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Abstract: To enhance the overall performance of perovskite solar cells, the quality of the electron
transport layer (ETL) held significant importance. Zinc oxide (ZnO) emerged as highly promising
due to its exceptional optical and electrical characteristics. This study included the incorporation of
lanthanum (La III) into the ZnO lattice to improve its optoelectronic properties. All the produced
thin films were crystallized at low annealing temperatures. Through careful analysis, it was observed
that the inclusion of doping with 4% La (III) resulted in increased crystallinity, leading to low
surface roughness. Additionally, this doping strategy facilitated enhanced mobility of charge carriers
and conductivity.
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1. Introduction

ZnO is an interesting optoelectronic material with direct band gap energy (3.37 eV), a
wurtzite structure with optical transparency in the visible range, low toxicity and a large
exciton binding energy (60 meV) at room temperature [1]. However, zinc oxide has some
limitations that restrict its use. The high energy gap, limited absorption of visible light rays
and low electrical conductivity of ZnO limit its uses in electronics, super-capacitors and
solar energy applications. One of the effective strategies for solving these limitations is the
doping process. The effect of many metal dopants on the physical, structural, optical and
electrical properties of zinc oxide were observed. In last few years, rare earth metals such as
La, Ce, Dy, Sm, Nd and Gd have gained a lot of attention as they can significantly improve
the electrical and optical properties of the main structure. Rare earth elements are also
known to be laser active when inserted into an amorphous or crystalline structure to obtain
IR radiation [2,3]. They can also alter the electrical, optical and structural properties of the
thin films by doping with the appropriate type and concentrations [4,5]. Nanostructures
and thin films of ZnO have been obtained by different methodologies such as RF sputtering,
the sol–gel process (SG), pulsed laser deposition (PLD), spin coating (SP), chemical vapor
deposition (CVD) and spray pyrolysis (SP).

Lanthanum is a rare earth element with a wide energy band gap, electronic configura-
tion of [Xe] 5d1 6s2 and a large spectral area; in addition, the 4f–4f intra-shell transitions in
La give very strong emission peaks in the visible and near-IR regions [4,6]. La can reduce
the recombination of photo-generated electron–hole pairs by trapping the electrons and
hence, enhance the photocatalytic activity of ZnO [7].
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In the literature, very few research papers exist on La-doped ZnO thin films prepared
via the spin coating method [2]. This paper is therefore devoted to sol–gel spin-coated
La-doped ZnO thin films (pure ZnO, 3%, 4%,5% La-doped ZnO). We have discussed the
experimental results along with some evaluations related to their structural, optical and
electrical properties.

2. Materials and Methods

Zinc acetate dihydrate (CAS No. 5970-45-6), La (III) chloride heptahydrate (CAS
No. 10025-84-0), 2-methoxyethanol (CAS No. 109-86-4), diethanolamine (CAS No. 111-42-2)
and Fluorine-doped Tin Oxide (FTO) glass substrates were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich
(St. Louis, MO, USA). All the chemicals were used directly without further purification.

The precursor solutions for pure and La-doped ZnO thin films, LaxZn1-xO
(x = 0.0, 3.0, 4.0 and 5.0%) were prepared using the sol–gel method. In this process, a
0.5 M Zn precursor solution was prepared by dissolving zinc acetate [Zn(CH3CO2)2·2H2O]
(ZnAc) in 2-methoxyethanol (solvent) and diethanolamine (DEA, C4H11NO2) and stirred
at 50–60 ◦C until the solution became clear. DEA was used as a stabilizer to increase the
solubility. The 0.5 M La precursor solution was prepared by dissolving lanthanum (III)
chloride heptahydrate (LaCl3·7H2O) in ethanol (solvent) and stirring at room temperature
for 30 min. La-doped ZnO samples (3%, 4% and 5%) were prepared by simply dissolving
two precursor solutions in appropriate concentrations. The FTO glass substrates were
sonicated in ethanol, acetone and propanol for 15 min each. After drying, all the samples
were plasma cleaned before spin coating. The precursor solution was deposited onto the
substrate at 3000 rpm for 30 s using a spin coater. After spin coating, the films were treated
at 150 ◦C for 10 min on a hot plate to vaporize the solvent and to eliminate volatile organic
residuals. Then, thin films were annealed on the hot plate at 300 ◦C for 1 h.

3. Results and Discussions
3.1. Structural Properties

Figure 1a shows the XRD patterns of all the deposited films on glass slides, pure ZnO and
La-doped ZnO (3%, 4% and 5%). All the peak positions matched with previously reported
data in the literature [8,9]. It was observed that all the films show crystalline structures
attributed to the hexagonal wurtzite ZnO. No additional phases linked to metallic Zn, La
or La compounds were seen, even at the highest doping level of 5%. All the peaks became
sharp when La was added up to a concentration of 4%. After that, a sudden decrease in
peak size was observed because the ionic radius of Zn (0.074 nm) is smaller than that of La
(0.119 nm); hence, further addition of La results in a small lattice distortion and affects the
internal micro-strain of the ZnO structure. Figure 1b shows the peak (100) shifting towards
lower 2θ, which indicates the successful integration of La atoms in the ZnO lattice, and La
additions did not change the hexagonal structure of the ZnO films. No additional peak
confirms that the precursors were completely transformed into the ZnO phase [8].
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3.2. Optical Properties

In Figure 2a, the optical transmittance spectra of pure ZnO and La-doped ZnO films
with different La contents are presented. It is observed that all films exhibited high trans-
parency of more than 85% in the visible region of 400–800 nm. In Figure 2b, the Eg values
were calculated by extrapolating the linear part of the plot of (αhν)2. The Eg value for the
pure ZnO film was 3.30 eV; by incorporating La, the Eg value increased to 3.32 eV with
4% La. Further doping decreased the Eg. The broadening of the band gap with increasing
La content in the ZnO lattice is due to the substitution of Zn2+ ions with La3+ ions. In the
undoped ZnO sample, the ionic bond between Zn2+ and O2− results in the absence of free
carrier charges. By replacing Zn2+ ions with La3+ ions in the ZnO lattice, extra free electrons
are incorporated into the valence band. Given that the lowest states in the conduction
band are occupied by electrons, an additional energy input is required for electrons in the
valence band to move into the empty states in the conduction band. Based on this reason,
a continuous increase in Eg values with rising La3+ content is possible due to the higher
electron density in the films. However, Eg values reduced at the 5% La doping level because
crystal defects formed in the ZnO lattice [10]. The results are also confirmed by XRD data.
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3.3. Electrical Properties

In Table 1, mobility and conductivity of pure ZnO and (3%, 4% and 5%) La-doped ZnO
films are tabulated. These data were provided by the Hall effect measurement. Pure ZnO
showed the least mobility and conductivity 22.3 cm3·V−1·s−1 and 1.26 × 102 (Ω·cm)−1,
respectively, while these parameters increased substantiality with the incorporation of
La doping up until a concentration of 4%. The increase in conductivity is due to the
improvement in charge carrier mobility and surface smoothness. After 4% La doping in
ZnO, both mobility and conductivity decrease due to microstructure distortion, defects
and strain [11].

Table 1. Mobility and conductivity of pure Zn and La-doped ZnO films.

ETL Composition Mobility
(×101 cm3·V−1·s−1)

Conductivity
(×102 Ω·cm)−1

ZnO 2.23 1.26
3% La:ZnO 4.02 3.94
4% La:ZnO 6.35 5.22
5% La:ZnO 3.48 2.53

3.4. Hydrophilic Properties

Contact angle analysis helps to find the hydrophilic nature and wettability of the film.
Geometrically, the contact angle is the angle of a liquid drop at the three-phase boundary
intersection between a solid, liquid and gas. The wettability of the film depends on its
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surface free energy, chemical composition, microstructures and surface topography. A total
of 0.5 µL water was dropped onto the thin film surface using a microsyringe. Figure 3
shows the images of the contact angles; the obtained values were 31◦, 28◦, 20.20◦ and 27.60◦

for ZnO, 3% and 4% and 5% for La-(III)-doped ZnO. It was observed that the contact angles
for 3%, 4% and 5% La-doped ZnO samples were lower as compared to pure ZnO. The
results could be ascribed to the crystallinity and microstructural changes after doping. The
decreased contact angle refers to a lower surface energy, reduced surface roughness, and
improved nucleation and growth of the film [9].

Mater. Proc. 2024, 17, x 4 of 5 
 

 

improvement in charge carrier mobility and surface smoothness. After 4% La doping in 
ZnO, both mobility and conductivity decrease due to microstructure distortion, defects 
and strain [11]. 

Table 1. Mobility and conductivity of pure Zn and La-doped ZnO films. 

ETL Composition 
Mobility 

(×101 cm3·V−1·s−1) 
Conductivity 
(×102 Ω·cm)−1 

ZnO 2.23 1.26 
3% La:ZnO 4.02 3.94 
4% La:ZnO 6.35 5.22 
5% La:ZnO 3.48 2.53 

3.4. Hydrophilic Properties 
Contact angle analysis helps to find the hydrophilic nature and wettability of the film. 

Geometrically, the contact angle is the angle of a liquid drop at the three-phase boundary 
intersection between a solid, liquid and gas. The wettability of the film depends on its 
surface free energy, chemical composition, microstructures and surface topography. A to-
tal of 0.5 µL water was dropped onto the thin film surface using a microsyringe. Figure 3 
shows the images of the contact angles; the obtained values were 31°, 28°, 20.20° and 27.60° 
for ZnO, 3% and 4% and 5% for La-(III)-doped ZnO. It was observed that the contact an-
gles for 3%, 4% and 5% La-doped ZnO samples were lower as compared to pure ZnO. The 
results could be ascribed to the crystallinity and microstructural changes after doping. The 
decreased contact angle refers to a lower surface energy, reduced surface roughness, and 
improved nucleation and growth of the film [9]. 

 
Figure 3. Contact angle images for (a) ZnO, and (b) 3%, (c) 4%, (d) 5% La-doped ZnO. 

4. Conclusions 
In this study, we have investigated the effect of La doping on the optical, electrical 

and structural properties of ZnO films. All the films showed crystalline structures at-
tributed to the hexagonal wurtzite. XRD peaks of (100), (002) and (101) became sharp by 
increasing La doping up to a concentration of 4%. After that, further doping caused a re-
duction due to the small lattice distortion and internal micro-strain in the ZnO structure. 
Band gap energy reaches a maximum and surface roughness is at the minimum at a 4% 
concentration. The improved structural, electrical and optical properties of La-doped ZnO 
make it a good candidate as an ETL material for PCS application. 

Figure 3. Contact angle images for (a) ZnO, and (b) 3%, (c) 4%, (d) 5% La-doped ZnO.

4. Conclusions

In this study, we have investigated the effect of La doping on the optical, electrical and
structural properties of ZnO films. All the films showed crystalline structures attributed to
the hexagonal wurtzite. XRD peaks of (100), (002) and (101) became sharp by increasing La
doping up to a concentration of 4%. After that, further doping caused a reduction due to
the small lattice distortion and internal micro-strain in the ZnO structure. Band gap energy
reaches a maximum and surface roughness is at the minimum at a 4% concentration. The
improved structural, electrical and optical properties of La-doped ZnO make it a good
candidate as an ETL material for PCS application.
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