two coordination shells was
obtained by back-transforming the FTs in the 1.0 ≤ r ≤ 3.2 range
using a Hanning window. Least ‘squares ﬁtting of the extracted
signals was performed by using VIPER [21]. The ﬁtting procedure
was systematically performed for samples deposited on AAM
and Si substrates, with no signiﬁcant difference. The results are
shown in Table 1. The analysis of the bond lengths reveals a lattice
expansion of about 0.5% when going from 0% to 70% oxygen in the
plasma, which is consistent with the lattice expansion found by
XRD. The difference between both values is probably originated by
relaxation of the atomic positions around the Ni vacancies, as it is
proposed in reference [29]. The Debye–Waller factor increases with
the oxygen content of the plasma. This parameter is related to the
relative displacement of the atoms with respect to their mean positions, i.e., to the structural disorder, and is indicative of increasing
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Table 1
Results of the ﬁtting analysis of the EXAFS data obtained on NiO ﬁlms grown with different oxygen content in the plasma for the ﬁrst two shells: 1 (Ni–O) and 2 (Ni–Ni). The
maximum uncertainty in the coordination number is of the order of 10%.
SAMPLE % oxygen

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70

Neighbour Distance (Å) ± 0.003

Debye–Waller factor (Å2) ± 0.002

N1

N2

R1

R2

S1

S2

6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6

12
11.8
11.7
11.7
11.4
11.3
11
11

2.084
2.084
2.084
2.080
2.082
2.083
2.083
2.082

2.954
2.954
2.958
2.958
2.966
2.966
2.965
2.966

0.010
0.010
0.012
0.011
0.014
0.014
0.013
0.014

0.010
0.011
0.012
0.012
0.013
0.014
0.013
0.014

Coordination number

disorder/strain through increasing oxygen incorporation. Finally,
the coordination number decreases with the oxygen content of the
plasma. In the case of the Ni Ni bond, this parameter could be set to
12 for the sample grown with 0% O2 , but it gradually decreased with
the oxygen content. Best ﬁts (see Table 1) indicate that the Ni–Ni
coordination number gradually decreases down to ∼11 for the
sample grown with 70% O2 . Although the maximum uncertainty
in the coordination number determination is of the order of 10%,
these results point towards an increasing presence of Ni vacancies
as the oxygen content of the plasma increases, in agreement with
recent results reported by Anspoks et al. on nanosized NiO [29]
The presence of Ni vacancies, with the consequent oxygen
enrichment, is expected to have some effect on the macroscopic
properties of the deposited ﬁlms, especially in their electrical properties [25,30–32]. In Fig. 5 we show the resistivity of the NiO
ﬁlms grown on a ﬂat insulating substrate, in this case glass, and
on the AAM nanoporous substrates. In both cases there is a clear
decreasing trend with the oxygen content of the plasma. Resistivity
values of samples grown on AAM substrates are higher than those
of samples grown on ﬂat substrates by approximately two orders of
magnitude. This difference must be related to the presence of pores
in the ﬁrst case, which hinder the in-plane electronic movement,
increasing the resistivity. In any case, for both substrates the effect
of increasing the oxygen content of the plasma is to reduce the
electrical resistivity. This trend has already been observed in previous works [16,30,31]. By comparing this ﬁgure with Fig. 3, one can
observe a clear correlation between the measured resistivity and
the lattice parameter. The larger the oxygen content of the plasma,
the larger the lattice parameter, and the lower the electrical resistivity. Even sample grown with 0% oxygen, with a lattice parameter
slightly higher than stoichiometric NiO shows a reduced resistivity value [32]. The observed changes in resistivity are correlated

to the concentration of Ni vacancies, i.e., to the coordination number observed by EXAFS: the lower the Ni–Ni coordination number,
the lower the resistivity. Interestingly, the EXAFS analysis shows a
similar behavior for samples grown with 40% and 70% oxygen in
the plasma, which agrees with the saturation-like trend observed
in the lattice parameter variation and in the electrical resistivity
measurements. NiO is very usually reported as a p-type semiconductor [16]. This electrical behavior is based on the conduction by
holes. The observed oxygen enrichment in the NiO lattice, with the
appearance of Ni vacancies, would create the necessary holes to
produce p-type conduction. This oxygen enrichment would also
produce a distortion of the NiO lattice, which would result in the
lattice expansion observed in Fig. 3.
4. Conclusions
We have grown NiO thin ﬁlms by magnetron sputtering with
mixed Ar/O2 plasma on several substrates. The ﬁlms grow in
columns, with crystallographic textures that depend on the oxygen
content of the plasma, being the (2 0 0) direction the preferential
one at lower oxygen content, and the (1 1 1) direction that at higher
oxygen content. The ﬁlms grown on alumina nanoporous membranes keep the porous structure of the substrates, which results
in NiO hexagonally ordered nanoporous structures. An increase
of the lattice parameter with the oxygen content of the plasma,
together with a broadening of the diffraction peaks, was observed.
The analysis of the diffraction curves reveals a lattice expansion of
about 1% associated with the oxygen content of the plasma. On the
other hand, EXAFS data show a decrease of the Ni–Ni coordination
number when the oxygen content of the plasma increases, which
can only be explained by an increasing presence of Ni-vacancies in
the NiO lattice. Both the lattice expansion and the presence of Ni
vacancies seem to be correlated with the electrical behavior of the
samples. The electrical resistivity of the NiO ﬁlms decreases with
the oxygen content of the plasma, which is consistent with p-type
conductivity originated by an oxygen enrichment in the NiO lattice.
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