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Abstract: The low selectivity of materials to gases of a similar nature may limit their use as sensors.
Knowledge of the adsorption kinetic characteristics of each gas on the surface of the material may
enable the ability to identify them. In this work, copper-containing silicon–carbon films were
formed using electrochemical deposition on the Al2O3 substrate with interdigitated Cr/Cu/Cr
electrodes. These films showed good adsorption characteristics with several different gases. The
adsorption kinetics of nitrogen dioxide, sulfur dioxide, and carbon monoxide on the film surface were
investigated by the change in the resistivity of the material. Pseudo-first-order and pseudo-second-
order kinetics, Elovich, Ritchie, and Webber intraparticle diffusion models were applied. It was found
that the largest approximation factor and the lowest Root-Mean-Square Error and Mean Bias Error
for all three gases were for the Elovich model. The advantages of silicon–carbon copper-containing
films for gas sensor applications were shown. An algorithm for gas recognition was proposed based
on the dependence of the change in the resistivity of the material under stepwise gas exposure. It
was found that parameters such as the values of the extrema of the first and second derivatives of the
R vs. t dependence during adsorption and the slope of R vs. t dependence in the Elovich coordinates
are responsible for gas identification among several one-nature gases.

Keywords: silicon–carbon films; adsorption kinetics; modeling; gas identification

1. Introduction

Silicon–carbon films and their composites with enhanced sorption, adhesion, and
mechanical properties are promising materials for gas sensor applications [1–8]. Silicon
carbide gas sensors can detect a range of gases—NO, O2, CH4, NH3, H2S, CO, and SO2—
by varying the composition of the composite gas-sensing layer, operating temperature,
and design.

Due to cross-sensitivity, the selectivity problem is worthy of serious research for the
wider use of such materials. There are a few approaches to solving this problem, such as the
use of temperature modulation [9–13], surface decoration [14], the doping of materials [15–19],
the use of sensor arrays (e-nose) [20], machine-learning methods [21–24], and various
software solutions for signal processing [25–27].

The use of several characteristics of the response-curve transition part of the stepwise
supply of the gas mixture to the sensor can be a promising approach to ensure selectivity
since this part of the response reflects the mechanism and kinetics of adsorption. The
adsorption mechanism and kinetics of different gases on the same surface may be different.
One of the first attempts to use transition parameters was made by Müller and Lange, who
showed that the identification of individual gases is possible if more than one parameter
from the response curve is used [28].
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In other studies, responses at different periods [29,30], combinations of responses,
integrals, derived responses [31,32], and response-curve modeling using curve-fitting
algorithms [33] were used to predict or identify gas mixture or odor content.

The studies showed that there is a relationship between derivative extrema and gas
concentration; the time-derived signal is stable for short exposure times [34,35] and has a
stable baseline [36,37] even in the presence of signal drift. Therefore, to apply this approach,
a sharp stepwise effect of gas is necessary [38–40]. The response dynamics section is usually
not used for processing during desorption [41].

To describe the kinetics of gas adsorption, researchers use various models, including
pseudo-first-order and pseudo-second-order models, as well as Langmuir, intraparticle
diffusion of Weber, Elovich, and Ritchie models [42–46]. An optimally selected model can
be an identifier for an adsorbate–adsorbent pair for a particular material. This material can
be used to estimate the concentration of several gases.

Thus, this work aimed to study the adsorption kinetics of NO2, CO, and SO2 gases on
the surface of silicon–carbon copper-containing films and to identify the characteristics of
the transition part of the response during a stepped gas supply. A change in the resistance
of the material was used as the response. It was also necessary to determine the most
optimal model from the following list: pseudo-first-order and pseudo-second-order kinetics
models and the Elovich, Ritchie, and Weber models of intraparticle diffusion to develop
a method for gas identification from a known list of one-type gases and to estimate the
concentration of each gas.

This paper shows that it is possible to identify similar gases with silicon–carbon–
copper sensors by processing the response based on a fitted adsorption kinetics model.
Previously, the kinetics of NO2, CO, and SO2 adsorption in the same concentration range
on the materials being studied and the adsorption mechanisms have not been investigated.

2. Materials and Methods

A gas-sensitive layer was formed on interdigitated electrodes using the electrochemical
deposition technique [47–49]. In the first stage, the deposition of the pure silicon–carbon
film from methanol and hexamethyldisilazane (HMDSN) (ratio 9:1) solution was carried
out for 40 min at 150 V. In the second stage, copper acetate (0.14 wt.%) was added to the
electrolyte, and the film deposition continued for 5 min at 50 V. Finally, a methanol/HMDSN
(ratio 9:1) solution was deposited onto the silicon–carbon film layer for 40 min at 150 V.
Then, the films were annealed at 200 ◦C for 2 h.

Interdigitated electrodes were formed via the vacuum vapor deposition of Cr/Cu/Cr
(hCr = 15 nm, hCu = 2 µm) layers on the Al2O3 substrate with the following laser demet-
allization (MicroSET-M Granite RA, Russia): step between electrodes—50 µm; electrode
width—50 µm. The laser method of topology formation was used to reduce the cost of the
sensor manufacturing (modern laser equipment allows the formation of a conductor–gap
topology of up to 6–20 µm without using the liquid methods of classical photolithography).

The adsorption experiments were carried out in a test chamber equipped with a heat-
ing element, as shown in Figure 1. The gas sensor was heated by a DC power source for the
purpose of maintaining the required temperature of 100 ± 1 ◦C. Measurements were made
by injecting a mixture of air with different gas concentrations (the test gas met the require-
ments of ISO 6142-1: 2015) into the chamber. The gas mixture was generated by mixing test
gases (NO2, CO, and SO2) with the synthetic air (Microgaz-FM02 installation (Russia)) to
obtain different concentrations in the range of 10–50 ppm. A Keithley 2450 Source Meter
connected to a computer was used as a signal receiver. The gas mixture was supplied
forcibly, while the sensor resistance reached 10% of the initial value.

The gas exposure reversibly changed the film resistance. After purging the test
chamber with the synthetic air, the film resistance returned to the initial value. The initial
processing of resistance data was carried out as reported in [32]. Gas mixtures were injected
cyclically. The cycle included the sequential supply of a gas mixture and purging with
synthetic air for each type of gas from higher to lower concentrations. Three or more cycles
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were done for each gas type. There were no breaks between cycles. After the end of the cycle
with a concentration of 10 ppm, the next cycle immediately began with a concentration of
50 ppm. Averaging was performed for each kinetic parameter.
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The sensor response was normalized according to Equation (1):

S(t) =
R(t)
R0

, (1)

where R0 is the film resistance before the gas exposure and R(t) is the film resistance under
the gas exposure at time.

Next, graphs of the first derivative S′(t) and the second derivative S′′(t) of the response
were plotted, and the minimums and maximums were determined, respectively. The values
of the extrema were used as parameters characterizing the “rate” and “rate of change”
of the adsorption process. The preferential adsorption mechanism was determined by
comparison with known kinetic models.

Kinetic equations of pseudo-first and pseudo-second order, Elovich, Ritchie models,
and intraparticle Webber diffusion models were used to simulate the dynamics of the gas
sensor response during adsorption [42].

Pseudo-first order kinetic Equation (2):

ln(qe − qt) = ln qe − K1 × t, (2)

where K1 is a pseudo-first-order adsorption rate constant; qe is the equilibrium amount of
adsorbate; and qt is the amount of adsorbate at time t. K1 is found to be the slope of the
straight line from the graph of ln(qe − qt) vs. t.

Pseudo-second-order kinetic Equation (3):

t/qt = 1/(K2 × qe
2) + t/qe, (3)

where K2—pseudo-second-order adsorption rate constant. The K2 value is calculated from
the slope of the linear curve of the t/qt vs. t.

Equation (4) of adsorption kinetics using the Weber model is

qt = Kdif × t1⁄2 + C, (4)

where Kdif is the constant diffusion rate inside the particles, and the C values provide
information about the thickness of the boundary layer. The parameters Kdif and C are
calculated using the linear graph of qt vs. t1/2. The presence of several linear regions in the
plots indicates that adsorption is affected not only by intraparticle diffusion.



C 2023, 9, 104 4 of 13

The kinetic Equation (5), according to the Elovich model, describes adsorption on a
heterogeneous surface with exponential growth of the adsorption sites.

qt = 1/β × ln(αβ) + 1/β × lnt, (5)

where α is the initial adsorption rate constant, and β is a constant associated with the
measure of the potential barrier for sequential adsorption. The constants of the equation
are calculated from the slope and intersection of the qt vs. lnt linear plot, respectively.

The Ritchie model assumes that the adsorption rate depends on unoccupied adsorption
sites and that the adsorption process is a second-order reaction [43]. It is considered to be
an alternative to the Elovich model. The integral form of the kinetics Equation (6) is

1/qt = 1/(α × qe t) + 1/qe, (6)

where α is the adsorption rate constant; graph (1/qt) vs. (1/t) must be a straight line.
In our case, the value of qt is proportional to the value of S, ∆S = 1 − S(t).
To implement the gas-identification algorithm, the MATLAB R2023a software complex

was applied. Three parameter values called “informative features” were estimated for each
gas and all gas concentrations: (1) extreme of the first derivative; (2) extreme of the second
derivative; (3) the slope coefficient of the approximating direct response in the coordinates
of the Elovich equation. These parameters characterized the response dynamics of the
sensor based on a copper-containing silicon–carbon film to the stepped effect of gas: The
coordinates of the three points were determined in the space of informative features. The
least-squares method was used to build lines through the found points in space.

The lines are represented by the following Equation (7):

x− x0

p1
=

y− y0

p2
=

z− z0

p3
, (7)

where p1, p2, and p3 are the coordinates of the guide vector not equal to zero. A unique
straight line in the operating concentration range was plotted for each gas.

Identification was supposed to be carried out by the minimum distance from the
measurement point of an unknown gas in three-dimensional space to a straight line charac-
terizing one of the gases NO2, CO, and SO2.

Let M1 (x1, y1, z1) be a point lying on a line, then the distance from the point M0 (x0,
y0, z0) to the line is found by Formula (8):

d =
|
→
P ×

→
M0M1|

|
→
P |

. (8)

3. Results and Discussion

A series of experiments showed a stable response of sensors based on a copper-
containing silicon–carbon film. Typical dependencies of resistance change on time under
gas mixture step exposure are shown in Figure 2 (Real response—Figure 2a–c; reduced
response—Figure 2d–f.
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Figure 2. The real-time sensor response to various concentrations: (a) NO2; (b) CO; (c) SO2. Reduced
response of gas sensor under gas exposure: (d) NO2; (e) CO; (f) SO2.

The sensor response to NO2 gas is higher due to the electronic structure: the number
of electrons taking part in the adsorption interactions is higher.

The kinetics of the first S′(t) and the second derivative S′′(t) of the gas sensor response
are presented in Figure 3. It can be noted that the minimum and maximum points differ
depending on the concentration of each gas.
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(e) CO; (f) SO2.

The adsorption equilibrium time occurred at 100 ± 10 s for all three gases.
The time to reach the extremes of the first and second derivative of the response varies

depending on the gas, but in all cases, it does not exceed 40 s and 60 s for the minimum of
the first derivative and the maximum of the second derivative, respectively. The important
fact is that the extremes of sensor response derivatives do not depend on the possible
resistance drift of the sensor material caused by its aging or external effects. Since there
are significant differences between the values of the extrema for each gas and the patterns
when the concentration changes, it is advisable to use these parameters as informative
features characterizing the gas.

In the next step, experimentally obtained graphs of the sensor response to the gas
exposure were checked for compliance with known models.
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Figure 4 shows plots based on the experimental data obtained during the exposure of
three gases (33 ppm) in coordinates corresponding to kinetic models: pseudo-first order
(Figure 4a), pseudo-second order (Figure 4b), intraparticle diffusion model (Figure 4c),
Elovich model (Figure 4d) and Ritchie model (Figure 4e). Linear sections are observed in
all the plots.
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Table 1 shows the equations of approximating curves and the determinative coef-
ficients (R2), Root-Mean-Square Error (RMSE), and Mean Bias Error (MBE) for kinetics
response experiments under study.
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Table 1. Parameters of kinetic models.

Models Gas Equation of
Approximating Curve R2 MBE RMSE

Pseudo-First-order kinetic
SO2 Y = − 0.0584 X − 1.6488 0.8620 −0.01108 0.6739
CO Y = − 0.0427 X − 2.3478 0.8025 −0.00511 0.6058

NO2 Y = − 0.0365 X − 2.0274 0.8895 −0.00552 0.3696

Pseudo-second-order kinetic
SO2 Y = − 8.3199 X + 1959.3 0.2355 1539.1 1557.8
CO Y = 2.1369 X + 1622.4 0.0207 1730.3 1731.4

NO2 Y = 0.4603 X + 1090.4 0.0047 1113.6 1113.7

Intraparticle diffusion
SO2 Y = 0.0092 X − 0.025 0.9622 0.0368 0.04255
CO Y = 0.0064 X − 0.0141 0.9844 0.0289 0.03249

NO2 Y = 0.0104 X − 0.0245 0.9855 0.0453 0.05139

Elovich (over the entire time interval)
SO2 Y = 0.0237 X − 0.0499 0.9041 0.0363 0.0424
CO Y = 0.0168 X − 0.0324 0.9318 0.0287 0.0326

NO2 Y = 0.0270 X − 0.0535 0.9152 0.0447 0.0512

Elovich (in the range from the minimum of
the first derivative to the maximum of the
second derivative of the sensor response)

SO2 Y = 0.0435 X − 0.1281 0.9995 0.00088 0.00202
CO Y = 0.0179 X − 0.0379 0.9965 −0.00022 0.00079

NO2 Y = 0.0382 X − 0.0987 0.9998 0.00029 0.00044

Ritchie
SO2 Y = 2947.5 X − 29.463 0.9235 147.61 736.32
CO Y = 2628.3 X − 19.825 0.8205 1214.99 6217.64

NO2 Y = 1552.4 X − 9.5079 0.9207 191.39 1074.84

The same calculations were also done for 10, 25, and 50 ppm gas concentrations. As a
result, it was shown that the intraparticle diffusion and Elovich models are most suitable for
describing the experimental data: determination coefficients R2 are higher than 0.9, and an
MBE and RMSE are minimum. However, unlike the intraparticle diffusion model, the time
interval between the minimum of the first derivative (S′) and the maximum of the second
derivative (S′′), in which the linearization is maximal, was determined for the Elovich model.
Table 1 shows the example for 33 ppm gas concentration. The surface of the adsorbing
material is porous, so a high degree of linearity for the Weber model is evident, but the time
intervals with the highest degree of linearity were found to be different for the three types
of gases. The pseudo-second-order model showed the lowest coefficient of determination,
indicating the only physical adsorption process without chemical interaction [50].

In general, since no model has a graph of all-linear kinetics over the entire range, it
can be noted that several factors influence the adsorption process. The linearity of the plots
in the coordinates of the models at a particular time interval shows that it is a moment
when the adsorption mechanism for this model prevails, and the factor that controls the
kinetic process can be assumed. The Elovich model assumes multilayer adsorption on
energetically heterogeneous active sites.

The heterogeneity of the active sites leads to different activation energies of chemisorp-
tion, which may be due to the combined composition of the sensitive layer: the presence
of carbide, carbon, and copper-containing phases. As the gas concentration increases,
the slope of the approximating straight line in Elovich coordinates increases, which is
proportional to the increase in the value of the β and indicates an increase in the occupancy
of the surface.

A change in the predominant adsorption mechanism for the test materials may be due
to a change in adsorption rates. Therefore, a high degree of linearity in the time interval
between the extremes of the response derivatives is observed.

The detected features, characterizing the adsorption of different gases on the same
surface, were used to identify gases by one sensor. In this study, gas sensors based on
silicon–carbon materials doped with copper and showed response to the one-nature gases
CO, SO2, and NO2 were investigated.
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The following algorithm was developed for gas identification:

(1) preliminary processing of data coming from the sensor, including signal filtering;
normalization of resistance values; construction of auxiliary graphs of the normal-
ized signal, the first derivative, and the second derivative in the coordinates of the
Elovich equation;

(2) finding informative features: the values of the extrema of the first and second deriva-
tives of the normalized response, the slope of the approximating line in the coordinates
of the Elovich equation in the time interval between the extrema of the first and second
derivatives (in order to determine the response section that will be used to construct
the equation in the coordinates Elovich; determination the time at which the extrema
of the first and second derivatives of the response are observed);

(3) compiling an array of data on the values of three informative features for each refer-
ence concentration in the operating range of the sensor for each gas;

(4) normalization of the values of the informative features by the maximum value and
construction of straight lines characterizing gas in the space of informative features,
using the method of least squares in space;

(5) for identification of an unknown gas, data from the sensor is processed according to
paragraphs 1 and 2 and are normalized by the same coefficients as when constructing
the straight lines characterizing gas in the space of informative features;

(6) determination of a point in a multidimensional space corresponding to a dimension;
(7) calculation and comparison of the minimum distances to all straight lines characteriz-

ing gas in space of informative features;
(8) determination of the gas type by the minimum distance to the straight lines character-

izing gas in space of informative features;
(9) determination of gas concentration based on the calibration dependence of the sensor

for the recognized gas;
(10) output of results.

Based on experimental data of five reference concentrations in the range from 10 to
50 ppm, points were built in the multidimensional space of parameters that had been found
by the sensor response to gases: the minimum of the first derivative, the maximum of
the second derivative, and the slope of the approximating line in the Elovich equation
coordinates. To avoid an error in estimating the distance between points in space, the
parameters were normalized by the maximum value (Equation (9)):

Xj = Xi/Xmax; Yj = Yi/Ymax; Zj = Zi/Zmax (9)

Applying the least-squares method to a set of five points of the corresponding mea-
surement, we obtain canonical equations for straight lines, characterizing gases.

SO2:

(X − 0.1630)/0.3139 = (Y − 0.1678)/0.3121 = (Z − 0.2088)/0.2069.

NO2:

(X − 0.2236)/0.1322 = (Y − 0.2685)/0.2685 = (Z − 0.2008)/0.2997.

CO:

(X − 0.0903)/0.1487 = (Y − 0.1834)/0.2148 = (Z − 0.3803)/0.1837.

At the same time, partial determination coefficients are calculated:

- for SO2 R2
1 = 0.9999; R2

2 = 0.9433;
- for NO2 R2

1 = 0.9516; R2
2 = 0.9043;

- for CO R2
1 = 0.9867; R2

2 = 0.9563.
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A high degree of linearity of approximating curves is observed. Figure 5 shows the
obtained straight lines in the space of the response dynamics parameters. Such a curve is
unique for each gas. The straight lines do not cross each other in the concentration range
under study. The gas-identification algorithm is also shown in Figure 5. The M0 point is
based on the sensor response parameters to the unknown gas. The distances d1, d2, and d3
are calculated from point M0 to the lines characterizing the gases CO, SO2, and NO2. Gas is
identified by the shortest distance. After the gas becomes known, its concentration can be
found using calibration curves pre-constructed for each gas by reference concentrations.
In this study, we use calibration curves based on the extremes of the first and second
derivatives, as shown in [32].
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A series of experiments with gas concentrations different from the reference one used
in the plotting of the straight lines showed 100% gas identification. Further quantification
of the gas concentration by the sensors being studied was carried out with a relative error
of not more than 5%. Results are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. The quantitative determination of gas concentration.

Reference Concentration Gas Concentration, ppm Relative Error, %

15 CO 14.55 3.00

40 CO 39.60 1.00

15 SO2 14.50 3.30

40 SO2 39.20 2.00

15 NO2 14.30 4.60

40 NO2 40.30 0.75

4. Conclusions

A kinetic study has shown that the adsorption of nitrogen dioxide, sulfur dioxide,
and carbon monoxide on the surface of copper-containing silicon–carbon films is best
described by the Webber intraparticle diffusion and the Elovich models. It was found
that in the time interval between the minimum of the first derivative and the maximum
of the second derivative for sensor response kinetics, the R2 of the approximating curve
in the Elovich equation coordinates is close to 1, which shows the predominance of the
multilayer adsorption mechanism on energetically heterogeneous centers. An algorithm
for gas recognition was proposed based on the dependence of the change in the resistivity
of the material under stepwise gas exposure. It was found that gas identification is possible
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using the extreme values of the first and second derivatives of the R vs. t dependence
during gas adsorption, as well as the slope of this dependence in Elovich coordinates in the
working concentrations range. If we take these parameters and build a dependence in the
parametric space of these characteristics at points corresponding to different concentrations,
then it will be a straight and characteristic line of each gas. Straight lines for different
gases will not intersect, and the gas can be identified by the shortest distance from the
corresponding point to the line.
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