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luminescence of potassium-doped
tungsten oxide by acetone exposure†

Aman Patel,*a Weigang Lu,a Blake Birmingham,a Michael Johnson,b Danling Wang,b

Zhenrong Zhang a and Kai Wang *cd

Studies of optical properties of doped nanocrystals of tungsten trioxide can elucidate new information

about the material. A novel molecule-enhanced photoluminescence (PL) of potassium-doped tungsten

trioxide (KxWO) was explored in the presence of different gases to understand charge transfer between

molecules and KxWO on the properties of the material. We performed Raman spectroscopy and PL

experiments in the presence of gaseous acetone or ethanol mixed with other gases (N2 and O2). PL at

630 nm from KxWO was observed and further enhanced when the sample was continuously irradiated

with a 532 nm CW laser in acetone. A mechanism of strong emission of the PL induced by the charge

transfer between the acetone and the KxWO is proposed.
Introduction

Transition metal oxides are one of the most important and
widely used solid materials. Tungsten oxide is one of the most
common transition metal oxides that has been extensively
studied. It has several different oxidation states including
tungsten(III) oxide, tungsten(IV) dioxide, tungsten(VI) trioxide,
and tungsten pentoxide.1,2 They can form various heteroge-
neous nanocrystals, which have found applications in photo-
electrochemistry,3,4 photocatalysis,5,6 photoelectrodes,7,8 gas
and humid sensing,9,10 etc. Particularly, tungsten trioxide (WO3)
has multiple crystal phases, which are generated in different
synthesis conditions and lead to various properties such as the
ferroelectric effect,11 electrochromic effect,12,13 chemiresistive
effect,14 and so on. These properties are utilized to implement
their applications. For example, WO3 has received much
attention due to its viable functioning as a photocatalyst with
a response to visible light wavelengths.15–17 The bandgap and
defect states of WO3 can be tuned by changing the oxygen
vacancy concentration and doping with various elements
including K, N, etc13,18. By tuning these properties, WO3 can be
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spectra, the XRD spectra of NS-K1.8WO
and UV-vis spectra of KxWO. See DOI:
modied for the appropriate applications. For example, KxWO
has shown a promising prospect for gas sensing just like other
MWO (M: Metal). Doping potassium enables a large percentage
of exposed (002) crystal facets, which has proven to show
a selective response to acetone.14 Further study of the bandgap
structures and charge transfer mechanism of doped WO3 can
lead to the development of a low-cost and environmentally
friendly photocatalyst and electrochromic devices.16,19

Photoluminescence (PL) spectroscopy has been used to
explore band structures20–22 and measure purity and crystalline
quality. It can be employed to identify certain impurities and
study defect states that result from doping and vacancies.23

Optical techniques as a contact-free method can, therefore, be
used to investigate charge carrier dynamics and photosensitive
mechanism of these nanocrystals,24 which are very important
for practical applications, such as catalyst and gas sensing.
Generally, when crystalline materials interact with particular
molecules, their optical properties are changed. Optical
measurements of materials in various gaseous environments
have revealed new properties of the materials and information
about the charge transfer mechanisms occurring inside the
material. The charge transfer that happens during the interac-
tions can enhance or quench the photoluminescence of the 2D
materials (e.g., MoSe2 and MoS2).22,25 When monolayer MoS2
was photo irradiated in O2, the PL intensity of the MoS2 ake
edges increased, which was attributed to the charge transfer of
the absorbed O2.25 The UV emission and conductivity of ZnO
can be tuned by the adsorption of species that either donate or
extract electrons from the conduction band.22,25,26 Exposure of
ZnO to an oxygen-rich environment drastically increased the
green emission while decreasing the UV emission and
conductivity of ZnO. When exposed to N2, the green emission of
ZnO was quenched while the UV emission was enhanced.
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Exposure of ZnO to water vapor increased the conductivity of
the sample, without affecting the emission prole.26

Blue and red PL emissions have been observed in previous
studies from WO3 nanostructures.12,13,27–30 The emission has
been attributed to the presence of oxygen vacancies,12,27

quantum connement,28 and the photonic band gap.29 The PL
optical properties of the WO3 have also been studied for
applications in electrochromic devices.12,13 In general, the
observed PL intensity has been weak. Utilizing the effect of
different gaseous environments to alter the optical properties of
WO3 is a possible option that has yet to be explored. In addition,
understanding the role of charge transfer on the optical prop-
erties of WO3 in the molecule–oxide interaction would be
important for its various applications.

In this paper, we used PL and Raman spectroscopies to study
the interaction between newly synthesized nanomaterial
KxW7O22 (KxWO) nanorods and gaseous acetone mixed with
other gases (O2 and N2). The results show that the presence of
acetone molecules induces a strong PL when using N2 as the
carrying gas, but it is much lower when KxWO was exposed to
ethanol. The results indicate the vital role of the charge transfer
in the sensitive response of KxWO to acetone. The acetone-
enhanced PL provides new insights into designing nano-
material's functionalities during the synthesizing process for
various applications including photocatalysts, smart windows,
and gas sensors such as acetone detectors.

Experimental methods

The samples of KxWO nanorods used in the experiments were
prepared from NEWS (Nano-Electronic Wearable Sensors) lab at
North Dakota State University. KxWO was synthesized using
a hydrothermal method.30–33 A precursor solution containing
Na2WO4$2H2O (95%, Alfa Aesar, Tewksbury, MA, USA), oxalic
acid dehydrate (>99%, VWR, Radnor, PA, USA), K2SO4 (>99%,
VWR, Radnor, PA, USA), and hydrochloric acid (36–38%, Aqua
Solutions Inc., Deer Park, TX, USA) was rst made. To synthe-
size surfactant-treated KWO (S-KWO), poly(ethylene glycol)-
block-poly(propylene glycol)-block-poly(ethylene glycol) (desig-
nated PEG-PPG-PEG; Pluronic L-121, Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis,
MO, USA) was added to the precursor solution and stirred for
10 min. The solution was then put into a 30 mL autoclave for
synthesis and heated at 225 °C for 24 h for hydrothermal
growth. The hydrothermal product was then dried in an oven at
75 °C to form a powder. The powdered samples were post-
annealed at 350 °C for 1 h. KWO is insoluble in water and
ethanol.

The rst sample of K1.8WO nanorods that was prepared
without the use of Pluronic L-121 was designated as the NS-
K1.8WO, and the second sample of K1.8WO nanorods, which was
prepared using the Pluronic L-121, was designated as the S-
K1.8WO sample. As-synthesized KWO was dispersed in ethanol
to form a suspension solution. This solution then was drop-
casted onto on glass slides as thin lms consisting of nanorods.

The thin lm samples of NS-K1.8WO and S-K1.8WO were
exposed to various gaseous environments in an in situ reaction
cell (Linkam® Scientic THMS600). The reaction cell was
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
placed on a lab-built Raman microscope setup to monitor the
spectral changes in the Raman scattering and PL. A 5× objective
lens was used to collect the spectra through a quartz viewpoint
on the reaction cell in a Leica confocal microscopy. The spectra
in the range 500–725 nm were recorded using a Princeton
Instruments SCT-320 spectrometer. The grating of the spec-
trometer was 600 lines per mm. The setup consisted of a 532 nm
continuous wave (CW) laser (Coherent Compass 532 Green
DPSS Laser) and a 405 nm CW laser (Thor Labs L405P20 laser
diode) as the pump laser for the Raman spectra and the PL
spectra.

Before the samples were placed in the reaction cell, the cell
was baked at 80 °C overnight to remove any residual chemicals.
Multiple Raman and PL spectra were taken while nitrogen was
owing through the cell to acquire baseline spectra at room
temperature. Experiments containing vapor from liquid
(acetone, ethanol, and H2O) were conducted using a saturator.
Prior to the Raman and PL measurements, pure acetone/
ethanol/H2O vapor was bubbled into the cell for 30 minutes
using either nitrogen or O2 as the carrier gas. The ask used to
store the liquid acetone or ethanol was heated using a hot plate
at 56 °C and 78 °C, respectively. The vapor pressures of acetone
and ethanol are 1 atm at these temperatures respectively. The
ow rate of pure gases and gas-chemical mixers passing
through the cell for each experiment was xed at 40 mL min−1.

Time-dependent PL and Raman measurements were taken
from randomly chosen areas of the sample. The acquisition
time was 0.5 seconds, and the laser power was 1 mW for the
experiments using a 532 nm laser and a 405 nm laser. The
experiment was performed at three uncorrelated areas on the
sample to minimize the effect of the unavoidable non-uniform
deposition of the K1.8WO nanorods. These areas were not
exposed to a laser before the measurement to avoid the inu-
ence of the historical laser exposure. One representative data set
is presented as the results from these three areas; it shows
uniform characteristics, although the absolute signal intensi-
ties depend on the amount of K1.8WO nanorods in the laser
spot. The Raman shi was calibrated using a silicon sample.

Results

The XRD spectra show that the crystal structure of both NS-
K1.8WO and S-K1.8WO is of hexagonal tungsten trioxide (h-WO3)
(Fig. 1a).34 The sample grown with surfactant (S-K1.8WO) shows
a higher ratio of (001) facet to (200). Both S-K1.8WO and NS-
K1.8WO samples are ensembles of nanorods (Fig. 1b and c). The
length of the nanorods in S-K1.8WO is around 30–60 nm with an
aspect ratio of 2 – 3. The length of the nanorods in NS-K1.8WO is
around 30–100 nm with an aspect ratio of 2 – 6. Raman spectra
were also taken on these K1.8WO samples to examine the crystal
structure of the samples. Raman spectroscopy is sensitive to the
crystal structure and phase transition as it measures the vibra-
tional modes of a crystal lattice. The black spectra in Fig. 2 show
the Raman spectra acquired in pure nitrogen in the Linkam cell
on samples S-K1.8WO and NS-K1.8WOwith the 532 nm laser. The
spectra acquired in nitrogen are the same as those in ambient
air (Fig. S1†). The spectra show that S-K1.8WO consists of the h-
RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 1236–1244 | 1237

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2ra06267d


Fig. 1 K1.8WO sample characterizations. (a) The XRD spectra of NS-K1.8WO and S-K1.8WO nanorods. SEM images of (b) NS-K1.8WO and (c) S-
K1.8WO nanorods. The scale bar is 1 mm. The X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns of the KWOwere collected with a Siemens D5000 diffractometer in
q–2q mode using Cu Ka radiation (l = 1.5406 Å) as the X-ray source (operated at 40 kV and 30 A). The scanning step size for XRD was 0.05°.
Scanning electron microscope (SEM) images were acquired with a FEI Focused Ion Beam SEM Microscope (FEI-Versa 3D) operated at 30 kV.

Fig. 2 Raman spectra of K1.8WO nanorod samples with the 532 nm
laser excitation. Spectra in black are obtained on (a) NS-K1.8WO and (b)
S-K1.8WO when the sample is in nitrogen. Spectra in red are obtained
after the samples were exposed to the laser for 400 seconds in an
acetone-saturated environment.
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phase of WO3 (Fig. 2b), which is identied by Raman shis at
788, 690, and 645 cm−1.22 In theory, the main characteristic
Raman vibrational modes of h-WO3 are at 817, 690, and
645 cm−1, which result from the O–W–O stretching.22 Experi-
mentally, the 691 cm−1 is consistently observed for h-WO3.22

However, the 817 cm−1 has only been observed in some of the h-
WO3 particles depending on the preparation condition of the
samples.22,35 Additionally, the peak at ∼785 m−1 has been
consistently observed for h-WO3

25 as well. This peak has been
1238 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 1236–1244
assigned to O–W–O stretching and it has been suggested to
relate to oxygen vacancy.35 The other Raman shis show
different phases and some unknown contributions. For
example, the Raman shis at 715 and 806 cm−1 correspond to
the g phase.25,26,32,35 This indicates that the sample has the
contribution from the g phase although it is not obvious in the
XRD spectra. The Raman shis at 915 cm−1 and 950 cm−1 are
observed in both samples. They suggest the contribution of the
oxide hydrates.36–38 These peaks have been attributed to the
terminal W]O bonds.36 For the sample (NS-K1.8WO) grown
without surfactant, no changes are clearly observed for the
peaks that correspond to the h-phase (785, 690, and 645 cm−1)
and the contribution from the g phase (806 cm−1 and 715 cm−1)
are less visible. The peak at 715 cm−1 shied towards 730 cm−1.
It could be an indication of the phase transition that disrupts
the O–W–O bonds.

To test the effect of acetone, the K1.8WO samples were
exposed to acetone and nitrogen in the Linkam cell, and PL and
Raman spectra were acquired by irradiating the samples with
the 405 nm and 532 nm laser, respectively. The red spectra in
Fig. 2 describe the Raman signal acquired in the mixture of
acetone and nitrogen using a 532 nm laser. The intensities of
the Raman shis are lower than those in nitrogen. But the
spectra consist of the same signatures as those in nitrogen for
the respective samples. This implies that the acetone does not
affect the phases of K1.8WO nanorods as expected. The reduc-
tion in intensity is most likely due to increased laser scattering
in the beam path as acetone condensed on the quartz window of
the Linkam cell.

There was no PL emission observed when the samples were
irradiated by a 532 nm laser in pure nitrogen (Fig. 3a and c,
black lines). The spectra obtained in the air show the same
observation. The bandgap of the K1.8WO nanomaterial was
experimentally measured to be ∼2.9 eV (∼430 nm) using
ultraviolet-visible spectroscopy (Fig. S3†). Therefore, it is ex-
pected that the 532 nm photons do not have enough energy to
directly excite the electrons from the valence band to the
conduction band of K1.8WO in the single-photon excitation.
However, when the samples were exposed to a saturated acetone
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 3 (a) and (c) Temporal response of photoluminescence signal of the NS-K1.8WO and S-K1.8WO samples in acetone excited by a 532 nm
laser. (b) and (d) Temporal trend of photoluminescence peak intensity relative to the peak intensity of the Raman signal for samples in acetone.

Fig. 4 Temporal response of photoluminescence signal of the S-
K1.8WO sample excited by a 405 nm laser in (Top) nitrogen and in

Paper RSC Advances

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

4 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

23
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 7
/2

4/
20

25
 1

2:
41

:4
5 

A
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-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
environment in the reaction cell and radiated with a 532 nm
laser, a PL signal emerged from both S-K1.8WO and NS-K1.8WO
samples, centered at 630 nm (Fig. 3a and c). The PL intensity of
S-K1.8WO is much stronger than that of NS-K1.8WO.

To quantify the comparison of the PL intensity, we use the
relative intensity, which is dened as the ratio of the peak
intensity of the PL signal and the peak intensity of the Raman
shi at ∼795 cm−1 from the spectrum that was taken in the
same scan. This removes intensity variation due to the effect of
the non-uniform deposition of the K1.8WO nanorods in the thin
lm samples. The intensity of the PL signal increased with
continuous laser radiation (Fig. 3b and d) for both NS-K1.8WO
and S-K1.8WO samples. It was also observed that the relative PL
intensity for sample S-K1.8WO increased 3 times faster than that
of the sample NS-K1.8WO. Moreover, a blank experiment in the
absence of the KWO material was conducted on a glass
substrate in acetone vapor in Linkam cell excited using
a 532 nm laser. There is no uorescence observed without KWO
(Fig. S4†) which conrms that the PL was from the interaction
between acetone and KWO and not from gaseous acetone.39,40

To understand the origin of the PL, the S-K1.8WO sample was
radiated with a 405 nm laser with the photon energy (3.1 eV),
larger than the bandgap (∼2.9 eV). Only weak PL peaks at
630 nm were observed in the presence of nitrogen (Fig. 4 top) or
air. The intensity of the PL observed in a saturated acetone
environment with nitrogen as the carrier gas (Fig. 4 bottom) is
comparable to that observed in pure nitrogen. The PL intensity
remained constant with extended 405 nm laser irradiation. No
increase in the PL intensity was observed when the S-K1.8WO
sample was exposed to acetone. Weak PL peaks are consistent
with what is reported in other doped WO3 using UV
irradiation.12
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
To test the recovery time of the intensive PL signal of the
K1.8WO nanorods in the presence of acetone, spectra were
continuously acquired from one spatial location on the sample
(Bottom) acetone and nitrogen, respectively.

RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 1236–1244 | 1239
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Fig. 6 The maximum relative photoluminescence signal intensity
observed after 400 seconds of laser exposure on the sample S-K1.8WO
in a saturated environment of each gas or gas mixer.
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when the 532 nm laser beam was blocked for small intervals of
time. The PL intensity increased monotonically in the rst 400 s
and went to zero when the laser path was blocked (Fig. 5). Once
the laser was irradiated again, the PL went almost immediately
back to the intensity before the laser was off. However, the
longer the sample was not radiated, the longer it took for the PL
to recover. The PL signal required 5 seconds, 9 seconds, and 13
seconds to go from zero to plateau when the sample was not
radiated for 40 seconds, 90 seconds, and 120 seconds, respec-
tively. This result indicates that the accumulated irradiation in
acetone by the laser is needed to observe the strong PL signal.

To test the role of acetone in the observed PL emission,
additional experiments were conducted in various pure gases
such as nitrogen, water vapor, and oxygen respectively with the
irradiation of 532 nm laser. We used the sample S-K1.8WO to
monitor the behavior as the sample displayed better sensitivity
to the environment than sample NS-K1.8WO (Fig. 3). There was
no PL signal observed on the S-K1.8WO sample in the presence
of pure water, nitrogen, and oxygen gas (Fig. 6). Moreover,
a mixture of gases such as ethanol with nitrogen, acetone with
nitrogen, and acetone with oxygen separately were also tested
using a 532 nm laser. The PL signal was observed in the pres-
ence of ethanol with nitrogen, acetone with nitrogen, and
acetone with oxygen. The strongest PL signal was observed in
the presence of acetone with nitrogen as the carrier gas.

To quantitatively compare the effect of the various gases on
the PL of K1.8WO, the ratio of the PL signal intensity observed
aer 400 seconds of laser exposure to the intensity of Raman
shi at ∼795 cm−1 taken from the same scan was used. The
intensity of the PL signal acquired from the S-K1.8WO sample in
the mixture of nitrogen and ethanol was only 17% of that of the
S-K1.8WO sample in the presence of acetone with nitrogen. It is
known that the charge-carrier density affects the line shapes
and positions of the PL peaks.22,25 This implies that the charge
transfer from the acetone to K1.8WO nanomaterials is critical for
the PL signal. The lone electron pair on the oxygen atom in
acetone acts as the electron donor. Among the various mole-
cules tested, the positive inductive effect of alkyl groups has the
order of C(CH3)3 > CH(CH3)2 > CH2CH3 > CH3 > H. The positive
Fig. 5 Temporal trend of the peak intensity of the photoluminescence
signal from the sample S-K1.8WO in the presence of acetone. The gaps
at 400 seconds, 500 seconds, and 650 seconds represent the time
interval for which the laser beam was blocked.

1240 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 1236–1244
inductive effect of C(CH3)3 makes acetone a good electron donor
with a large dipole moment. Therefore, ethanol introduces
lower PL intensity than acetone does, and H2O introduces no
PL. When the carrier gas changes from inert N2 to O2, even
though acetone was used for both experiments, the relative
intensity of the PL signal was signicantly lower. This could be
because oxygen is more electronegative or a stronger electron
accepter than nitrogen. Oxygen takes electrons away from the
K1.8WO sample, which is why the PL intensity is signicantly
lower.
Discussion

The wavelength dependence of the PL suggests the presence of
defect states in the bandgap of K1.8WO (Fig. 7). K1.8WO is a p-
type semiconductor,32,41 which has an electron acceptor energy
level near the valence band (Fig. 7). The experimental bandgap
of the K1.8WO samples is ∼2.9 eV (430 nm). The photons from
Fig. 7 Bandgap structure of K1.8WO with oxygen vacancies.

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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the 405 nm laser can excite electrons from the valence band/
acceptor state to the conduction band, which is why the PL
signal (although not strong) was observed from the sample
irradiated in the air or pure nitrogen (Fig. 4). However, PL was
not observed in the air or pure nitrogen when using 532 nm
laser for excitation (Fig. 3). This could be because the 532 nm
photon is far off-resonant from the bandgap.

The PL of the K1.8WO samples dramatically changed when
the sample was excited by a 532 nm laser in the presence of
acetone. An enhanced PL signal was observed from both NS-
K1.8WO and S-K1.8WO samples in the presence of acetone with
nitrogen (Fig. 3). We attribute this to a charge transfer from
acetone to K1.8WO. This charge transfer can reduce static
screening in the p-type semi-conductor and increase the prob-
ability of excitation of electrons from the valence band/acceptor
states and, in turn, the probability of relaxation with a radiative
emission. The photons with an energy of 2.33 eV (532 nm) have
little probability of exciting the electrons to the conduction
band in K1.8WO, hence observed enhanced luminescence
emission involves the energy states lying inside the bandgap.
We propose that electrons might be excited to the defect states.
The PL signal acquired from the KxWO sample is most likely
due to the emission of photons when the trapped electrons relax
from the defect state to the electron acceptor level (Fig. 7).12,42,43

The theoretical calculations show that doping of alkali metals
does not introduce defect states in the bandgap.18 Therefore,
these defect states are most likely due to the oxygen
vacancies,12,44–47 as in other metal oxides nanomaterials.26,45 It is
known that these defect states can trap electrons. Similar PL
emission in the visible region (∼620 nm) was observed from
WO3 nanopowder and WO3−x lms with different polymorphs
(orthorhombic and monoclinic structures) and phases in
previous reports.12,46 The emission was attributed to the optical
transitions from oxygen vacancy states to the conduction band.
Such a mechanism and bandgap structure were proposed in
other defect-related luminescence in oxides.48–50 However, such
a strong gas-enhanced PL signal from oxides has not been
observed before.

In principle, the emission at the same wavelength (630 nm)
should exhibit when the sample is excited by the 405 nm laser.
The excited electrons relax from the conduction band to the
defect states, and subsequent relaxation to the electron acceptor
level emits light at 630 nm (Fig. 7). The observed weak PL
emission at 630 nm in Fig. 3 further supports the proposed
optical transition from the defect state to the accepter level.

We also observed that the PL signal from the S-K1.8WO was
strongly modulated if excited by the 532 nm laser and was less
inuenced while excited by 405 nm in the presence of acetone
with nitrogen. This suggests that the energy difference between
the accepting energy level and the defect states in K1.8WO is
nearly in resonance with the 532 nm laser. Therefore, the
intensity of the PL is signicantly higher than the PL signal
from the off-resonant excitation with the 405 nm laser. We
speculate that acetone contributes to the enhanced PL in two
processes. One is the direct adsorption of the acetonemolecules
at the defects sites which transfers the charge to the defect
states.51 The other is the oxidation of acetone via holes which
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
reduces the static screening in the photoexcitation process.46

The time scale of photoreaction (hundreds of seconds)52,53

supports the involvement of photoreaction of acetone in the
slow (hundreds of seconds) increase of the PL intensity. The
increased PL recovery time when the laser was blocked by
various time intervals (Fig. 5) also suggests the critical role of
photoreaction in the enhancement of the PL signal. The longer
the sample was not radiated, the longer it took to accumulate
the charge density needed for the PL to recover via charge
transfer. Ethanol molecules have a less electron-donating effect
than acetone molecules; therefore, ethanol introduces lower PL
intensity than acetone does. In addition, the KWO sample
surface was covered by hydroxyl groups which were introduced
during the lm preparation process. Additional water is ex-
pected to have little charge transfer. When using O2 as carrying
gas, physisorbed and chemisorbed oxygen molecules could
directly interact with K1.8WO. The scavenging nature of O2

would drain the charge from the sample. Therefore, the PL
intensity is lower than that using N2 as carrying gas (Fig. 6). This
is because O2 is more electron negative than N2. Furthermore,
the difference in the PL intensity between the NS-K1.8WO and S-
K1.8WO suggests that the S-K1.8WO nanoparticles are more
reactive toward acetone and more effective in extracting elec-
trons from the acetone molecules. This could be due to
a combination of the crystal structure and the exposed (002)
crystalline facets. S-K1.8WO exhibits more g phase (Fig. 2) and
more (002) facets (Fig. 1).

Conclusions

Acetone-enhanced PL of a potassium-doped tungsten oxide
nanomaterial at room temperature was studied using Raman
spectroscopy and PL spectroscopy. An intensive PL signal was
observed from the K1.8WO sample when it was irradiated with
a 532 nm laser in the presence of acetone with nitrogen, acetone
with oxygen, or ethanol with oxygen, respectively. The PL has
several properties: (1) it was most sensitive to the presence of
acetone with nitrogen; (2) the PL intensity of the S-K1.8WO
sample treated with surfactant (Pluronic L121) was more
sensitive to the presence of acetone than the NS-K1.8WO sample
not treated with the surfactant; and (3) the sensitivity of the PL
signal was higher with irradiation of the sample with the
532 nm laser than with the 405 nm laser. The data indicates that
the band structure of potassium-doped tungsten oxide contains
defect states in the bandgap. Our experiments reveal that the
presence of acetone promotes the near resonant radiative
emission when a K1.8WO sample is excited by a 532 nm laser.
The charge transfer from acetone to S-K1.8WO during the pho-
toirradiation is the key effect in enhancing the PL intensity of
the potassium-doped tungsten oxide. KxWO has found appli-
cations in gas sensing and furthermore, it would be a promising
visible-light photocatalyst because of the strong molecule–
material interaction. Due to the intense molecule-enhanced PL
signal, potassium-doped tungsten oxide could also nd its
application in light-emitting optoelectronic devices. In addi-
tion, chemical doping could potentially introduce a new
approach for tuning the color of the tungsten oxide materials
RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 1236–1244 | 1241
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for the electrochromic smart windows. It is worth mentioning
that if potassium is replaced by other alkali metals, the band
gap of MWO (M: Metals) is modied but morphology and
structure are similar.54 They showed similar acetone sensing
properties but PL might be similar to that of KWO as we
observed.
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