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ABSTRACT
Strain engineering has been extensively explored to modulate the various intrinsic properties of flexible inorganic semiconductor films. How-
ever, experimental characterization of tensile and compressive strain-induced modulation of optoelectronic properties and their differences
has not been easily implemented in flexible inorganic semiconductor films. Herein, the strain-dependent structural, optical, and optoelec-
tronic properties of flexible ZnO films under pre-tensile and pre-compressive strains are systemically investigated by a Mueller matrix
ellipsometry-based quantitative characterization method combined with x-ray diffraction and first-principle calculation. With extended
prestress-driven deposition processing under bi-direction bending modes, pre-tensile and pre-compressive strains with symmetric magni-
tudes can be achieved in flexible ZnO films, which allows precise observation of the strain-driven asymmetric modulation of optoelectronic
properties. When the applied prestrain varies approximately equally from 0% (baseline) to −0.99% (compression) and 1.07% (tensility),
respectively, the relative changes for the c-axis lattice constant are 0.0133 and 0.0104 Å, respectively. Meanwhile, the dependence factors of
the bandgap energy on the pre-compression and pre-tensile strains were determined as −0.0099 and −0.0156 eV/%, respectively, and the
complex refractive index also presents an asymmetric varying trend. With the help of the strain–stress analysis and the first-principle calcula-
tion, the intriguing asymmetric strain-optical modulation effect could be attributed to the biaxial strain mechanism and the difference in the
deformation potential between the two prestrain modes. These systematic investigation consequences are thus promising as a basis for the
booming applications of the flexible inorganic semiconductor ensemble.

© 2024 Author(s). All article content, except where otherwise noted, is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0202381

I. INTRODUCTION

Strain engineering is showing remarkable prospects for mod-
ulating and tailoring the physical and chemical properties of var-
ious semiconductor materials or films.1–7 By introducing strain
engineering, the optical,8,9 electronic,10,11 magnetic,12 and surface
properties13,14 of inorganic semiconductor materials can be more
sufficiently and autonomously tuned than in a strain-free system.
The corresponding modulation mechanisms are usually elucidated
in terms of the variations in electronic structure and molecu-
lar orbital,6,7,15,16 which are fundamentally caused by the twist,
extension, or contraction of the bonds during the lattice defor-
mation. With abundant research involving first-principle calcu-
lation or preparation process analysis demonstrating the above

mechanisms’ rationality,6–14,17,18 deliberate performance modula-
tions via strain engineering are becoming a practical way to facilitate
the performance of related flexible electronic devices.

Due to their excellent optoelectronic properties,17,18 including
wide bandgap, transparency in the visible light band, good con-
ductivity after doping, and the advantages of easy preparation, low
cost, non-toxicity, and good thermal stability,19 ZnO films have
been widely used in various flexible electronic scenes,20–22 such as
organic light-emitting diode (OLED) flexible displays, transparent
electrodes of polymer solar cells, and thin film transistors. However,
due to the low stiffness and weak high-temperature tolerance of flex-
ible substrates, ZnO films grown on flexible substrates often exhibit
apparent mechanical and optical anisotropy,1,23 making preparing
and characterizing flexible ZnO films more challenging. Moreover,
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flexible ZnO film devices are usually loaded by strain or stress dur-
ing manufacturing and use,24 which has a noticeable impact on the
optoelectronic properties of ZnO films, thereby affecting the relia-
bility and stability of flexible film devices. Although some studies
have reported changes in optical properties such as band gaps and
band edges caused by stress or strain, whether anomalous or isolated
modulations,15,23,25–27 rare studies have systematically and experi-
mentally elucidated the stress-optics effect caused by stretching and
compression and the difference between these two modes. There-
fore, it is of great significance to accurately characterize flexible
ZnO films under a series of strain or stress loadings to obtain their
photoelectric responses to external mechanical loads.

In fact, there are many studies involving the effects of stretch-
ing, bending, and twisting on the bandgap, band edge, and electronic
structure of flexible films via first-principles calculations,28,29 bene-
fiting from the ease of modeling and simulation. On the contrary,
experimental observation and verification for the strain depen-
dency of optoelectronic properties in flexible ZnO films might
be rare due to the challenges in preparing ZnO films inherently
possessing a series of tensile and compressive strains without
fracturing and the limitation of readily available optical model-
ing and measurement techniques.13,15,23 Thus, it is of great value
to accurately characterize the optoelectronic properties of flexible
ZnO films that are inherently subject to tensile and compressive
strains.

Herein, we propose a Mueller matrix ellipsometry-based quan-
titative characterization method combined with x-ray diffraction
(XRD) and first-principle calculation to systemically investigate the
strain-dependent structural, optical, and electronic properties of
ZnO thin films deposited on polyethylene terephthalate (PET) sub-
strates. It is possible to prepare flexible ZnO films and load them
with tensile and compressive stress without cracking by in situ

pre-strained PET substrate-based sputtering deposition. Then, XRD
was used to determine the crystallographic structural parameters,
stress, and strain of the ZnO films, and the first-principles calcula-
tion was used to evaluate the effects of tensile and compressive stress
on the band structure. A broadband Mueller matrix ellipsometer
(MME) has been used to determine the optical constants and their
strain-dependent revolution of flexible ZnO films. Experimental and
simulation results demonstrated the flexible ZnO films’ asymmetric
optical and electronic responses to the in situ prestrain.

II. METHOD AND EXPERIMENTAL DETAILS
Flexible ZnO films with a nominal thickness of 120 nm were

prepared on the in situ prestrain-loaded PET substrate by using
radio frequency magnetron sputtering (TRP-450, SKY Technology
Development Co., Ltd., China) at room temperature, and the entire
experimental process was illustrated in Fig. 1(a). Before the deposi-
tion of the ZnO thin films, the 170 μm thick PET substrate (DuPont
Teijin Films, USA) is cut into 30 × 10 mm2 rectangular strips. By
fixing the ends of the PET strips and compressing one end using
a home-built fixture attached with a ruler, as shown in Figs. 1(a)
and 1(b), the PET strips were bent upward and downward into
sinusoidal shapes, respectively, which would lead to the pre-tensile
and pre-compressive strains within the substrate. With the bend-
ing curvatures being tuned appropriately, the magnitude of tensile
and compressive strains could be adjusted accordingly without any
cracking occurring in the PET strips. A group of pre-bent PET strips
fixed on the fixture under different bending conditions was put into
the sputtering chamber, while another group was released and used
for the reference measurement. Then, ZnO films with a nominal
average thickness of tZnO = 120 nm were deposited on the pre-bent
PET strips by setting the appropriate sputtering parameters, with

FIG. 1. (a) Schematic processing procedures for preparing in situ pre-stretched and pre-compressed ZnO films. (b) Schematic diagram of a home-built fixture attached to a
ruler. (c) An exemplary flexible ZnO film subjected to the tensile strain caused by downward bending. (d) Geometrical model of the upward bending. (e) Primitive cell and
irreducible Brillouin zone of ZnO crystal.
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the growth detailed as demonstrated in the supplementary material.
By releasing the samples back to the normal state after maintain-
ing one day of upward bending, the ZnO film is expected to be
subjected to uniaxial contraction with residual compressive stress
within the sample. While the release after downward bending would
induce the uniaxial stretch of the ZnO film, accompanied by resid-
ual tensile stress in the sample. Due to the moderate bending, all
the ZnO films are intact, and no apparent cracks appear on the
sample surface, which was observed by an optical super depth-of-
field microscope (DSX 510, Nikon, Japan). Figure 1(c) exhibits an
exemplary flexible ZnO film under tensile stress without apparent
cracks, demonstrating the high-quality and macroscopically con-
tinuous ZnO film grown by the pre-strained deposition. It should
be noted that the significant color change at the edge of the ZnO
film may be caused by reflection or scattering differences induced
by uneven film thickness and surface roughness. Since the adopted
probing spots are small enough, usually less than 2 mm, and the film
is relatively uniform in the center, the drastic changes in morphol-
ogy at the edge of the ZnO film will not affect subsequent XRD and
MME measurements.

To estimate the strain applied within the ZnO film, a simple-
support bending beam model is used to describe the geometric
deformation state of the ZnO film,30,31 as shown in Fig. 1(d). The
PET strip with an initial length of L has been compressed to the
bent strip with an end-to-end distance of L-δL. Correspondingly,
the applied strain εa at the surface of ZnO film under upward and
downward bending can be evaluated by the derived approximation
model, with the derivation details presented in the supplementary
material,

εp,up = ( tPET

2R
) [1 + 2γ + 0.0167γ2]
[1 + γ] ⋅ [1 + 0.0167γ] ,

εp,do = ( tPET

2R
) [1 + 2η + 60η2]
[1 + η] ⋅ [1 + 60η] ,

(1)

R ≈ L

2π
√

δL
L − π2

⋅tPET
2

12L2

, (2)

where εp,up and εp,do represent the applied strains under the upward
and downward bending, respectively. R is the bending radius of the
sample. tPET = 170 μm is the thickness of the PET strip. Parameters
γ and η satisfy the relationship γ = tPET/tZnO and η = 1/γ = tZnO/tPET,
respectively.

Strain-dependent structural properties of flexible ZnO films
were investigated using x-ray diffraction (PANalytical PW3040-
60 MRD, Malvern Panalytical, Holland) with Cu Kα radiation
(λ = 1.5406 Å). All the samples were scanned using θ − 2θ mode,
with the scanning angle spanning from 30○ to 80○ and the angle
resolution of 0.003○. Based on the Bragg equation,32 the spacing
between the crystal planes could be calculated from the correspond-
ing diffraction peaks, which would support the determination of
lattice constants with a priori knowledge of hexagonal wurtzite ZnO
structure.33 Then, Mueller matrix spectra of ZnO films and refer-
ence PET strips were captured using a commercial Mueller matrix
ellipsometer (ME-L, Wuhan Eoptics Technology Co., China) over
wavelengths ranging from 250 to 1690 nm.34,35 To eliminate the back
reflection coming from the PET strip’s backside, the diameter of the

probing spot was reduced to 200 μm using the microspot compo-
nent, and the substrate’s backside surface was fully roughened before
the optical characterization. With the ZnO film’s dielectric func-
tions parameterized as a polynomial consisting of two Tauc–Lorentz
oscillators and an ultraviolet pole term, a stratified optical model
based on the parameterized polynomial could be built to fit the mea-
sured Mueller matrix spectra of the ZnO films. The multi-incidence
measurement mode of the Mueller matrix ellipsometer, with the
incidence angle set as 55○, 60○, and 65○, was invoked to suppress
the correlations among the fitting parameters. Details involving the
fitting analysis can be found in the supplementary material.

The strain-dependency of optical properties for wurtzite
ZnO crystals was also investigated using first-principles calcula-
tions based on density functional theory with plane-wave pseu-
dopotential.36 In addition, the exchange–correlation potential was
described by the generalized gradient approximations (GAA) with
the Perdew–Burke–Ernzerhof (PBE) exchange functional.37 The
primitive cell and the irreducible Brillouin zone of the ZnO crys-
tal with space group P63mc for the calculations are presented in
Fig. 1(e). Using the convergence test, the sampling strategy for
the irreducible Brillouin zone was determined as a 7 × 7 × 7
Monkhorst–Pack grid mesh, and the kinetic energy cutoff was set
at 700 eV. By applying uniaxial strains with positive and negative
magnitudes along the c-axis, the geometric optimization, the band
structure evaluation, and the optoelectronic properties calculation
of the strained ZnO crystal were carried out successively, which
allows for obtaining the bandgap, the electronic state of density, and
the complex refractive index. Details involving the first-principle
calculations can be found in the supplementary material.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
With the in situ pre-strained PET substrate-based sputtering

deposition shown in Fig. 1(a) being utilized, the applied prestrain
εp during the upward and downward bending could be tuned by the
compressed distance δL according to the above strain model. The
corresponding results for δL, R, and εp are presented in Table I.
No matter whether in the case of upward bending or downward
bending, the bending radius R continuously decreases with the com-
pression distance δL increasing, and correspondingly, the applied
strain εp always increases with the compression distance δL increas-
ing. Due to the non-reciprocity of Young’s modulus ratio and
thickness ratio for the film and substrate materials in the two bend-
ing situations, there will be a slight difference between the magnitude

TABLE I. Applied strain during the bending.

Bending state

Compressed
distance
δL (mm)

Bending
radius

R (mm)

Applied
prestrain

εp (%)

Upward bending 10 8.27 1.07
4 13.08 0.68

No bending 0 ∞ 0

Downward bending 4 13.08 −0.62
10 8.27 −0.99
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of the tensile and compressive strains caused by the same compres-
sion distance. According to the classical mechanics theory,38 the
pre-tensile strain would cause a compressive strain in the ZnO films
by releasing after the upward bending, while the pre-compressive
strain would lead to a tensile strain in the ZnO films by releasing after
the downward bending. For the convenience of elucidation, the pos-
itive sign indicates the tensile strain, while the negative sign indicates
the compressive strain.

Figure 2(a) shows the XRD patterns of the flexible ZnO films
with different applied pre-strains and without prestrains. Except for
the one peak from the PET substrate, all films show the (002) and
(103) peaks, in which the former peak is much more prominent than
that of the latter peak. These results indicate that the high-quality
ZnO films grown on the PET substrate have a hexagonal wurtzite
structure and are predominantly oriented along the c-axis, perpen-
dicular to the sample plane.15,39 Moreover, all the (002) peaks located
around 2θ = 34○ are also similar to the previous studies,17,39 except
for the pre-compressed films’ XRD diffraction patterns, which indi-
cates the reliability of XRD results. Figure 2(b) further shows an
enlargement of the θ − 2θ scan around the (002) diffraction peak.
With the applied prestrain transforming from −0.99% to 1.07%, the
position of the (002) peak visibly shrinks from 34.34○ to 34.13○.
A detailed evolution trend of the (002) diffraction peak with the
applied prestrain can be found in the inset of Fig. 2(b). Through
the piecewise linear fitting analysis, it can be easily noticed that the
linear dependency factors of the diffraction angle on the prestrain
in the processes of pre-compression and pre-stretch are −0.0673○/%

and −0.0215○/%, respectively. The former factor is 3.13 times larger
than the latter, which indicates the giant asymmetry in the response
of the ZnO crystal structure to the applied strain.

The essence of the above phenomenon lies in the modula-
tion of the c-axial lattice constant by the applied strain, as shown
in Fig. 2(c). More specifically, the increase in compressive strain
experienced by the ZnO films causes the c-axial lattice constant
c to increase from 5.2304 to 5.2408 Å. While the increase in ten-
sile strain within the ZnO films causes the c-axial lattice constant
c to decrease from 5.2304 to 5.2171 Å. Considering that the prefer-
entially orientational c axis represents the out-of-plane direction, it
can be inferred that ZnO is subjected to biaxial anisotropic strains,
namely, opposite-sign in-plane and out-of-plane strains, as shown
in Figs. 2(c) and 2(d). With the pre-tensile strain increasing from
0% to 1.07%, the out-of-plane tensile strain experienced by the
ZnO films will increase from 0% to 0.1986%, while the in-plane
compressive strain will decrease from 0% to −0.1993%. In contrast
with the previous observation, the increase of about 0.99% in the
pre-compressive strain leads to a rise of about 0.2541% in the out-
of-plane compressive strain and a growth of about 0.2550% in the
in-plane tensile strain. Meanwhile, the in-plane stress transitions
from tensile to compressive stress as the prestrain changes from a
compressive to a tensile state. These results mean that ZnO crystal
cells have biaxial anisotropic distortion, fundamentally determined
by the anisotropic elastic stiffness tensor properties.40 Notably, the
pre-tensile strain of 1.07% can only induce an in-plane compressive
stress of −0.9009 GPa, while the pre-compressive strain of −0.99%

FIG. 2. (a) XRD patterns of flexible ZnO films using the θ − 2θ scan from 30○ to 80○. (b) Local patterns around the (002) diffraction peaks, with the inset presenting the
dependency of the (002) peak on the applied prestrain. (c) Evolutions of the lattice parameter c and out-of-plane strain εout. (d) Evolutions of the in-plane strain εin and stress
σ in.
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can cause an in-plane tensile stress of 1.1526 GPa. This appar-
ent asymmetry might be attributed to the difference between the
stretchability and compressibility of the bond lengths in ZnO crys-
tals, which is consistent with the well-known tension–compression
asymmetry found in inorganic materials with covalent bonding.41

That is to say, compressing the spacing between paired atoms in the
ZnO lattice cell usually requires more external deformation energy
than stretching their spacing. In addition, all the mentioned strains
are the applied relative strains, that is, the strain changes between
each bending state and the unbending state, rather than the residual
strain caused by the sputtering deposition. Considering that all the
ZnO films are prepared using the same sputtering deposition pro-
cess, the residual strains caused purely by the sputtering deposition
in all the ZnO films are roughly considered the same. This approx-
imation facilitates revealing the modulation mechanism of applied
strain on optoelectronic properties.

With the Debye–Scherrer formula being invoked,42 the crys-
tallite size of the (002) crystal plane can be extracted from the
Gauss-curve-based fitting analysis of the (002) diffraction peaks.
Corresponding results are shown in the supplementary material.
Compared with the free-strain ZnO crystallite, both the pre-tensile
and pre-compression strains will reduce the crystallite size, sim-
ilar to the strain–grain behavior of ZnO nanoparticles.43 While
both the pre-tensile and pre-compression strains can lead to an
increase in both the dislocation density and microstrain. However,
these parameters extracted from the fitting analysis only present
weak asymmetric but nonmonotonic evolution properties, which

indicates that the transition of the external strain state is difficult to
cause asymmetry in the crystal nucleation behavior.

Figure 3 exhibits experimental and calculated Mueller matrix
elements of an exemplary ZnO film subjected to a pre-compression
strain of −0.99%, in which each element spectrum covers a wave-
length range of 250–1690 nm. The measured spectra were captured
by the Mueller matrix ellipsometry under the incident angle of 65○

and the azimuth angle of 0○. In addition, the fitted spectra were
reported by the stratified optical model. It can be seen that the flex-
ible ZnO film deposited on the PET substrate exhibits significant
optical anisotropy as a whole, which can be evidenced by the occur-
rence of non-trivial off-diagonal matrix blocks in the Mueller matrix.
Considering that ZnO films only have an out-of-plane anisotropic
crystalline structure, the observed optical anisotropy mainly orig-
inates from the PET substrate, which has been demonstrated by
the Mueller matrix measurement of the bare PET substrate.34

Namely, as the probe light with elliptical polarization enters the
PET substrate after transmitting through the isotropic ZnO films,
the cross-polarization conversion will occur,34,44 resulting in non-
trivial off-diagonal matrix blocks. Intuitively, the calculated Mueller
matrix shows good agreement with the experimental results, accom-
panied by a mean squared error (MSE) for the fitting regression less
than 11. The measured Mueller matrices of other flexible ZnO films
can also be well fitted by the stratified optical model, similar to the
fitting analysis results shown in Fig. 3. It should be noted that all the
thicknesses determined by the MME are average thicknesses due to
the introduction of the gravity influence caused by the pre-bending

FIG. 3. Mueller matrix elements as a function of wavelength for flexible ZnO film deposited on PET substrate after downward bending. Circles and solid lines represent the
experimental and calculated Mueller matrix, respectively.
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during the sputtering deposition. The corresponding thicknesses are
shown in Table S1 in the supplementary material.

Correspondingly, Fig. 4(a) presents the extracted optical con-
stant of the pre-strained ZnO film, which was quantitatively
described by two Tauc–Lorentz oscillators.42 In the visible and near-
infrared regions, the refractive index n gradually decreases with
the increase in wavelength, indicating the feature of normal dis-
persion, while it is opposite in the ultraviolet spectral range. As
the extinction coefficient k reveals, the ZnO film exhibits trans-
parency in visible and near-infrared spectra but shows apparent
absorption in the ultraviolet range. Figure 4(b) exhibits the evolu-
tion of the local complex refractive index spectrum with the applied
prestrain εp. It can be easily found that both n and k move down-
ward and shift toward shorter wavelengths with the applied prestrain
εp increasing from −0.99% to 1.07%, especially at the Tauc–Lorentz
resonance location. The monotonous evolution indicates an increase
in the light propagation speed and penetration capacity within the
ZnO films, which are caused by the prestrain-induced modulations.
This can be interpreted by the prestress-driven anisotropic defor-
mation of the ZnO lattice.15,45 Compared with the free-strain case,
the out-of-plane tensile strain and the in-plane compression strain
induced by the pre-tensile strain can easily lead to a larger lattice
constant c and a smaller lattice constant a, which means a more
compact arrangement of the in-plane crystal lattice and a stronger
in-plane polarization field. The polarization fields usually retard
light propagation via the incident light energy loss caused by the
dipole alignment,45,46 and the magnitude of retardation depends on
the amplitude of the polarization fields. Accordingly, the light prop-
agation speed in the pre-tensile strained ZnO film is slower than that
of the free-strained ZnO film. Meanwhile, the compact arrangement
of the in-plane lattice in the semiconductor usually leads to a higher
probability of a photon-induced electronic transition, which corre-
sponds to a larger extinction and a smaller penetration depth. As
for the pre-compression strain, the effects are precisely the oppo-
site. Moreover, as shown in Fig. 4(b), the modulation effect of
the compressive prestrain on the complex refractive index is more
prominent than that caused by the tensile prestrain. The origin is

still that compressing the spacing between paired atoms along the in-
plane direction in the ZnO lattice cell usually requires more external
deformation energy than stretching their spacing.

Figure 4(b) presents the Tauc analysis of the absorption coef-
ficient α for the pre-strained ZnO films. Considering that ZnO is
a direct-band gap semiconductor, the Tauc relation (αEn)2 = A(En
− Eg) between the absorption coefficient α and the bandgap
energy Eg has been adopted.26 Correspondingly, the bandgap energy
Eg could be determined by the linear extrapolation of the curve
(αEn)2 to En = 0. The results are shown in Fig. 4(c). By piece-
wise linear fitting, the dependence factors of the bandgap energy
on the pre-compression and pre-tensile strains were determined as
−0.0099 and−0.0156 eV/%, respectively. Moreover, the latter depen-
dence factor is nearly 1.5 times that of the former, which intuitively
reveals the asymmetric modulation effect of compressive and ten-
sile strains on the bandgap energy of the electronic band structure.
Furthermore, the subband gaps and absorption peak locations of the
two Tauc–Lorentz oscillators have also been checked, as shown in
Figs. 4(e) and 4(f). Indeed, the asymmetric evolutions of the elec-
tronic parameters caused by the pre-tensile and pre-compression
strains still exist. However, only the bandgap energy Eg2 for the
second Tauc–Lorentz oscillator shows a highly similar evolution
trend to the results shown in Fig. 4(d), while the other three
electronic parameters exhibit significantly different change trends.
The observed similarity seems to imply that the semiconductor’s
electronic bandgap is determined by the weighted average of the
subband gaps of each harmonic oscillator describing the electronic
interband transitions. Meanwhile, the strain-dependent evolution
characteristics of the transition peaks and subband gaps shown
in Figs. 4(e) and 4(f) also indicate that the weighting scheme is
challenging to describe analytically and needs further study.

The strain-dependency of the electronic band structure, elec-
tronic density-of-states, and the bandgap energy for the polycrys-
talline ZnO material have been evaluated by the first-principle
calculation, as shown in Figs. 5(a)–5(c). Significant bandgap under-
estimation can be easily found, which is caused by the insuf-
ficient accuracy of GAA in describing the exchange–correlation

FIG. 4. Optical constants of prestrain loaded ZnO films in the whole (a) and local (b) spectra. (c) Tauc analysis of the absorption coefficient α. (d) Bandgap and its evolution
with the prestrain. (e) Bandgaps and (f) peak locations of two Tauc–Lorentz oscillators.
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FIG. 5. Calculated band structures (a), electronic density-of-states (b), bandgap energy (c), and the structural parameters (d) of strained ZnO materials. The inserted plot
indicates the variation of calculated bandgap energy Eg with the applied strain in the range of [−0.99%, 1.07%].

functional.18,47 However, this calculation error does not affect the
analysis of the modulation mechanism of the applied strain on the
band structure, density of state, and bandgap energy.47 Moreover,
the utilization of GGA combined with a compelling Coulomb corre-
lation (Ueff) on the d orbital of the Zn atom,18 the screened hybrid
functional theory of HSE,47 and the many-body GW approach can
make the calculated bandgap consistent with the experimental mea-
surement value. However, the computation cost of these techniques
is prohibitive, which is not the core of this work. According to
the results shown in Fig. 5(a), the applied compression strain can
lead to an upward shift of the conduction band minimum (CBM)
and a slight downward shift of the valence band maximum (VBM),
which further causes the bandgap to broaden. While the tensile
strain has the opposite effect. The results shown in Fig. 5(b) also
clearly demonstrate the asymmetric modulation effects of compres-
sive and tensile strains on the electronic density-of-states; namely,
tensile strain causes an increase in the localization of valence band
electrons, and compressive strain leads to an increase in the localiza-
tion of conduction band electrons. The electronic density-of-states
near the CBM shifts slightly toward higher energy levels, accom-
panied by the upward peak shift of the O 2p states near the VBM
as the strain increases from 5% to −5%. These observations sup-
port the strain-dependent evolution of the bandgap energy shown
in Fig. 5(c). It is easily found that the applied compression strain can
lead to in-plane tensile stress, followed by the biaxial strain model,
which results in an increasing trend of bandgap with the increas-
ing in-plane tensile stress. While the applied stretching strain can
cause in-plane compression stress, which enables the shrinking of
the bandgap with the increasing in-plane tensile stress. By piece-
wise linear fitting, the dependence factors of the bandgap energy
on the compression and tensile strains were determined as −0.0178
and −0.0290 eV/%, respectively. Moreover, the latter dependence
factor is nearly 1.6 times that of the former, which is highly sim-
ilar to the strain dependency of bandgap energy revealed by the
Mueller matrix ellipsometric experiments. When checking the evo-
lution of bandgap energy Eg with the applied strain εp in the interval
of [−0.99%, 1.07%], the similarly asymmetric modulation effect of

strains on the bandgap energy could still be found. Indeed, the good-
ness of the piecewise linear fitting will be slightly worse, which may
be caused by the uncertainty of first-principles calculations in calcu-
lating the bandgap modulation effect of small strains. This is why
we calculated the strain-dependent bandgap in the large interval
[−5%, 5%]; that is to say, the first principle calculation is trustwor-
thy in calculating the evolution trend of physical properties in an
extensive range.

Although the measured thickness of the ZnO film varies in an
interval [90 nm, 120 nm] as shown in Table S1 in the supplementary
material, the bandgap energy evolution shown in Figs. 4(d) and
5(c) is always attributed to the modulation effect of strain rather
than the modulation effect of thickness. Without loss of general-
ity, when the thickness of the ZnO film is greater than 20 nm, the
complex dielectric function tends to converge to that of the bulk
material.48 While a thinner thickness of less than 20 nm could induce
excitonic confinement and exciton localization effects, resulting
in thickness-dependent bandgap energy. Meanwhile, with the film
thickness exceeding 80 nm, the bandgap energy of ZnO almost does
not change.49 These reported results firmly support the modulation
mechanism of strain on the optical properties and bandgap energy
in our work. In addition, the first-principle calculations were carried
out on the ZnO crystal, which completely shielded the influence of
thickness. Thus, the calculated results mainly reveal the influence
of applied strain on the band structure, bandgap energy, density
of states, etc. Similar calculation results for ZnO nanowires and
wurtzite ZnO were reported in Refs. 18 and 47, except for the main
focus on the evolution characteristics of the bandgap with strain,
which also supports the experimental and theoretical observations
in this work.

Furthermore, the observed asymmetric modulation effects of
strains on the bandgap energy could be attributed to the anisotropic
distortion of the crystal structure, as shown in Fig. 5(d). The
anisotropically monotonic evolution of the in-plane lattice constant
a and the unit cell volume V indicates the anisotropic deformation
along the out-of-plane and in-plane directions, which further leads
to the asymmetry in the deformation potential and the dielectric
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susceptibility.50 The new phenomenon and insights presented here,
which quantitatively feature the asymmetric modulation effects of
compression and tensile strain on the structural parameters, optical
constants, and electronic properties, can be worthwhile for the opti-
mization design and application of ZnO-based flexible electronic
devices. In particular, if combining the asymmetric strain-optical
modulation effect with the size effect, such as shrinking ZnO from
film morphology to a low-dimensional state,18 the weak asymmet-
ric modulation response described above is expected to be sig-
nificantly enhanced. It is expected to fabricate flexible biosensors
that can sense pulse patterns in the human aorta or force sensors
that can realize real-time monitoring of high-rise buildings’ stress
status.

IV. CONCLUSION
Strain modulation of optical and electronic properties for flexi-

ble ZnO films has been systematically demonstrated using an in situ
prestrain sputtering process and the Mueller matrix ellipsometry-
based quantitative characterization method combined with XRD
measurement and first-principle calculation. By manipulating the
bending curvature of the PET substrate during the in situ deposi-
tion of flexible ZnO films, tunable pre-compression and pre-tensile
strain were deliberately imposed in ZnO thin films with hexagonal
wurtzite structure, as evidently confirmed by the XRD characteriza-
tion. With the applied prestrain changing from −0.99% to 1.07%, the
pre-compression strain can cause more significant changes in crys-
tal structure and in-plane stress than the pre-stretching strain with
equal magnitude. Similar asymmetric evolutions have also occurred
in the measured optical and electronic properties, such as the com-
plex refractive index and the bandgap. By piecewise linear fitting, the
dependence factors of the bandgap energy on the pre-compression
and pre-tensile strains were determined as −0.0099 and −0.0156
eV/%, respectively. Moreover, the latter dependence factor is nearly
1.5 times that of the former, which intuitively reveals the asymmetric
modulation effect of compressive and tensile strains on the bandgap
energy of the electronic band structure. This asymmetry effect might
be caused by the biaxial strain mechanism and the deformation
potential difference. Moreover, the evolutions of the theoretical
bandgap and optical constants with the applied strain, reported from
the first-principle calculations, also confirm the observed asym-
metric strain-optical modulation effect. The dependence factors of
the bandgap energy on the compression and tensile strains are
determined as −0.0178 and −0.0290 eV/%, respectively. The latter
dependence factor is nearly 1.6 times that of the former, which is
highly similar to the strain dependency of bandgap energy revealed
by the Mueller matrix ellipsometric experiments. It can be expected
that the presented basic physical knowledge involving the asym-
metric strain-optical modulation effect found in flexible inorganic
semiconductor films will provide practical guidance and some novel
sights for the optimization design and application of ZnO-based
flexible electronic devices.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

See the supplementary material for a detailed ZnO deposi-
tion process, an approximation model for calculating pre-strains,

Mueller matrix ellipsometric analysis, first principle calculations,
and XRD (002) peak analysis.
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ZnO deposition growth process 

High-quality and continuous flexible ZnO films subjected to different prestrains were prepared by 

radiofrequency magnetron sputtering (TRP-450, SKY Technology Development Co., Ltd, China) at room 

temperature. Before bending and sputtering, all the PET substrates were pre-processed to clean the surface. First, the 

backside faces of all the PET substrates were roughened to reduce back reflection. Then, before the bending, the PET 

substrates were ultrasonically cleaned with acetone and ethanol for 15 minutes, respectively. Subsequently, the PET 

substrates were rained with deionized water and dried with nitrogen flow. At last, these dried PET substrates were 

placed into a vacuum dryer and dried under 40℃ for 24 hours. These pre-treatment are necessary to ensure the quality 

of subsequent ZnO film growth. The magnetron sputtering process begins from putting a group of pre-bent PET strips 

into the sputtering chamber. During the deposition, the distance between the center of the bent substrate and the ZnO 

ceramic target with a purity of 99.99% was kept at 10 cm, and the base and work pressure were 2×10-3 Pa and 0.6 Pa, 

respectively. The sputtering temperature was set at 300 K, and the sputtering atmosphere was Ar gas with a purity of 

99.999% and injection rate of 65 sccm. Since the sputtering power and the rotation speed of the stage were set at 100 

W and 10 rp/min, respectively, a relatively homogeneous deposition rate of ZnO could be estimated at 0.03 nm/sec. 

Before the growth of ZnO films, the ceramic target was pre-sputtered for 10 minutes to remove the impurity atoms 

on the target surface. After the sputtering deposition of 60 minutes, the samples remained bent for 24 hours to stabilize 

the strain state inside the ZnO films. By releasing the samples back to the normal state, the ZnO films are expected 

to be subjected to uniaxial stretch (contraction) with the residual tensile (compressive) stress in the interior of the 

samples. 

Approximation model for calculating pre-strains 

mailto:hjiang@hust.edu.cn
mailto:shyliu@hust.edu.cn


As mentioned in the manuscript, the magnitude of applied strain was tuned by altering the bending curvature 

radius R, which could be determined by the compressive length of the PET stripes. The corresponding diagram of the 

pre-bending strain loading based on the home-built fixture attached with a ruler is shown in Figure S1.  

 

Fig. S1. Schematic diagram of the pre-bending strain loading based on the home-built fixture attached with a ruler. 

The PET stripe with an initial length of L has been compressed to the bent stripe with the end-to-end distance of 

L-δL. Correspondingly, the bending radius R could be obtained by the below formula,1-2 
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where tPET and tZnO are the thicknesses of the PET stripe and the ZnO film, respectively. 

Further, the applied strain εa at the surface of samples can be defined as the following formula,3 
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where η = tPET/tZnO and χ = EPET/EZnO for the substrate being bent upward, and η = tZnO/tPET and χ = EZnO/EPET for the 

substrate being bent downward. EPET = 2.5 GPa and EZnO = 150 GPa are the Young’s modulus of the PET stripe and 

the ZnO film, respectively.4-5 

Considering that tZnO = 0.12 μm is three orders of magnitude smaller than tPET = 170 μm and the initial length L 

of the PET stripe is 30 mm, the bending radii R for both the upward and downward bending can be simplified as Eq. 

(S3), 
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Correspondingly, the applied strain εa for both the upward and downward bending can be approximated as 

follows, 
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Mueller matrix ellipsometric analysis 

The measurement and analysis of ZnO samples were carried out using a bottom-up strategy, which includes the 

measurement and analysis of the PET substrate and the ZnO films deposited on the PET substrate. The results of PET 

substrates would be used as the input parameters of the stratified optical model in the Mueller matrix analysis of 

flexible ZnO films. After measuring the Mueller matrix for the bare PET substrate, a stratified optical model based 

on the transfer matrix method is employed to fit the measurement results,6-7 which consists of the PET substrate, a 

roughness layer, and an air ambient layer on the surface of the substrate. In the stratified model, the PET substrate 

can be considered as a biaxial anisotropic material with its principal optical axis perpendicular to the sample surface. 

The three diagonal components in its diagonalized dielectric tensor are all described by the Tauc-Lorentz oscillators,6 

and the dielectric response of the roughness layer on the PET substrate is described by a two-phase Bruggeman 

effective medium approximation (EMA) model.6 The detailed analysis procedures are similar to the previous work.6 

he optical constants of an exemplary PET substrate without the pre-strain are shown in Fig. S2, in which the apparent 

anisotropy in optical constants can be attributed to the experience of the biaxially stretching process during 

preparation. These anisotropic optical constants of the PET substrate are regarded as reference data for the describing 

the optical constants of flexible ZnO thin film. 

 

Fig. S2. Anisotropic optical constants of PET substrate as a reference. 

Then, another stratified optical model consisting of an air ambient layer, a roughness layer, an isotropic layer, 

and the above anisotropic substrate layer was used to fit the measured Mueller matrix of flexible ZnO films. Herein, 

the roughness layer constructed based on the two-phase Bruggeman EMA model describes the dielectric effects of 

the ZnO films' surface fluctuations,7 while the isotropic layer corresponds to the flexible ZnO film. In order to 

determine the thickness of ZnO film, the Cauchy model has been chosen to represent the dielectric functions of the 

isotropic layer in the spectral range of 500-1690 nm.7 At this point, the roughness, the thickness, and the coefficients 



of the Cauchy model are the fitting parameters in the analysis of the measured Mueller matrix. With the ZnO film's 

thickness and the roughness being fixed, a B-spline function, as the alternative and extended part of the Cauchy model, 

has been adapted to describe the dielectric functions in the complete spectral range of 250-1690 nm. Afterward, two 

Tauc Lorentz oscillators were superposed and utilized to parameterize the B-spline function, which would physically 

represent the dielectric functions of ZnO film in the entire spectrum.7 Correspondingly, the figure of merit for the 

fitting analysis is shown as follows, 
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where N and M are the number of the wavelength points and the fitting parameters, respectively. m
exp 

ij,k  and m
cal 

ij,k  

represent the elements of the measured and the calculated Mueller matrix, respectively. 

The optical constants of all the ZnO films subjected to pre-compression and pre-tensile strains are determined 

according to the above analysis process, and the corresponding results are manifested as the fitting parameters shown 

in Table S1. The meaning of each coefficient in the Tauc-Lorentz oscillator can be found in Reference [8] and will 

not be described in detail here. Notably, all the thicknesses presented in Table S1 are the average thicknesses across 

the entire probing spot of the MME due to the non-flat growing condition and the gravity effect. 

Table S1. Fitting parameters of pre-strained ZnO films reported by the Mueller matrix ellipsometry 

Applied 

prestrain 
Tauc-Lorentz oscillator 

Average D 

(nm) 

Ra 

(nm) 
MSE 

 First Tauc-Lorentz oscillator Second Tauc-Lorentz oscillator    

 A1 B1 Eo1 Eg1 A2 B2 Eo2 Eg2    

1.07% 94.270 0.393 3.293 3.067 36.024 3.544 3.962 2.617 116.20 9.51 10.775 

0.68% 91.218 0.358 3.299 3.071 32.037 3.282 3.832 2.678 127.01 10.17 10.138 

0.00% 84.292 0.326 3.310 3.078 29.694 2.957 3.721 2.713 91.70 7.70 7.779 

-0.62% 87.73 0.339 3.297 3.089 31.942 3.472 3.565 2.742 114.53 11.49 7.898 

-0.99% 93.099 0.360 3.286 3.105 33.695 3.765 3.464 2.768 105.42 11.16 10.322 

First principle Calculations 

First-principle calculations were performed for the ZnO primitive cell with hexagonal wurtzite structure using 

the density functional theory plane-wave pseudopotential method. In the calculations, the exchange-correlation 

potential was described by the generalized gradient approximations (GAA) with Perdew-Burke-Ernzerhof (PBE) 

exchange functional based on ultrasoft pseudopotential. The reduced Brillouin zone was sampled with a 7×7×7 

Monkhorst–Pack grid mesh, and the kinetic energy cutoff was set at 700 eV, which was usually determined by the 

convergence test. The convergence tolerances for the maximum force and energy were 0.01 eV/Å and 5×10-6 eV/atom, 

respectively. After the geometric optimization of the primitive cell, the optimized lattice structure has the lattice 

parameters of a = b = 3.2776 Å and c = 5.2950 Å, which are highly similar to the previous works.9-14 The deviation 

between the calculated and the experimental lattice parameters is less than 1%, indicating the rationality and reliability 

of the simulation results. Then, uniaxial strains were loaded along the c axis of the optimized cell by setting the lattice 



parameter c as a series of fixed values and keeping both the inplane lattice parameters a and b as the optimized 

quantities. Subsequently, the geometric optimization, the band structure, and the optical properties calculations of the 

strained ZnO crystal were carried out successively to obtain both the band gap and the complex refractive index. 

XRD (002) peak analysis 

The crystallite size of the (002) crystal plane can be extracted from the Gauss-curve-based fitting analysis of the 

(002) diffraction peaks. Corresponding results are shown in Table S2. 

Table S2 Analysis results for the 002 peaks in the XRD spectra of ZnO films 

εp (%) 2θ (°) β (°) D (nm) δ×103 (nm-2) ε ×10-3 

-0.99 34.3448 0.5817 14.2950 0.0049 8.2 

-0.62 34.3238 0.5997 13.8640 0.0052 8.5 

0 34.2787 0.5586 14.8827 0.0045 7.9 

0.68 34.2671 0.6085 13.6630 0.0054 8.6 

1.07 34.2553 0.5831 14.2555 0.0049 8.3 
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