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Graphene oxide as a substrate for Raman enhancement
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Abstract We report the properties of graphene oxide, a
two-dimensional carbon nanomaterial, as a substrate for
surface-enhanced Raman scattering. The graphene oxide
substrate produced Raman enhancement for rhodamine 6G,
melamine, and cephalexin. Intense characteristic D and G
peaks of graphene oxide were observed when positively
charged rhodamine 6G and melamine were used as the Ra-
man probe. We attribute the appearance of D and G peaks to
the aggregation of negatively charged graphene oxide.

1 Introduction

Graphene, a single atomic planar sheet of sp2 bonded car-
bon atoms, shows extreme physical properties arising from
the two-dimensional hexagonal lattice structure [1, 2]. Many
unusual properties have been discovered in grapheme, in-
cluding the linear low energy electronic dispersion [1], un-
conventional quantum Hall effect [2], ballistic transport [3],
superior thermal conductivity [4, 5], and high mechani-
cal strength [6]. These unique properties make graphene
a promising candidate for future electronic devices [7–9].
Of our particular interest, the application of graphene pro-
vides a new sight to investigate the mechanism of surface-
enhanced Raman spectroscopy (SERS). Surface-enhanced
Raman scattering originates from molecules that are in
the vicinity of small metal particles or rough surfaces of
conductive material, particularly silver and gold [10, 11].
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Although surface-enhanced Raman spectroscopy has been
widely used to study molecules with low concentrations
[12], the exact mechanism of SERS is still under debate
[13, 14]. It is generally accepted that the enhancement of Ra-
man scattering is from an electromagnetic mechanism and
a chemical (charge-transfer) mechanism. Electromagnetic
mechanism is based on the local electromagnetic enhance-
ment, while chemical mechanism is based on the charge
transfer between the molecules and the substrate [14, 15].
The two mechanisms are usually entangled to generate en-
hanced Raman signals. Ling [16] proposed that graphene
or graphene oxide can be used as the SERS substrate to
study the charge-transfer mechanism of Raman enhance-
ment. Jung [17] observed the strong Raman scattering from
iodine anions adsorbed on single layer graphene, attribut-
ing the large Raman signal to intramolecular electronic res-
onance enhancement.

Similar to graphene, graphene oxide (GO) is a non-
stoichiometric two-dimensional carbon sheet prepared in
bulk quantities through oxidative exfoliation of graphite
[18–20]. Graphene oxide contains hydroxyl and epoxy func-
tional groups on either side of its basal plane, while car-
boxyl groups are located at the edge sites [21, 22]. The oxy-
gen functional groups make the GO surface a reactive site
for ionic and nonionic interactions by binding molecules
[23–26]. Therefore, GO can be considered as a weak cation
exchanger due to its ionizable carboxyl groups, which ex-
change cation with positively charged organic molecules.
As for surface-enhanced Raman scattering, the versatile
GO/molecules bindings would be intriguing and suitable to
study the Raman enhancement mechanism [27, 28]. Mo-
tivated by the ionization properties of functionalized GO,
we investigated herein the properties of GO as a substrate
for surface-enhanced Raman scattering, where a distinction
from different ionized molecules can be observed.
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2 Experimental

GO was prepared according to a modified Hummers method
[29, 30]. The GO powder was dispersed in water for various
wt/wt% (weight by weight percent) concentrations by soni-
cation. Then, the GO solution was deposited on the SiO2/Si
system and dried in air. To test the Raman enhancement,
the probing molecules were dripped onto the GO substrates
and followed by drying in air. The Raman signals of probing
molecules were detected using a Raman microscope spec-
troscopy (Renishaw inVia) with a laser wavelength of 532
nm. Electron images were recorded with use of a JEM-100
CXII Transmission Electron Microscope from JEOL, with a
100 kV acceleration tension.

3 Results and discussion

Figure 1 shows TEM image of 10−3 mg/mL GO sheets de-
posited on the SiO2/Si surface. Inspection of the TEM im-
age indicates that the GO sheets are uniformly distributed
on the SiO2/Si surface. There is no evidence for aggrega-
tion or phase separation of the GO sheets. The presence
of GO in the samples was confirmed by the Raman spec-
tra, as shown in Fig. 2. The Raman spectra have been used
extensively in the characterization of graphene and carbon
nanostructures. GO dispersion solutions of various concen-
trations were deposited on SiO2/Si system and character-
ized by Raman spectra. The two most typical features in the
600–1800 cm−1 region are the G and D peaks, which lie at
around 1595 and 1352 cm−1, respectively. The G peak is
due to the doubly degenerate zone center E2g mode. From
molecular point of view, the D peak is due to the breath-
ing modes of sp2 atoms in defected graphite [31], while,
from solid-state point of view, the D peak may arise as reso-
nant Raman coupling [32] or double resonance mechanism
[33, 34]. The peak centered at 960 cm−1 corresponds to two-
phonon transverse optical modes of Si [16].

To test the Raman enhancement, three molecules, rho-
damine 6G (R6G), melamine, and cephalexin, are used

Fig. 1 TEM image of 10−3 mg/mL GO sheets deposited on a SiO2/Si
surface

as the probe, shown as Scheme 1. The three molecules
have different ionization states, leading to different bind-
ing strength with negative charged GO sheet [35]. It has
been reported that the ionic strength plays an important role
in the behavior of R6G molecules in water [36]. The sol-
uble dye molecules of R6G ionized in water, and the pos-
itively charged (R6G)+ ions move towards the negatively
charged GO [37]. Melamine molecule shows the positive
ion characteristics, which is assigned to the composition
C3H7N+

6 and corresponds to (melamine + H)+ [38]. In ad-
dition, melamine is considered to be a suitable molecular
precursor compound for polymerized forms of carbon ni-
tride, which may cross-link GO by the three amino groups
(–NH2) on melamine molecules [39]. Cephalexin molecules
contain both the amino group and the carboxyl group, mak-
ing the ionization state of cephalexin molecules varied with
pH in aqueous solutions. Cephalexin molecules are nega-
tively charged for pH above 5.88 and keep electrically neu-
tral for pH between 2.56 and 5.88 [40], resulting in a weak
binding with GO sheet, if any.

Figure 3 shows the Raman spectra of 10−5 M R6G on
GO substrates prepared from various GO dispersion solu-
tions. The Raman peaks at 614 (C–C–C ring), 775 (C–H
bending), 1185, 1312, 1363 (aromatic C–C stretching), 1505
(aromatic C–C stretching), 1572 (aromatic C–C stretching),
and 1650 cm−1 (aromatic C–C stretching) are characteris-
tic vibration of R6G molecules [41, 42]. In this experiment,
10−1, 10−2, and 10−3 mg/mL GO dispersion solutions were
deposited on SiO2/Si system to fabricate SERS substrates.
At higher concentrations of GO substrates, relatively more
intense Raman signals are observed compared to the lower
concentrated GO substrates. However, strong D and G peaks
are shown for the higher concentrated GO substrates. An ex-
treme case is that, for the highest concentrated GO substrate,
R6G peaks are overwhelmed by D and G peaks of GO. This

Fig. 2 Raman spectra of GO substrates prepared from
(a) 10−1 mg/mL, (b) 10−3 mg/mL, and (c) 10−4 mg/mL GO
dispersion solutions. The peak centered at 960 cm−1 (marked as ∗)
corresponds to two-phonon transverse optical modes of Si
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Scheme 1 The molecular structure of rhodamine 6G, melamine, and cephalexin

Fig. 3 Raman spectra of 10−5 M R6G on GO substrates prepared from
(a) 10−1 mg/mL, (b) 10−2 mg/mL, and (c) 10−3 mg/mL GO dispersion
solutions

result indicates GO substrates may have some Raman en-
hancement functions, while D and G peaks become stronger
for increasing concentrated GO substrates.

The graphene oxide is negatively charged due to residual
defects such as carboxyl, hydroxyl, and epoxy groups [35].
Among the probing molecules we checked for Raman
enhancement, R6G and melamine are positively charged
molecules [37, 38]. Figure 4 shows the Raman spectra of
10−4 M melamine on SiO2/Si substrate and GO substrates.
The GO substrates were fabricated by depositing 10−3 or
10−4 mg/mL GO dispersion solutions onto the SiO2/Si sys-
tem. The Raman spectra show characteristic vibration peaks
of melamine molecule at 675 and 983 cm−1, denoting an
in-plane deformation vibration mode and a ring breathing
vibration mode, respectively [43], whereas those centered
at 960 cm−1 correspond to two-phonon transverse optical
modes of Si [16]. Notably, relatively more intense Raman
signals of melamine molecules can be observed at higher
concentrations of GO substrates, compared to that at lower
concentrated GO substrates. Upon increasing GO concen-
tration to 10−3 mg/mL, D and G peaks of GO molecules be-
come intense. The result is quite similar to what we observed
for R6G molecules. In Fig. 4, GO is less concentrated to ob-
serve D and G peaks than that used for R6G molecules. This
may be because R6G is a strong Raman probing molecule.

Fig. 4 Raman spectra of 10−4 M melamine on (c) SiO2/Si sub-
strate and GO substrates prepared from (a) 10−3 mg/mL and (b) 10−4

mg/mL GO dispersion solutions. The peak centered at 960 cm−1

(marked as ∗) corresponds to two-phonon transverse optical modes
of Si

A higher concentrated GO substrate is needed to show D
and G peaks from the strong Raman signals of R6G. An-
other possible reason is that melamine may polymerize GO
sheets, because melamine molecules may cross-link GO by
the three amino groups (–NH2) on melamine [39].

Although it is straightforward to observe the charac-
teristic peaks of GO with increasing GO concentrations,
negatively charged probing molecules may show differ-
ent behavior (Fig. 5). Cephalexin is a negatively charged
molecule in water, leading to a weak binding with nega-
tively charged GO sheets. Most notably, a Raman enhance-
ment can be observed with increasing GO concentrations.
The characteristic Raman peaks may be assigned as follows:
618 (aromatic ring bending), 755 (ring breathing), 1188
(aromatic C–H bending), 1359 (C–O stretching), 1603, and
1646 cm−1 (aromatic C–C stretching), whereas those cen-
tered at 960 cm−1 correspond to two-phonon transverse op-
tical modes of Si [16]. It is worth noting that no discernible
D and G peaks appear in Fig. 5, in contrast to intense D and
G peaks of GO in R6G and melamine experiments. A possi-
ble mechanism is that negatively charged GO may aggregate
to the positively charged R6G and melamine molecules. The
aggregation of GO sheets leads to intense G and D peaks,
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Fig. 5 Raman spectra of 10−3 M cephalexin on (d) SiO2/Si substrate
and GO substrates prepared from (a) 10−2 mg/mL, (b) 10−3 mg/mL,
and (c) 10−4 mg/mL GO dispersion solutions. The peak centered at
960 cm−1 (marked as ∗) corresponds to two-phonon transverse optical
modes of Si

shown in Figs. 3 and 4. The mechanism is reasonable in that
the Raman spectra of negatively charged cephalexin show an
opposite behavior. Recently, a similar phenomenon has been
observed when Au nanoparticles capped with electrically
neutral [44] 2-mercaptopyridine was attached to the GO
sheets [45]. The characteristic peaks of 2-mercaptopyridine
disappeared and only D and G peaks of GO remained.

It is widely accepted that the enhancement of Raman
scattering is from two competing mechanisms, i.e., the elec-
tromagnetic mechanism and the chemical (charge transfer)
mechanism. The results in this work appear to be more rea-
sonably explained through the chemical mechanism, with a
weak enhancement due to charge-transfer processes via the
cluster active sites [14, 15].

4 Conclusions

A Raman enhancement substrate based on graphene oxide
has produced Raman enhanced spectra for R6G, melamine,
and cephalexin. The intense characteristic peaks of graphene
oxide are captured in Raman spectra, which relates to the
ionization state of probing molecules. The application of
graphene oxide as the substrate may provide a new sight to
study the mechanism of surface-enhanced Raman scattering.
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