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ABSTRACT: We report a dynamic tuning on coherent
light emission wavelengths of single ZnO microwire by
using the piezoelectric effect. Owing to the dominant role
occupied by the piezoelectric polarization effect in the
wurtzite-structure ZnO microwire, the effective dielectric
constant (or refraction index) of the gain media was
modulated toward an increasing trend by applying a tensile
strain, resulting in a shift of the strain-mediated
whispering-gallery mode (WGM) lasing at room temper-
ature. Also, the strain required to resolve the spectra in the
two operating types of PL and lasing were systematically
analyzed and compared. Because of the narrow line width in the lasing mode, the strain-dependent spectral resolution was
improved by an order of magnitude, making it feasible for achieving high-precision, ultrasensitive, and noncontact stress
sensing. Our results have an important impact on laser modulation, optical communication, and optical sensing
technology.
KEYWORDS: whispering gallery mode, ZnO, microlasers, piezoelectric effect, strain sensor

Lasers have huge applications in science and technology,
from medical to manufacture and to defense. An
important characteristic of a laser is its wavelength and

width of wavelengths. Various approaches, including bandgap
engineering,1−4 self-absorption effect,5,6 and Burstein−Moss
(BM) effect,7 have been developed for tuning the lasing modes
of a solid-state device. Wavelength tunable nanolasers are
promising for multifunctional applications in all-optical
integrated nanodevices, optical communication, optical sensing
technology, and spectroscopy analysis.8,9 However, all of these
methods mentioned above for tuning the lasing modes lack a
dynamical tenability, that is, the ability to reversibly modulate
the stimulated emission in a preprepared single micro- and
nanodevices. Therefore, it is extremely urgent to develop an
approach for tuning the coherent light emission dynamically.
In 2007 and 2010, two original concepts of piezotronics and

piezophototronics were proposed by Wang and co-work-
ers10−13 based on the three-field coupling among semi-
conductor, photoexcitation, and piezoelectricity in wurtzite-
structural semiconductors under mechanical perturbations. It is
expected to tune the lasing modes by the tunable refractive
index caused by the piezoelectric polarization effect in

wurtzite-structural semiconductors by applying a strain. The
wurtzite-structural ZnO, due to its characteristics of wide
direct bandgap (3.37 eV) and high exciton binding energy (60
meV), has been considered as a promising material for
applications in photodetectors,14−16 UV laser devices,17−20 and
piezoelectric devices.21−23 Particularly, some major advances in
ZnO micro/nanostructures based functional devices have been
achieved by utilizing its piezoelectricity such as stress sensing
devices,24,25 flexible optoelectronic devices,26,27 and nano-
generators.28,29 In addition, early researches reported the
existence of piezoresistive effect in ZnO and other wurtzite-
structural semiconductor materials.30 The optical bandgap of
ZnO can be effectively tuned by external mechanical
compressive and tensile strain.31−33 The variation in optical
bandgap is linearly related to the applied stress, allowing us to
observe the shift of NBE emission peak to determine the
magnitude of the applied stress. In contrast, although the
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fluorescence signal based stress sensors have the advantages of

convenience and intuitiveness, some critical shortcomings,

including low accuracy and wide spectral range, limit its

applications in practice. Therefore, design and development of

high-sensitivity, high-precision, and noncontact stress sensing

components are the major goals for researchers.

Here, combined with high exciton binding energy and
excellent piezoelectric properties of ZnO, we have developed
an approach to detect the applying stress through the WGM
lasing mode evolution. Utilizing the piezoelectric polarization
effect of ZnO, the lasing modes have been modulated
effectively because of the increased refractive index under the
tensile strain. Compared with the PL-type operation, the lasing

Figure 1. Morphology, structural characterization and optical performance of ZnO microwire. (a) SEM image of ZnO microwire arrays. (b)
Zn and O element mapping. (c) Optical image of single ZnO microwire fixed on the flexible PET substrate; inset, optical image of PET. (d)
XRD pattern of ZnO microwire arrays inserted with an enlarged SEM image of single ZnO microwire cross-section. (e) PL spectrum of ZnO
microwire arrays; inset shows the lasing region.

Figure 2. Lasing characteristics and mode analysis. Bright-field (a), dark-field optical images of an individual ZnO microwire below (b) and
above (c) lasing threshold. (d) Power-dependent lasing spectra of the measured ZnO microwire; inset, dependence of the integrated lasing
intensity and fwhm on pumping power. (e) Spectrum (middle panel) and mapping (below panel) of lasing emission excited at 15.6 mW. The
relationship between the simulated TE mode numbers (blue triangle) and peak positions (black dash line), Insets show the schematic
diagram of the WGM in ZnO microcavity and the magnification of one lasing peak by Gaussian fitting.
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peaks can be resolved at a lower order of magnitude applied
tensile strain because the line width of the lasing modes is
much smaller than the bandwidth of ZnO NBE emission. The
lasing-type operated strain sensors exhibit the advantages of
high precision, high resolution, and noncontact. It indicates
that this concept of strain-mediated WGM lasing mode shift
might enforce studying on strain sensing and optical signal
modulation.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Figure 1a shows the scanning electron microscope (SEM)
image of ZnO microwire arrays grown on silicon substrate with
a diameter ranging from 1 to 20 μm. The length of the
prepared ZnO microwires can reach up to a few millimeters or
even one centimeter. The element mapping images collected
from the red rectangle region in Figure 1b indicate that Zn and
O elements are uniformly distributed distinctly along to the
profile of ZnO microwire. To examine the crystalline quality, a
typical XRD pattern of ZnO microwire arrays is shown in
Figure 1d, from which it can be seen that all of the diffraction
peaks of the sample match well with the indexes of the wurtzite
phase of ZnO (JCPDS no. 36-1451) with lattice constants of a
= 3.250 Å and c = 5.207 Å. The strong and narrow diffraction
peak at 2θ = 34.32° are peculiar to the (002) plane of wurtzite
ZnO, with a hexagonal cross section shown in the inset of
Figure 1d, which indicates that the ZnO microwires with high
crystallinity mainly grow along the [0001] direction. The high
crystalline hexagonal structure provides a natural configuration,
where the light can propagate circularly in the cavity due to
multiple total internal reflections at the inner walls and reduce
energy loss. It is expected to obtain a high Q factor and low
threshold WGM lasing from this cavity. In addition, ZnO is
also an excellent optical gain medium. As shown in Figure 1e, a
strong intrinsic NBE emission peak at 390 nm and a weak
defect-related emission peak at 530 nm can be observed which
will afford sufficient optical gain for lasing mainly occurred in
the highlighted region of Figure1e’s inset. To apply the tensile
strain on an individual ZnO microwire, it was placed on the
flexible polyethylene terephthalate (PET) substrate and fixed
by a kind of epoxy resin glue (A/B) to avoid the slippage
during the bending process, as shown in Figure 1c.
To examine the optical performance of the ZnO micro-

cavity, the lasing spectra was measured by utilizing a confocal
μ-PL system coupled with a focused nanosecond pulsed laser
operating at 355 nm as the excitation source at room
temperature. Figure 2d shows the power-dependent lasing
spectra of an individual ZnO microwire. At a low pumping
power of 11.1 mW, where a weak and broad spontaneous
emission located at around 390 nm can be observed, the full
width at half-maximum (fwhm) is about 13 nm. When the
pumping power is increased to 14.1 mW, two discrete peaks
emerge from the broad spontaneous emission. When the
pumping power is further increased to 16.3 mW above
threshold, more lasing peaks are obtained with the fwhm of
∼0.3 nm. According to Q = λ/Δλ, where λ and Δλ are the
wavelength and fwhm of the lasing peak, respectively. Thus,
the Q factor of this microcavity can be estimated to about
1300. The inset of Figure 2d presents the integrated PL
intensity and fwhm as a function of the pumping power. When
the pumping power is below the threshold (15.1 mW), PL
intensity increases slowly with a wide fwhm. As the pumping
power is above the threshold, PL intensity increases
dramatically with a narrow fwhm. It indicates the transition

from spontaneous emission to stimulated emission and
appearance of the nonlinear lasing phenomena. Figure 2a−c
shows the optical images of ZnO microcavity excited by a
focused laser. It is worth noting that above threshold, ZnO
microcavity emitted more dazzling blue-violet lasing with some
clear interference fringes from the edge positions highlighted
by a yellow dash line compared with the one below threshold.
This predicts the resonant process may come from a WGM
cavity provided by ZnO microwire.
To further confirm the resonant process of this cavity, the

lasing characteristics were analyzed, as shown in Figure 2e.
Generally, the output lasing involves both TE and TM
polarization. However, only TE mode is observed in our case
because TM polarized emission is much weaker than the
corresponding TE mode.34,35 Therefore, we just discuss the
lasing behavior of TE mode here. The refractive index of TE
mode can be described by the Sellmeier’s dispersion
function,36
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The mode number N and corresponding resonant wave-
length λ can be deduced by a plane wave model for hexagonal
WGM cavity,37,38
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where D is the diameter of cavity and n is wavelength-
dependent refractive index. Figure 2e shows the spectrum and
corresponding mapping of lasing emission under the pumping
power of 15.6 mW. The calculated WGM TE mode numbers
from 67 to 71 are plotted as blue triangles. The experimental
resonant wavelengths that match with the theoretical modes
very well are listed in Table 1. Therefore, it is confirmed that
the lasing behavior here is due to WGM.

As schematically shown in Figure 3a, a tensile strain was
applied on an individual ZnO microcavity by bending the
flexible PET substrate operated through two 3D manual stages.
Simultaneously, they also can be used to refocus the incident
light on the ZnO microwire in the process of applying stress.
To illustrate that the uniaxial tensile stress was applied, Raman
spectra under different strain was measured (see Figure S2 in
Supporting Information). It is noted that the E2L, second-
order, E1TO, and E2H phonon frequencies downward shift with
increasing tensile strain up to 0.76%, while the A1TO peak has
no obvious change and keeps at the original positions when the
tensile strain is applied. This experimental phenomenon is
quite different from the previous results observed through a
hydrostatic pressure test on bulk ZnO crystal,40,41 which is
caused by the different strain loading methods. The former is
the uniaxial tensile strain along the c-axis and leading to
elongation of the lattice, while the latter is an isotropic strain

Table 1. Theoretical, Experimental Resonant Wavelength,
and Calculated TE Mode Number

N (mode no.)

71 70 69 68 67

theory 390.40 391.58 392.77 394.07 395.51
experiment 390.41 391.59 392.81 394.10 395.52
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under the hydrostatic pressure on the ZnO crystal and
resulting in isotropic compression of the lattice. The inset in
Figure 3a shows the real optical picture of the bending sample
under the excitation laser of 355 nm focused by an objective
lens integrated on an upright microscope. By controlling the
relative distance between the two 3D manual stages, the lasing
spectra collected from the same sample under different degrees
of bending can be obtained, as shown in Figure 3b. With
increasing of tensile strain, the phenomena of redshift for the
lasing peaks accompanied by the modes appearance and
disappearance can be observed obviously. Comparing the
measured spectra, the total amount of shifting is larger than the
mode space (Free spectral range, FSR). In contrast, the
blueshift of the lasing mode was observed by Chen et al.39

from organic dye molecules (R6G) doped polymer microfibers
under the tensile strain. They deemed that the lasing mode
shift can be ascribed to the decreased refractive index because
of the “dilute” polymer and PDMS by applying the tensile
strain. However, the situation is completely different in our
case. First, the ZnO microwire in the excited region is exposed
to air with the unchanged refractive index during the bending.
Second, for the wurtzite ZnO, the polarizability of the ions play
a greater effect on the refractive index compared with the
decreased number of dispersion centers per unit volume.42

According to the Poisson ratio of ZnO (∼0.35), the variation
of D can be estimated as 3.57, 7.56, 10.71, 14.91, 17.43, and
19.95 nm under the tensile strain of 0.17%, 0.36%, 0.51%,
0.71%. 0.83%, and 0.95%, respectively. If we only consider the
change of the cavity, the mode wavelength can be calculated as
shown in Supporting Information, Table S1. A slight blueshift
can be observed, which is contrary to the experimental results.
Thus, the redshift of lasing mode in this work can be attributed
to the increased refractive index due to the polarization under

the tensile strain. Figure 3c plots the dependence of the entire
arisen mode positions on the applying tensile strain. During
the bending, some high-order modes at the short-wave side
disappear, while some lower-order modes at long-wave side
emerge. All the mode positions exhibit the same trend as the
applied tensile strain increases. Further analysis of TE67 mode
photon energy redshift versus the applied tensile strain is
plotted in Figure 3d. The photon energy of redshift increases
linearly with the increased tensile strain.
To further investigate the characteristics of the strain-

sensitive WGM lasing, the spontaneous emission of the ZnO
microwire was measured and used to compare with the
stimulated emission. Figure 4a demonstrates the PL spectra of
ZnO microwire under different tensile strain ranging from 0%
to 0.90%. As the applied tensile strain increases, an obvious
redshift of NBE emission peak changing from 388.44 to 393.54
nm was observed. Figure 4b compares the redshift variation for
the NBE emission and lasing mode photon energy as a
function of the tensile strain value. It can be seen that the
photon energy redshift (ΔE) of the spontaneous emission is
greater than that of the stimulated emission, which suggested
the essential difference of the underlying mechanisms leading
to the spectral evolution. The former is attributed to the
variation of the strain-induced energy bandgap shown in sketch
of Figure 4e, while the latter is ascribed to the increasing of the
refractive index caused by the polarization effect under the
tensile strain as mentioned before. The linear relationship
between the energy redshift ΔE and the tensile strain ε can be
expressed as ΔE = kε, where k = ∂E/∂ε is the deformation
potential. Through the linear fitting of the plotted data (black
square) in Figure 4b, the bandgap deformation potential k =
−41 meV/% can be obtained, which is similar to the previous
reports.40 To more clearly observe the redshift phenomenon

Figure 3. Lasing spectra under tensile strain. (a) Schematic diagram of PL measurements for single ZnO microwire fixed on a flexible PET
substrate under the tensile strain controlled by 3D manual stage. (b) Lasing spectra of ZnO microcavity under different degrees of bending
inserted with optical images of the sample. (c) The relationship of different TE modes with the applying tensile strain. (d) Dependence of
the mode-shift on the applied tensile strain.
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caused by tensile strain, the NBE emission peaks under
different degrees of bending were fitted by Gaussian function
(see Figure S4 in Supporting Information). All of the fitting
curves are matched well with the experimental data with the R-
square greater than 0.97. On the other hand, the strain-induced
polarization field may affect the free excitons of semiconductor
materials at room temperature, thus causing the intensity of
NBE emission to change, further affecting the medium gain.
However, the effect of the piezoelectric polarization field is not
obvious because the binding energy (60 meV) of the exciton in
ZnO is much larger than the thermal ionization energy (26
meV) at room temperature. Figure 4f plots the refractive index
of different lasing mode as a function of the applied tensile
strain. For the same lasing mode, the refractive index will
increase with increasing of the applied tensile stress,
accompanied by the redshift of lasing mode wavelength (see
Figure S5 in Supporting Information). The slope of the linear
fitting curve for the high-order mode is larger than that of the
low-order mode, implying the greater impact of the piezo-
electric effect on the refractive index at the resonant frequency
closed to the bandgap energy. Parts c and d of Figure 4

compare the normalized Gaussian fitting of PL spectra and
lasing mode TE67 under different degrees of bending.
Obviously, the spectral resolution of lasing mode operated
by tensile strain is higher than that of the energy band-
mediated PL spectra. When the tensile strain increases to
0.90%, most area of PL spectra is still overlapped with that
under tensile strain of 0%. Surprisingly, the lasing modes
shown in Figure 4d are completely separated from each other
as the tensile strain increases to 0.51%. More intuitive
distinction can be observed in the mapping of lasing mode
and NBE emission applying with different degrees of bending
(see Figure S3 in Supporting Information). This concept of
dynamically tunable lasing mode provides an effective
approach for developing the high-precision, ultrasensitive,
and noncontact strain sensors.
To verify the ability to regulate the lasing mode by applying

external mechanical strain, we further carried out strain-
mediated lasing measurement on two other ZnO microwires
with different diameters of 5.89 and 4.02 μm, which were
named as #1 and #2, respectively. Figure 5a shows the lasing
spectra of ZnO microwire with a diameter of 5.89 μm under

Figure 4. redshift of PL spectra under tensile strain in comparison to lasing mode shift. (a) PL spectra of ZnO microcavity under different
degrees of bending. (b) Comparison of the redshift variation for the NBE emission and lasing mode photon energy as a function of the
tensile strain value. (c) Normalized Gaussian fitting of PL spectra and (d) Normalized mode TE67 under different degrees of bending. (e)
Schematic diagram of energy bandgap shift under normal and tensile states. (f) The refractive index of different lasing modes as a function of
the tensile strain.
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different degrees of bending. Figure 5c is the normalized single
lasing mode as the applied tensile strain ranging from 0% to
0.69%, which is extracted from the corresponding lasing
spectrum marked with the dashed ellipse in Figure 5a. The
obvious redshift of lasing mode has been observed with
increasing of tensile strain. The lasing mode with the same
order number was distinguished under the tensile strain of
0.51%. Parts b and d of Figure 5 demonstrate the similar
redshift tendency of the lasing mode measured in sample #2 as
the tensile strain increases from 0% to 0.70%. By applying
tensile strain of 0.52%, the lasing mode can be separated
thoroughly, which is closed with the results of the two samples
mentioned before. Table 2 contrasts the required strain for
spectral resolution in two operating type. The strain required
to perform the spectral resolution using the lasing-type is 1
order of magnitude smaller than that of PL-type. The lasing-
type not only provides an approach for building high-precision
and noncontact strain sensor, but also constructs a platform for

investigating the piezoelectric field-mediated light and matter
interaction in the microcavity.

CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, we developed an approach for dynamically
tuning the ZnO WGM lasing wavelength via piezoelectric
effect. As a tensile strain is applied, the lasing spectrum is
modulated effectively owing to the piezoelectric polarization
induced increasing of refractive index. Because of the
ultranarrow line width of lasing mode, the sensitivity of strain
detection is improved dramatically. In other words, the lasing
mode can be distinguished obviously under a tensile strain of
0.51%, while the required strain for spectral resolution in the
PL-type operation reaches up to around 4.47% in our case. Our
results have not only provided a workable plan for effective
modulation of coherent light sources but also proposed an
approach for design of high-sensitive flexible optoelectronic
micro/nanodevices.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Sample Preparation. To obtain the high-quality optical micro-

cavity, ZnO microwire arrays were fabricated on the Si substrate by a
high-temperature vapor-transport method, as mentioned in our
previous report.43 In brief, a mixture of ZnO and graphite powder
with mass ratio of 1:1 was used as the reaction source and filled into a
quartz boat coated with a clean Si substrate. Then, it was placed in the
center of the heating zone with a reaction temperature of 1050 °C. As
reacted lasting for 45 min, ZnO microwire arrays were obtained on
the Si substrate. Subsequently, an individual ZnO microwire was
picked out and placed on the flexible PET substrate fixed by epoxy
resin glue, a mixture of epoxy resin and hardener with mass ratio of
2:1.

Optical Measurement. To characterize the lasing performance of
ZnO microwire, a highly integrated microsystem was used
(Supporting Information, Figure S1). The frequency-triple 355 nm

Figure 5. Repeatability and reproducibility measurement. (a) Multiple and (c) single mode-shift of ZnO WGM lasing with a cavity diameter
of 5.89 μm under different degrees of bending, (b) multiple and (c) single mode shift of ZnO WGM lasing with a cavity diameter of 4.02 μm
under different degrees of bending.

Table 2. Comparison of the Required Strain for Spectral
Resolution in Two Operating Types

type D (μm) ΔE (meV) ε (%) ref

PL 2.00 ∼235.00 >3.50 31
1.10 ∼280.00 >3.50
0.26 ∼185.00 >3.10
0.26 ∼245.00 >3.50 32
0.10 ∼237.50 >7.30
5.98 ∼206.66 ∼4.47 this work

lasing 5.98 6.64 0.51 this work
5.89 5.97 0.51
4.02 9.26 0.52
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output from a Nd:YAG laser with a repetition rate of 1 kHz and a
pulse duration of 50 ns was used as the excitation source and focused
on the samples with a 40 μm Gaussian beam spot through an upright
microscope (Zeiss M1) equipped with a 10× objective, the emission
from ZnO microwire was collected by the same objective and
analyzed using a charge-coupled device (CCD) detector and an
optical multichannel analyzer (Andor, SR-500i-D1-R) with a 1200 g/
mm grating.
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