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(XAFS) spectroscopy, X-ray photoelectron spec-
troscopy (XPS) and valence band spectra techniques 
were utilized. XRD confirms wurtzite structure for 
both undoped and Li-doped ZnO bulk and NSs sam-
ples. The undoped ZnO NSs show granular struc-
tures, while Li-doped ZnO NSs showed flake-like 
structures as elucidated by SEM. The flake dimen-
sion increases with increasing the Li content in the 
ZnO NSs, whereas the thickness of the flakes seems 
to be independent of the Li concentration. A reduc-
tion in particle size with Li doping was observed 

Abstract  We have synthesised undoped and Li-
doped ZnO by co-precipitation method and solid-
state route resulting in ZnO (Zn1-xLixO; x = 0, 
0.03, 0.05, 0.08) nanostructures (NSs) and bulk 
ZnO (Zn1-xLixO; x = 0, 0.05, 0.1), respectively. To 
examine the structural and optical properties, oxy-
gen vacancies and local disorder, X-ray diffrac-
tion (XRD), scanning electron microscopy (SEM), 
transmission electron microscopy (TEM), diffuse 
reflectance spectroscopy (DRS), photoluminescence 
spectroscopy (PL), X-ray absorption fine structure 
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from TEM for Li-doped ZnO NSs samples, which is 
consistent with the average crystallite size deduced 
from XRD. Bulk undoped ZnO shows nearly cuboid 
shape particles and the size of the particles increases 
with increasing Li content in ZnO. A blue shift in 
the optical band gap was obtained for Li-doped ZnO 
NSs, whereas a red shift is observed for Li-doped 
ZnO bulk. Band gap decreases with the incorpora-
tion of Li in ZnO bulk, while no further increase in 
band gap was observed for bulk ZnO after higher 
doping of Li. The oxygen vacancies in Li-doped 
ZnO bulk and NSs were observed by PL spectra, 
which were further corroborated by XAFS and oxy-
gen vacancies are increased with an increase in the 
Li concentration in ZnO for both bulk as well as NSs 
samples. From the XPS study, it is confirmed that the 
oxygen vacancies for Li-doped ZnO NSs samples are 
increasing more as compared to Li-doped ZnO bulk 
samples. From DRS and valence band studies, it has 
been revealed that Li-doped bulk ZnO has band gap 
narrowing, whereas Li-doped ZnO NSs show band 
gap widening.

Keywords  ZnO · Li doped · Luminescence · Band 
gap · Local structure · Vacancies, XAFS

Introduction

Zinc oxide (ZnO) has received excessive interest over 
the last two decades due to its unique and interest-
ing chemical and physical properties. For example, it 
has large (60 meV) exciton binding energy, wide and 
direct band gap of 3.37 eV, high refractive index and 
piezoelectricity, etc. These characteristics make it one 
of the most important and essential multifunctional 
semiconductor materials for various applications such 
as solar cells, spintronic devices, transducers, gas sen-
sors, photocatalysts and laser diodes, light emitting 
diodes (LED), etc. [1–4]. However, ZnO exhibits both 
n-type and p-type semiconductivity; therefore, it is 
an important material for high-quality optoelectronic 
devices. Due to zinc interstitials or oxygen vacancies 
native defects, ZnO naturally shows n-type conduc-
tion. However, getting p-type ZnO is rather tough 
because native defects result in self-compensation of 
acceptors [5, 6].

Various studies have been reported on the realisa-
tion of p-type conductivity in ZnO either by incor-
poration of group I elements on Zn-site or group V 
elements on oxygen-site [7, 8]. It has been observed 
that p-type ZnO can be achieved by Li doping [9, 
10]. When Li gets absorbed on Zn-site, it acts as an 
acceptor but when it gets absorbed at the interstitial 
site (Lii) then it acts as a donor [11]. However, Li1+ 
has a small ionic radius ~ 0.60 Å as compared to Zn2+ 
(~ 0.74 Å) because of which it can easily occupy dif-
ferent lattice positions. The p-type conductivity can 
be realized in ZnO by forming shallow acceptor states 
in substitutional zinc sites because of the incorpora-
tion of Li. Chawla et  al. observed ferromagnetism 
in Li-doped ZnO nanorods with Curie temperature 
up to 554  K [12]. The antibacterial effect of ZnO 
nanowires can be considerably enhanced by Li dop-
ing [13]. Alexandrov et al. showed that the incorpo-
ration of Li, Ga and Mg in zinc oxide nanoparticles 
used as electron transport layer material for quantum 
dot light-emitting diodes led to a reasonable enhance-
ment of the device properties [14]. By the first-princi-
ples method, it was reported that the Li doping in Zn 
improves photocatalytic properties [15]. Yadav et al. 
reported the removal of abiotic contaminants using 
Li-doped ZnO nanostructures [16]. From the various 
reports on Li-doped ZnO, it has been observed that 
structural, optical and electrical properties depend 
on preparation condition, particle size, formation of 
oxygen vacancies, etc. [17]. Lu et al. showed that the 
amount of Li doped into ZnO and the relative concen-
trations of Li substitutions and interstitials etc. play a 
crucial role in determining the conductivity of doped 
ZnO films [18]. On the other hand, diamagnetic 
behaviour was observed for un-doped ZnO, whereas 
room-temperature ferromagnetism can be induced 
after Li-doping in ZnO [19]. Li-doped ZnO showed 
significant improvement in photocatalytic activity 
[20] and luminescence properties [21]. Ariza et  al. 
reported improved crystallinity up to some Li content 
with degradation in crystallinity due to further. They 
showed similar behaviour in the increase of the lumi-
nescent intensity in the visible range associated with 
the presence of defects [22]. Li doping not only can 
enhance/modify the properties of ZnO NSs but can 
also change the properties of ZnO thin films. Meziane 
et al. reported Li-doped and undoped ZnO thin films 
by the sol–gel method and optical results revealed 
an improvement of the total transmission when 
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increasing the Li amount [23]. Ultraviolet photo-
response properties of Li-doped ZnO thin films pre-
pared by the sol–gel spin-coating method have been 
reported by Lee et  al. Where it is demonstrated that 
the Li doping in ZnO may lead to the development 
of sensors with the reduced rise and decay time and 
high sensitivity [24]. The defect present in the ZnO 
materials and the structure formed are mainly respon-
sible for the alternation of the electrical and optical 
properties and are key parameters to optimize the per-
formance of the device. Two kinds of emissions can 
be seen for the ZnO: ultraviolet near-band-edge emis-
sion and visible deep-level emission. The ultraviolet 
near-band-edge emission is observed at 380 nm and 
the visible deep-level emission can be observed in the 
range from 450 to 730 nm [25–27]. These emissions 
are related to the vacancies, interstitials, and anti-sites 
of Zn and O in ZnO. Vo, Vo

+ and Vo
++ are responsible 

for the green emission and originated due to the tran-
sition from the conduction band to the deep levels of 
oxygen vacancies. On the other hand, the transitions 
from the conduction band to Oi levels result in orange 
emission and red emission due to the transition from 
zinc interstitial (Zni) to Oi. Different chemical routes 
were used for ZnO synthesis, such as the co-precipita-
tion method, solution combustion, hydrothermal pro-
cesses, the sol–gel method and the solid-state reaction 
process [17–21, 28–34]. We have used a solid-state 
synthesis route for undoped and Li-doped bulk ZnO 
and the co-precipitation method for the undoped and 
Li-doped ZnO NSs. Although co-precipitation is a 
time-consuming process, it offers a lot of advantages 
such as simple and rapid preparation, high yield, easy 
control of particle size and composition, control of 
overall homogeneity, high product purity and does 
not require high temperature and organic solvent. 
Several researchers have studied Mg, Ni, Fe and Mn-
doped ZnO local structure using XAFS [35–38], but 
Li-doped ZnO local structure studies and its correla-
tion with optical and vacancies are first time reported 
in this study.

In the present work, we have prepared Li-doped 
ZnO using two different methods and studied the 
influence of doping on its structural, surface, optical 
and vacancies studies using X-ray diffraction (XRD), 
diffuse reflectance spectroscopy (DRS), X-ray absorp-
tion fine structure spectroscopy (XAFS), scanning 
electron microscopy (SEM), transmission electron 
microscopy (TEM), photoluminescence spectroscopy 

(PL), X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) and 
valence band spectra techniques.

Experimental details

Synthesis of bulk ZnO

The Li-doped ZnO bulk (Zn1-xLixO; x = 0, 0.05, 0.1) 
were prepared by solid-state synthesis route, whereas 
Li-doped ZnO (Zn1-xLixO; x = 0, 0.03, 0.05, 0.08) NSs 
were prepared using co-precipitation method. For the 
synthesis of Li-doped ZnO bulk samples using the 
solid-state synthesis route, desired stoichiometry of 
Li = 0, 0.05, 0.1, the appropriate proportion of high 
purity (> 99.9% AR grade from Sigma-Aldrich) 
powder of ZnO and Li2CO3 properly mixed in liquid 
medium (propanol). After 3–4  h homogeneous mix-
ing, the powder was calcined at 900 °C for 4 h.

Synthesis of ZnO NSs

The undoped and Li-doped ZnO NSs samples were 
synthesised using the co-precipitation method, where 
Zinc acetate dihydrate [Zn(CH3COO)2.2H2O], Lith-
ium chloride (LiCl) and Potassium hydroxide (KOH) 
chemicals, from Merck India, have been used. All 
the chemicals were of AR grade and ready to use for 
the reaction without any preceding treatment. For 
the synthesis of the pure ZnO NSs sample, we have 
prepared two solutions simultaneously, named Solu-
tion A and Solution B. For Solution A, we have taken 
zinc acetate (2 m M ~ 0.4430 g) in methanol (100 mL) 
and then the mixture is kept on a hotplate magnetic 
stirrer for 2  h at room temperature to dissolve with 
continuous stirring. While for preparation of Solu-
tion B, 4 mM (0.2244 g) KOH was added in methanol 
(100  mL) with refluxing through a water condenser 
and a continuous stirring was performed for 2  h at 
50 °C using another hotplate magnetic stirrer. Then, a 
mixed solution was prepared by mixing the solutions 
A and B and a constant stirring was maintained for 
2 h. Refluxing through a water condenser was used at 
50 °C to mix both the solutions. After 2 h of stirring, 
the solution was kept aside to reach room temperature 
and then aged overnight (~ 14 h). After centrifuging 
this solution, we washed the centrifuged materials 
with absolute ethanol and water several times to elim-
inate contaminations. White powders of ZnO were 
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obtained after 24 h keeping the materials in a vacuum 
oven at 50 °C.

For the preparation of Li-doped ZnO NSs, the 
equivalent weight of Li for doping percentage was 
dissolved in 15 mL of methanol with continuous stir-
ring at room temperature and then mixed with the 
85  mL of Zinc acetate solution with an appropriate 
mole of Zn to Li. Now, freshly prepared KOH solu-
tion was added to this solution and all the other pro-
cedures were the same as described for the synthe-
sis of undoped ZnO NSs. For example, zinc acetate 
dihydrate (0.4297 g), lithium chloride (0.0026 g) and 
KOH (0.2244 g) were used for the synthesis of 3% Li-
doped ZnO.

Characterizations

Structure analysis of all the powder samples was per-
formed by XRD technique using laboratory X-ray 
source, on Bruker D8 Advance diffractometer having 
Cu target and LYNXEYE detector. DRS measure-
ments were carried out using Carry-60 UV-VIZ-NIR 
spectrophotometer to get information about the opti-
cal band gap of all the samples in the wavelength 
range of 190 nm to 800 nm. Zn K-edge measurements 
were done in transmission mode at scanning extended 
X-ray absorption fine atructure (EXAFS) beamline 
(BL-9) and O K-edge were done in total electron yield 
mode at soft X-ray absorption spectroscopy beamline 
(BL-1) at Indus-2. The XAFS spectrum for Zn-foil 
(as reference) was also recorded in the same setup 
for energy calibration. The analysis of the XAFS data 
was carried out using the FEFF 6.0 code [39] with 
the help of ATHENA software [40, 41]. ARTEMIS 
software was used to generate the theoretical XAFS 
spectra from an expected crystallographic structure 
[40, 41]. The best fit of XAFS data was obtained to 
minimize Rfactor in the fitting procedure [42].

MIRA II LMH from TESCAN field emission 
scanning electron microscope (FE-SEM) was used 
to investigate the surface morphology. The energy of 
electrons was kept at 25  keV and images were cap-
tured using the secondary electron detector. To get a 
TEM image, we used a Philips CM200 system. The 
powder sample was dispersed in a deionized (DI) 
water medium by ultrasonication. These dispersed 
particles were lifted on copper TEM grids for the 
characterization.

For the PL measurements, a 100 mW power-oper-
ated HeCd laser (KIMMON, Japan) was used and 
spectra were recorded by an Ocean Optics (HR4000) 
spectrometer at room temperature under 325 nm exci-
tation wavelength.

The valence band (VB) spectra were recorded at 
angle-resolved photoelectron spectroscopy (ARPES) 
beamline, BL-3, of Indus-1 using a synchrotron 
radiation source with 60 eV photon energy, whereas 
O 1  s core-level spectra were recorded using Al Kα 
X-ray source. All the spectra were recorded in step 
size of 0.05 eV and with a pass energy of 30 eV. A 
SPECS Phiobos 150 HV hemispherical electron ana-
lyzer was used for VB measurements. It is mounted 
on the UHV chamber (base pressure ~ 5 × 10−9 mbar) 
in the horizontal direction, at 45° from the incoming 
X-ray beam. All the XPS spectra were calibrated to 
the binding energy of C 1 s (284.6 eV) core level as 
reference. The doping percentage of Li in ZnO was 
confirmed using XPS measurements and found to be 
the same as expected.

Results and discussion

X‑ray diffraction

XRD patterns of undoped and Li-doped ZnO bulk and 
NSs are presented in Figs. 1 and 2, respectively. The 
diffraction peaks appearing at angles (2θ) of 31.8°, 
34.5°, 36.3°, 47.6°, 56.7°, 62.9°, 66.5°, 68.1°, 72.6° 
and 77.1° corresponding to the reflection from the (1 
0 0), (0 0 2), (1 0 1), (1 0 2), (1 1 0), (1 0 3), (2 0 0), 
(1 1 2), (2 0 1), (0 0 4) and (2 0 2)  planes, respec-
tively, are the crystal planes of the hexagonal wurtzite 
ZnO structure (JCPDS 36–1451, 89–7102).The Riet-
veld refinement of Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 0.03, 0.05, 0.08) 
NSs are also performed as shown in Fig. 1a–d. XRD 
patterns confirmed that with Li doping the structure 
remains in the wurtzite structure with preferred ori-
entation along (101) and no trace of any impurity 
peak is observed. The lattice parameters obtained 
from XRD fitting are a = b = 3.249 Å and c = 5.203 Å 
for Li-doped ZnO NSs and a = b = 3.252  Å and 
c = 5.209  Å for Li-doped ZnO bulk, respectively. It 
has been observed that XRD peaks get broadened 
with increasing Li concentration in NSs. The crystal 
size of all the samples was calculated by Scherrer’s 
formula using (101) plane diffraction peak. For the 
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increasing Li concentrations form  0 to 0.03, 0.05 and 
0.08 in NSs, the crystal size decreased from 10.8  to 
8.79, 8.82 and 7.66 nm, respectively. The bulk ZnO 
undoped sample has a crystal size of ~ 104.7  nm as 
calculated from Scherrer’s equation. After doping, the 
crystal size has been increased to 168.5 nm for 0.03 
Li doping, followed by a reduction in the crystal size 
with further Li incorporation in ZnO bulk. The crys-
tal sizes are 159.7, 145.7 and 114.3 nm for 0.05, 0.08 
and 0.1 Li concentration in ZnO bulk. We have also 
calculated the strain in ZnO NSs using Williamson-
Hall (WH) plot as shown in Fig.  3. The strain has 
been found to increase after Li doping. The results are 
given in Table  1. The reduction of crystal size with 
Li doping in NSs and bulk is induced by the smaller 
ionic radius (0.68 Å) of Li+ as compared to ionic radii 
of Zn2+ ions (0.74 Å) [43]. Thus, the incorporation of 
Li atoms in the interstitial site progressively reduces 
the concentration of Zn in the system. Hence, Li 
atoms are segregated at the grain boundaries result-
ing in a reduction in the crystallite size. The Fujihara 
et al. has also reported similar results [44].

Scanning electron microscopy and transmission 
electron microscopy

The surface morphology of ZnO NSs and bulk were 
investigated by SEM as shown in Figs. 4 and 5 at dif-
ferent magnifications, respectively. The SEM results 

confirm that undoped ZnO NSs have granular struc-
tures with ~ 20  nm diameter, whereas after Li dop-
ing in ZnO, flakes like nanostructures are observed. 
The observed flake like nanostructures are uniform 
in size and homogeneously distributed. The dimen-
sions of the flake like nanostructures are in the range 
of 250–730 nm, 270–1170 nm and 380–990 nm hav-
ing a thickness in the range of ~ 15–40  nm for ZnO 
NSs doped with 0.03, 0.05, 0.08 Li content, respec-
tively. The flake thickness in Li-doped ZnO NSs 
samples appears to be independent of the Li doping 

Fig. 1   a–d Rietveld refined 
X-ray diffraction pattern of 
Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 0.03, 0.05, 
0.08) NSs

Fig. 2   X-ray diffraction pattern of Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 0.05, 0.1) 
bulk. The patterns are shifted in y-scale for the sake of clarity
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percentage. Bulk undoped ZnO shows nearly cuboid 
shape particles with dimensions in the range of 
100–750  nm and Li-doped ZnO bulk samples show 
nearly spherical particles with dimensions in the 
range of 16–22  µm. To obtain more details about 
the structures of NSs samples, TEM measurements 
were performed and the results are shown in the left 
panel of Fig.  6. The selected area electron diffrac-
tion (SAED) patterns are shown in the right panel of 
Fig.  6 indicating the wurtzite structure of prepared 
ZnO which is consistent with XRD results. The par-
ticle size distribution, deduced from TEM images by 
taking approximately 100 particles from each image, 
is shown in Fig. 7. One can observe a better size dis-
tribution with an increase in the Li doping percentage 
as depicted from the distribution profile. The average 

particle size was calculated by Gaussian fit of the dis-
tribution profile and a decrease in nanoparticle size 
was obtained for Zn0.97Li0.03O and Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs 
samples. The deduced average particle sizes are 13.6, 
8.2 and 7.7 nm for undoped and 0.05% and 0.08% Li-
doped ZnO NSs, respectively. One can also see the 
better size distribution with a higher percentage of Li 
incorporation in ZnO NSs. The average crystal sizes 
calculated from Scherrer’s equation and Williamson-
Hall plot perfectly match the size deduced from TEM 
analysis as shown in Table 1.

Diffuse reflectance spectroscopy

The band gap in undoped, Li-doped ZnO bulk and 
NSs was calculated from DRS spectra using the 
Kubelka–Munk plot [45]. Figure  8 shows a plot 
between 

[

F
(

R
∞

)

× h�
]2 and h� for Zn1-xLixO bulk 

and NSs samples. The Eg values were obtained 
by extrapolating the linear fit of 

[

F
(

R
∞

)

× h�
]2 

curves as a function of h� to intercept value on the 
energy axis as shown by the arrow line in Fig.  8. 
The obtained Eg values are 3.24, 3.16, 3.16  eV 
corresponding to the ZnO bulk, Zn0.95Li0.05O bulk, 
Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk and 3.27, 3.3, 3.3, 3.33  eV cor-
responding to the undoped ZnO, Zn0.97Li0.03O, 
Zn0.95Li0.05O o and Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs, respectively. 
For Li-doped NSs, it has been observed that the 
band gap increases as Li concentration increases. 
This widening (blueshift) of the optical band gap 
is mainly attributed to the Burstein–Moss effect 
(B-M) [46]. As the Li doping increases in NSs, 
there is an increase in the charge carrier con-
centration and the Fermi level merges into the 

Fig. 3   Williamson-Hall plot corresponding to Zn1-xLixO 
(x = 0, 0.03, 0.05, 0.08) NSs

Fig. 4   FE-SEM micro-
graphs of a, b ZnO NSs, 
c, d Zn0.97Li0.03O NSs, e, f 
Zn0.95Li0.05O NSs and g, h 
Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs samples
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conduction band. On the other hand, Li-doped 
bulk samples show band gap narrowing (red shift). 
This reduction of band gap for bulk ZnO is due 
to the combined effect of the conduction-band 
renormalization [47] and the B-M effect [46]. 
There is another possible reason for the red shift 
in band gap for bulk samples which may be due to 
the oxygen vacancies and defects in the host lat-
tice [48]. The band gap widening and narrowing 
with the same element doping can be understood 
in terms of the size of crystallites and the shape of 
the particles. A similar result of size- and shape-
dependent band gap has also been reported by N. 
Kamarulzaman et  al. [49]. These results are fur-
ther supported by valence band studies.

X‑ray absorption near edge structure and X‑ray 
absorption fine structure

Figure  9a, b  shows normalized Zn K-edge spectra 
of Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 0.05, 0.1) bulk and Zn1-xLixO 

(x = 0, 0.05, 0.08) NSs samples. The Zn K-edge 
XANES spectra confirm that Zn is in 2 + oxida-
tion state in all the samples. With Li-doped ZnO 
bulk as well as NSs samples, there is no change in 
oxidation state which confirms that Li ions occupy 
the Zn ions sites in the wurtzite structure and no 
impurity phase appears. Interestingly, it has been 
observed that there is a reduction of a white line 
intensity with Li-doped ZnO bulk as well as NSs. 
This reduction of white line mainly arises due to 
the variation of charge transfer upon Li doping. A 
similar reduction of a white line on Ni doping in 
ZnO was also observed by Rana et  al. [36]. The 
O K-edge XANES spectra of Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 
0.05, 0.1) bulk and Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 0.05, 0.08) 
NSs samples are shown in Fig.  10a, b. O K-edge 
mainly probes unoccupied states in the conduc-
tion band by the transitions of O 1  s electron into 
O 2p states which are hybridized with neighbour-
ing metals. The features A, B and C are mainly due 
to transitions into O 2p states hybridized with Zn 

Fig. 5   FE-SEM micro-
graphs of a, b, c ZnO bulk, 
d, e, f Zn0.95Li0.05O bulk 
and g, h, i Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk 
samples
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4  s states [50]. Features D and E are due to O 2p 
states hybridized with Zn 4p states, whereas fea-
ture F is due to O 2p-Zn 4d hybridized states [50]. 
As shown in Figure 10a, b, O K-edge spectra shows 

all (A–F) features for Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 0.05, 0.1) 
bulk and Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 0.05, 0.08) NSs sam-
ples. Interestingly, feature A corresponding to pre-
edge shows significant enhancement in intensity in 

Fig. 6   TEM images of a ZnO NSs, c Zn0.95Li0.05O NSs and e Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs samples. b, d, f are the SAED patterns, respectively
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Li-doped ZnO NSs compare to Li-doped ZnO bulk. 
This reveals that there is an increase in the unoccu-
pied density of states corresponding to O 2p-Zn4s 
hybridization states in Li-doped ZnO NSs [51]. The 
variation in unoccupied density of states may be 

due to variation in oxygen vacancies for Li-doped 
ZnO NSs and Li-doped ZnO bulk. As we know that 
O K-edge is sensitive to surface information only, 
therefore, more investigations are needed to know 
oxygen vacancies behaviour in all the Li-doped 

Table 1   Crystal size and strain calculated by Scherrer’s equation, TEM analysis and Williamson-Hall plot for Li-doped NSs and 
Bulk ZnO

Li concentration Crystal Size (nm): ZnO bulk Crystal size (nm) and strain: ZnO NSs Particle size 
(nm): ZnO 
NSs

Scherrer’s equation Scherrer’s 
equation

Williamson-Hall 
Plot

Strain TEM

0 104.7 10.88 10.8 5.32339E-4 13.6
0.03 168.5 8.79 8.4 4.73878E-5 –
0.05 159.7 8.82 8.7 7.06427E-5 8.2
0.08 145.7 7.66 7.4 9.24346E-5 7.7
0.1 114.3 – – – –

Fig. 7   The particle size distribution deduced from TEM images for Li doping percentages a 0, b 0.05 and c 0.08% NSs

Fig. 8   The Kubelka–Munk 
plot as a function of energy 
for a Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 0.05, 
0.1) bulk and b Zn1-xLixO 
(x = 0, 0.03, 0.05, 0.08) 
NSs. The band gap values 
have been determined using 
slope of straight line
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ZnO samples. However, Zn K-edge XAFS analy-
sis was performed to know local vacancies corre-
sponding to Zn–O and Zn-Zn atoms.

Figure  11a, b  shows the best fit of magnitude 
and real component of the Fourier transform of Zn 
XAFS functions for Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 0.05, 0.1) bulk 
and Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 0.05, 0.08) NSs. The k-range of 
2.5–9 Å−1 was used for Fourier transform, whereas 
the phase un-corrected R-space range of 1–3.21  Å 
was used for fitting. For Zn K-edge XAFS fitting, 
the structure is assumed as pure ZnO wurtzite, 
where Zn is co-ordinated with four O atoms (Zn–O) 
at 1.98 Å distance in the first shell and second next 
near-neighbour Zn is bounded by 12 Zn atoms (Zn-
Zn) at 3.21 Å distance. The local structural param-
eters, i.e. coordination numbers, bond distances and 
Debye–Waller (DW) factor, as determined by these 
fittings are listed in Table 2. From the fitting of Zn 
K-edge XAFS, there is not much significant change 

in Zn–O and Zn-Zn bond distance of undoped 
ZnO bulk and NSs. It has been observed from Zn 
K-edge XAFS analysis that Zn–O and Zn-Zn bond 
distance and disorder increase in Zn0.95Li0.05O bulk 
and Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk as compared to undoped ZnO 
bulk. For the Li-doped NSs, the Zn K-edge fitting 
confirms the reduction of coordination number and 
increase in Zn–O and Zn-Zn bond distances and 
disorder. It has been noticed from XAFS fitting that 
the bond distance of Zn–O and Zn-Zn of ZnO NSs 
are the same as ZnO Bulk. After doping Li in ZnO 
NSs and ZnO bulk, Zn–O and Zn-Zn bond distances 
are increased. The increase in bond distance with 
Li doping is due to the ionic radius of Li+ (0.68 Å) 
being less than Zn2+ (0.74  Å) [43]. It has been 
observed that Zn–O and Zn-Zn coordination number 
for ZnO NSs has been reduced as compared to ZnO 
bulk,  since a large number of atoms are occupied 
on the surface in form of NSs which is known as the 

Fig. 9   Normalized Zn 
K-edge spectra of a ZnO 
bulk, Zn0.95Li0.05O bulk and 
Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk. b ZnO 
NSs, Zn0.95Li0.05O NSs and 
Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs samples

Fig. 10   O K-edge spectra 
of a ZnO bulk, Zn0.95Li0.05O 
bulk and Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk. 
b ZnO NSs, Zn0.95Li0.05O 
NSs and Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs 
samples. The data has been 
shifted vertically for sake 
of clarity
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nano-size effect [52]. The decreased coordination 
number of Zn–O and Zn-Zn neighbouring atoms in 
Li-doped NSs indicates the presence of large oxygen 
vacancies. A similar decrease in coordination num-
bers with doping has also been observed by vari-
ous workers [37, 38]. The increased oxygen vacan-
cies with doping are observed due to a lower ionic 
radius; therefore, oxygen vacancies are formed at the 
host site, i.e. in the neighbourhood of Zn.

Photoluminescence spectroscopy

The PL spectra of the undoped ZnO (bulk and 
NSs), Li-doped bulk and NSs samples recorded at 

the excitation wavelength of 325  nm are shown in 
Fig. 12. The emission spectrum of pure ZnO consists 
of two major peaks marked as A and B at ~ 388 nm 
(UV) and ~ 585 nm (green), respectively [53–57]. It 
is well known that the peak at ~ 388 nm corresponds 
to the band edge emission of ZnO, which originates 
due to the radiative recombination of the free exci-
ton–exciton collision process in the ZnO. The band 
edge emission peak is absent for all the Li-doped 
ZnO Bulk samples. The disappearance of band edge 
emission in Li-doped ZnO bulk samples can be 
attributed either to the exciton pairs recombination 
at the non-radiative centres or to the increase in the 
density of defect. A close exploration of the band 

Fig. 11   a Magnitude 
and b real component of 
the Fourier transform of 
XAFS functions (k2χ(k)) 
for Zn1-xLixO (x = 0, 0.05, 
0.1) bulk and Zn1-xLixO 
(x = 0, 0.05, 0.08) NSs. 
Dotted lines represent the 
experimental data whereas 
the solid lines represent the 
best fit

Table 2   Structural parameters obtained by fitting the experi-
mental XAFS signals measured at the Zn K-edge. The CN is 
the coordination numbers, whereas R is the average intera-

tomic distance and σ2 the EXAFS Debye–Waller factor. The 
numbers in parentheses indicate the uncertainty in the last digit

Sample CNZn-O RZn-O(Å) σ2Zn-O (Å2) CNZn-Zn RZn-Zn(Å) σ2 Zn-Zn (Å2)

ZnO Bulk 4 1.919(3) 0.0084(3) 12 3.240(3) 0.0095(4)
Zn0.95Li0.05O Bulk 4 1.924(3) 0.0163(4) 12 3.258(4) 0.0112(5)
Zn0.9Li0.1O Bulk 4 1.944(4) 0.0157(5) 12 3.252(4) 0.0117(5)
ZnO NSs 3.6 (2) 1.916(3) 0.0052(3) 11.2(3) 3.238(3) 0.0095(4)
Zn0.95Li0.05O NSs 3.3(3) 1.923(3) 0.0059(4) 10.4(3) 3.241(3) 0.0101(4)
Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs 3.2(3) 1.929(3) 0.0061(3) 10.3(3) 3.261(4) 0.0102(4)
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edge emission band in NSs samples suggests a blue 
shift in the band position, which shifted from 387.5 
to 380.8 nm when Li doping was changed from 0 to 
0.08%. The band position of 0.05% Li doped ZnO is 
at 385.5 nm. Also, the intensity of band edge emis-
sion was found to increase with the concentration 
of Li and can be related to the decrease in the size 
of the particles. The broad band B is comprised of 
several different bands having a central peak posi-
tion at ~ 572 nm, which is also slightly blue-shifted 
as compared to the pure ZnO sample. This visible 
band is composed of multiple electronic transitions 
which is originated due to the overlapped emission 
of green, yellow, orange and red emissions.

The broad visible band present the PL spectra of all 
the doped sample that can be de-convoluted into five 
peaks, labelled as 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5, using Lorentzian 
function in Origin, corresponding to neutral oxygen 
vacancies (VO), single charge oxygen vacancies (Vo

+), 
double charge oxygen vacancies (Vo

++) and oxygen 
interstitials (Oi). Vo (536 nm), Vo

+ (572 nm) and Vo
++ 

(612 nm) are responsible for the green emission and 
originated due to the transition from the conduction 
band to the deep levels of oxygen vacancies. On the 
other hand, the transitions from the conduction band 
to Oi levels result in orange emission (670–720 nm) 
and red emission (720–780 nm) is obtained due to the 
transition from zinc interstitial (Zni) to Oi. [27].

Figure 13 shows variation in the integrated areal 
PL intensity with Li concentration for the bulk and 
NSs samples. The PL intensity for Zn0.95Li0.05O 
bulk is ~ 32 times higher as compared to pure ZnO 

bulk and that is ~ 128 times higher for Zn0.9Li0.1O 
bulk, whereas Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs is ~ 12 times 
higher as compared to ZnO NSs. From the PL 
analysis, it has been observed that ZnO NSs sam-
ples have a greater number of oxygen vacancies as 
compared to ZnO bulk.

X‑ray photoelectron spectroscopy and valence band 
spectra

Figure  14a, b  shows the XPS O 1  s core level 
spectra of ZnO bulk, Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk, ZnO NSs 

Fig. 12   Photolumines-
cence spectra of a ZnO 
bulk, Zn0.95Li0.05O bulk 
and Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk 
samples and b ZnO NSs, 
Zn0.95Li0.05O NSs and 
Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs samples. 
The black dots show experi-
mental data, green lines 
Gaussian fitting and red line 
sum of all fitted peaks

Fig. 13   PL intensity with Li concentration for the bulk and 
NSs samples
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and Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs samples. The O 1  s spec-
trum shows an asymmetric shape and the pres-
ence of two peaks. From the fitting of O 1  s core 
level spectrum of ZnO, the peak position appears 
at 531.87 ± 0.05  eV and 529.86 ± 0.05  eV. The 
first peak of O 1  s is mainly associated with the 
O-ZnO bond and the second peak intensity is 
due to oxygen vacancies (Vo) in ZnO [58]. It has 
been observed that there is a drastic change in the 
intensity of oxygen vacancy peak corresponding 
to Li-doped NSs samples compare to Li-doped 
bulk samples. This confirms that there is a large 
increase in oxygen vacancies in Li-doped NSs 
samples as compared to Li-doped bulk samples.

The valence band spectra of ZnO bulk, 
Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk, ZnO NSs and Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs 

samples were measured using 60 eV photon energy, 
as shown in Fig.  15a, b. The valence band spectra 
consist of three main features A, B and C. Peak A 
is the valence peak, B due to the hybridization of O 
2p with Zn 4 s and Zn 4p states and C is mainly due 
to the Zn 3d states [59]. There is no binding energy 
shift that has been observed corresponding to fea-
ture B & C for all the samples. Interestingly, there 
is change in peak B intensity after Li doping in bulk 
as well as NSs attributed to the modification in the 
hybridization of energy levels in the presence of Li 
doping [60]. The valence band maximum (VBM) 
was determined using the linear extrapolation of the 
valence band edge and found to be 1.97 ± 0.05  eV 
for ZnO bulk, 1.90 ± 0.05  eV for Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk, 
2.20 ± 0.05 eV for ZnO NSs and Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs, 

Fig. 14   O 1 s core level 
spectra of a ZnO bulk and 
Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk. b ZnO 
NSs and Zn0.92Li0.08O NSs 
samples

Fig. 15   Valence band 
spectra of a ZnO bulk and 
Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk. b ZnO 
NSs and Zn0.92Li0.08O 
NSs samples. The inset 
represents enlarged view 
of valence band edge with 
VBM values
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respectively. After Li doping Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk, it has 
been found that there is a valence band shift towards 
the lower binding energy with respect to pure ZnO. 
Similarly, undoped and Li-doped Zn0.92Li0.1O NSs 
show valence band shift towards the higher binding 
energy with respect to pure ZnO. It is also observed 
that there is a shift in peak position and width of 
Zn 3d after Li doping in ZnO which resembles the 
band narrowing and widening. The shift in Zn 3d 
peak depends on the electronic state of Li+ and 
Zn2+ ions in Li-doped ZnO system, where Li and 
Zn are in + 1 and + 2 stable states, respectively. In 
the presence of Li+ ions in the ZnO lattice, the shift 
of valence band spectra depends on how addition 
energy levels near and above are hybridized with 
the valence band. The VBM shift towards lower 
binding energy suggests that the valence band shifts 
towards the conduction band, whereas the VBM 
shift on higher binding energy confirms a large 
downward shift of the valence band. The upward 
shift of the valence band is due to the formation of 
additional fully occupied impurity bands above the 
valence band, ascribed as band gap narrowing [49] 
and accounting for a decrease in the band gap in 
Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk. The downward shift of the valence 
band is mainly because the Fermi level (EF) lies in 
the conduction band, ascribed as band gap widening 
and consequently band gap increases in undoped 
ZnO NSs and Zn0.92Li0.1O NSs.

From the present study, we have found that the 
average particle size decreases with doping per-
centage as confirmed by XRD and TEM in ZnO 
NSs increasing the band gap which is opposite to 
the trend of band gap for bulk ZnO. From XAFS, 
we found that the disorder is more in bulk sam-
ples with respect to NSs samples. Photolumines-
cence studies indicate higher oxygen vacancies in 
NSs samples, which is also evident from the XPS 
investigations. On the other hand, the valence 
band results are consistent with band gap finding 
in both sets of samples.

Conclusion

Li-doped ZnO, (Zn1-xLixO; x = 0, 0.05, 0.1) bulk 
and (Zn1-xLixO; x = 0, 0.03, 0.05, 0.08) NSs have 
been prepared. XRD measurement revealed wurtz-
ite structure for both types of samples. A blue 

shift has been observed in the optical bandgap 
for Li-doped ZnO NSs samples, while a red shift 
is observed for Li-doped bulk ZnO samples. SEM 
images show flake-like nanostructures for Li-doped 
NSs and spherical shape particle-like structures for 
Li-doped bulk ZnO samples. The oxygen vacan-
cies have been revealed by PL spectra, Zn K-edge 
XAFS, as well as XPS spectra. The band gap nar-
rowing and widening were confirmed by the shift 
in valence band maxima for Zn0.9Li0.1O bulk and 
Zn0.92Li0.1O NSs. ZnO nanoflake structures have 
lots of fascinating exceptional properties such as 
large surface areas with porous structures. So, one 
can get improved performance and higher sensitiv-
ity in ZnO nanoflake structures-based sensors and 
solar cells for sensor devices where large surface 
areas are needed. On the other hand, the observed 
luminescence properties indicate possible applica-
tion in the light emitting devices.
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