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The wavelength of light represents a fundamental technological
barrier1 to the production of increasingly smaller features on
integrated circuits. New technologies that allow the replication of
patterns on scales less than 100 nm need to be developed if
increases in computing power are to continue at the present
rate2. Here we report a simple electrostatic technique that creates
and replicates lateral structures in polymer ®lms on a sub-
micrometre length scale. Our method is based on the fact that
dielectric media experience a force in an electric ®eld gradient3.
Strong ®eld gradients can produce forces that overcome the
surface tension in thin liquid ®lms, inducing an instability that
features a characteristic hexagonal order. In our experiments,
pattern formation takes place in polymer ®lms at elevated tem-
peratures, and is ®xed by cooling the sample to room temperature.
The application of a laterally varying electric ®eld causes the
instability to be focused in the direction of the highest electric
®eld. This results in the replication of a topographically struc-
tured electrode. We report patterns with lateral dimensions of
140 nm, but the extension of the technique to pattern replication
on scales smaller than 100 nm seems feasible.

The interaction of an electric ®eld with matter is well
understood3. Common experiments demonstrate the forces on
dielectric materials in electric ®elds, such as a dielectric liquid
which is drawn into the air gap of a plate capacitor when a voltage
is applied across the plates. As electrostatic interactions are relatively
strong and long-range, they can be used to control structures on
length scales which are dif®cult to manipulate in any other manner.
One challenge in this context is the creation of lateral features below
the diffraction limit of light. Various techniques for the manufac-
ture of lithographic layers with submicrometre structures have been
proposed, such as particle lithography, lithography using scanning
near-®eld microscopes, and printing or embossing structures onto
surfaces2. Here we describe a particularly simple addition to this
collection of submicrometre replication techniques: the electro-
static transfer of a master pattern into a polymer ®lm. While electric
®elds have been used before to orient the microphases in block
copolymer melts4±8, the work presented here focuses on the use of
electric ®elds to control and organize polymers laterally to replicate
a master pattern.

This work has two main aspects. First, we show that a thin liquid
®lm can be destabilized by strong electric ®elds, applied across the
®lm by means of two capacitor plates. This instability leads to the
formation of ordered lateral structures. We also present a theoretical
model describing the destabilization process. Second, we make use
of this effect for electrostatic lithography: one of the capacitor plates
is used as a topographic master. Patterns down to lateral dimensions
of 140 nm have been replicated.

A sketch of the experimental set-up is shown in Fig. 1a. Initially, a
thin polymer ®lm of thickness h was spin-coated from solution onto
a highly polished silicon wafer serving as one of the electrodes.
Subsequently, another silicon wafer was mounted as the opposing
electrode at a distance d, leaving a thin air gap. The assembly was
then heated above the glass transition temperature of the polymer
(Tg), and a small voltage U (20±50 V) was applied. To assure the air
gap, the top electrode has a small step. Using a wedge geometry, a
range of d values could be achieved, while locally maintaining a
nearly parallel electrode con®guration. Air gaps varying from
100 nm to 1,000 nm were obtained this way. The voltage and the
geometry of the capacitor device determine the electric ®eld. The
electrostatic driving force scales with the difference between the
electric ®eld in the polymer ®lm, Ep, and the ®eld in the air gap. Ep

increases with decreasing values of d, and with increasing polymer
®lm thickness h. The low applied voltage, combined with the small
distance between the electrodes (d , 1 mm), leads to high electric
®elds Ep (107±108 V m-1). During the annealing step, a small current
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Figure 1 Schematic representation of the capacitor device. a, The electrostatic pressure

acting at the polymer (grey)±air interface causes an instability in the ®lm (left). This

instability has a well de®ned wavelength. Eventually, polymer columns span the gap

between the two electrodes (right). b, If the top electrode is replaced by a topographically

structured electrode, the instability occurs ®rst at the locations where the distance

between the electrodes is smallest (left). This leads to replication of the electrode pattern

(right).
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was ¯owing through the device (10±50 mA cm-2). At high electric
®elds, the current is caused by an ion conduction mechanism
mediated by small impurity molecules in the polymer matrix9.
After an annealing time which ranged from several minutes to a few
hours, the polymer was immobilized by quenching below Tg, the top
electrode was mechanically removed, and the morphology of the
polymer ®lm was investigated by optical microscopy and atomic
force microscopy (AFM).

The results of typical experiments are shown in the optical
micrographs of Fig. 2. Depending on the electric ®eld strength
and the annealing time, we observe either surface undulations
(Fig. 2a) or a columnar structure where the liquid bridges the gap
between the electrodes (Fig. 2b). As the two electrodes are not
perfectly parallel, the electric ®eld exhibits a small lateral variation
and we usually observe both situations (Fig. 2a, b) on the same
sample. In the case of the columnar phase, the electrode spacing
can be measured by the AFM. We emphasize that the structures in
Fig. 2 are observed only with the application of a very high electric
®eld (.107 V m-1). We observed no surface features in the absence
of an applied ®eld, in contrast to recent, intriguing results by Chou
et al.10,11. For signi®cantly longer annealing times, dispersive van der
Waals interactions will cause the breakup of the ®lm12. When the
instability is caused by purely dispersive interactions, very different
time scales of breakup of the ®lm are observed and the ®lm
morphology is typically stochastic and not ordered. This was
con®rmed by a control experiment without applied voltage (not
shown here), in which the ®lm remained stable.

Different degrees of order are evident in Fig. 2. The ordering
phenomenon originates from the repulsion of the equally charged
undulation maxima and minima. While the ®lm morphology in
Fig. 2b exhibits only imperfect order, a more complete hexagonal
packing is achieved in Fig. 2c. The main difference between the two
images is the initial thickness h of the polymer ®lm (93 and 193 nm,
respectively). With otherwise similar parameters, this leads to a
more dense lateral arrangement of the polymer columns and to an

increased column±column repulsion. As a consequence, improved
hexagonal order is observed in Fig. 2c, compared to Fig. 2b.

While nearest-neighbour interactions lead to a hexagonal sym-
metry, second-order effects can be observed as well, as demon-
strated for the nucleated instability in Fig. 2d. The locally higher
value of h at the nucleation point leads to a higher electric ®eld and
an increased driving force. This causes a depletion of the nearest-
neighbour undulations. The next-nearest neighbours, on the other
hand, are again ampli®ed. They form a rosette on a circle with a
radius r � 2l and a circumference of 2pr < 12l, where l is a
characteristic wavelength. Beyond the circle of next-nearest neigh-
bours, the instability decays with increasing distance. In the absence
of nucleation effects, a similar argument also explains the hexagonal
closest packing of the columns in Fig. 2c, where each maximum is
surrounded by six neighbours, corresponding to a circle with radius
l and circumference ,6l.

We also note the well de®ned lateral length scale of the surface
undulations. The wavelength l is a function of the electric ®eld Ep,
which varies inversely with the electrode spacing. The lateral
structure dimensions, as well as the plateau height, are readily
measured with the AFM, yielding l as a function of electrode
spacing d. In Fig. 3, l is plotted as a function of the electric ®eld in
the polymer layer, Ep. For a given ®lm thickness h, the characteristic
lateral structure size exhibits a power-law dependence on the
increasing electric ®eld, corresponding to a decrease in the electrode
spacing (top axis).

Theoretically, the origin of the ®lm instability can be understood
by considering the balance of forces that act at the polymer±air
interface. The surface tension g minimizes the area of the polymer±
air surface, and stabilizes the homogeneous polymer ®lm. The
electric ®eld, on the other hand, polarizes the dielectric. This results
in an effective displacement charge density at the liquid±air inter-
face, which destabilizes the ®lm. When this balance of forces is
written in terms of pressures, an electrostatic pressure pel is opposed
by the Laplace pressure. A local perturbation in the ®lm thickness
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Figure 2 Optical micrographs of polystyrene ®lms which have been exposed to an electric

®eld. In a and b, a 93-nm-thick polystyrene ®lm was annealed for 18 h at 170 8C with an

applied voltage U � 50 V. As the electrode spacing in a was larger than in b,

corresponding to a lower electric ®eld Ep, two different stages of the instability were

observed, corresponding to Fig. 1a and b. In c and d, the thickness of the polystyrene ®lm

was doubled (h � 193 nm). This leads to a denser packing of the polymer columns and to

an enhanced repulsion between the columns. As a result, we observe a more complete

hexagonal order in c. In d a second-order effect is observed for a nucleated instability (see

text). Instead of a hexagonal symmetry which characterizes the nearest neighbours in c, a

ring of 12 columns lies on a circle with a radius of 2l. The scale bars correspond to

10 mm in a and b and to 5 mm in c and d. The colours arise from the interference of light,

and correspond to the local thickness of the polymer structures (for example, in d, yellow

corresponds to a ®lm thickness of ,200 nm, green to ,450 nm).
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results in a pressure gradient which drives a ¯ow of the dielectric
liquid in the plane of the ®lm. The liquid ¯ow next to a solid surface
is given by a formula of the Poiseuille type13 which, together with a
mass-conservation equation, establishes a differential equation
describing the temporal response of the liquid. A common
approach to the investigation of the effect of external forces on a
liquid ®lm is a linear stability analysis. A small sinusoidal perturba-
tion is applied to an otherwise ¯at ®lm, and its response is calculated
using a linearized version of the differential equation14. The result-
ing dispersion relation quanti®es the decay, or ampli®cation, of a
given perturbation wavelength with time. The wavelength of the
fastest ampli®ed mode is given by:

lm � 2p

�����
2g
]pel

]h

s
�1�

Here pel is a function of the electric ®eld and the dielectric constant
of the polymer (Fig. 3). The dotted and dashed lines in Fig. 3 show
lm as a function of the electric ®eld for slightly different models of
the electrostatic pressure pel. A similar equation quanti®es the
characteristic time t for the formation of the instability (right-
hand axis in Fig. 3). We note that the two curves from equation (1)
describe the experimental data well, in the absence of any ®tting
parameters. Additional data using other polymers, along with a
detailed theoretical model, will be discussed elsewhere.

Whereas the topography of the polymer ®lm occurs sponta-
neously, control of the lateral structure is achieved by laterally
varying the electrode spacing d. To this end, the upper electrode is
replaced by a topographically patterned master (Fig. 1b). As the
electrostatic forces are strongest for smallest electrode spacings d,
the time needed for the instability to form is much shorter for
smaller values of d (Fig. 3, right hand axis). The emerging structure
in the ®lm is therefore focused towards the electrode structure
which protrudes downwards towards the polymer ®lm (Fig. 1b).
This leads to a replication of the master electrode. Experimental
results of this procedure are shown in Fig. 4. We note that the
dielectric liquid is drawn up towards the electrode, forming a
positive replica, as opposed to the negative patterns achieved by

conventional imprinting techniques2. Several features of this elec-
trostatic replication process should be pointed out. The quality of
the replicated structures is nearly perfect and, to within the resolu-
tion of the AFM, the features have perpendicular side walls. The
electrostatically induced structure formation in the polymer ®lm is
not limited to wavelength around lm; rather, a large range in lateral
structures can be replicated for otherwise identical experimental
parameters. In the example shown here (Fig. 4), lines with a width of
140 nm were reproduced for an average plate spacing of 125 nm and
an applied voltage of 42 V: the aspect ratio (height/width) of these
structures is ,0.83. The extension to lateral length scales of less than
100 nm and aspect ratios greater than 1 should be possible. We have
shown that strong electric ®eld can cause the breakup of dielectric
®elds, leading to characteristic hexagonal patterns. In combination
with a patterned master, this principle can be employed to replicate
submicrometre structures. This technique is straightforward, and
does not need specialized equipment or specialized chemicals. In a
technological application, the spacing between the two electrodes
would need to be controlled with great precision, but this could be
easily achieved by introducing non-conducting spacers into the
capacitor gap. M
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Figure 3 Variation of the lateral wavelength l as a function of the electric ®eld Ep in the

polymer ®lm. The open circles are experimental data for the set-up in Fig. 1a with a

93-nm-thick polystyrene ®lm and an applied voltage of 30 V. The sample was annealed

for 120 h at 170 8C. After removal of the top plate, l and the electrode spacing d

were measured by imaging the polymer columns with the AFM. Also plotted are the

theoretical predictions from equation (1). The electrostatic pressure is computed as:

pel � 2 f �e�E 2
p . The precise functional dependence f(e) of pel on the dielectric constant e

of the polymer is not known. Two slightly different models yield the dotted and dashed

lines which bound the experimental data. The right-hand axis indicates the predicted time

constant t for the pattern-formation process corresponding to the dashed line.
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Figure 4 Electrostatic lithography corresponding to the schematic drawing in Fig. 1b. A

patterned electrode was mounted facing a brominated polystyrene ®lm (h < 45 nm). The

device was annealed at 170 8C for 14 h. To ensure that no polymer remained on the

master electrode after disassembly, the electrode was rendered unpolar by deposition of a

self-assembled monolayer. The AFM image (a; tapping mode at 360 kHz) shows 140-nm-

wide stripes (full-width at half-maximum) which replicate the silicon master electrode

(200-nm stripes separated by 200-nm-wide and 170-nm-deep grooves). The cross-

section (b) reveals a step height of 125 nm. The resolution in b is limited by the geometry

of the AFM tip. The rounded-off corners at z � 0 nm indicate a ®nite contact angle of the

brominated polystyrene on the silicon oxide surface. Apart from this small effect, the

pro®le of the polymer stripes is nearly rectangular, with an aspect ratio of 0.83. The high

quality of the replication extends over the entire 100 3 100 mm2 area that was covered

by the master pattern.
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