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Carbon : nickel nanocomposite templates –
predefined stable catalysts for diameter-controlled
growth of single-walled carbon nanotubes†

Svetlana Melkhanova,a,b Miro Haluska,c René Hübner,a Tim Kunze,‡b Adrian Keller,§a

Gintautas Abrasonis,a Sibylle Gemminga,b,d and Matthias Krause*a

Carbon : nickel (C : Ni) nanocomposite templates (NCTs) were used as catalyst precursors for diameter-

controlled growth of single-walled carbon nanotubes (SWCNTs) by chemical vapor deposition (CVD).

Two NCT types of 2 nm thickness were prepared by ion beam co-sputtering without (type I) or with

assisting Ar+ ion irradiation (type II). NCT type I comprised Ni-rich nanoparticles (NPs) with defined dia-

meter in an amorphous carbon matrix, while NCT type II was a homogenous C : Ni film. Based on the

Raman spectra of more than 600 individual SWCNTs, the diameter distribution obtained from both types

of NCT was determined. SWCNTs with a selective, monomodal diameter distribution are obtained from

NCT type I. About 50% of the SWCNTs have a diameter of (1.36 ± 0.10) nm. In contrast to NCT type I,

SWCNTs with a non-selective, relatively homogeneous diameter distribution from 0.80 to 1.40 nm cover-

ing 88% of all SWCNTs are obtained from NCT type II. From both catalyst templates predominantly separ-

ated as-grown SWCNTs are obtained. They are free of solvents or surfactants, exhibit a low degree of

bundling and contain negligible amounts of MWCNTs. The study demonstrates the advantage of pre-

defined catalysts for diameter-controlled SWCNT synthesis in comparison to in situ formed catalysts.

Introduction

Carbon nanotubes have been known for more than 20 years1

and since the very first reports on their synthesis fascinating
electronic properties of CNTs were predicted. It was expected
that they will be used in many fields of molecular electronics,
viz. in transistors,2–4 medical devices,5,6 chemical and bio-
chemical sensors7,8 etc. However, in currently commercialized
applications CNTs are mainly used as additives to improve the
mechanical, thermal, and electrical properties of bulk
materials (resins, plastics, polymers).9 Semiconducting
SWCNTs are well suited for transistors because of their low
electron scattering and small bandgap.10 For “high-tech” appli-
cations, however, precisely-defined electronic properties are
needed. This requires eventually one specific diameter and
chiral angle of SWCNTs.11,12 There are several methods of

CNTs synthesis,13–15 and among them CVD is the most versa-
tile and most easily scalable one. The structural and morpho-
logical properties of CVD-grown CNTs are affected by many
process parameters,15 such as the carbon precursor nature and
concentration, carrier gas pressure and composition, tempera-
ture, time, catalyst nature and size, etc. There are many reports
that catalyst particles must have a suitable size in order to be
active for CNT growth and that the control of the catalyst nano-
particles before and during CVD is very important in order to
control CNT yield, diameter and chirality. The most used cata-
lysts for CNT growth are Fe,16–31 Co,24,32–45 Ni17,23,46–53 and
their bimetallic alloys.38,42,54–56 The CNT synthesis on these
catalysts may produce SWCNTs with narrow diameter distri-
bution and few chiralities depending on the catalyst nano-
particle size.16,20,21,25,26,32,35,41,51,54

In almost all studies, the catalysts are prepared in situ by an
initial annealing step of the precursor prior to CVD or by pre-
cursor injection during the CVD process. The control of cata-
lyst size and shape depends on many process parameters in a
complex manner, whose optimization often requires numer-
ous iterations.27 The process could be simplified by introdu-
cing catalyst templates with predefined NP size and shape,
which exhibit sufficient stability against coalescence and grain
coarsening. Carbon : nickel nanocomposite (C : Ni NC) thin
films of 10 nm to 100 nm thickness have been grown in a large
variety of microstructures. This was achieved by variation of
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deposition temperature (RT to 500 °C) and Ni concentration
(5 to 30 at% Ni) during thin film growth without and with
irradiation by an assisting low-energy Ar+ beam. So far, C : Ni
NCs were reported with NP diameters from 1.5 nm to 17 nm,
spherical and columnar shapes, and in regular or stochastic
three-dimensional particle arrangements.57–59 In our previous
work on SWCNT growth48 we reported the successful growth of
individual SWCNTs with a Gaussian-like, non-selective dia-
meter distribution of (1.6 ± 0.4) nm from 10 nm thick tem-
plates consisting of columnar Ni NPs of (4.0 ± 1.0) nm
diameter before the CVD growth process.

In this work, the SWCNT diameter distributions obtained
by CVD from two 2 nm thick C : Ni NC template types are com-
pared. NCT type I comprises predefined catalyst NPs, while for
NCT type II the catalyst NPs are formed in situ during the CVD
process. This approach enables a direct comparison of the
SWCNT growth from pre-defined and in situ formed catalyst
particles. Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) and scan-
ning electron microscopy (SEM) were applied to characterize
the NCTs before and after the CVD process and to determine
the size distribution of the catalyst particles. SWCNT diameter
distribution and the presence of multi-walled CNTs were ana-
lysed by SEM and Raman spectroscopy. It is demonstrated that
SWCNT diameters strongly depend on the NCT type applied
for CVD synthesis. Using NCT type I about 50% of the
SWCNTs have a diameter of (1.36 ± 0.10) nm, while SWCNTs
with a relatively homogeneous diameter distribution from
0.8 nm to 1.4 nm are obtained from NCT type II. Furthermore
it is shown that MWCNT formation, SWCNT bundling, and
catalyst NP coarsening are successfully suppressed. Finally, the
possibilities and limits of SWCNT diameter control by defining
the catalyst NP size are discussed.

Experimental

The NCT type I (C : Ni, ∼15 at% Ni) was deposited at 300 °C by
ion beam co-sputtering of a graphite/Ni zone target onto a
Si/SiO2 (∼0.5 µm, thermally oxidized) substrate. Template type
II (C : Ni, ∼8 at% Ni) was prepared at RT by irradiating the
growing C : Ni film with an oblique incidence angle (∼60°)
assisting Ar+ beam of 130 eV ion energy. The sputter ion
source (Kaufmann type, IonTech Inc., Fort Collins, USA) was
operated with an Ar+ ion energy of 1 keV and a beam current
of 40 mA, the assisting ion source (Kaufmann type, ISQ40KF,
Ion-Tech GmbH, Wüstenbrand, Germany) with Ar+ energies of
50 to 130 eV and a total beam current of 9 mA. The base
pressure in the deposition chamber was (1.3 ± 0.3) × 10−5 Pa,
the working pressure was about 10−2 Pa, and the deposition
time was 3 to 4 min. The given film composition was extrapo-
lated from the Rutherford Backscattering analysis of our pre-
vious work.57–59 Further deposition details are described ibid.

The subsequent CVD process consists of two consecutive
steps: the NCT pre-treatment and the CNT growth. For this, the
C : Ni templates were placed in the CVD oven (Black Magic,
Aixtron) and exposed to flowing air (flow rate 200 sccm,

pressure 2 to 3 mbar) for 10 min at 550 °C. After 10 min the
reactor was evacuated, the temperature was increased to 735 °C,
and the samples were exposed to a mixture of C2H2/H2/Ar
(5/300/300 sccm; total pressure 5.1 mbar) for ∼20 min.

Cross-sectional transmission electron microscopy images of
C : Ni thin films were obtained using an image Cs-corrected
Titan 80–300 (FEI) microscope operated at an acceleration
voltage of 300 kV. TEM specimens of the C : Ni templates
before CNT growth were prepared by sawing, grinding, dim-
pling, and final Ar ion milling. TEM lamella preparation of the
C : Ni templates after pre-treatment and CNT growth was done
by in situ lift-out using a Zeiss Crossbeam NVision 40 system.
To protect the sensitive surface, a carbon cap layer was de-
posited beginning with electron beam assisted and sub-
sequently followed by Ga focused ion beam (FIB) assisted
precursor decomposition. Afterwards, the TEM lamella was
prepared using a 30 keV Ga FIB with adapted currents. Its
transfer to a 3 post copper lift-out grid (Omniprobe) was done
with a Kleindiek micromanipulator. To minimize sidewall
damage, Ga ions of only 5 keV energy were used for final thin-
ning of the TEM lamella to electron transparency. SEM of the
NCTs before and after CVD growth of the CNTs was performed
by detecting secondary electrons using a S-4800 microscope
(Hitachi) operated at an accelerating voltage of 10 kV. Raman
maps of randomly selected sample areas of 20 × 20 μm2 were
recorded with a step width of 1.25 μm using a micro-Raman
Labram HR spectrometer, which is equipped with a holo-
graphic 1800 lines per mm grating and a liquid nitrogen
cooled CCD detector (Horiba-Jobin-Yvon). The laser wave-
lengths of 532 nm and 632.8 nm, corresponding to photon
energies of 2.33 eV and 1.96 eV, respectively, were used for exci-
tation. The obtained Raman spectra were fitted using an in-
house software routine based on a Levenberg-Marquardt least-
square algorithm. SWCNT diameter distributions were calcu-
lated by using the relation dSWCNT = 232 cm−1 nm/νRBM,

60

wherein νRBM represents the Raman shift of the radial breath-
ing mode of SWCNTs, and by sorting the obtained diameter
values into diameter intervals of 0.05 nm width.

Results

The microstructure of the original NCT type I is heterogeneous
and consists of Ni-rich particles embedded in an amorphous
carbon (a-C) matrix (Fig. 1). Cross-sectional TEM analysis gives
a mean NP diameter of (2.0 ± 0.3) nm, which corresponds to
the average NCT thickness. The NPs appear to be well-aligned
with a mean NP center to center distance of (4.3 ± 0.3) nm.
Lattice fringes were resolved for approximately 40% of 27 NPs
analyzed in detail (Fig. 1b and c). Fast Fourier Transform (FFT)
analysis gave lattice spacings grouped into (a) 0.22 nm to
0.24 nm and (b) 0.20 to 0.21 nm. In one case crossed lattice
fringes with spacings of 0.21 nm and 0.15 nm enclosing an
angle of 46° were observed. The latter values are in good agree-
ment with reference data of the (006) and {116} planes of
rhombohedral Ni3C (rh-Ni3C), which are 0.215 nm, 0.156 nm,
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and 43.4°.61 Moreover, the group (a) lattice fringe spacings are
indicative for rh-Ni3C, namely for its {110} planes.61 Group (b)
spacings could be assigned either to rh-Ni3C or to fcc-Ni.
According to these findings, previous own work, and the litera-
ture on this material system, the initial Ni-rich phase of NCT
type I is assigned to rh-Ni3C.

57,62–64

The cross-sectional TEM image of NCT type II (Fig. 1d)
shows the formation of a Ni-enriched layer appearing darker
than the SiO2 substrate and the resin glue on top of the film,
which is used for TEM specimen preparation. The layer thick-
ness is 2 nm and hence the same as for the NCT type I. In con-
trast to NCT type I, no NP formation was detected for NCT type
II (Fig. 1d). The homogenous microstructure of C : Ni NCT type
II is attributed to the hyperthermal particle and energy flux of

the irradiating Ar+ ions. It causes ion-enhanced mixing and
partial re-sputtering of Ni, which lead to a homogenous distri-
bution of the metal in the a-C matrix.

After CVD growth of CNTs the morphology of NCT I con-
sists of individual NPs as before the CVD process (Fig. 2).

Fig. 1 Cross-sectional TEM images of C : Ni templates before the CVD
process of CNTs: (a)–(c) NCT type I; (d) NCT type II. Images (b) and (c)
are enlarged views of micrograph (a) showing selected crystalline Ni3C
NPs in NCT type I.

Fig. 2 Cross-sectional TEM images of C : Ni templates after CVD
growth of CNTs: (a)–(c) NCT type I; (d)–(f ) NCT type II. Images (b) and
(c) [(e) and (f)] show selected crystalline NPs in NCT type I [NCT type II].
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Cross-sectional TEM revealed moderate NP coarsening
accompanied by broadening of the diameter distribution from
initially (2.0 ± 0.3) nm to (3.0 ± 0.7) nm (Fig. 3). The NPs are
less aligned and the NCT surface appears rougher than before
the CVD process. Lattice fringes were observed for 72% out of
29 NPs studied in detail. FFT analysis revealed the coexistence
of Ni-rich NPs with hcp (Fig. 2b) and fcc (Fig. 2c) lattice struc-
ture in an approximately equal ratio. The details of this analy-
sis are provided in the ESI.† The FFT of the nanocrystal in
Fig. 2b corresponds very closely to a [12̄13̄] zone axis image of
hcp-Ni (for details see ESI, Fig. 1†).65 It has the same Ni sub-
lattice structure as rh-Ni3C. The nanocrystal displayed in
Fig. 2c has fcc crystal structure. Its FFT corresponds to a [011]
zone axis image of fcc-Ni (for details see ESI, Fig. 2†).65 One
out of 29 FFT patterns showed lattice fringes with spacings of
0.22 nm and 0.25 nm enclosing an angle of 56°. One possible
assignment would be fcc-NiO, although the observed spacings
were enlarged by about 4% compared to the reference.61 Alter-
natively, this FFT pattern might be described by Ni3C {110}
and {014} lattice fringes, whose spacings are 0.22 nm and
0.25 nm with an interplanar angle of 56.7°.

In summary, approximately 50% of NCT type I NPs
changed their lattice structure from rh-Ni3C to fcc-Ni. For
another approximately 50% the observed hcp-Ni lattice struc-
ture points to the conservation of the initial rh-Ni3C phase
structure. The formation of fcc-NiO could not be verified.
Finally it should be noted that TEM analysis is not suitable to
provide information about the structure of the a-C matrix.

The morphology of NCT type II, where initially only a con-
trast enhancement with respect to SiO2 substrate and resin
glue could be detected, was completely changed during the
CVD process. The initial homogenous and 2 nm thick Ni-
enriched layer was no more detected. Instead, NCT type II is
characterized by the coexistence of ranges without (major frac-
tion) and with (minor fraction) separated NPs after the CVD

(Fig. 2d). Their average diameter is (2.5 ± 0.8) nm (Fig. 3). The
smallest resolved NP had a diameter of 1.5 nm. Two dominant
lattice spacings were identified by FFT analysis, namely
0.21 nm and 0.25 nm. Their assignment to rh-Ni3C, fcc-Ni, or
fcc-NiO is ambiguous as outlined in the previous sections, and
supporting interplanar angles could not be determined. The
NP formation from NCT type II can be considered as an
example for the SWCNT growth using catalysts, which are
formed in situ during the process of pre-treatment and CVD.
The post-CVD NP diameter distribution of NCT type I is nar-
rower than that of NCT type II. This difference can be
expressed as relative deviation from the mean NP diameter
values. It is 23% for NCT type I and 32% for NCT type II. More-
over, compared to NCT type II, a larger fraction of NCT type I
NPs showed lattice fringes. This is a hint for a larger degree of
NP crystallinity in NCT type I than in type II after the CVD
growth of CNTs.

The TEM results show that the microstructure of the pre-
defined NCT type I is largely preserved during the CNT growth
process. Its mean NP diameter grew by about 1 nm (ca. 50%),
and the fraction of crystalline NPs within the template
increased. In contrast to that NCT type II underwent a com-
plete re-structuring from a homogenous film into a film of
NPs. The NP size distribution for NCT type II after CVD is
sufficiently narrow and can be compared with the one
obtained from metallic thin films. As an example, pre-anneal-
ing of a 0.22 nm-thin Ni film produced NPs with diameter of
(4.4 ± 0.6) nm.52

In contrast to the featureless appearance before nanotube
growth, SEM images of the NCT samples measured after the
CVD process display three types of features: (i) randomly dis-
tributed spherical spots of less than 10 nm in diameter, (ii)
bent objects of about 80 nm length, and (iii) blurred objects of
up to 3 µm length (Fig. 4). These features are assigned to met-
allic nanoparticles, multi-walled CNTs (MWCNTs), and single-

Fig. 3 Normalized size distributions of Ni-rich NPs measured by TEM
before and after the CVD process, respectively. NCT type I, (a) and (c),
NCT type II, (b) and (d).

Fig. 4 SEM images of C : Ni templates after CVD growth of CNTs: (a),
(c) NCT type I; (b), (d) NCT type II. Compared to the few MWCNTs the
individual SWCNTs appear blurred and diffuse due to charging effects
and probably also due to thermally-induced vibrations.
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walled CNTs, respectively. The NP diameters are apparently
larger for NCT type I than for type II. The amount of MWCNTs
is generally very low. In NCT type II samples MWCNTs are vir-
tually absent. The statistical analysis of the SEM images points
to a similar efficiency of both types in catalyzing SWCNT
growth with yields of ∼5 to 7 tubes per µm2.

Raman spectroscopy enables a non-destructive and simple
determination of the SWCNT diameter because of the inverse
proportionality of diameter and radial breathing mode (RBM)
frequency. Hence, the diameter distribution of SWCNTs in the
sample can be conveniently elucidated by measuring Raman
spectra with two or more excitation laser wavelengths, for
example, 532 nm and 632.8 nm. This approach allows detect-
ing SWCNTs in the diameter range from 0.6 nm to 2.3 nm.
The reliability of the SWCNT diameter distribution obtained
by this method was confirmed by parallel Raman and High-
Resolution TEM studies in the literature.16,37

Typical Raman spectra in the range of the RBM obtained
during 2D Raman mapping with two excitation wavelengths
for NCT types I and II are shown in Fig. 5a and b. The vast
majority of the spectra contains only one single RBM line. In
total, the Raman spectra of more than 600 individual SWCNTs
were analysed in this study. The RBM line widths for SWCNTs
grown with both template types cover the range of 4 cm−1 to
8 cm−1. They decrease with increasing RBM frequency, similar
to the results reported previously in the literature.66 The
narrow line widths point to long lifetimes of the excited RBM
modes, and indicate a high degree of structural order and a
negligible contribution of defect-induced phonon decay pro-
cesses. Such a behavior is consistent with the formation of
individual SWCNTs with a low amount of structural defects.67

In order to analyze the abundance of SWCNTs, the observed
RBM frequencies were assigned to frequency intervals of
10 cm−1 width and subsequently summed. The analysis shows

a diameter-selective SWCNT formation for NCT type I: 50% of
all observed tubes have RBM frequencies from 160 cm−1 to
180 cm−1 (Fig. 5c). In contrast to that, a broad distribution of
RBM frequencies is found for NCT type II (Fig. 5d). The corres-
ponding diameter distributions of SWCNTs (normalized to 1)
are shown in Fig. 6. The SWCNT diameter distribution
depends strongly on the template type. The diameter distri-
bution of NCT type I reveals an astonishingly high selectivity
for SWCNTs of the diameter interval centered at (1.360 ±
0.025) nm, which includes about 33% of the SWCNTs (Fig. 6a).
Moreover, 51% of all synthesized SWCNTs fall into a narrow
diameter range of 1.26 nm to 1.46 nm.

Applying the formula for the nanotube diameter d,

d ¼ ða0=πÞ
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

n2 þ nmþm2
p

;

with the lattice constant a0 = 0.246 nm and the chiral indices
n and m, in total 9 SWCNT chiralities can be expected in the
diameter range of (1.360 ± 0.025) nm. Two of them are
metallic, 7 are semiconducting. The analysis of the electronic
transition energies of these 9 chiralities shows that only the
E33 electronic transition of semiconducting SWCNTs is in res-
onance with the laser energy of 2.33 eV.68 This criterion
requires that the difference between laser and electronic tran-
sition energy is ΔE ≤ ±0.10 eV.69 The combination of these two
informations reduces the chiralities preferentially observed in
this study to three: (12,8), (17,1), and (16,3).

The proposed diameter selectivity is further supported by
the following findings of the Raman analysis. The next thinner
SWCNTs, which are expected to be in resonance with laser radi-
ation of 532 nm, would be (13,6), (14,4) and (15,2) with dia-
meters of 1.32 nm, 1.28 nm and 1.26 nm and RBM frequencies
of 175 to 185 cm−1, respectively. Their abundance is only of the
order of 5% (Fig. 6). At slightly larger diameters than (1.360 ±
0.025) nm the SWCNTs (15,5), (11,10) and (14,7) with 1.41 nm,
1.43 nm and 1.45 nm should resonate with 532 nm laser exci-
tation. The abundance of this fraction is about 7%. That means
that the low and high limit of the SWCNT diameter distribution
maximum is precisely defined for NCT type I.

It can be further concluded that semiconducting tubes with
diameters of ∼1.6 nm and RBM frequencies of around

Fig. 5 Selected RBM range Raman spectra (a, b) and RBM distributions
(c, d) of SWCNTs formed from C : Ni templates: (a), (c) NCT type I; (b), (d)
NCT type II. The color code represents spectra measured with 532 nm
(green) and 632.8 nm (red) laser excitation, respectively.

Fig. 6 Normalized diameter distributions of SWCNTs synthesized from
C : Ni templates as derived from the abundance of observed RBM lines
in the corresponding diameter intervals: (a) NCT type I; (b) NCT type II.
The color code represents data obtained with 532 nm (green) and
632.8 nm (red) laser excitation, respectively.

Paper Nanoscale

14892 | Nanoscale, 2016, 8, 14888–14897 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2016

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

9 
Ju

ly
 2

01
6.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 9

/2
3/

20
24

 8
:3

4:
30

 P
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c5nr06972f


140 cm−1 contribute only to a minor extent to the observed dia-
meter distribution (Fig. 6). Finally, for 632.8 nm laser excitation,
the most abundant SWCNTs have RBM frequencies of around
∼200 cm−1 for NCT type I. They belong to metallic tubes with a
diameter of 1.2 nm, whose M11 transition is in resonance with
the laser energy of 1.96 eV. These metallic tubes cause the local
maximum in the diameter distribution for 632.8 nm laser exci-
tation, but their contribution to the overall SWCNT diameter
distribution is of the order of less than 5%.

In contrast to type I, NCT type II yields a relatively uniform
distribution of SWCNT diameters from 0.8 to 1.4 nm (88% of
all SWCNTs). The gap of the diameter distribution at about
1.15 nm, which is also observed for NCT type I, is explained by
the missing resonance of such SWCNTs with 532 nm laser radi-
ation. For this reason the diameter distribution is not described
as bimodal but as uniform. The upper limit of the SWCNT dia-
meter distribution obtained with NCT type II is defined by the
very low amount of SWCNTs with an RBM frequency of about
140 cm−1 (<5%) corresponding to diameters of about 1.7 nm.
The high overall yield of SWCNT with small diameters (40% in
the 0.6–1.0 nm range) is however remarkable.

Since NCT type I is apparently a very promising pre-defined
and stable catalyst for diameter-selective SWCNT growth, its
morphology after pre-treatment was investigated. For this
purpose the growth process was terminated after the pre-treat-
ment step (exposing the NCTs to flowing air at 550 °C for
10 min) and the pre-treated template was analyzed using cross-
sectional TEM and Raman spectroscopy (Fig. 7). The Raman

spectra of NCT type I show the typical sp2-carbon (sp2-C)
Raman lines, i.e. the D line at around 1350 cm−1 and the
G line at around 1550 cm−1, before and after pre-treatment
(Fig. 7a). The intensity of the sp2-C Raman lines decreased to
30% after the pre-treatment, and simultaneously the intensity
of the Si-2TO lines at around 950 cm−1 increased by approxi-
mately 40% (not shown). These observations point to a partial
loss of a-C, presumably by oxidation to CO2. Moreover, nar-
rower line widths and G line up-shift indicate a higher degree
of graphitization of the a-C matrix. Cross-sectional TEM analy-
sis reveals a mean NP diameter of (2.2 ± 0.4) nm, which is the
same as in the virgin NCT within the experimental accuracy. In
conclusion, the pre-treatment step causes slight roughening of
NCT type I due to partial removal of the embedding a-C
matrix. These changes have apparently no effect on the NP
morphology.

Discussion

In the following section the conclusions from the presented
results for CVD growth of SWCNTs using C : Ni NCTs with and
without predefined NPs are discussed.

(a) NP stability of NCT type I.
Without stabilization, Ni thin films on SiO2 surfaces

undergo clustering via surface diffusion for temperatures
larger than −173 °C.70,71 Ni cluster diameters of 8 nm to
20 nm were reported for nominally 1 nm thick Ni films.71,72

Bulk diffusion of Ni into a SiO2 layer on Si and formation of
NiSi2 starts at elevated temperatures (≥425 °C), depending on
SiO2 thickness. The bulk diffusion onset temperature for a
2.5 nm thick SiO2 layer was reported to be 800 °C.70 These data
demonstrate that without stabilization much larger Ni par-
ticles are formed at temperatures similar to those during cata-
lyst pre-treatment and CVD growth in the present study.

In fact, our investigations have shown that a defined micro-
structure of Ni-rich NPs with narrow diameter distribution of
(2.0 ± 0.3) nm can be stabilized up to temperatures of 735 °C
and used to grow SWCNTs. This has been achieved by embed-
ding the NPs in a protective matrix of a-C, forming a NCT of
type I. The protective a-C is fully stable in ambient conditions
and allows easy handling of the NCTs in air. Thus, the a-C
matrix ensures the safe transport of the templates and their
transfer into the CVD oven. During the pre-treatment step at
550 °C in air, the a-C matrix is partially conserved. This
ensures that the Ni-rich NPs keep their initial positions, dia-
meter distribution and spacing. In this way the NPs are pre-
vented from coagulation and grain coarsening. This
observation is attributed to the strong interaction between Ni
and C, which is e.g. larger than that between Ni and SiO2.

73

The rest of the a-C matrix presumably undergoes oxidation to
CO2. After pre-treatment, the NCT type I enters the CVD syn-
thesis with pre-defined, almost unchanged diameter in acti-
vated form.

(b) Relation between SWCNT and catalyst properties.

Fig. 7 Characterization of NCT type I after the pre-treatment step: (a)
Raman spectrum (dotted line) in comparison to that of the pristine tem-
plate (dashed line), (b) normalized size distribution of Ni-rich NPs
measured by TEM, (c) cross-sectional TEM image.
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It is obvious to explain the narrower and apparently selec-
tive SWCNT diameter distribution obtained by CVD growth
using NCT type I by the pre-defined NP diameters and their
demonstrated stability. As a consequence, the carbon pre-
cursors are exposed to almost equally-sized catalytically active
NPs during the CVD process. In contrast to that situation, the
initially homogenously distributed Ni in NCT type II under-
goes a coarsening, the carbon precursor is exposed to catalytic
particles of different size and as a consequence, the SWCNT
distribution is broader and not selective. On the other hand
the smaller SWCNT diameters obtained with NCT type II can
be attributed to the fact that NPs grow from an initially homo-
genous Ni distribution to a size of (2.5 ± 0.8) nm. The behavior
of NCT type II resembles catalysts whose catalytically active
particles are formed in situ from metal thin films during the
CVD process. The results presented here demonstrate that nar-
rower SWCNT diameter distributions are accessible by the use
of pre-defined, stable catalyst templates.

Apparently the best strategy to obtain SWCNTs with narrow
diameter distribution is to use a catalyst with stable NPs of pre-
defined size and to prevent them from coarsening during the
CVD process. Several approaches to realize these preconditions
were described in the literature. First, the catalyst NPs can be
sparsely distributed over the inert substrate so that the large
distance between the particles would prevent their aggrega-
tion.21,23,44,53 For instance, Paillet et al.53 studied the CVD syn-
thesis of SWCNTs on Ni NPs with the mean size of (4.7 ±
1.4) nm using C2H4 as a carbon source. The narrow size distri-
bution of SWCNTs was achieved at 850 °C when the density of
NPs and the synthesized SWCNTs was small (40 and 100 NPs
per µm2 led to 0.1–0.2 and ∼3 SWCNTs per µm2, respectively).
Importantly, for these conditions the Ni NPs had the same size
before and after the CVD. An increase of the surface density to
several hundred NPs per µm2 led to aggregation of NPs and
formation of amorphous carbon and big filamentous struc-
tures. An increase of the reaction temperature to 950 °C also
resulted in larger Ni NPs with broader size distribution.53 In
our work, a narrow SWCNT diameter distribution was success-
fully obtained with a much higher density of catalyst NPs
(ca. 20 000 NPs per µm2) and synthesized SWCNTs
(5–7 SWCNTs per µm2).

So far, the most successful approach to obtain SWCNTs
with a narrow diameter distribution is the use of an inert
matrix, which protects NPs from coarsening or makes this
process much slower than SWCNT nucleation. Well-defined Fe
NPs were obtained in situ by a preliminary process step and
stabilized during CVD by embedding them in an aluminum
oxide matrix.16,27,29,31 This method offers catalyst NPs of
different size with narrow diameter distribution on the sub-
strate surface, but the size of NPs is not constant over the reac-
tion time. The other widely used supports for nano-scaled
metal catalysts are porous materials like mesostructured
silica,32,33,36,39,40,45,74,75 porous magnesium oxide24,34,47 and
zeolites,42,56,76 which offer SWCNTs with a selective
chirality32–34,36,39,45,74 and sufficient yield. Catalyst particles
immobilized in the substrate pores retain their size over reac-

tion time in a broad temperature range, however SWCNTs are
formed not only on the surface but also in the bulk of the cata-
lyst/matrix composite. As a result, they are bundled and in-
evitably mixed with the catalyst, which requires the use of
laborious purification procedures.

In this work a new type of catalyst for diameter-selective
SWCNT growth is presented. C : Ni nanocomposite template
type I combines the following advantages: narrow catalyst dia-
meter distribution, stability during the CVD process, potential
for growing individual SWCNT with a significant length and
yield. The study confirms the hypothesis that the diameter dis-
tribution of CVD-grown SWCNTs is determined by the catalyst
morphology and the size of the catalyst particles at the initial
point of the SWCNT nucleation.44,77 In NCT type II, formation
and growth of the catalyst NPs competes with the simul-
taneous SWCNT growth. Thus, the size distribution of the cata-
lyst NPs is changing with time, and so does the diameter
distribution of the nucleating SWCNTs. On the contrary, in
NCT type I the catalyst NPs with narrow and weakly varying
size distribution are available from the very beginning and
during the whole time of the SWCNT growth. Hence, the dia-
meter distribution of the synthesized SWCNTs is much nar-
rower. Certainly, the study also shows that control of catalyst
diameter is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for dia-
meter-selective or even chirality-selective growth of SWCNTs.
Further well-established parameters controlling the SWCNT
diameter distribution are growth temperature, nature and con-
centration of precursors, and catalyst pre-treatment.

A final question that shall be briefly addressed is the chemi-
cal state of the catalytically active Ni-rich NPs. After the CVD
process, fcc-Ni and Ni3C were identified by the TEM analysis
(Fig. 3 and ESI†). It is reasonable to assume that these two Ni
phases are catalytically active. Fcc-Ni is commonly considered
as most suitable Ni based catalyst for CNT growth.15,17,49,78

Recent papers also reported Ni3C as an active catalyst, at least
for carbon nanofibers64 and initial graphene layers of CNTs.50

Moreover, indications for a minor fraction of NiO after the
CVD process were obtained. A conclusion about its catalytic
activity can however not be drawn on the basis of the pre-
sented results. In situ XPS and TEM studies could help to
clarify the phase and chemical state of the catalytically active
Ni species.

Conclusions

A new type of pre-defined stable catalyst for diameter-
controlled growth of SWCNTs was prepared and comprehen-
sively characterized. It comprises dispersed catalytic particles,
whose size is largely preserved during the CVD synthesis. This
way, the problem of the Ostwald ripening is circumvented, and
a new route for much better control over the diameter of CVD-
grown SWCNTs is opened. Diameter-selectivity of NCT based
SWCNT growth was demonstrated for the first time. A fraction
of 50% of SWCNT diameters was confined to a range of (1.36 ±
0.10) nm. In comparison to the growth using the pre-defined
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NPs, a non-selective SWCNT distribution, with 88% of all
SWCNT in the diameter range of 0.80 nm to 1.40 nm was
obtained using a NCT with a homogenous microstructure
under otherwise identical conditions (NCT type II).

The as-grown SWCNTs themselves are ideal candidates for
further comprehensive characterization, e.g. by coupling of
Raman spectroscopy with atomic force or scanning tunneling
microscopy. They consist predominantly of separated
SWCNTs, are free of solvents or surfactants, exhibit a low
degree of bundling, and contain negligible amounts of
MWCNTs. Their length to diameter ratio was of the order of
200. The narrow RBM line widths of 4 cm−1 to 8 cm−1 show a
high structural order of the as-grown SWCNTs and point to a
low amount of intrinsic structural defects and negligible nano-
tube bundle formation.

The presented approach opens a new way to perform CVD
synthesis of SWCNTs using catalyst particles with well-defined
size distribution. Usually in CVD growth of SWCNTs, the met-
allic NPs are synthesized in situ, which severely limits the
possibility to reliably ascertain their homogeneity and quality.
The NCTs used in this study can be prepared prior to CNT syn-
thesis, are not destroyed when exposed to air, and their pro-
perties can be characterized with a high degree of certainty as
described above.

Further optimization of the size distribution, stability, and
catalytic activity of metallic NPs in NCTs promises even better
control over the size and diameter distribution of CVD-syn-
thesized SWCNTs. The a-C matrix could be replaced by ther-
mally stable oxides, which would improve the stability of the
catalytic NPs during CVD growth of SWCNTs. Moreover, the
catalytic activity and diameter selectivity can be improved by
using nanocomposite templates with embedded NP alloys like
FeNi or FeCo instead of pure metals.
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