
CrystEngComm

PAPER

Cite this: CrystEngComm, 2022, 24,

5260

Received 9th May 2022,
Accepted 20th June 2022

DOI: 10.1039/d2ce00627h

rsc.li/crystengcomm

Solvent-induced phase transformations of ZIF-L to
ZIF-8 and their derivatives' gas-sensing
properties†
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A detailed study of topological phase transition is essential for guiding the controlled synthesis of materials.

Herein, a series of zeolitic-imidazolate frameworks (ZIFs) and their derived metal oxides with tailored

morphologies and adjustable phases from ZIF-L to ZIF-8 to ZnO were reported. More significantly, the

phase transformation and morphology control of the product could be achieved by simply changing the

molar/volume ratio of the reagents without adding any surfactant, and the growth mechanism was

systemically investigated. Benefiting from their unique structural advantage, when fabricating gas sensors,

all of the products and their derivatives exhibited excellent gas-sensing selectivity and rapid response/

recovery times toward acetone vapor. In addition, the gas-sensing mechanism and the causes for the gas-

sensing performance discrepancy in different sensors were also studied. The results showed that the

oxygen vacancy (OV) content, structures, and morphologies of the product were closely related to their

comparable sensitivities. The phase transition and morphology evolution of ZIFs and ZnO in this study

might bring a deep understanding of the metal–organic framework crystallization process, which is

expected to help the development of more precise control strategies for MOF-based materials with

customized functional properties.

1. Introduction

Metal–organic framework (MOF) materials have attracted
extensive attention in various promising potential
applications due to their high specific surface area, adjustable
pores, ordered crystal structure, and active metal center,
etc.1,2 Due to their limited window size and specific defect
location of the exposed surface, it is crucial to control the
synthesis of MOFs with different structural forms and surface
energies for tuning their thermodynamic and kinetic
behaviors, so as to tailor the properties of MOF nanomaterials
in the field of transportation, separation, catalysis, and
chemical sensing.3–5 Owing to the modular characteristics of
MOFs, the multifunctional MOF family can be broadened
through isoreticular expansion techniques, topology-guided
constructions, diversified syntheses, and other strategies.3,6 In
addition, the use of MOFs as self-sacrificial templates via
chemical reaction or calcination to deliberately design and
precisely prepare corresponding metal oxides with particular
frameworks is considered a convenient and simple approach
owing to its economy and high efficiency.7,8 This method

provides a unique strategy for the formation of MOF-derived
metal oxides with special morphologies, surface structures,
and the inherited prominent properties of the MOF
precursors.9,10

ZIF-8 occupies an irreplaceable position in the MOF family
with features of low toxicity, high structural stability, and a
specific surface area, making it widely used in many areas,
such as drug delivery, chemical sensing, and catalysis. At
present, several procedures have been used to prepare ZIF-8
with varying sizes and morphologies. However, due to its
highly symmetrical bcc crystal structure, the current methods
devised for the controlled synthesis of ZIF-8 are mainly
focused on complicated post-synthetic chemical etching or
surfactant-assisted synthesis, which involve reduction of the
particle surface accessibility and is unfavorable for gas
sensing or catalysis applications.11–14 As a result, it is
challenging and highly desirable to explore a facile and
surfactant-free method to achieve the morphology and size-
controlled synthesis of ZIF-8.

As is well known, the properties of MOFs are closely
related to the topology of their framework and their pore size,
and the reversible conversion ability between different forms
of MOFs allows them to retain their unique inherent
characteristics while bringing innovative functions.15,16

Therefore, understanding the effect of topological phase
transition would be helpful to guide accurate morphology
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control. For example, Yang's group investigated the effect of
methanol on the coordination mode of ZIF-67 and proved
that it could induce a spontaneous phase transition under
solvothermal conditions. Based on this, a unique hollow Zn/
Co ZIF rhombic dodecahedron with enhanced gas storage
and selectivity was obtained.17 Wang and colleagues prepared
zeolitic imidazole structures with different morphologies and
crystal phase transitions by changing the water and methanol
ratio in the solution, so as to enhance the adsorption
interaction between heavy metal ions and binding sites, thus
improving the adsorption capacity.18 Although the solvents
play an essential role in the novel synthesis and phase
transition processes, there is relatively little research on the
solvent-induced topological phase transition and
corresponding morphological evolution processes of ZIF-
8.19–21

In this work, a simple surfactant-free solvothermal
method that generates ZIF-8 polyhedron and nanospheres
(ZIF-8-PD and ZIF-8-NS) was reported, in which zinc nitrate
hexahydrate was used as a reagent, with DMF and H2O as
mixed solvents. The solvent-induced effects on the phase-
transition processes were also systematically studied. By
easily altering the coordination interaction between the metal
ion and organic ligands, such as changing the molar ratio of
2-Hmim/Zn2+ and the components of the mixture solution,
ZIF-L nanoflower (ZIF-L-NF) and ZnO hollow/dual-section
nanorod (ZnO-HR and ZnO-DR) nanostructures could be
obtained. Further growth mechanism investigation indicated
that the solution component played dual roles in altering the
coordination of Zn2+ with 2-Hmim and adjusting the pH
value of the reaction system in the synthesis process. In
addition, MOF-derived metal oxides were prepared by
calcinating the corresponding ZIF-8 precursor, namely ZnO-
PD and ZnO-NS. Ultimately, the gas-sensing performances of
the fabricated series of sensors were detected. The different
gas-sensing behaviors related to the microstructures of the
samples and the gas-sensing mechanism were also
investigated in detail.

2. Experimental methods
2.1 Preparation of the MOFs and ZnO

All analytical grade chemicals were obtained from Sinopharm
Chemical Reagent Co Ltd. and used without further
purification.

Synthesis of ZIF-L-NF: 6 mmol 2-Hmim was first dissolved
in a mixed solution of 8 mL water and 2 mL DMF with
magnetic stirring for 0.5 h at 30 °C, while the pH value of the
solution was simultaneously measured (pH1, Table 2). Then,
1 mmol Zn(NO3)2·6H2O was added to the above solution and
continuously stirred for 0.5 h, and the pH value of the mixed
solution was remeasured (pH2). Next, the solution was
transferred into a 25 mL Teflon-lined autoclave and heated at
100 °C for 12 h. After cooling to room temperature, the
resulting solution's pH value was measured again (pH3). A
white precipitate was finally collected by repeated

centrifugation and rinsed with water and ethanol three
times.

Synthesis of ZIF-L-NT. Based on the synthesis experiment
conditions of ZIF-L-NF, ZIF-L-NT could be prepared when the
amount of 2-Hmim was 4 mmol.

Synthesis of ZIF-8-NS and ZIF-8-PD. Based on the
synthesis experiment conditions of ZIF-L-NT, ZIF-8-NS could
be prepared when the amount of Zn(NO3)2·6H2O was 0.5
mmol; ZIF-8-PD could be prepared when the amount of DI/
DMF was 16 : 4.

Synthesis of ZnO-DH. Based on the synthesis experiment
conditions of ZIF-L-NF, ZnO-DH could be prepared when the
amount of 2-Hmim was 2 mmol.

Synthesis of ZnO-DR and ZnO-HR. Based on the synthesis
experiment conditions of ZnO-DH, ZnO-DR could be
prepared when the amount of DI/DMF was 16 : 6; ZnO-HR
could be prepared when the amount of DI/DMF was 8 : 3 and
the reaction time was reduced to 9 h.

The detailed synthesis experimental conditions are shown
in Table 1.

Synthesis of ZnO-NF, ZnO-NS, and ZnO-PD. The ZnO-NF
(or ZnO-NS, ZnO-PD) was obtained by the calcination of ZIF-
L-NF (or ZIF-8-NS, ZIF-8-PD) at 450 °C for 2 h with the
heating rate of 1 °C min−1 in an air atmosphere.

2.2 Characterization

The crystalline structure of the products was analyzed via
X-ray powder diffraction (XRD) using a Rigaku D/Max 2200PC
diffractometer with Cu Kα radiation (λ = 1.5418 Å). The
surface morphology and size of the products were observed
with a Nova NanoSEM-230 field scanning electron
microscopy (FESEM) system with an accelerating voltage of
20 kV, and a Tecnai G2 F20 S-TWIN high-resolution electron
microscopy (HR-TEM) system operated at 200 kV. The
composition of the products was characterized through X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) employing a PHI Quantum
2000 Scanning ESCA spectroscopy system with Al Kα
radiation. The pH value of the reaction system was recorded
with an EDKORS Ph-103 meter at room temperature. The gas-
sensing property of the products was tested on a gas-sensing
measurement system (JF02E, Jinfeng Tech. Co. Ltd, Kunming,
China).

Table 1 Morphologies of the samples prepared under different reaction
conditions

Samples
2-Hmim
(mmol)

DI/DMF
(mL)

Zn(NO3)2·6H2O
(mmol)

Time
(h)

ZIF-L-NF 6 8 : 2 1 12
ZIF-L-NT 4 8 : 2 1 12
ZIF-8-NS 4 8 : 2 0.5 12
ZIF-8-PD 4 16 : 4 1 12
ZnO-DH 2 8 : 2 1 12
ZnO-DR 2 16 : 6 1 12
ZnO-HR 2 8 : 3 1 9
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2.3 Fabrication and measurement of ZnO gas sensors

The as-prepared ZnO materials and terpineol were mixed and
ground into a homogeneous slurry in an agate mortar. Then,
the slurry was coated on a commercial alumina ceramic tube
and heated at 300 °C for 2 h. After that, the devices were aged
for a week in the air at 300 °C to improve their stability and
repeatability. Finally, the gas sensors were utilized in a gas-
sensing measurement system and the proper amounts of gas
were injected into the test chamber. Herein, the response of
the sensor is defined as S = Ra/Rg, where Ra is the resistance
of the sensor in the air and Rg is the resistance of the sensor
in the target gas. The response/recovery time is defined as
the time taken for 90% total resistance change in the air and
target gas, respectively.

3. Results and discussion
3.1 Structural and morphological characteristics of the as-
prepared MOFs and ZnO

Fig. 1a shows the XRD pattern of the as-prepared ZIF-L-NF.
All the sharp and strong characteristic peaks of ZIF-L-NF
fitted well with the simulated ZIF-L. The morphology of ZIF-
L-NF is shown in Fig. 1b and c. The SEM images revealed
that ZIF-L-NF consisted of numerous flower-like
microstructures with a uniform size that had an average
diameter of ca. 1 μm. Further observation revealed that the
ZIF-L-NF petals were assembled by several polyhedra and that
they had a relatively clean surface (Fig. 1c). The hollow
flower-like nanostructures of ZIF-L-NF presented in Fig. 1d
should be caused by the incompact stacking of the small
polyhedra.

Controlled synthesis could be realized by changing the
reaction parameters, such as the molar ratio of reactants, the
components of the mixture solution, and the reaction time.
When the molar ratio of 2-Hmim and Zn(NO3)2·6H2O was
reduced from 6 : 1 to 4 : 1 with the other conditions remaining

unchanged, the XRD and FESEM images indicated that the
product was a ZIF-L structure with an irregular nanosheet-
like morphology (ZIF-L-NT, Fig. S1†).

With further changing the molar ratio of 2-Hmim/Zn2+ or
the mixed solvent component, the structural transformation
of ZIF-L to ZIF-8 was realized. Specifically, by adjusting the
molar ratio of 2-Hmim/Zn2+ from 4 : 1 to 4 : 0.5 while keeping
the mixed solvent component the same, the sphere-like ZIF-
8-NS with a uniform size of ca. 760 nm was obtained, which
consisted of plenty of polyhedra (Fig. 2a and b). Also, by
keeping the solute component the same and adjusting the
volume of DI versus DMF from 8 : 2 to 16 : 4, the porous
dodecahedral morphology of ZIF-8-PD with the size of 1 μm
was prepared (Fig. 2c and d). It should be noted that ZIF-8-
NS and ZIF-8-PD were in agreement with the simulated
pattern of ZIF-8 (Fig. S2†).

In addition to obtaining ZIF-L and ZIF-8 structures, the
ZnO structure could be directly prepared by reducing the
amount of organic ligand 2-Hmim. Based on the synthesis
conditions of ZIF-L-NF, when the molar ratio of 2-Hmim and
Zn(NO3)2·6H2O was adjusted from 6 : 1 to 2 : 1, the wurtzite
hexagonal structure of ZnO-DH containing both a dual
section and hollow rods was obtained (Fig. S3†). Based on
the phase transition results, the experimental conditions
were optimized to obtain homogeneous ZnO products (Fig.
S4†). By keeping the solute component the same and
adjusting the volume of DI versus DMF from 8 : 2 to 16 : 6,
uniform dual-section ZnO-DR with a length of 3–4 μm and a
width of 0.5–1 μm could be obtained (Fig. 3a and b). The
magnified FESEM image in Fig. 3b exhibited that the ZnO-
DR was constructed by two connected nanorods. Also, by
keeping the solute component the same and adjusting the
volume ratio of DI/DMF to 8 : 3 and reducing the reaction
time to 9 h, hollow nanorod microstructures of ZnO-HR with
an average length of 2 μm and an average width of 1 μm were
obtained (Fig. 3c and d).

Fig. 1 XRD patterns (a), FESEM images (b and c), and TEM image (d) of
ZIF-L-NF. Fig. 2 FESEM images of (a and b) ZIF-8-NS and (c and d) ZIF-8-PD.
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3.2 Growth mechanism

The growth mechanism was analyzed in two aspects: the
molar ratio of 2-Hmim/Zn2+ and volume ratio of solvents
respectively, and a schematic illustration of the mechanism
is depicted in Fig. 4. In the synthesis of ZIF-L-NF, ZIF-L-NT,
and ZIF-8-NS, when adjusting the molar ratio of 2-Hmim/
Zn2+ while fixing the volume ratio of DI/DMF, there was a
continuous change in the morphology and structure of the
product (Table 1). When the molar ratio of 2-Hmim/Zn2+ was
lower than 6 : 1, the resulting white product was the ZIF-L
structure, while the ZIF-8 structure could be obtained by
increasing the molar ratio to 8 : 1. These results were
consistent with a previous report that a low ratio is beneficial
to form ZIF-L, whereas a high ratio is conducive to the
growth of the ZIF-8 product.22 Comparing the experimental
conditions of ZIF-L-NT and ZIF-8-PD, it could be found that
when fixing the molar ratio of 2-Hmim/Zn2+ and increasing
the volume of mixed solvents, the product similarly changed
from the ZIF-L to ZIF-8 structure. This should be caused by
the promoted deprotonation of 2-Hmim and the generation
of more mim− and H+.23 Based on the above analysis, it was
evident that both the molar ratio of 2-Hmim/Zn2+ and the
volume of solvents played essential roles in the formation of
ZIF-8.

Besides, the pH value of the reaction solution is also a
crucial factor in the synthesis of MOF materials. As a result,
the selected five reaction systems' pH values before and after
crystallization were measured, and the results are
summarized in Table 2. Compared to pH1, pH2 had a
significant decrease because of the coordination of Zn2+ with
mim− and the produced H+. As the reaction progressed, the
pH value was reduced to pH3, which was mainly attributed to
the further crystallization of amorphous compounds inside
the particles.24 Comparing the pH1 values of ZIF-8-PD and
ZIF-8-NS (or ZnO-DR and ZnO-HR), it could be found that

when the same amount of 2-Hmim was added, the higher the
volume of the mixed solution, the lower the pH value of the
system (Tables 1 and 2). This means that increasing the
volume of the mixed solution can indeed promote the Hmim
to produce more mim− and H+.

ZIF-8/ZIF-L had strong stability in alkaline solution but
instability in water or acid solution. In the system of ZIF-8-
PD, the metal-coordinated linkers were replaced by water
molecules due to the pH2 and pH3 values being close to 7,
resulting in the 12 (110) facets of ZIF-8 and formation of a
corroded porous structure.12,25 The H3O

+ has a strong affinity
for mim− in the acid solution compared to the low-valency
metal ions,25,26 so we guessed that the ZnO-DR and ZnO-HR
were formed by the decomposition of ZIF-8. Further time-
dependent experiments were carried out to confirm the
formation process of the ZnO structure. As shown in Fig. 5,
all the characteristic peaks of the samples matched well with
the structure of ZIF-8 at the initial time, but gradually
transformed into ZnO structure with increasing the reaction
time (Fig. S5 and S6†). What's more, during the formation
process of ZnO-HR, the XRD and the corresponding SEM
results at 1 h obviously showed the coexistence of ZIF-8 and
ZnO (Fig. 5b and S6†). Meanwhile, as with the wurtzite
structure of ZnO, the preferable growth face was the (0001)
facet, which tended to generate the nanorod-like shape.27,28

Also, the formation of the hollow structure (ZnO-HR) may be

Fig. 3 FESEM images of (a and b) ZnO-DR and (c and d) ZnO-HR.

Fig. 4 Schematic illustration of the growth mechanism and
corresponding phase transitions of ZIFs and the derived oxides with
different morphologies.

Table 2 pH values of the five reaction systems before and after

crystallizationa

Systems ZIF-L-NF ZIF-8-NS ZIF-8-PD ZnO-DR ZnO-HR

pH1 10.52 10.42 10.20 9.85 9.90
pH2 7.81 8.10 7.30 6.93 6.82
pH3 7.76 8.04 7.14 6.61 6.46

a pH1 are the pH values of the initial 2-Hmim solution in mixed
solvent without Zn(NO3)2·6H2O and after stirring for 0.5 h. pH2 are
the pH values of the Zn(NO3)2·6H2O added in the mixed solution and
after stirring for 0.5 h. pH3 are the pH values of the resulting
solution after heating at 100 °C for 12 h (or 9 h) and cooling down to
room temperature.
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assigned to the lowest pH3 value, which would make it more
corroded. That is, the different coordination processes of
Zn2+ with 2-Hmim affected by the molar ratio of 2-Hmim/
Zn2+, volume ratio of solvents, and pH value lead to the
topological phase transition and morphological evolution of
ZIF-8 ultimately.

3.3 Structural and morphological characteristics of the
derived ZnO nanostructures

MOFs as self-sacrificial templates are considered to be an
effective method to prepare porous metal oxides. As an
n-type semiconductor, ZnO has broad applications in the gas-
sensing field.29 The porous structure facilitates gas
transmission and further improves its gas-sensing sensitivity.
As a result, the ZIF-L-NF, ZIF-8-NS, and ZIF-8-PD samples
with particular morphologies were selected as precursors to
prepare porous ZnO products. After calcination, all the
templates were completely transformed to the wurtzite
structure of ZnO (Fig. S7†). Note that the obtained ZnO-NS
and ZnO-PD basically maintained the morphologies of their
precursors, but the sizes were slightly shrunk (Fig. 6).

Specifically, after calcination, ZnO-NS became a spherical
structure with an average size of 350 nm, and was formed by
a large number of fine particles. ZnO-PD became a porous
polyhedral structure with an average size of 800 nm. This
phenomenon was mainly caused by the removal of C–N parts
during the calcination process and the contraction of ZnO
during the cooling process.30,31 However, ZnO-NF could not
keep the flower framework because of the unstable structure
of ZIF-L (Fig. S8†).32,33 Therefore, the derived ZnO-PD, ZnO-
NS, and the previously synthesized ZnO-HR and ZnO-DR were
used as gas-sensor materials in the gas-sensing experiments.

3.4 Gas-sensing performance

It is well known that the working temperature has a
significant effect on semiconductor oxide gas sensors. To
determine the optimal operating temperature, the response
of the as-fabricated sensors toward 100 ppm acetone vapor
was measured in the temperature range from 180 °C to 380
°C. The temperature-dependence behavior was plotted and
displayed in Fig. 7a. Obviously, all the sensors' curves
exhibited volcanic shapes, in which the responses increased
rapidly and reached the maximum value at 300 °C and then
gradually decreased with further raising the working
temperature. This phenomenon can be attributed to the
kinetics and thermodynamics of gas adsorption/desorption
on the sensing material surface.34,35 Herein, the maximal
responses occurred at 300 °C. Thus, 300 °C was the optimum
temperature and used in the following measurements.

Fig. S9† illustrates the time-dependent response curves of
as-fabricated gas sensors to acetone vapor with various
concentrations from 10 ppm to 1000 ppm at 300 °C, and the
corresponding responses were calculated and displayed in
Fig. 7b. The responses of the fabricated sensors based on
ZnO-PD, ZnO-NS, ZnO-HR, and ZnO-DR nanomaterials
increased sharply with the concentration of acetone vapor
changing from 10 ppm to 800 ppm. When further increasing
the concentration, the change tendency of the responses
became slow, which could be interpreted as the surface
adsorption tending to reach saturation (Fig. 7b).34,36 When
1000 ppm acetone vapor was injected, the response values of

Fig. 5 XRD patterns of (a) ZnO-DR and (b) ZnO-HR with different reaction times.

Fig. 6 FESEM images of (a and b) ZnO-NS and (c and d) ZnO-PD.
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ZnO-PD, ZnO-NS, ZnO-HR, and ZnO-DR were 40.89, 37.53,
24.01, and 12.21, respectively. Meanwhile, it was noticed that
when 10 ppm acetone vapor was injected, the four sensors
mentioned above also exhibited good responses and the
corresponding values were 4.20, 4.84, 2.61, and 2.02 (Fig.
S10†). These results indicate that the sensors can offer the
opportunity to detect a low concentration of acetone vapor.

The response time and recovery time are also important
indicators for estimating the gas sensor in practical
applications. In Fig. 7c, the response/recovery times of the
ZnO-PD, ZnO-NS, ZnO-HR, and ZnO-DR sensors toward 100
ppm acetone vapor were 1.2 s/2.2 s, 4.1 s/4.8 s, 5.8 s/7.6 s and
6.2 s/8.0 s, respectively. Thereinto, the ZnO-PD gas sensor
exhibited both the fastest response/recovery speed and the
highest response value. This may be caused by its particular
porous structure, which can provide a convenient path for
gas adsorption and electron transportation.37–39 The response
time of all gas sensors was shorter than its recovery time,
which could be explained by noting that the backward
reaction barrier heights were relatively high, indicating that
the sensors needed a longer time to overcome higher barrier
heights in the recovery process.40,41

Selectivity also plays a significant factor in the gas-sensing
field. To investigate the selectivity of the four gas-sensor
devices, their gas-sensing performance was measured in
different volatile organic compounds (such as ethyl acetate,
methanol, ethanol, ammonia, formaldehyde, and toluene) at

1000 ppm (Fig. 7d). Obviously, the four sensors expressed
different responses toward various target gases and the
discrepancy should be caused by the different LUMO (lowest
unoccupied molecular orbit) energy of the target gases.42,43

All the devices exhibited excellent selectivity to acetone vapor
among the seven gases, with the main reason being that the
acetone molecule has a larger dipole moment, which is
conducive to the interaction between acetone molecules and
anionic oxygen species.44–46

Considering the importance of the stability of the sensors,
the response–recovery curves of the gas sensors to 100 ppm
acetone vapor were measured for six cycles at 300 °C (Fig.
S11†). The responses of the four sensors maintained the
initial values well after several cycles, which indicated their
good reversibility and stability.

3.5 Gas-sensing mechanism

The most commonly accepted gas-sensing mechanism of
metal oxide semiconductor sensors refers to the adsorption–
desorption process of gas molecules on the surface of the
materials, which then induces an electric resistance change.47

For n-type ZnO, when it was contacted with air, the oxygen
molecules were adsorbed on its surface and translated into
O2−, O−, and O2

− by extracting electrons from the
conductance band, resulting in the formation of an EDL
(electron-depletion layer) and the increase in resistance

Fig. 7 (a) Sensitivities of the as-prepared samples toward 100 ppm acetone vapor at various operating temperatures. (b) Sensitivities of the as-
prepared samples to different concentrations of acetone vapor. (c) Response/recovery times of the sensors to 100 ppm acetone vapor. (d)
Sensitivities of the as-prepared samples to various gases.
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(Fig. 8a). When it was exposed to reductive gas (such as
acetone vapor), there was a chemical reaction between the
ionic oxygen species and the acetone molecules on the
surface of ZnO. The acetone molecules decomposed into CO2

and H2O and released electrons, and when the electrons
came back to the ZnO conductance band, the EDL got
thinned and the resistance was reduced (Fig. 8b). The
reaction process can be described by the following eqn (1)–
(5).48

O2(g) → O2(ads) (1)

O2(ads) + e− → O2
−(ads) (2)

O2
−(ads) + e− → 2O−(ads) (3)

O−(ads) + e− → O2−(ads) (4)

CH3COCH3 + 8O2−(ads) → 3CO2(g) + 3H2O + 16e− (5)

According to the previous reports, the sensors response
relation with the concentration can be simply represented as
log(S − 1) = b log(C) + log(a). In Fig. S12,† all the gas sensors

show a good linear logarithmic response with the change of
acetone vapor concentration (R2 ≥ 0.995). The b values of all
the devices were close to 0.5, suggesting that the main
medium of the adsorbed oxygen species on the surface of
ZnO nanomaterials was O2−.49

To further investigate the discrepancy of the gas-sensing
performances of the as-fabricated gas sensors, XPS analysis
was used. Fig. 9a presents the XPS spectra containing Zn 2p
and O 1s of the four samples. As shown in Fig. 9b, two major
peaks at ca. 1022 and 1045 eV were observed and could be
attributed to the binding energies of Zn 2p3/2 and Zn 2p1/2,
which corresponded to the single form of Zn2+ in ZnO.50,51

Fig. 9c–f show the three fitted symmetrical peaks of the O 1s
peak of the four samples. The peaks at ca. 530 and 531 eV
could be attributed to their respective lattice oxygen (OL) and
the oxygen vacancies (OV), while the peaks at ca. 532 eV
originated from the chemisorbed oxygen (OC).

52 For the
surface resistance-type semiconductor, OV can provide more
active sites and enhance the gas-sensing performance.53,54

ZnO-PD had the significantly highest percentage of OV in the
four samples and the outcomes could be well matched with
the results from the gas-sensing experiments (Table 3). In
addition, the hierarchical porous structures of ZnO-PD

Fig. 8 Schematic illustration of the depletion theory and the sensing mechanism of the ZnO samples in air (a) and acetone vapor (b).

Fig. 9 XPS spectra of the as-prepared ZnO samples. (a) Wide spectra, (b) Zn 2p, and O 1s of (c) ZnO-PD, (d) ZnO-NS, (e) ZnO-HR, and (f) ZnO-DR.
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should also be beneficial to enable gas molecules and
electronics to diffuse fast and to transfer rapidly in both the
inner and outer surfaces, resulting in an excellent gas-
sensing performance.

4. Conclusions

In this work, a series of ZIFs and their derived metal
oxides with different sizes and shapes were obtained via a
facile surfactant-free solvothermal process. By simply
changing the ratio of Zn2+ to 2-Hmim and the volume
ratio of the solvents, the pH value of the reaction solution
was adjusted, and the coordination of the metal and the
organic ligand was changed, leading to a topological
phase transition and morphological evolution of the ZIF-8,
ZIF-L, and ZnO products. In the gas-sensing experiments,
the sensor based on ZnO-PD exhibited excellent gas-
sensing performance, with a rapid response/recovery time
of 1.2 s/2.2 s and a high response of 40.89 to 1000 ppm
acetone vapor, respectively. These results may be ascribed
to using self-sacrificial MOFs as a template, which can
provide a loose and porous interior structure for
calcination products, thereby prompting the gas-sensing
properties. Our research is helpful to further understand
the crystallization process of ZIFs, and provides a
straightforward way to synthesize and manipulate MOF-
based nanostructures with a controlled topological phase
transition and morphology.
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