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Abstract
Tin-doped indium oxide (ITO) thin films are a key material for optical devices owing to their high electrical conduc-

tivity and high optical transparency. In this study, ITO thin films were formed on glass and sapphire substrates at
room temperature using aerosol deposition (AD), and their crystal structure, resistivity, and optical properties were
investigated. The films maintained the crystal structure of the source ITO particles used to form the films. For the
glass substrate, the resistivity of the ITO films was approximately 3.0 × 10-3 X⋅cm. In addition, when the thickness
was 0.24 lm, the film exhibited high optical transmittance of approximately 90 % in the visible light region, which is
higher than that of commercially available ITO thin film. The results show that AD can be used to fabricate ITO films
with low resistivity and high optical transmittance.
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I. Introduction
Transparent conductive films have recently become key

components in various devices such as flat-panel displays
and solar battery electrodes. Tin-doped indium oxide
(ITO) is commonly used as the film material owing to its
low resistivity and high optical transparency. ITO films
are typically formed using sputtering deposition. Aerosol-
assisted chemical transport (AACT) for the deposition of
ITO thin films has also been reported 1. However, unlike
sputtering deposition, AACT is not a dry process. There-
fore, sputtering deposition is applicable to various types
of ceramic substrates owing to the strong adhesion to the
substrate, the ability to modify films while maintaining the
composition ratio of the target, and the ease with which
the film thickness can be controlled. However, sputtering
deposition is not suitable for the fabrication of thick films
because of the low deposition rate. Furthermore, sputter-
ing deposition requires heating of the substrate to obtain
an ITO thin film with low resistivity. Therefore, ITO thin
films cannot be fabricated on substrates with a low melt-
ing point, such as resins, using this method. In contrast,
aerosol deposition (AD) is a novel technique that can be
used to fabricate ceramic films at room temperature 2 – 11.
This technique is different from aerosol-assisted chemical
vapor deposition or AACT because the source particles
are deposited directly through a mechanism called room-
temperature impact consolidation (RTIC), which is a dry
process 2, 3. We previously reported that AD can be used
to deposit thin films of titanium dioxide on various sub-
strates, such as ceramics and resins, with a thickness that
can be easily controlled via the gas flow rate and deposition
time 5. The films exhibited high densities, good adhesion
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to various substrates, and could be deposited over a large
area under a low vacuum of several Pa. Furthermore, the
fabricated films maintained the same crystal structure as
that of the source materials. In this study, we evaluate the
properties of ITO thin films formed using AD.

II. Experimental
Fig. 1 shows a schematic diagram of the AD apparatus 5,

which consists of a deposition chamber and an aerosol
chamber connected in series by transportation tubes. The
deposition chamber is used for depositing ceramic films. It
has a fixed narrow slit nozzle (5 mm × 0.3 mm), a substrate
holder mounted on a motorized XY translation stage, and
a heating system for the substrate. Before film formation,
both the deposition chamber and the aerosol chamber are
evacuated to approximately 2 Pa by means of a mechani-
cal booster pump and an oil-sealed rotary pump. The ITO
particles, which have an average diameter of approximate-
ly 700 nm, were dried by heating at 200 °C for 2 h under
vacuum to prevent agglomeration.

The dried ITO particles were mixed with soda-lime
glass beads (average diameter 1 lm) and supplied into
the aerosol chamber. The glass beads were used to facili-
tate dispersion of the ITO particles in the aerosol cham-
ber. The mixture of dried ITO particles and glass beads
was mixed with a nitrogen carrier gas (N2) to generate a
colloidal aerosol in the aerosol chamber. In addition, the
aerosol chamber was continuously vibrated to create a fine
colloidal aerosol. The carrier gas flow was controlled with
a mass flow controller. Only the ITO aerosol was trans-
ported by the carrier gas from the aerosol chamber to the
deposition chamber using the pressure difference between
the two chambers, while the glass beads remained in the
aerosol chamber. The ITO particles were accelerated to
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the speed of sound through the nozzle and were ejected
toward the substrate. The distance from the nozzle to the
substrate was fixed to 10 mm. The ITO particles were pul-
verized by collisions with the substrate and the already
deposited film.

Fig. 1: Schematic diagram of the AD equipment.

Glass or a wafer of optically polished single-crystalline
sapphire (c-axis) was used as the substrate. The substrate
was placed on an XY stage, which was scanned at 100 lm/s
to deposit a film of uniform thickness. The substrate tem-
perature was varied from room temperature to 300 °C. The
surface of the film was observed using a scanning elec-
tron microscope (SEM; JSM7500FA, JEOL). The thick-
ness of the films was measured using a profilometer (DEK-
TAK150, Veeco). The crystal structure was analyzed us-
ing x-ray diffraction (XRD; Cu Ka1, X’Pert, Panalytical).
The resistivity of the film was measured using the four-
probe method at room temperature, and the optical trans-
mittance was measured using a visible-light spectrometer
(U-3900, Hitachi).

III. Results and Discussions
A highly transparent film was deposited using a carrier

gas flow rate of 2 – 8 L/min. The film did not separate from
the substrate, even under ultrasonication in water, so it was
concluded to be strongly adhered to the substrate. Fig. 2
shows SEM images of the surface of the films deposited
on the glass and sapphire substrates. The average diameter
of the ITO particles used to form the films was approxi-
mately 700 nm, while the size of the ITO grains in the films
ranged from several tens of nm to 200 nm. This indicates
that the ITO particles were pulverized by collisions with
the substrate or the already deposited film. Fig. 3 shows
XRD patterns for the ITO particles and the films deposit-
ed on the sapphire and glass substrates at room temper-
ature. In2O3 has three crystalline phases, the two most
common being the cubic (I213) and hexagonal (Rc) phases.
The crystal structure of ITO is almost the same as that of
cubic In2O3. Because the diffraction angles for the films
were almost the same as those for the ITO particles, ex-
cept for unidentified diffraction peaks that appeared for
the film deposited on glass, the film was confirmed to be
ITO. Based on the XRD spectra, the deposited film main-
tained the same crystal structure as that of the source ITO

particles. Owing to the decrease in the ITO grain size
in the film 5, the diffraction peaks for the ITO thin film
were broad and the intensities were weak compared with
those of the source particles. In contrast, the unidentified
diffraction peaks were sharp. Using the Scherrer equation,
the ITO grain size in the films was estimated to be approxi-
mately 20 nm for the films deposited on both types of sub-
strate from the full width at half maximum (FWHM) of a
diffraction peak 12. However, the actual grain size of the
ITO is larger than 20 nm because the Scherrer equation
provides an overestimation; this is confirmed by the SEM
images shown in Fig. 2. For all the films deposited at room
temperature, a marked preferred orientation of the ITO
grains was not observed.

Fig. 2: SEM images of surface of film deposited on glass substrate at
room temperature (a) and at 300 °C (b), and on sapphire substrate
at RT (c).
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Fig. 3: XRD patterns of raw particles and films deposited on sap-
phire and glass substrates. Miller indexes correspond to ITO.

Fig. 4 shows the dependence of both the film thickness
and the resistivity on the gas flow rate at room tempera-
ture. With a carrier gas flow rate of 2 L/min and a scan
number of 10, the thickness was approximately 0.7 lm.
The thickness increased linearly with increasing carrier
gas flow rate. The resistivity was approximately 3 – 7 ×
10-3 X⋅cm and was larger than that of commercially avail-
able ITO thin film, as indicated by the dashed line in the
figure, by a factor of 20 or more. Fig. 5 shows the depen-
dence of the resistivity on the substrate temperature for a
film deposited on a glass substrate. The carrier gas flow rate
was 4 L/min and the number of scans was 10. The resistiv-
ity was approximately 3.8 – 9.7 × 10-3 X⋅cm over the range
of substrate temperatures studied. In contrast, the resistiv-
ity for the film deposited on the sapphire substrate shown
in Fig. 2(c) was larger at 1.5 × 10-2 X⋅cm, even though the
ITO grain size was nearly the same for the two substrates.
Therefore, we speculate that the larger resistivity is caused
by differences in the surface state of the substrates, such as
the hardness, orientation, or lattice constant. However, the
cause for the difference in resistivity remains unknown.

Fig. 6 shows XRD patterns for the films deposited on
glass substrates at various substrate temperatures. The
FWHM of the diffraction peaks did not vary with the sub-
strate temperature, while the orientation of the ITO grains
in the film did. The resistivity for the polycrystalline film
consists of both the grain boundary resistance between
adjacent ITO grains and that of the ITO grains. The num-
ber of grain boundaries through which the current flows is
inversely proportional to the particle size. Since the crys-
tal structure of ITO is cubic, the contribution of the ITO
grains to the resistivity is independent of their orienta-
tion. In contrast, the contribution of grain boundaries to

the resistivity does depend on the orientation. Therefore,
we speculate that, in the case of ITO thin films, the grain
boundary resistance is much larger than that of the ITO
grains.

Fig. 4: Dependence of both the film thickness and the resistivity on
the gas flow rate at room temperature.

Fig. 5: Dependence of resistivity on substrate temperature.

Fig. 6: XRD patterns of films deposited on glass substrates at vari-
ous substrate temperatures.
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Fig. 7: Wavelength dependences of optical transmittance (a) and
the absorption coefficients (b) for ITO films deposited on glass
substrate.

Fig. 7(a) shows the wavelength dependence of the opti-
cal transmittance for the ITO thin films deposited on the
glass substrates. The transmittance of the ITO thin film
with a thickness of 4.7 lm was between 9 – 59 % in the
wavelength range of 400 – 780 nm. The transmittance in-
creased with decreasing film thickness, to 83 – 95 % for the
film with a thickness of 0.24 lm. The dashed line shown
in Fig. 7(a) shows the transmittance of commercially avail-
able ITO thin film. The transmittance of the ITO thin films
deposited using AD was the same as or higher than that
of the commercially available ITO thin film. According to
Lambert’s law, the transmittance is given by

Transmittance = exp(-ad) (1)

where a is the absorption coefficient and d is the film thick-
ness. Fig. 7(b) shows the relation between the absorption
coefficient and wavelength k

a = Aexp(-bk) (2)

where A and b are constants. The absorption coefficient
of the ITO thin film depends on the wavelength and ex-
ponentially decreases with increasing wavelength. The ab-
sorption coefficient for the ITO thin films deposited by
AD was approximately 40 % smaller than that for com-

mercially available ITO thin film, which means that the
transmittance of the ITO thin film deposited by AD was
higher. This is because the Rayleigh scattering coefficient
in the visible light region for AD-deposited ITO thin film
is small, due to the pulverization of the source ITO parti-
cles to several tens of nm.

IV. Summary
ITO thin films were formed on glass and sapphire sub-

strates by means of aerosol deposition (AD), and were
found to maintain the same crystal structure as the source
ITO particles. The resistivity of the film deposited on glass
was approximately 3.0 × 10-3 X⋅cm. When the film thick-
ness was 0.24 lm, the film exhibited a high optical trans-
mittance of approximately 90 % in the visible light region.
This study demonstrates that, using AD, it is possible to
fabricate ITO films with high optical transmittance.
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