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57) ABSTRACT

An evaporation-induced self-assembly method to prepare a
surfactant-templated thin film by mixing a silica sol, a
surfactant, and a hydrophobic polymer and then evaporating
a portion of the solvent during coating onto a substrate and
then heating to form a liquid-phase, thin film material with
a porosity greater than approximately 50 percent. The high
porosity thin films can have dielectric constants less than 2
to be suitable for applications requiring low-dielectric con-
stants. An interstitial compound can be added to the mixture,
with the interstitial compound either covalently bonded to
the pores or physically entrapped within the porous struc-
ture. The selection of the interstitial compound provides a
means for developing thin films for applications including
membranes, sensors, low dielectric constant films, photonic
materials and optical hosts.

15 Claims, No Drawings
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METHOD FOR MAKING SURFACTANT-
TEMPLATED, HIGH-POROSITY THIN
FILMS

This invention was made with Government support
under Contract No. DE-DE-AC04-94AL85000 awarded by
the Department of Energy. The Government has certain
rights in the invention.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to a method for producing surfactant
and microemulsion templated thin films and more
particularly, to an evaporation-induced method for produc-
ing high-porosity, surfactant and microemulsion templated
hybrid (inorganic/organic) and composite thin films.

Hybrid organic/inorganic films with controlled pore struc-
ture and surface chemistry are of interest for a range of
applications including membranes, sensors, low dielectric
constant (low k) films, photonic materials, and optical hosts.
Films with controlled pore structure and high porosity (that
is, greater than 50%) are particularly attractive to applica-
tions requiring materials with low dielectric constants (for
example, dielectric constants less than 2). Surfactant tem-
plating is a rather recent approach toward achieving pore
size control of inorganic frameworks, and so-called hybrid
sol-gel chemistry provides a convenient route to derivatize
the pore surfaces with covalently-bonded organic ligands.
Burkett et al. (Burkett, S., Sims, S., and Mann, S., Chemical
Communications, 1996, 11, 1367-1368), Fowler et al.
(Fowler, C., Burkett, S., and Mann, S., Chemical Comm.,
1997, 1769-1770), and Lim et al. (Lim, M., Blanford, C.,
and Stein, A., J. Amer. Chem. Soc., 1997, 119, 4090-4091)
recently combined these approaches to form hybrid
inorganic/organic mesoporous silica. Their synthesis proce-
dures involved reacting tetraalkoxysilanes (Si(OR),, where
R=ethyl or methyl) and an organoalkoxysilane (R'Si(OR);,
where R' is a non-hydrolyzable organic ligand) with water
under basic pH conditions in the presence of surfactant
(cetyltrimethylammonium bromide) with initial surfactant
concentration c, greater than the critical micelle concentra-
tion (cmc). These procedures result in the precipitation of
powder. Various acid/solvent extraction procedures were
used to remove the surfactant, resulting in organically-
modified mesoporous powders with 1-dimensional, hexago-
nal architectures. The organic ligands in the mesoporous
products included vinyl, phenyl, n-octyl, 3-sulfanylpropyl,
aminopropyl, 2,3-epoxypropoxy, and imidazole. In these
examples, the hybrid mesoporous silica was a powder,
precluding its use in such promising applications as
membranes, low k films, and optically-based sensors that
generally require transparent, defect-free, supported thin
films.

A second general approach to preparing hybrid-
mesophases is to prepare a stable, mesoporous silica product
and then to react the pore surfaces with various organic
groups using standard silane coupling chemistry. For
example, Feng et al. (Feng, X., Fryxell, G. Wang, L. Kim.
A., Liu, J. and Kemner, K., Science, 1997, 276, 923-926)
prepared mesoporous silica products using cetyltrimethy-
lammonium chloride as the surfactant template. After
calcination, the mesoporous silica was reacted with tri-
methoxymercaptopropylsilane. The powder was used to
remove mercury and other heavy metals from contaminated
solutions. Mesoporous silicas have also been organically-
derivatized via vapor phase techniques. These powders
suffer the same limitations as described above.
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Sellinger et al. (Sellinger, A., Weiss, P., Nguyen, A., Lu,
Y., Assink, R., Gong, W., and Brinker, C., Nature, 1998, 394,
256-260; incorporated herein by reference) describe a sol-
vent evaporation technique to form ordered structures
through a liquid phase process, but with little or no porosity.
Brinker et al. (U.S. Pat. No. 5, 858,457, issued on Jan. 12,
1999) describe a solvent-evaporation method to form meso-
structured films using metal oxides but the described process
does not provide for the preparation of hybrid inorganic/
organic and composite thin films. Brinker et al. also do not
provide for covalently bonding ligands to the porous film
structure or for entrapping molecules within the pores.
Useful would be a liquid-phase method to form highly
porous thin films using a solvent evaporation technique with
essentially uni-modal pore size distributions and high sur-
face areas.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to the present invention, an evaporation-
induced self-assembly method is used to prepare a high-
porosity, surfactant and microemulsion templated thin film
by mixing a precursor sol, a solvent, water, a surfactant, and
a hydrophobic polymer. The polymer, such as polypropylene
oxide or polypropylene glycol methylacrylate, is soluble in
the sol. The surfactant, such as HO(CH,CH,O),,
(CH,CHCH;0),,(CH,CH,0),,H and H;(CH,),5
(OCH,CH,),,OH is at an initial concentration less than the
critical micelle concentration. Upon coating the mixture
onto a substrate, evaporation of the solvent occurs to form
a microemulsion and surfactant-templated thin film material.
Subsequent heating yields a high-porosity surfactant and
microemulsion -templated thin film with a porosity greater
than approximately 50 percent. The thin film can have a
dielectric constant less than 2.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The present invention provides a method to prepare
high-porosity, mesophase structures and subsequent thin
films with controlled pore structure and surface chemistry
where the porosity is greater than approximately 50%. A
hybrid mesoporous thin film incorporates inorganic, organic
or composite molecules into the mesophase structure of the
formed material. In contrast to prior methods that formed
hybrid inorganic/organic mesoporous silica, wherein the
silica was in the form of powder, the present invention is a
method for forming a liquid material that can be used to
form highly porous thin films by such standard methods as
dip-coating, spray-coating, or spin-coating.

According to the present invention, in the liquid phase, a
precursor sol, a solvent, and water are mixed with a hydro-
phobic polymer, soluble in the solvent, and with a surfactant,
wherein importantly the initial surfactant concentration, c,
is less than the critical micelle concentration, cme. Because
the surfactant concentration is less than the critical micelle
concentration, subsequent solvent evaporation induces
micellization, incorporation of hydrophobic polymers into
the hydrophobic micellar interiors, and further assembly into
hybrid materials. Evaporation of the solvent promotes sta-
bilization of the polymer in microemulsions along with
additional self-assembly of silica surfactant mesophases so
that a thin film can be formed on a substrate. The hydro-
phobic polymer aids in the self-assembly process, serving as
a swelling agent to form a high-porosity structure. Subse-
quent calcination of the thin film can result in a hierarchical
mesostructure composed of pores templated by both micro-
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emulsions and surfactant liquid crystalline assemblies with
the thin films having a porosity of greater than approxi-
mately 50%. Highly porous thin films are attractive in
applications requiring low dielectric constant materials, low
refractive index, and low thermal conductivity.

Precursors such as alkoxysilanes or metal alkoxides,
including titanium butoxide, titanium iso-propoxide, zirco-
nium n-butoxide, aluminum iso-propoxide, aluminum iso-
propoxide, and mixtures thereof, and organoalkoxysilanes
when dissolved in a polar solvent and hydrolyzed under
basic, acidic, or neutral conditions are useful for a sol
material used in the present invention.

In one embodiment, a homogeneous solution of a hydro-
phobic soluble polymer, a silica sol using an alkoxysilane
(Si(OR),, in a solvent and a surfactant is prepared, wherein
importantly the initial surfactant concentration, c, is less
than the critical micelle concentration, cme. Typical hydro-
phobic polymers include polypropylene oxide and polypro-
pylene glycol dimethylacrylate. Typical alkoxysilanes
include tetramethylorthosilicate, tetracthylorthosilicate, tita-
nium butoxide, titanium iso-propoxide, zirconium
n-butoxide, aluminum iso-propoxide, aluminum iso-
propoxide and mixtures thereof. Organoalkoxysilanes
include methyltrimethoxysilane, methyltriethoxysilane, and
other R'Si(OR), compounds where R' is an alkyl group,
those with fluorinated groups, such as tridecafluoro-1,1,2,
2,-tetrahydrooctyltriethoxysilane (TFTS), and compounds
with mercapto-terminated groups, such as mercaptopropyl-
trimethoxylsilane.

The surfactant can be anionic, cationic, nonionic, or a
block copolymer. Anionic surfactants that can be used
include, but are not limited to, sulfates, sulfonates,
phosphates, and carboxylic acids. Cationic surfactants that
can be used include, but are not limited to, alkylammonium
salts, gemini surfactants, cetylethylpiperidinium salts, and
dialkyldimethylammonium. Nonionic surfactants that can
be used, with the hydrophilic group not charged, include, but
are not limited to, primary amines, poly(oxyethylene)
oxides, octaethylene glycol monodecyl ether and octaethyl-
ene glycol monohexadecyl ether. The solvent used is gen-
erally a polar organic/water solvent and can be any general
polar organic solvent soluble in water, such as an alcohol/
water solvent, a formamide/water solvent or a
tetrahydrofuran/water solvent.

Because the surfactant concentration is less than the cme,
subsequent solvent evaporation induces micellization, incor-
poration of hydrophobic polymers into the hydrophobic
micellar interiors and further assembly into hybrid silica-
surfactant materials. When the solvent evaporation is
accomplished by spin-coating, spray-coating or dip-coating
and the films are calcined to remove the surfactant and
polymer while preserving organo-silicon bonds, a porous
thin film is formed on a substrate with a narrow size
distribution of pores templated by the microemulsions and
surfactants. This can be accomplished by using a low-
temperature heat treatment or washing procedure.

Because solvent extraction techniques can collapse the
mesoporous network, surfactant molecules are removed by
a low temperature pyrolysis procedure wherein the films are
heated in an inert atmosphere to a temperature sufficient to
decompose the surfactant molecules (e.g., 250° C.) without
degrading any covalently-bound organic ligands. This heat
treatment also promotes further condensation of the silica
framework, helping to stabilize the mesoporous network.

In one preparation to form thin films, a silica sol was
prepared from tetraethylorthosilicate (TEOS), a polar

10

15

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

organic solvent, water and an acid, a hydrophobic compound
such as polypropylene oxide (molecular weight of approxi-
mately 2000) and a surfactant, such as a polyoxyethylene
ether or a block polymer of the general formula,
HO(CH,CH,0),(CH,CHCH,0),,(CH,CH,0),H, referred
to hereafter as p123. The subscripts m and n are integers. In
one embodiment, n is 20 and m is 70. The polar organic
solvent can be any solvent that solubilizes the other
reactants, particularly such solvents as alcohols, and more
particularly, methanol, ethanol, propanol, butanol,
tetrahydrofuran, and formamide or mixtures thereof.

In one embodiment, an initial silica sol (A2**) was
prepared by refluxing tetraethylorthosilicate (TEOS),
ethanol, water and an acid, such as HCL, at approximately
60° C. The molar ratio of the TEOS, ethanol and acid was
1:3.8:1.5x107>. The sol was cooled to room temperature and
surfactant, CH;(CH,),s(OCH,CH,),,,OH, in amounts rang-
ing from 0.6 g to 1.0 g, and the polymer, polypropylene
oxide (PPO), in amounts ranging from approximately O g to
1.2 g, were added to 5 mL of the sol, along with 0.8 mL of
1N HCI. The sols were filtered and a thin film was prepared
from this solution by spin-coating onto a substrate. During
the coating procedure, evaporation of the solvent causes the
formation of surfactant-stabilized polypropylene micro-
emulsions incorporated into a surfactant-templated silica
material. The as-coated films were heated to approximately
400 to 450° C. for approximately 3 hours to remove sur-
factant and polypropylene oxide templates.

Table I shows a summary of the resulting film properties,
including capacitance, dielectric constant, refractive index,
and film thickness, obtained by varying amounts of the
surfactant and hydrophobic polymer.

X-ray diffraction analysis indicated that the films, for
which phase separation did not occur, were ordered. For
example with 1 g of surfactant and 1 g of polymer, the
resulting film had a 5.4 nm d-spacing before calcination and
a 3.7 nm d-spacing after calcination. The refractive index
was measured to be approximately 1.1 and the film thickness
was approximately 1.4 micrometers. The porosity was
approximately 80%.

TABLE I

Amount

of Sur- Amount of PPO

factant 1.2 g 1.0g 08g 06g 04g Og
Capacitance (pF) lg 14 18 21 26 34 60
Dielectric constant lg 1.4 1.5 16 20 24 NA
Refractive index lg 1.1 1.1 NA 1.2 12 NA
Film thickness (um) lg 2.0 14 12 12 11 NA
Capacitance (pF) 0.8g PS 15 19 22 30 52
Dielectric constant 08g PS 1.5 13 1.5 20 NA
Refractive index 08g PS NA NA 1.1 1.2 NA
Film thickness (um) 0.8g PS 1.8 12 11 1.0 0.9
Capacitance (pF) 06g PS PS 17 21 27 51
Dielectric constant 0.6g PS PS 1.5 1.7 18 32
Refractive index 0.6g PS PS 1.1 12 12 1.3
Film thickness (um) 0.6g PS PS 1.6 13 1.0 0.8

NA—not available.
PS—phase separation occurred.

In another embodiment, the silica sol A2** was prepared
as previously described with surfactant p123 in amounts
ranging from 0.6 g to 1.2 g, and PPO in amounts ranging
from 0.8 g to 1.2 g, added to 5 mL of the sol, along with 0.8
mL of 1IN HCI The sols were filtered and a thin film was
prepared from this solution by spin-coating onto a substrate.
During the coating procedure, evaporation of the solvent
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causes the formation of surfactant-stabilized polypropylene
microemulsions incorporated into a silica-surfactant thin
film material. The as-coated films were heated to approxi-
mately 400 to 450° C. to remove surfactant and polypropy-
lene oxide templates. Table II shows a summary of the
resulting properties, including capacitance, dielectric
constant, refractive index, and film thickness, of the thin
films using varying amounts of the surfactant and hydro-
phobic polymer.

TABLE II
Amount of PPO

Surfactant 12¢g 10¢g 08¢g
Capacitance (pF) 12 g 20 17 21
Dielectric constant 12¢g 1.3 1.3 22
Refractive index 12¢g 1.2 11 1.1
Film thickness (pm) 12 g 0.9 1.0 1.3
Capacitance (pF) lg 17 18 23
Dielectric constant lg 1.2 11 2.1
Refractive index lg 1.2 11 1.1
Film thickness (um) lg 20.8 1.2 12
Capacitance (pF) 08¢ PS PS PS
Dielectric constant 08 ¢g PS PS 1.7
Refractive index 08¢ PS PS 12
Film thickness (um) 08¢g PS PS 1.1
Capacitance (pF) 0.6¢g PS PS
Dielectric constant 0.6 g PS PS PS
Refractive index 0.6g PS PS PS
Film thickness (um) 0.6¢g PS PS PS

PS—phase separation occurred.

The results shown in Tables I and II suggest that an
increase in the concentration of the polymer PPO generally
leads to a lower refractive index and lower dielectric con-
stant as well as a higher porosity. When the surfactant
concentration is too low relative to the concentration of the
polymer, phase separation can occur.

In another embodiment, a silica sol was prepared from
tetracthylorthosilicate (TEOS), a polar organic solvent,
water and an acid, and a surfactant, such as a polyoxyeth-
ylene ether. A hydrophobic polymer, polypropylene glycol
dimethylacrylate can be added and a thin film can be
prepared by coating onto a substrate during which time
evaporation of the solvent occurred. The thin film is heated
to remove surfactant and polymer.

In another embodiment, added to the mixture of the sol,
the soluble hydrophobic polymer and the surfactant, is an
inorganic or organic compound, which is hereafter referred
to as an interstitial compound, that is organized during the
micellization into the mesophase structure by either covalent
bonding in the porous structure or physically entrapment
within the porous structure. Interestingly, these interstitial
molecules can be larger than the pore sizes of the mesopo-
rous structure, with the formed porous mesophase conform-
ing around these molecules to form an essentially defect-free
mesophase structure while still a retaining narrow pore size
distribution and relatively high porosity and surface area.
The interstitial compounds include, but are not limited to,
organoalkoxysilanes, proteins, dyes, and metal-containing
compounds. Any organoalkoxysilane compound can be used
but certain compounds are useful for their specific function-
ality. For example, organoalkoxysilanes with fluorinated
groups, such as tridecafluoro-1,1,2,2,-
tetrahydrooctyltriethoxysilane (TFTS), make the film hydro-
phobic and compounds with mercapto-terminated groups,
such as mercaptopropyltrimethoxylsilane, can absorb heavy
metals. The organoalkoxysilane molecules are covalently
bonded to the pores in the present invention to achieve
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desired functionality. Other interstitial compounds include
mercaptopropyltrimethoxylsilane, rhodamine B, cyto-
chrome ¢, 3-(2,4-dinitrophenylamino)propyl(triethoxy)
silane. The presence of these inorganic and organic com-
pounds in the hybrid porous mesophase structure of the
present invention allow these materials to be used in sensor
applications, as low dielectric constant films, as photonic
materials and as optical hosts.

The invention being thus described, it will be apparent
that the same may be varied in many ways. Such variations
are not to be regarded as a departure from the spirit and
scope of the invention, and all such modifications as would
be obvious to one skilled in the art are intended to be
included within the scope of the following claims.

We claim:

1. An evaporation-induced self-assembly method to pre-
pare a high-porosity, surfactant-templated thin film, com-
prising:

mixing a precursor sol, a solvent, water, a surfactant, and

a hydrophobic polymer, wherein said hydrophobic
polymer is soluble in said sol, and wherein said sur-
factant is at a concentration less than the critical micelle
concentration, to form a homogeneous mixture;

coating a substrate with said homogeneous mixture to
form a thin film, said coating inducing evaporation of
a portion of the solvent to produce a surfactant-
stabilized microemulsion dispersed within a hybrid
surfactant-silica matrix; and

heating said thin film to form a high-porosity, surfactant-
and microemulsion-templated thin film with a porosity
greater than approximately 50 percent.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the surfactant is
selected from the group consisting of sulfates, sulfonates,
phosphates, carboxylic acids, alkylammonium salts, gemini
surfactants, cetylethylpiperidinium salts,
dialkyldimethylammonium, primary amines, poly
(oxyethylene) oxides, octaethylene glycol monodecyl ether,
octaethylene glycol monohexadecyl ether and block copoly-
mers.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein the surfactant is
selected from the group consisting of HO(CH,CH,O0),,
(CH,CHCH;0),,(CH,CH,0),,,H and CH;(CH,),s
(OCH,CH,),,OH.

4. The method of claim 1 wherein the hydrophobic
polymer is selected from the group consisting of polypro-
pylene oxide and polypropylene glycol methylacrylate.

5. The method of claim 1 wherein the precursor sol is
selected from the group consisting of tetracthylorthosilicate,
tetramethylorthosilicate, titanium butoxide titanium iso-
propoxide zirconium n-butoxide, and aluminum iso-
propoxide.

6. The method of claim 5§ wherein the solvent is selected
from the group consisting of an alcohol, formamide, and
tetrahydrofuran.

7. The method of claim 1 wherein coating a substrate is
selected from the group consisting of spin-coating, spray-
coating, or dip-coating.

8. The method of claim 7 wherein said substrate is a
crystal silicon wafer or a piezoelectric crystalline quartz
substrate.

9. The method of claim 1 wherein the thin film has a
dielectric constant less than approximately 2.

10. The method of claim 1 wherein the thin film has a
dielectric constant less than approximately 1.5.

11. The method of claim 1 wherein the porosity is greater
than approximately 80 percent.
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12. The method of claim 1 wherein an interstitial com-
pound is added to said silica sol, said surfactant, and said
hydrophobic polymer, wherein said interstitial compound is
selected from the group consisting of organoalkoxysilanes,
proteins, dyes, and metal-containing compounds.

13. The method of claim 11 wherein the interstitial
compound is selected from the group consisting of
tridecafluoro-1,1,2,2,-tetrahydrooctyltriethoxysilane,

8

mercaptopropyltrimethoxylsilane, rhodamine B, cyto-
chrome ¢, and 3-(2,4-dinitrophenylamino)propyl(triethoxy)
silane.

14. The product of the method of claim 1.

15. The product of the method of claim 3, used as a
material selected from the group consisting of a low dielec-
tric film, membrane and sensor material.

#* * * * #*
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