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ABSTRACT: Palladium (Pd) nanoparticles (5−20 nm) are used as the sensing
layer on surface acoustic wave (SAW) devices for detecting H2. The interaction
with hydrogen modiﬁes the conductivity of the Pd nanoparticle ﬁlm, producing
measurable changes in acoustic wave propagation, which allows for the detection
of this explosive gas. The nanoparticle-based SAW sensor responds rapidly and
reversibly at room temperature.
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■

INTRODUCTION
Hydrogen is a carbon-free fuel with important applications, but
there are serious risks involved with its use. It is an asphyxiant,
as well as explosive and extremely ﬂammable in air.
Furthermore, being colorless and odorless, it is diﬃcult to
detect. To limit the hazards associated with this potentially
explosive gas, reliable detectors are required to rapidly sense H2
at concentrations below regulatory limits and to aid in its
detection and containment in response to accidental releases.
Hence, dependable hydrogen sensors are imperative to ensure a
safe working environment in hydrogen production plants, H2
refueling stations, H2 powered cars, petrochemical and
metallurgical plants, nuclear power stations, coal mines, and
the semiconductor industry.1 The presence of hydrogen in
human breath may also be an indicator of lactose intolerance,
fructose malabsorption, neonatal necrotizing enterocolitis, or
diabetic gastroparesis, which makes the use of hydrogen sensors
biomedically signiﬁcant.2 This ubiquitous need for hydrogen
detection therefore motivates research directed toward the
development of a fast, reusable, and dependable hydrogen
sensor.
Traditional hydrogen sensors typically employ microelectromechanical systems (MEMS), catalytic, thermal, electrochemical (resistance and work function), mechanical, optical,
and acoustic detection schemes.1,4 The relative advantages and
disadvantages of each type of sensor are discussed in detail
elsewhere.1 In the present work, a special type of acoustic
sensor, a Surface Acoustic Wave (SAW) device, will be
considered because it is small, oﬀers a passive, wireless sensing
platform, and when coated with an appropriate chemically
selective layer, may function as a chemical vapor sensor with
extremely high sensitivity.4
© 2015 American Chemical Society

SAW devices are fabricated on a piezoelectric substrate with
interdigitated transducers (IDTs) (Figure 1) that convert
electrical signals into acoustic waves and vice versa. A chemical
sensing layer is deposited on the delay line in between two or
more IDTs.4,5 A high frequency (250 MHz) acoustic wave is

Figure 1. Working principle of a SAW device. In the absence of H2, an
acoustic wave travels through the Pd layer (which has a baseline
conductivity that can be varied based on ﬁlm fabrication processes)
with nominal perturbation. Exposure to H2 induces lattice expansion in
Pd so that the nanoparticles become closer together and/or touch and
enhance conducting pathways. Any modiﬁcation in the conductive
properties of the Pd sensing ﬁlm attenuates and perturbs the acoustic
wave. The perturbation is reﬂected as a change in delay and amplitude
(insertion loss) of the output acoustic wave detected. Depending on
the initial baseline conductivity of the ﬁlm, exposure to hydrogen can
cause an increase or decrease in signal amplitude.
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electrical resistance during H2 adsorption and desorption
cycles, which is dependent on the ﬁlm thickness and can be
signiﬁcantly reduced at thicknesses below 5 nm.27 Attaining
such precise dimensions may be challenging and the sensitivity
and mechanical stability of such devices are also compromised.27 Previous scanning tunneling microscopy studies
revealed that the crystallites are loosely connected in the
nanoparticle samples whereas the thin ﬁlm samples are more
continuous in nature.28 The interparticle distance in nanoparticle ﬁlms provides space for hydrogen induced morphological changes whereas the Pd−Hydrogen interaction builds
up stress in the thin ﬁlms due to lack of the interparticle voids,
thereby aﬀecting the performance of Pd thin ﬁlm based sensors.
Pd nanoparticle ﬁlms on the other hand have higher surface to
volume ratio hence providing more adsorption sites, which
allows the hydrogen to diﬀuse in and out more readily,
increasing the rate at which the sensor can respond to a change
in hydrogen vapor concentration and reducing hysteresis.
Moreover, in the case of Pd nanoparticles the binding energy of
the Pd 4d band is decreased by 0.6 eV, so the miscibility gap is
lowered, and a new set of surface and subsurface adsorption
sites in addition to the regular interstitial and grain boundary
sites for hydrogen adsorption have been reported to appear,
enhancing the hydrogen sensing properties.12,28−35 The Pd
nanoparticles are coated with polyvinylpyrrolidone to prevent
aggregation, and serve as a protective layer against oxidation.
The functioning of the sensor depends on the sensing ﬁlm and
as long as the Pd nanoparticle ﬁlm can withstand oxidation, the
sensors are expected to be durable. All of the aforementioned
properties make Pd nanoparticles a promising material in
comparison to thin ﬁlms of Pd for hydrogen sensing.
One of the key challenges faced in the fabrication of
nanoparticle based devices is the lack of precise control of size
distribution of nanoparticles, as smaller particles are expected to
have more adsorption sites. However, when hydrogen sensors
fabricated on a non SAW sensing platform with thin ﬁlms are
compared with those that use nanoparticle ﬁlms of Pd, the
latter reﬂect faster response times and increased sensitivity.27 A
few related reports of nanoparticles on SAWs for hydrogen
sensing point toward the usage of Pd nanoparticles coated with
Tobacco Mosaic Virus,36 WO3 nanoparticles,37 Pd nanopillars,38 Pt coated ZnO nanorods,39 titania nanotubes,40
isolated samarium nanoparticles,41 and nanoclusters of titanium
benzene complexes.42 However, the majority of these studies
investigated mass loading eﬀects on SAW whereas the Pd
nanoparticle based SAW sensor disclosed here exploits the
formation/modiﬁcation of conductive pathways due to
electrical contacts either in an Ohmic transport regime, when
actual mechanical contact between particles becomes possible
following lattice expansion, or in a quantum mechanical
tunneling regime, where the electron density distributions
overlap.
The nanoparticles utilized for the present study were
synthesized using a solution based reduction of H2PdCl4 with
ethanol under reﬂux conditions method proposed by Teranishi
et al. resulting in 5−20 nm polyvinylpyrrolidone (PVP) capped
Pd nanoparticles.43 The removal of the organic capping layer
was considered crucial for exposing the catalytically active Pd
sites44,45 and also for the formation of electrical contact46 so the
ﬁlms were ozone cleaned prior to hydrogen exposure.
The Pd nanoparticles were characterized using Transmission
Electron Microscopy (TEM). Thin ﬁlms of the Pd nanoparticles were prepared by drop casting followed by ozone

launched from one transducer, propagates across the surface of
the device passing the sensitive layer before being detected
from the second electrode transducer.4,5 Alternatively, a
reﬂective operation mode can be used (and is the device
design employed in this study), wherein the acoustic wave
launched from the ﬁrst transducer propagates across the surface
of the device, past the sensitive layer region, and is reﬂected
from the second interdigitated transducer, causing the wave to
propagate back under the sensitive layer for a second time
before it is received by the launching transducer, doubling the
interaction time of the wave with the sensitive layer and
enhancing the device sensitivity (Supporting Information, SI,
Figure S3).4,5
Any physical/chemical/electrical modiﬁcation in the region
close to the surface of the substrate, or of the sensing ﬁlm, will
perturb the propagating acoustic wave (Figure 1) and alter its
velocity, phase, and/or amplitude. These modiﬁcations are
observed as changes in the radio frequency response. Surface
acoustic waves are sensitive to changes in the mass loading,6
viscoelastic properties,7 and/or electrical conductivity of the
sensing layer.6,8 Therefore, the selection of material for the
sensing ﬁlm is crucial in achieving high detection sensitivity.4
An optimum hydrogen sensing material is one which
possesses high absorption capacity per unit mass and volume,
requires a low H2 dissociation temperature and moderate
dissociation pressure. Additionally, an ideal H2 sensor should be
reversible, and reusable with high stability against oxidation and
moisture for long cycle life.9 Bulk palladium can absorb about
900 times its own volume of hydrogen at room temperature
and atmospheric pressure. Furthermore, the dissociation of H2
on Pd is known to be thermodynamically favored, even with a
barrier to hydrogen adsorption of ∼0.2 eV,10 as the energy of
adsorption of H2 on a clean Pd (111) is calculated to be close
to 0.56 eV,10 with a temperature independent high initial
sticking coeﬃcient.11 Incorporation of hydrogen into Pd causes
the formation of PdHx which is known to exist into two
diﬀerent phases: the α and β phase.12−14 The α-PdHx exists in
low hydrogen concentration when x < 0.03, whereas the β
phase is found at higher hydrogen concentrations at x <
0.6.12,14 Experimental evidence suggests that the α phase is
dominant at temperatures >50 °C, whereas the β phase exists at
lower temperatures because the Pd−H formation occurs via the
following processes: (i) physisorption of H2, (ii) chemisorption
and dissociation of hydrogen on the surface, (iii) introduction
of hydrogen atoms on the Pd surface, (iv) diﬀusion of H atoms
into the bulk, and (v) palladium hydride formation.12,15 The
absorption of hydrogen causes strain in the lattice of Pd due to
the formation of PdHx with an increased lattice constant (∼3−
4%) and volume (∼10%).16 The structural and morphological
modiﬁcation in Pd due to hydrogen is commonly referred to as
Hydrogen Induced Lattice Expansion (HILE).14,17,18 The
lattice expansion may also induce changes in electrical
properties, e.g., conductivity, which often forms the basis of
hydrogen sensing using Pd.19−21 Thus, the thermodynamically
favored dissociation of hydrogen and reversible lattice
expansion justiﬁes the selection of Pd as the sensing material
for hydrogen gas detection.
Pd thin ﬁlms22−24 and Pd bilayer structures25,26 have been
previously used on SAW devices for sensing hydrogen.
However, their drawbacks include the need of sophisticated
deposition equipment, like sputter coaters or electron beam
evaporators, which typically require vacuum and expensive
targets. Additionally, the thin ﬁlms suﬀer from hysteresis in
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cleaning for measuring the conductivity in situ, both in the
presence and absence of hydrogen, to detect the changes in
conductive properties brought about by the reversible
formation of PdHx. After identifying the optimal hydrogen
sensitive Pd ﬁlms, similar ﬁlms were deposited on SAW devices
for testing the real-time response to hydrogen.

■

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
In Situ Conductivity Measurement. In situ conductivity
measurements of Pd nanoparticle ﬁlms carried out using a
scanning tunneling microscopy (STM) test setup (SI Figure
S2), indicated changes in the electrical properties in the
presence of hydrogen (Figure 2). Initially, the ﬁlms used for

Figure 3. A typical time domain response for the reﬂective SAW delay
line device. The entire response from a single layer Pd SAW device
showing reference peak (ﬁrst peak at 0.28 μs), several peaks for
multiple reﬂections within SAW and mode conversion (3.8 μs), and
sensing response peak at approximately 4.1 μs.

expected as the acoustic wave could be regenerated and travel
between transducers more than once, but other reﬂections and
modes were undesirable. These undesired responses were
present because the sensors did not have any acoustic absorber
or backside roughening on the die to eliminate such signals.
The overall time domain response for an open circuit, single
and double layer Pd nanocluster ﬁlm device was recorded
before, during, and after exposure to 1600 ppm (0.16%) H2 in
N2. The reference peak did not change during N2 purge and
hydrogen exposure (SI Figure S4a,c), whereas for the sensing
peak (Figure 4) the insertion loss (IL) decreased with exposure
to hydrogen, a change which was fully reversible as shown by
the response returning to its starting value when the hydrogen
gas was removed. A much larger, albeit somewhat noisier,
response was obtained for an open circuit, two layer Pd
nanocluster ﬁlm device (Figure 4b) before, during, and after
exposure to 0.16% (1600 ppm) H2 in N2 (for 3 successive
cycles of 5, 6, and 7 min). The H2 sensitive portion of the
device exhibited a decrease in IL of almost 3 dB (indicating a
signal level that is nearly double in amplitude on a linear scale)
and a large reduction in delay of about 50 ns when exposed to
0.16% (1600 ppm) H2 in N2. The decrease in insertion loss is
due to reduction in SAW attenuation as ﬁlm conductivity
increases. The increase in ﬁlm conductivity tends to reduce
SAW velocity, yet the responses in Figure 4 show shorter delays
with hydrogen exposure, indicating an overall increase in SAW
velocity. Thus, there must also be a change in ﬁlm stiﬀness
upon exposure to hydrogen vapor, causing SAW velocity to
increase (reducing signal delay). The magnitude of the change
in response to hydrogen was identical in all the three cycles and
the response returned to the original value after hydrogen was
turned oﬀ and purged with nitrogen. Thus, it could be
concluded that these Pd based SAW devices are stable over the
short-term to multiple cycling of H2 with little or no hysteresis.
Moreover, subsequent to the 0.16% H2 in N2 exposure, the
same ﬁlm was also exposed to 8% H2 in N2, whereby the H2
sensitive portion showed a 1 dB increase in IL relative to the IL
exhibited in the 1600 ppm hydrogen gas. This result at ﬁrst
appears anomalous, as many sensors respond to increasing gas
concentrations with increased sensor response levels. However,
SAW sensors that are responsive to ﬁlm conductivity exhibit a
distinct attenuation peak at a speciﬁc value of ﬁlm conductivity,
with ﬁlms that are either more resistive or less resistive than this
value causing lower attenuation (Figure 5) resulting in lower IL.
Increasing vapor concentration causes the ﬁlm conductivity to
increase for the nanocluster Pd ﬁlms developed here. Film

Figure 2. I−V response of a multilayer Pd nanoparticle ﬁlm (prepared
from 25 mM Pd nanoparticle solution, details of ﬁlm preparation and
measurement procedure are described in the SI ) measured using an
STM preampliﬁer before, during, and after exposure to 4% H2 in N2.
The oscillation in the raw data arise from the external noise as the
STM preampliﬁer used for measuring the conductivity is very sensitive.
All the three traces; No H 2, H2 on, and H2 oﬀ are ﬁtted with straight
lines (solid lines) Current increased due to H2 exposure and reversibly
decreased after H2 was shut oﬀ recovering to close to the initial level.

these measurements were not highly conductive, hence a STM
preampliﬁer was used as a tool to measure the low currents (10
pA−100 nA and resistance 100 GΩ−10 MΩ). Hydrogen
induced lattice expansion caused the nanoparticles to expand
leading to the formation of conductive pathways, which causes
the current to increase from the baseline value (Figure 2). As
hydrogen desorbed, the nanoparticles relaxed back to their
original conﬁgurations breaking the conductive pathways hence
causing the current to decrease again (Figure 2). Thus, the Pd
nanoparticle ﬁlms were conductive at room temperature and
underwent reversible expansion in the presence of hydrogen.
Characterization of SAW Sensor Response. The
hydrogen sensing properties of Pd nanoparticle coated SAW
devices were investigated by exposing the fabricated sensors to
a nitrogen purge followed by a mix of 1600 ppm (0.16%) H2 in
N2 for 5 min, and then a postexposure N2 purge. A typical time
domain response for the reﬂective SAW delay line device
(Figure 3) showed the ﬁrst, largest peak, the reference
response, which did not change regardless of the presence or
absence of hydrogen. The peak at ∼4 μs, the Rayleigh SAW
sensing response, was sensitive to hydrogen. Relative to a SAW
device without a sensing ﬁlm, the sensing peak response was
perturbed by the presence of the Pd nanoparticle ﬁlm, and by
exposure to hydrogen. Additional peaks (Figure 3) are due to
multiple transit responses of the reference response and the
reﬂected wave (at 0.8 μs, 1.4 μs, 4.7 μs, and 5.3 μs), and
acoustic reﬂections and mode conversions (other peaks with 70
dB and higher insertion loss) from the Rayleigh SAW into
other acoustic wave modes. Multiple transit responses were
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was operating on the right side of the attenuation peak (Figure
5). Exposure to 8% H2 in N2 caused an increase in conductivity
(decrease in resistivity) that caused the sensor operating point
to move slightly to the left and up the attenuation curve (Figure
5), increasing device IL with higher concentration. Understanding the interaction of attenuation and ﬁlm conductivity is
essential to properly interpret these device responses.
In order to distinguish between the changes observed due to
modiﬁcations in conductivity, and due to mass-loading or
viscoelastic changes in the sensitive ﬁlm, devices with metalized
delay paths in which conductivity changes would have no
eﬀectcalled “short-circuit” devices (single and double layer
Pd)were tested before, during, and after exposure to 1600
ppm of H2 in N2. It was observed that for the single
nanoparticle Pd layer short-circuit SAW device, the reference
response did not change upon exposure to hydrogen
(Supporting Information,Figure S4 c), and the sensing
response (SI Figure S5a) showed a slight decrease in IL
(about 0.5 dB) with exposure to hydrogen (roughly as large a
change as for the open circuit case, (Figure 4a), and a very
slight (0.005 μs) decrease in delay. For the two-layer Pd
nanocluster ﬁlm (SI Figure S5b), the sensor response had a
nominal insertion loss that was quite high, at more than 85 dB,
and thus any changes caused by exposure to hydrogen or
nitrogen purges were somewhat masked by the noise at this low
signal level. Changes with exposure to hydrogen were diﬃcult
to observe due to the high device IL, although it appears there
may have been a decrease in delay and a small increase in IL. It
was evident from the behavior of open and short circuit SAW
devices that one primary sensing mechanism of the Pd
nanoparticle coated SAW devices here was hydrogen induced
changes in conductivity of the sensing ﬁlm. This conclusion was
supported by the fact that the two-layer open-circuit devices
(Figure 4b) responded to the addition of H2 with a signiﬁcant
decrease in IL, while the metalized (short-circuit) two-layer
device (Figure S5b) did not show a clear IL change in response
to hydrogen. A mass or viscoelastic change of the Pd layer
would have produced a response on SAWs with both open
circuits and short circuits. The decrease in delay in response to
hydrogen in the double layer short-circuit Pd nanoparticle ﬁlm
was likely due to a stiﬀening of the ﬁlm upon hydrogen
exposure, although the changes were somewhat masked by
system noise at the high insertion losses seen for the two-layer
short-circuit devices. The open-circuit one and two layer Pd
ﬁlm devices produced a reversible increase in reﬂected peak
level of about 1 and 3 dB, respectively. A rather large delay shift
of 0.05 μs (50 ns) was observed in the case of the open-circuit
two layer ﬁlm which was not evident for the single layer ﬁlms
(open or short circuit), and was also observed for the short
circuit two layer ﬁlm device.
The most likely explanation for these IL changes is that the
conductivity of the two layer Pd nanocluster ﬁlm was in a range
in which the SAW response was sensitive, while single layer
ﬁlms were probably too low in conductivity to produce changes
in SAW response with moderate conductivity variations. Delay
changes appear to be due to an increase in ﬁlm stiﬀness with
hydrogen exposure. Additional work would be required to fully
characterize the contributions of electrical and mechanical/
elastic properties to sensor response. Clearly, the two layer Pd
nanoparticle based open circuit SAW devices produced
measurable changes when exposed to H2 and further
modiﬁcation of the ﬁlm properties could produce optimized
sensors with signiﬁcantly enhanced sensitivity. It should also be

Figure 4. Measured time domain response of SAW sensor with
nonmetallized open circuit propagation path with single and double
layer Pd nanoparticle coating before, during, and after exposure
hydrogen. Sensing response peak enlarged for (a) one layer Pd device
during initial N2 purge, 0.16% H2 exposure, and postexposure N2
purge, (b) double layer Pd nanoparticle coated SAW device during
initial N2 purge, 0.16% H2 exposure for 5, 6, and 7 min successively,
and postexposure N2 purge, and (c) double layer Pd nanoparticle
coated SAW device exposed to N2 purge, 0.16% and 8% H2 in N2 for 5
min and postexposure N2 purge. The sensing peak showed a decrease
in insertion loss (IL) during H2 exposure, and returned to initial N2
purge levels during postexposure N2 purge.

Figure 5. SAW attenuation, α and phase velocity νp as a function of
thin ﬁlm resistivity (1/σ) for SAW devices .

parameters can be optimized to develop a sensor that operates
in the desired nominal ﬁlm conductivity range, with exposure to
increasing vapor concentration either causing the sensor IL to
decrease (if sensor operation is on the left, or low resistivity
side of the peak) or causing the sensor IL to increase (if sensor
operation is on the right, or high resistivity side of the peak) as
the ﬁlm resistivity decreases with increasing vapor concentration. Thus, the double layer Pd nanoparticle coated device
5712
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noted that the responses to H2 exposure and removal were
rapid at room temperature.

■

CONCLUSIONS
Pd nanoparticle based SAW sensors were fabricated that
produced measurable changes in response to exposure to
hydrogen. Changes in the conductivity of the Pd ﬁlm upon
exposure to hydrogen were found to be a principal mechanism
behind the sensing response. Almost complete recovery was
obtained once the analyte was removed. The response time of
these Pd nanoparticle based SAW sensors was rapid with very
little hysteresis. In situ conductivity measurements on similar
Pd nanoparticle ﬁlms conﬁrmed hydrogen induced lattice
expansion leading to conductive pathways and changes in
conductivity as a primary reason behind the sensitivity to
hydrogen. Such a Pd nanoparticle based SAW detection
strategy could potentially be extended to other nanomaterials
for the purpose of sensing other toxic and explosive analytes.
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