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Highlights

What are the main findings?

Dense SrTiO3 ceramic targets were successfully fabricated by SPS.

SrTiO; thin films were successfully deposited on FTO by RF Magnetron Sputtering.
FTO/SrTiO3/CdTe/ Au devices exhibited a photovoltaic response.

The SrTiOj3 layer influenced the photoelectric behavior of the device.

What are the implications of the main findings?

e  SPS enables the fabrication of suitable SrTiO3 sputtering targets.

e  SrTiOj3 thin films are promising for oxide-based photovoltaic devices.

e  SrTiO3/CdTe heterostructures offer potential for photovoltaic applications.
e  The approach supports the development of multilayer thin-film devices.
Abstract

Strontium titanate (SrTiOs3) is a stable, non-toxic perovskite oxide that has attracted in-
terest for photovoltaic and optoelectronic applications, including third-generation pho-
tovoltaic devices. However, the production of ceramic targets with suitable density and
microstructure for sputtering deposition remains a technological challenge. This study

R) Cheok for und investigates a processing route for SrTiO3 ceramic targets and their application in thin-film
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1. Introduction

A significant contemporary scientific and technological challenge is the shift of the
global energy mix to renewable sources, which is motivated by the pressing necessity to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions that are linked to the extensive use of fossil fuels. Within
this context, the development of sustainable energy solutions and low-carbon technologies
have been significantly influenced by public policies and market mechanisms, including
carbon credits. The Brazilian Development Bank (BNDES) has supported projects with
proven CO; emission reductions and high potential for environmental innovation, which
have contributed to the consolidation of this landscape in Brazil through institutional
initiatives (BNDES, 2026).

In this context, advances in materials science and engineering are inextricably linked
to advancements in photovoltaic devices and other energy conversion technologies. Specif-
ically, oxides with a perovskite type are important functional materials because of their
exceptional structural flexibility. This flexibility enables the modification of electronic,
optical, and dielectric properties through interface control, defect engineering, and doping.
Such materials are highly promising for applications in optoelectronic devices, such as
solar cells, photodetectors, and energy storage devices, due to their versatility [1,2].

The Pechini method is particularly appealing for the formulation of complex oxide
materials, such as SrTiO3, due to its ability to achieve precise control over cation stoichiom-
etry and to promote chemical homogeneity at the molecular level, among the available
chemical synthesis routes. In this method, metal ions are complexed with citric acid and
subsequently incorporated into a polymeric network through the addition of a polyhydroxy
alcohol. This process promotes a uniform distribution of the constituent cations during
precursor formation and subsequent thermal treatment [3,4]. For SrTiO3, the polymerized
complex route has been reported to facilitate the formation of the perovskite phase and the
molecular-scale mixing of Sr and Ti at relatively low temperatures [3]. More recent studies
have also demonstrated that the Pechini route can provide greater structural homogeneity
and lower calcination temperatures compared with citrate-based combustion methods for
SrTiOs-based materials [5]. This makes the Pechini method an appropriate method for
the production of SrTiO3 powders with controlled composition and structural properties,
which are then used for thin-film deposition and ceramic target fabrication.

Strontium titanate (SrTiO3) is a widely studied model perovskite oxide that is distin-
guished by its highly tunable electronic properties and its exceptional thermal and chemical
stability. Strategies that involve the introduction of oxygen vacancies, transition metal
doping, and heterostructure engineering have been shown to significantly improve the
photoactive response of intrinsic SrTiOj3, despite the fact that its absorption is restricted
to the ultraviolet region due to its wide band gap (~3.2 eV) [6,7]. Furthermore, its high
dielectric constant and low density of structural defects render it particularly pertinent as
a functional layer in advanced photovoltaic architectures, where it functions as an active
material, buffer, or electron transport layer in heterojunction based devices [8].

The use of SrTiO; thin films in photovoltaic devices has been identified as a promising
approach for the optimization of charge transport and interface engineering, which has
a direct impact on the overall performance of the devices [9,10]. SrTiO3 can function as
an electron transport layer or buffer layer on conductive substrates, thereby improving
band alighment and reducing interfacial recombination [8]. Additionally, its high dielectric
constant makes it easier for electron hole pairs to separate, and its ability to change its
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electronic properties through structural flaws like oxygen vacancies lets you change its
conductivity and photoactive response [11]. SrTiO3 thin film is a critical material in the
pursuit of more durable and efficient devices, as these characteristics contribute to the
formation of more efficient junctions in photovoltaic heterostructures, resulting in improved
charge extraction and greater operational stability [12].

In this work, SrTiO3 was synthesized by the Pechini method and subsequently densi-
fied by Spark Plasma Sintering (SPS) to produce a dense ceramic target using a feasible and
accessible laboratory-based approach. The target was subsequently used to deposit SrTiO3
thin films through Radio Frequency (RF) Magnetron Sputtering, thereby establishing a
seamless pathway from powder synthesis and target fabrication to thin-film deposition
and device integration. The objective was to assess the structural, optical, and photovoltaic
properties of SrTiO3/CdTe heterostructures produced by incorporating SrTiOj3 as a func-
tional perovskite oxide layer and to demonstrate the feasibility of this approach. This study
endeavors to establish a practical pathway for the feasible and accessible laboratory fabrica-
tion of SrTiO3 ceramic targets and their subsequent application in thin-film optoelectronic
and photovoltaic architectures.

2. Materials and Methods

Strontium nitrate (Sr(NOs),) and citric acid were acquired from Exodo Cientifica
(Sumaré, Brazil). The titanium(IV) butoxide (C14H3¢O4Ti), Ethylene glycol and isopropyl
alcohol were used and purchased from Sigma Aldhich (St. Louis, MO, USA), Fmaia (Sao
Paulo, Brazil) and Synth (Diadema, Brazil), respectively. All reagents were of analytical
grade and used as received.

The strontium titanate ceramic powder was synthesized using the Pechini method.
The molar ratio used was [Sr]:[Ti]:[citric acid]:[ethylene glycol] = 1:1:4:16 to ensure the
stoichiometry of the compound and the development of the polymer matrix. Two solutions
were prepared: Solution A contained strontium nitrate and citric acid in an aqueous
solution; and Solution B contained titanium butoxide, isopropyl alcohol, and citric acid (a
complexing agent for the Ti** ion). Solutions A and B were mixed, followed by the addition
of ethylene glycol to form the polymer resin. The mixture was heated to 100 °C for 30 min
until a viscous resin was obtained, which was then calcined at 450 °C at a heating rate of
5 °C/min. The resulting powder was ground and subjected to a calcination process in the
temperature range between 800 °C and 1100 °C, under a heating ramp of 5 °C/min for
24 h, to ensure the formation of the perovskite phase. Afterward, the sintering process was
conducted using an SPS furnace model, Dr. Sinter 1020, which was manufactured by SPS
Syntex Inc (Tokyo, Japan). The calcined powder was inserted into a graphite die with a
diameter of 40 mm. The SPS chamber was initially evacuated and subsequently refilled
with an Argon atmosphere. The sample was subsequently heated at a constant rate of
100 °C/min from 19 °C to 860 °C, with an axial pressure of 25 MPa maintained throughout
the process. The dwell time at the maximum temperature was 20 min.

The SrTiO3 and cadmium telluride (CdTe) thin films were deposited from a densified
strontium titanate ceramic target and a commercial 99% pure CdTe target, respectively,
using the RF Magnetron Sputtering technique, employing a High Vacuum Magnetron
Sputtering Deposition System (HVMSDS) manufactured by Zhengzhou CY Scientific In-
strument Co. (CYKY, Zhengzhou, Henan, China). FTO substrates that had been previously
cleaned were utilized for the depositions. The SrTiOs film was deposited at a power of 90 W
and an argon flow rate of 20 sccm, resulting in a thickness of 60 nm. The SrTiOj3 film was
annealed at a temperature of 500 °C for 60 min, with a heating rate of 1 °C/min. After that,
the CdTe film was deposited to a thickness of 1 um using an argon flow rate of 40 sccm and
a power of 50 W. The CdTe was subjected to a chemical treatment in a methanol:water (9:1)
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solution of 0.03 M cadmium chloride (CdCl,) for 30 s, which was followed by drying in an
oven at 100 °C for 5 min. Following this stage, the material underwent thermal treatment in
a mulffle furnace for 25 min at a temperature of 400 °C, with a heating rate of 2 °C/min. The
subsequent step involved the deposition of the gold (Au) layer using a mask that contained
holes with a diameter of 3 mm.

The structural characterization of the synthesized material was performed using Atten-
uated Total Reflectance Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (ATR-FTIR) conducted on
an IR Spirit spectrophotometer (Shimadzu®, serial number A224160, Kyoto, Japan), operat-
ing in transmission mode, with a scan range from 400 cm ™! to 2000 cm~!. X-ray diffraction
(XRD) was conducted using a Shimadzu XRD-7000 diffractometer (Kyoto, Japan), which
was equipped with a Cu tube (A = 1.5406 A). The instrument operated at 40 kV and 30 mA in
the 20° to 80° range, with a step size of 0.02°. Raman spectroscopy was performed on a Mi-
croRaman system, model Senterra (Bruker Optik GmbH, Ettlingen, Germany), using a laser
with a wavelength of 532 nm, a power of 2.0 mW, a 20x objective, and 30 acquisitions with
an integration time of 1 s per acquisition. The morphological analysis of the powder and
densified material was conducted using a Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM) equipped
with a Tescan Vega G4 (Brno, Czech Republic), serial number 125-0010, in conjunction
with Energy Dispersive Spectroscopy (EDS), and the microstructural analyses of the thin
films were performed using an FEI Scios DualBeam FIB/SEM microscope (Waltham, MA,
USA), combining field-emission scanning electron microscopy (FE-SEM) with focused
ion beam (FIB) technology. The optical behavior of the SrTiOj3 thin film was investigated
using ultraviolet-visible (UV-vis) spectroscopy on a Shimadzu UV-1900i (Kyoto, Japan)
with a wavelength range of 280 nm to 600 nm. This allowed for the determination of the
absorption region and the estimation of the optical band gap using the Tauc method.

The J-V characteristics of the devices were evaluated under simulated solar illumina-
tion using a xenon lamp equipped with an AML.5 filter. During the measurements, the
devices were continuously illuminated while the voltage was varied and the correspond-
ing current was recorded. The measured current was normalized to the active area of
each device to obtain the current density (J), allowing the a photovoltaic response of the
SrTiO3 /CdTe heterostructure and the reference device to be evaluated and compared. In
addition, time-dependent photovoltage measurements and open-circuit voltage (Voc) map-
ping were performed using the Photoresponse Spot Mapper system (Guarapuava, Brazil)
(BR10202402353) in conjunction with an Agilent Technologies 34405A digital multimeter
(Agilent Technologies, Inc., Santa Clara, CA, USA). The measurements were conducted
under continuous illumination from the xenon lamp equipped with an AM1.5 filter, en-
abling the monitoring of the potential difference generated by the devices as a function of
illumination and measurement position. These measurements were used to evaluate the
spatial distribution and temporal stability of the photovoltage generated by the investigated
heterostructures.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Structural Analysis

Attenuated Total Reflectance Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy was conducted
on SrTiO; ceramic powder samples that were calcined at 450 °C, 900 °C, and 1100 °C, as
illustrated in Figure 1. SrTiOj3 is confirmed by the presence of intense bands, primarily in
the 400-800 cm ™! range, which are attributed to the typical vibrations of titanate groups,
as described in the literature [3,13]. The perovskite lattice is characterized by the peaks
at approximately 481 cm ™!, which are associated with Ti-O stretching vibrations, and at
541 cm !, which are attributed to Sr-Ti-O bonds [14]. The presence of bands at 697 cm L,
which are associated with Sr-O vibrations, and at 705 cm~!, which are again related to
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Ti-O bonds, suggests that the structural organization of SrTiO3; has commenced, even
at intermediate temperatures [13-15]. In the sample that was calcined at 450 °C, the
Pechini method still detects bands associated with organic residues and carbonates. This
is demonstrated by signals around 856-858 cm !, which are attributed to the symmetric
stretching of the carbonate ion (CO3%7), as well as by bands at 1071 cm~!, which are
related to C-O vibrations, and at 1445-1450 cm ™!, which are also attributed to carbonate
groups [13], these bands are relatively broad and poorly defined.

(€O (C-0) (COL*  (Ti- O)Sr- O)(Sr - Ti-O)(Ti-0)
) I 1 Y 11

s
1450 cm™

Transmittance (%)

1445cm™

T T T T T T T
2000 1800 1600 1400 1200 1000 800 600 400
Wavenumber (cm™)

Figure 1. ATR-FTIR Spectra of SrTiO3 calcined samples.

The intensity of these characteristic bands is significantly reduced as the temperature
increases to 900 °C, which is accompanied by a more precise definition of the characteristic
vibrations of SrTiOj3. This outcome suggests that the crystallization process is advancing,
which is consistent with the findings of studies that identify the 800-900 °C range as
a critical threshold for the structural transition [14,15]. The SrTiO3 perovskite phase is
nearly fully formed in the sample treated at 1100 °C, as evidenced by the near complete
disappearance of the bands associated with carbonates and the increase in the intensity
of the vibrations specific to titanates [15]. This finding is consistent with the findings of
Roy and Bera (2005) and other studies that suggest the stabilization of the crystal structure
at temperatures exceeding 1000 °C [15]. According to the ATR-FTIR results, the sample
that was calcined at 1100 °C exhibited a significant reduction in the bands associated with
organic residues and carbonates, as well as a greater definition of the vibrational bands
characteristic of the perovskite structure.

Figure 2a shows the XRD diffractograms of the SrTiO3 ceramic powder samples
calcined at 450 °C, 900 °C, and 1100 °C. The peaks are in accordance with the ICSD 080874,
9015662, 015195 data, which displays the typical reflections of the cubic perovskite structure
of SrTiO3 at 1100 °C, which is a member of the Pm3m space group. The lattice parameters
calculated from the main reflections are consistent with those reported in the literature,
confirming the correct structural formation of SrTiO3. The high intensity and narrow
peak broadening in the synthesized material suggest a high degree of crystallinity and the
predominance of the perovskite phase [14]. A low-intensity peak was also observed at
20 = 31.78°, which was likely the result of the interaction between strontium-rich species
and atmospheric CO; during or after calcination [6]. This peak was attributed to the
residual presence of SrCO;3 [3]. However, the low intensity of this reflection suggests
that the secondary phase is present in only trace amounts, without compromising the
predominant formation of the perovskite structure [9,14]. The material revealed a well-
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developed crystalline structure, as evidenced by its high degree of crystallinity and an
average crystallite size of 75.3 nm, which ranged from 67.1 to 83.5 nm.
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Figure 2. XRD diffractogram of the SrTiO; samples of the (a) ceramic powder calcined and
(b) thin-film deposited on glass by RF Magnetron Sputtering.

Figure 2b shows the X-ray diffraction pattern and Rietveld refinement of the SrTiO3
thin-film deposited on glass by RF Magnetron Sputtering. The diffraction pattern was
satisfactorily described using the cubic SrTiOj; structure with space group Pm3m, yield-
ing a lattice parameter of a = 3.90032 A (ICSD 080874, 9015662, 015195). The refinement
converged with Ryp = 1.75%, Rp = 1.32%, Rexp = 1.67, and x2 = 1.099, confirming that
cubic SrTiOs is the predominant crystalline phase in the deposited film. A weak additional
reflection is observed at approximately 20 ~ 31.7-31.80, which is not reproduced by the
cubic SrTiOj3 structural model. Although a reflection in this angular region may be associ-
ated with residual SrCOj3, the absence of other characteristic SrCOj3 reflections, particularly
those expected at approximately 25.4°, 29.7°, 36.5°, 41.5-41.7°, and 44.4-44.5° [16], does not
provide sufficient evidence to support SrCOs as a significant crystalline secondary phase.
Therefore, this weak reflection cannot be unambiguously assigned to SrCOj3, and further
structural evidence would be required for definitive phase identification.

The Raman spectrum of SrTiO; exhibits bands that are associated with vibrational
modes that are activated by second-order effects and local symmetry breaking in the crystal
lattice (Figure 3). Although the cubic perovskite structure, Pm3m, is Raman inactive in
the first-order at room temperature, the presence of polycrystallinity, structural defects,
and residual stresses induces the relaxation of selection rules, rendering these modes
visible [17]. This phenomenon is extensively documented in the literature for synthetic and
polycrystalline SrTiOs [3,11,18].

The “soft mode” of the structure is identified as a band at approximately 105 cm !

in
the low-frequency region, which is attributed to the TO; mode [19]. This mode is associated
with the vibrations of the Sr?* ion in relation to the TiOg octahedron [11]. The bands at
approximately 150, 186, and 206 cm ! are linked to modes that involve Sr** displacements
and TiOg octahedron vibrations, while the band at approximately 287 cm ™! is the result
of O-Ti-O bending vibrations, which are indicative of local distortions in the lattice [20].
In conjunction, these signatures suggest the existence of surface effects and structural
distortions in the material [21].
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Figure 3. The Raman spectra of SrTiO3 calcined powder at 1100 °C.

Furthermore, the band at 577 cm ! is linked cm ! the TO4 mode, which is indicative
of the transverse stretching of the Ti-O bonds in the TiOg octahedron [22]. Its activation
implies the presence of structural defects and a local break in inversion symmetry. A narrow
band is also observed at approximately 1070 cm ™!, which is attributed to the v; mode of
the carbonate group, a characteristic of SrCOj; [22-24]. This band provides evidence of a
secondary phase that was detected by the high surface sensitivity of the Raman technique.

Figure 4 shows the evolution of the linear shrinkage of the SrTiO3 sample, in millime-
ters, along with the temperature variation during the sintering process. At the outset of the
cycle, the gradual application of uniaxial pressure is observed with rapid shrinkage, which
is the consequence of the initial compaction of the powder. The displacement remains
nearly constant until the pressure reaches 25 MPa, which is approximately 530 °C. Above
this temperature, progressive shrinkage begins, which intensifies as the temperature rises.

1000 2.5

I I I I i | 1 s
o Temperature
= Contraction
800

l £ W“:‘L _— .
600 — - i + t e
- 1.0
400
| 0.5
200 - ! ! ! !
1 - 0.0
T T T T T T T
2 4 6 8 10 12 14

0 .
0 16

Temperature (C°)
Contraction (mm)

Time (min)

Figure 4. Effect of the SPS temperature on the displacement rate over time during the sintering process.
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The densification process is most intense in the temperature range of 740 °C, as
evidenced by the analysis of the variation in displacement as a function of time. Shrinkage
continues as the temperature rises, reaching a cumulative displacement of approximately
8.56 mm at the end of the plateau. The displacement stabilizes at the conclusion of this
period, suggesting that no additional substantial deviations in shrinkage occurred during
the final phase of the cycle.

The morphological evolution of SrTiO3 from the calcined powder to the ceramic
target and the thin-films before and after annealing treatment can be evaluated using
the SEM micrographs exhibited in Figure 5a—d. In Figure 5a, SrTiO;3 calcined at 1100 °C
demonstrates particles with irregular contours, a broad size distribution, and a strong
tendency toward agglomeration. These characteristics are frequently associated with
ceramic powders obtained through chemical routes, particularly the Pechini method,
following heat treatments at high temperatures. The particles” approach and coalescence
are facilitated by their high surface energy, which leads to the formation of agglomerates
and a decreased degree of particle individuality [25].

(b)

GFAMa - Unicentro

(d)

¢ det |mag O |WD
ETD 50000%x 7.1mm 1

Figure 5. SEM micrographs of SrTiOs: (a) calcined powder at 1100 °C; (b) SPS ceramic target;
(c) as-deposited thin film; and (d) after annealing thin film.

The Pechini method contributed to the homogenization of Sr** and Ti** cations during
the synthesis of SrTiOs. Citric acid functions as a complexing agent in this process, forming
complexes with the metal cations. Ethylene glycol facilitates polyesterification and the
formation of a polymeric matrix, which maintains the cations’ molecular distribution and
minimizes their segregation during heat treatment. Kakihana et al., (1998) demonstrated
that the polymerized complex route is preferable for the formation of the perovskite phase
in the SrTiO3 system [3]. This is due to the high homogeneity of the Sr-Ti-citrate precursor,
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which enables the production of SrTiOj3 at relatively low temperatures. Subsequent studies
also indicate that the Pechini route can result in greater structural homogeneity when
compared to other citrate-based routes [3,5] Thus, the choice of method was primarily
related to controlling the chemical homogeneity of the precursors and their ability to
promote the formation of the SrTiO3 phase.

In Figure 5b, the micrograph of the SrTiO; ceramic target produced by Spark Plasma
Sintering illustrates a densified microstructure with a heterogeneous grain size distribution
and low apparent porosity. The non-equilibrium conditions of SPS may have promoted
anisotropic grain growth, as indicated by elongated or acicular regions interspersed with
fine, well-compacted grains [14,25]. This morphology is consistent with the accelerated
diffusion and localized recrystallization facilitated by the combined action of pulsed electric
current and uniaxial pressure [26]. The observed microstructural evolution demonstrates
the efficiency of SPS in promoting densification, pore elimination, and grain-growth control
within a short processing time [27]. This behavior is in accordance with reports that SPS
can produce dense and homogeneous microstructures at temperatures substantially lower
than those of conventional sintering [24,27,28].

Figure 5c illustrates that the SrTiO; film’s surface in its as-deposited state exhibits a
diverse morphology, including fine particles that adhere to one another, grains that are
round or partially faceted, elongated structures, and agglomerates that are grouped together
in specific regions. It is evident that the substrate is covered in a uniform surface layer
on a micrometer scale, despite the heterogeneity. Local conditions of nucleation, growth,
and coalescence during RF Magnetron Sputtering deposition, as well as the FTO surface’s
influence, may be associated with the occurrence of various morphologies [29-31]. After
heat treatment (Figure 5d), the SrTiOj3 film exhibits a more homogeneous morphology, with
a relatively uniform distribution of predominantly rounded grains. This evolution may
be associated with thermally activated surface diffusion and rearrangement of deposited
species, promoting grain coalescence during annealing [30].

EDS analysis (Figure 6) confirmed the exclusive presence of the elements Sr, Ti, and
O, indicating that the perovskite phase was preserved following SPS. An increase in Ti
content and a trend toward the ideal composition were observed in the stoichiometric ratio
in comparison to the precursor powder [32]. The intensification of cationic diffusion mech-
anisms during sintering and the decomposition of strontium-rich secondary phases may be
contributing factors to this change [28]. The results suggest that SPS not only enhances the
densification of SrTiO3 but also fosters a greater degree of chemical homogenization and
structural stabilization.

a) b)
sr
Element Atomic % Weight %
Oxygen 52.10% 2.72%
Strontium 28.41% 63.68%
Titanium 23.29% 8.59%
T
2 T
st : st
i A
0 5000 10000 15000 20000

Energy (keV)

Figure 6. Dark field image (a) and EDS mappings (b) of Ti and Sr at a grain boundary in SrTiO5 densified.
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3.2. Optical Properties

Figure 7 illustrates that UV —Vis spectroscopy was implemented to assess the optical
absorption characteristics of the SrTiOj3 thin film as-deposited and annealed. The film
exhibits a pronounced absorption edge in the ultraviolet region, indicating that its optical
absorption is predominantly located in this spectral range. The absorption profile illustrates
the optical response of the deposited SrTiOj3 film and its potential for use in photovoltaic
and optoelectronic devices. The band gap energy of the thin film of the SrTiO; densified
target was estimated using the Tauc plot method, considering an indirect optical transition,
as shown in the inset plots of Figure 7. Two absorption regions were identified, with a band
gap value of 3.42 eV and an absorption onset at approximately 340 nm (Figure 7a) and
3.35 eV with an absorption onset at approximately 360 nm (Figure 7b). These values are

consistent with the range commonly reported for SrTiO3, which typically varies from 3.2 to
3.4 eV [6].

—
=,

Absorbance (A.u.)

E, = 3.42eV ( \ E, = 3.35eV
] ~ \ < 5
j < So4 &
\ 5 > \ K Ej
D < '= :
\ & S = 4
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| = r. & \ 3 #
\ o Pl \ b g
\ i |
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\ s n
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Figure 7. The UV-Visible spectra with inset Tauc plots of the SrTiO; thin film (a) as-deposited thin
film and (b) after annealing thin film. The extrapolation of the fitted line (blue dash line).

The difference in the optical band gap observed between the as-deposited and an-
nealed films can be associated with the thermal treatment, which promotes structural
and microstructural reorganization of the deposited layer. In RF-sputtered SrTiOj3 films,
post-deposition annealing has been reported to promote crystallization, increase grain size,
and modify the optical properties and band gap of the films [33,34]. In this context, the
observed shift in the absorption edge can be related to the reorganization of the film during
annealing, including changes in crystallinity, structural disorder, and defect states, which
consequently affect the electronic transitions [33,34]. Overall, the obtained values indicate
that the SrTiO; thin film exhibits strong ultraviolet absorption and an optical band gap
characteristic of the perovskite oxide.

3.3. Photoresponse and Photoelectric Properties

The photo response mapping technique was employed to investigate the spatial
distribution of the spatial distribution of the open-circuit voltage (V) across the device
the composite cell, which consists of FTO/SrTiO3/CdTe/CdCl,/Au thin films (Figure 8).
The illuminated regions of the film exhibit a significant increase in V., which suggests
the establishment of a photoinduced potential difference and the system’s potential to
convert light energy into electrical energy [31]. Points that contained the gold (Au) metal
layer exhibited the highest potential values, which reached approximately 400 mV when
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(a) Without Illumination

illuminated. It is evident from this behavior that the SrTiO3;/CdTe interface is essential for
the separation and collection of photogenerated charge carriers, thereby improving the
device’s V.

(b) Under Illumination
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Figure 8. Spatial Vo. mapping of the FTO/SrTiO3/CdTe/CdCl,/Au cell sample (a) in the dark,
(b) under illumination and (c) device with a metal contact.

Moreover, the spatial Vo mapping revealed that the photovoltage levels of the various
Au contacts were relatively similar, suggesting a predominantly homogeneous photoelectric
response throughout the active regions of the thin film. The overall spatial uniformity was
not compromised by the small local variations that were observed. These differences may
be attributed to minor heterogeneities that are inherent to the deposition process, such as
variations in film thickness, surface roughness, microstructural features, or local differences
in the quality of the interfaces between the layers [30,35].

In general, the Vo mapping supports the electrical analyses that were previously pre-
sented, confirming the generation of photovoltage under light irradiation and illustrating
that the photoelectric response is concentrated within the active regions defined by the Au
electrodes. The uniform charge generation and collection across the investigated regions is
further supported by the homogeneous spatial distribution of the response, which supports
the proper functioning of the multilayer heterostructure developed in this work.

Under light irradiation, the photoelectric behavior of the FTO/SrTiO5/CdTe/CdCl,/Au
device is illustrated by the voltage-versus-time curve in Figure 9. The photovoltage expe-
riences a rapid increase upon illumination, culminating in a maximum value of approxi-
mately 47 mV /cm?. This abrupt increase supports the efficient generation and separation of
photoinduced charge carriers in the system, a characteristic of photoactive semiconductor
materials employed in photovoltaic and photoelectrochemical devices [2,36].
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Figure 9. Voltage versus time curve for the FTO/SrTiO3/CdTe/CdCl, / Au cell under illumination.

3.4. Photovoltaic Properties

Under light irradiation, a photovoltaic response of the FTO/SrTiO3/CdTe/CdCl,/Au
device was evaluated through the current density-voltage (J-V) characteristic shown in
Figure 10. The device exhibited a short-circuit current density (Js.) of approximately 4.32
1A /cm? and an open-circuit voltage (Vo) of 9.75 mV. The simultaneous occurrence of a
non-zero current density at zero applied voltage and a finite open-circuit voltage indicates
the generation and separation of photogenerated charge carriers within the heterostructure,
a characteristic behavior of photoactive semiconductor materials employed in photovoltaic
and photoelectrochemical devices [2,36]. The current density progressively decreases as
the applied voltage approaches V., reaching approximately zero at 9.75 mV. A fill factor
(FF) of 21.4% was obtained, corresponding to a maximum electrical power density of
approximately 9.0 n\W/cm?.

—— Light J-V
al Jse = 4.32 uAJcm? |
Voe = 9.75 mV
FF = 21.4%

Current density (uA/cm?)

o 2 4 6

10

(oo} 5

Voltage (mV)

Figure 10. Current density-voltage (J-V) characteristic of the FTO/SrTiO3/CdTe/CdCl,/Au device
under illumination. The extracted photovoltaic parameters were Js. = 4.32 uA/ cm?, Voe =9.75mV,
and FF = 21.4%.
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The observed J-V behavior may also be influenced by the microstructural charac-
teristics of the thin-film achieved through sputtering, including surface heterogeneities,
grain size, and interfaces between the SrTiO3/CdTe layers. These factors directly affect
the transport and mobility of charge carriers [8]. However, the measurable Js. and V¢
demonstrate that the heterostructure is photoactive and capable of generating electrical
power under illumination.

4. Conclusions

SrTiO; powders were potential synthesized by the Pechini method, with the sample
calcined at 1100 °C showing well-defined titanate bands and reduced carbonate species.
XRD and Raman analyses confirmed the predominant cubic perovskite structure, with an
average crystallite size of 75.3 nm. The SPS ceramic target exhibited a highly densified
microstructure with low apparent porosity, while EDS confirmed the presence of Sr, Ti,
and O.

SrTiOj3 thin films deposited by RF Magnetron Sputtering were characterized by XRD
and SEM, confirming the predominant cubic structure and morphological evolution after
annealing. The indirect optical band gap was 3.42 eV for the as-deposited thin film and
3.35 eV after annealing. The FTO/SrTiO3;/CdTe/CdCl,/Au heterostructure exhibited
photoelectric and a photovoltaic responses, with a photovoltage of approximately 400 mV
in localized regions and Js. = 4.32 pA/ cm?, Voo = 9.75 mV, and FF = 21.4%. These results
demonstrate the photoactive behavior of the developed heterostructure and the potential
of RF-sputtered SrTiOjz thin films for photovoltaic and optoelectronic applications.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

BNDES Brazilian Development Bank

SPS Spark Plasma Sintering

RF Radio Frequency

HVMSDS  High Vacuum Magnetron Sputtering Deposition System
FTO Fluorine-doped tin oxide Substrate

sccm Standard Cubic Centimeters per Minute

ATR-FTIR  Attenuated Total Reflectance Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy
XRD X-ray diffraction

SEM Scanning Electron Microscope

FE-SEM Field-Emission Scanning Electron Microscopy

FIB Focused Ion Beam

EDS Energy Dispersive Spectroscopy

UV-vis Ultraviolet-visible spectroscopy

Rwp Weighted Profile Residual

Rp Profile Residual

Rexp Expected R-factor

Voc Open-circuit voltage
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