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ABSTRACT

Recent studies have established that the anti-Stokes Raman signal from plasmonic metal nanostructures can be used to determine the two
separate temperatures that characterize carriers inside the metal—the temperature of photoexcited “hot carriers” and carriers that are ther-
malized with the metal lattice. However, the related signal in the Stokes spectral region has historically impeded surface enhanced Raman
spectroscopy, as the vibrational peaks of adsorbed molecules are always accompanied by the broad background of the metal substrate. The
fundamental source of the metal signal, and hence its contribution to the spectrum, has been unclear. Here, we outline a unified theoretical
model that describes both the temperature-dependent behavior and the broad spectral distribution. We suggest that the majority of the
Raman signal is from inelastic scattering directly with carriers in a non-thermal energy distribution that have been excited via damping of
surface plasmon. In addition, a significant spectral component (∼1%) is due to a sub-population of hot carriers with an energy distribution
that is well approximated by an elevated temperature distribution, about 2000 K greater than the lattice temperature of the metal. We have
performed temperature- and power-dependent Raman experiments to show how a simple fitting procedure reveals the plasmon dephasing
time as well as the temperatures of the hot carriers and the metal lattice, in order to correlate these parameters with the quantitative Raman
analysis of chemical species adsorbed on the metal surface.

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0032763

I. INTRODUCTION

Recent advances in the study of plasmonic metal nanostruc-
tures are enabling new applications in chemical sensing,1,2 bio-
imaging,3,4 light harvesting,5,6 and non-linear phenomena, such as
plasmon-induced magnetism.7 The primary benefits provided by
metal nanostructures are due to the strong subwavelength optical
field concentration that results from the coupling of resonant oscil-
lations of free electrons in the metal, termed plasmons, with the
incident light field. The strongest field concentration is manifest at
“hot spots” in nanostructures. Therefore, dimers or aggregates of
metal nanoparticles are commonly used as plasmonic substrates in

sensing applications and, in particular, for surface enhanced
Raman spectroscopy (SERS),8,9 with plasmonic behavior also
enabling related tip-enhanced Raman spectroscopy (TERS)
techniques. Although SERS has been studied extensively for over
30 years,10 the origin of SERS signals continues to be debated, and
a variety of mechanisms associated with the SERS effect have been
proposed.11–13

While it is well established that the signal enhancement
(scaling as jEj4) is due to the excitation of plasmonic resonances on
the metal substrate,10 the mechanism underlying light emission or
inelastic scattering from plasmonic metals is still unclear.14–19
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On the one hand, it is commonly observed that a bi-exponential
decay of the anti-Stokes (aS) signal from plasmonic metals is
strongly temperature dependent.20,21 Several studies have proposed
that the aS spectrum of plasmonic metals can be fitted to extract
the lattice temperature of the metal, Tl, and the elevated electronic
temperature, Te, in the steady state.22,23 Recently, the presence of
these highly energetic carriers at Te was probed experimentally24–26

and was connected to the plasmon-mediated chemistry.27,28 On the
other hand, the Raman peaks from molecular vibrational modes
observed in SERS spectra are always accompanied by a spectrally
broad background on the Stokes side.13,16–18 This background
signal is present even in the absence of chemical adsorbates [blue
trace, Fig. 1(d)]. The physical origin of the broad background has
been the subject of much debate, and its presence inhibits quantita-
tive interpretation of SERS molecular spectra.12,29,30 Methods to
understand and subtract the background are thus important in
analytical SERS applications, and there is little consensus on the
best strategy.

Recently, Barnett et al.16 attributed the SERS background to the
interaction of molecular dipoles on metal surfaces with their own
image charge. Although this “molecules in the mirror” approach is
able to produce the broad background in the Stokes spectral region,

it provides only a partial explanation, since the signal is observed on
clean Au without molecular adsorbates.17 Furthermore, the well-
established and pronounced temperature dependence, especially in
the anti-Stokes region of the spectrum, is not accounted for.
Alternatively, Lin et al.13 proposed that the SERS background is due
to photoluminescence (PL) from the metal. Similarly, Cai et al.14,15

attributed the spectrum from gold nanorods to PL that is enhanced
by a Purcell effect. This enhancement is well documented19 and
implicit in the method of Lin et al.13 as well. However, the SERS
background is still observed during excitation with infrared radiation
that is not sufficiently energetic to drive vertical interband transitions
that preserve momentum during PL, complicating a mechanistic
interpretation.20,31 Nonetheless, several studies suggest that the back-
ground signal is, at least partially, the result of an inelastic electronic
scattering process intrinsic to the plasmonic substrate itself.25,32

In addition to strong field concentration relevant for sensing
applications, resonant plasmonic geometries also produce highly
energetic hot carriers that can enable remarkable photocatalytic
processes and new strategies for optoelectronic energy genera-
tion.14,24,33,34 Here, we refer to hot carriers as energetic electrons or
holes that are not in thermal equilibrium with the lattice phonons
of the metal, but that have an energy distribution that can be
approximated accurately as thermal distribution with temperature,
Te. The dynamics of hot carriers have been studied extensively
using time-resolved ultrafast pump-probe spectroscopy, and experi-
ments have established the following timeline summarized in the
well-known two-temperature model (TTM):35,36 (1) After optical
excitation, a coherent plasmon dephases non-radiatively (10 fs time
scale)37,38 to generate a non-thermal distribution of excited
electron–hole pairs [Fig. 1(a)]. The dephasing time, τdephase, is
related to materials’ parameters such as the composition and
morphology of the nanostructure, among other factors. Notably,
chemical adsorbates and surface chemical reactions couple with
plasmon resonances, modifying the dephasing time in a process
termed chemical interface damping (CID).39–41 (2) Non-thermal
carriers then begin to relax through electron–electron scattering
(100 fs time scale) to establish an energetic distribution with a
characteristic “hot electron” temperature, Te, that is significantly
elevated compared with the lattice temperature, Tl, of the metal.
(3) On the longest time scale, electron–phonon scattering
(1–5 ps)37,38,42 results in photothermal heating that increases Tl or
is dissipated in the environment. Fundamentally, Te and Tl depend
on the relative magnitude of the electronic and lattice heat capaci-
ties of the metal, respectively, so that commonly employed excita-
tion conditions that increase Tl by 10–100’s degrees can cause
increases in Te by several thousands of degrees, due to the much
smaller electronic heat capacity. Furthermore, the rate of relaxation
from the distribution Te to Tl is proportional to their temperature
difference and the electron–phonon coupling constant.

In a series of recent papers,22–24 we showed that there is a
clear relationship between the aS Raman spectrum from bare
plasmonic substrates and the photoexcited carriers described by the
TTM. Specifically, we established how the aS spectrum can be fit
quantitatively to determine, Te, Tl, and the size of the sub-
population of hot carriers, α, in the elevated temperature distribu-
tion Te that results during steady-state photoexcitation. Based on
the magnitude of α, other dynamic information contained in the

FIG. 1. (a) Calculated non-thermal electron (blue bars) and hole (red bars)
populations in a 10 nm gold slab during excitation with 532 nm radiation. This
energy distribution can be approximated using a Lorentzian function with energy
width determined by plasmon dephasing time, τdephase (dotted line), as in Eq. (2).
(b) Thermal occupation probability for electrons (blue) and holes (red).
Multiplication of (a) and (b) yields (c) the joint density of states. (d) Experimentally
measured Raman scattering from an array of gold nanodisks. The joint density of
states (yellow dotted line) deviates from the Raman spectrum at higher aS
scattering energy, unless hot carriers at a separate temperature distribution Te are
also accounted for (red dashed line), as in Eq. (4).
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TTM can also be learned, such as the hot carrier lifetime, τe!ph, as
well as the rate of coupling to dissipation pathways, e.g., the elec-
tron–phonon coupling constant.

In this study, we significantly expand that the dynamic infor-
mation can be learned from quantitative analysis and fitting to the
steady-state electronic Raman scattering spectrum of plasmonic
nanostructures, while additionally providing new insight into
the photochemical surface reactions in which they participate.
Our primary hypothesis is that the Raman signal across the entire
Stokes and anti-Stokes spectral region may be attributed to the rela-
tive contribution of inelastic scattering from (1) non-thermal carri-
ers with an energetic distribution dependent on both the plasmon
dephasing time, τdephase, and the temperature distribution, Tl, from
which the electrons are photoexcited, and (2) a separate contribu-
tion from a subpopulation of hot carriers described by the tempera-
ture distribution Te and population size α. Our proposed analysis
can subtract the continuum background in SERS studies and corre-
late the plasmon dephasing behavior with hot carrier-induced
chemical reactions, due to the clear signature of CID and molecular
Raman modes in the spectra. Simultaneously, fitting to our model
provides measure of both temperature distributions Te and Tl, and
thereby the dynamic information summarized in the TTM, as in
our previous reports.

II. METHODS

A. Sample

For our Raman spectroscopy experiments, we fabricated
samples of 50 × 50 μm2 square arrays of gold nanodisks on a silicon
substrate. The detailed fabrication method can be found in Ref. 24.
In brief, gold nanodisk arrays were prepared with top-down
electron-beam lithography (EBL). The gold nanodisk has a diame-
ter of 400 nm and a height of 100 nm at a pitch of 500 nm on a
150 nm thick gold film. Figure 2 shows a scanning electron micro-
scope (SEM) image and optical image of the fabricated sample, as
well as the corresponding reflection spectrum.

B. Raman measurement

Raman spectra and reflection spectra were taken using a con-
focal microscope (Witec RA300), 50× objective (NA = 0.55,
WD = 8.7 mm) and spectrometer (UHTS300, grating = 300 g/mm).
For Raman spectra acquisitions, the excitation source is a 532 nm
continuous wave (CW) Nd:YAG laser with a spot size of 0.55 μm2.
The Raman spectrum was normalized to the reflection spectrum,
which is proportional to the photonic density of states in our
fitting routine. For temperature-dependent measurements, the
Raman spectra were collected on the same microscope system with
a heating stage (Linkam TS1500VE).

C. Non-thermal carrier generation in plasmonic
nanostructures

The generation of non-thermal carriers from photoexcitation
in plasmonic nanostructures and the corresponding energy distri-
bution, Γe, has been analyzed in several recent theoretical and
computational studies.35,43–51 Our calculations are based on an
adaptation of the theoretical framework (Fermi-Golden rule

approach) previously developed by Manjavacas et al.,52 Liu et al.,53

and Forno et al.,54

Γe(εf , ω) ¼ 4
τdephase

X
εf

f (εi)[1� f (εf )]

jMfi(ω)j2
(�hω� εf þ εi)

2 þ �h2τ�2
dephase

(

þ jM*
if (ω)j2

(�hωþ εf � εi)
2 þ �h2τ�2

dephase

)
: (1)

Here, f is the Fermi–Dirac distribution function, which for
simplicity is commonly assumed to be at zero temperature
(see below for a discussion of how temperature information is
incorporated into our calculations), τdephase is the plasmon dephas-
ing time, and Mfi ¼

Ð
drV(r, ω)ρfi(r) is the transition matrix

element. Furthermore, ρfi(r) ¼ eΨ*
f (r)Ψ

*
i (r), where e is the elemen-

tary charge, subscripts i and f stand for initial and final states, and
V(r, ω) is the plasmon-induced potential. It is important here to
distinguish the plasmon dephasing time in Eq. (1) with any carrier
relaxation time, such as electron–electron or electron–phonon
scattering. The dephasing time τdephase defines the natural linewidth
of excited plasmon, which is on the femtosecond scale.55,56 In
Fig. 1(a), we plot the calculated non-thermal energy distribution of
carriers generated inside a 10 nm thick gold slab that results from
dephasing of surface plasmon. For simplicity, the distribution of
non-thermal holes (red bars) is shown with the opposite sign.

FIG. 2. (a) SEM image and (b) optical image of EBL-fabricated gold nanostruc-
tures and (c) measured reflection spectrum.
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We note that this energy distribution [Fig. 1(a), blue and red bars]
can be approximated well using a Lorentzian function [Fig. 1(a),
solid line], with

L ¼
1
2
Γ

(E � EF)
2 þ 1

2
Γ

� �2 , (2)

where Γ ¼ h
τdephase

and EF is the Fermi energy of gold. The calculated
energy distribution is in good agreement with other computational
studies of plasmonic decay phenomena.46,48,51

D. The joint density of states

The electronic Raman signal from nanostructured metals at
Raman shifted energy, �hω, has been observed to scale with a joint
density of states calculation, J(�hω),25,32

J(�hω) ¼
ð
g(E)f (E)g(E þ �hω)(1� f (E þ �hω))dE: (3)

Here, g(E) is an empirically fitted Lorentzian function and f (E) is the
Fermi–Dirac distribution at energy E, accounting for the thermal acti-
vation of carriers in the metal. Equation (3) provides a description of
the intensity across the entire Raman spectrum, since the anti-Stokes
signal corresponds to the annihilation of excited carriers separated
in energy by �hω (as opposed to electron–hole pair generation).
Figures 1(a)–1(c) provide a diagram depicting the electronic Raman
signal as being due to inelastic scattering according to J(�hω) mediated
via virtual transition. We note that this expression does not distinguish
if carriers excited at the pump wavelength relax through real or virtual

transitions, so that energetic broadening of PL from the metal (i.e.,
relaxation through real transitions) is also consistent with this model.
Furthermore, it should be noted that the physical interpretation of
the Lorentzian function g(E) is also unclear. Otto et al.32 claim that
g(E) represents the inhomogeneous electron gas of the metal surface,
associated with surface roughness, while Szczerbiński et al.25 assume
that g(E) is the density of states of surface carriers. Thus, g(E) is con-
sidered to be related to materials’ properties of the metal.

In contrast, based on our calculation of the non-thermal
carriers [Eq. (1)] and the comparison with Eq. (2) [Fig. 1(a)],
we hypothesize that g(E), in fact, corresponds to the energy
distribution of non-thermal carriers, L(E, τdephase), generated by
non-radiative dephasing of the plasmon. According to our
proposed microscopic picture, the electronic Raman signal from
plasmonic metals is primarily due to inelastic scattering with non-
thermal carriers [Fig. 1(c)] that are generated during plasmon
dephasing. This hypothesis naturally solves a puzzle regarding why
the broad background has not been seen from bulk, smooth metal
films: nanoscale field localization provides the momentum relaxa-
tion required for free space excitation of localized plasmons that
then decay into non-thermal carriers.17

However, we also emphasize that the proposed scattering
mechanism [Eq. (3)] is not sufficient to explain Raman signals at
more energetic scattering energies in the anti-Stokes region
between −4000 and −1500 cm−1. In Fig. 1(d), we plot the experi-
mental Raman spectrum (blue trace) from arrays of gold nanodisks
along with the fit according to Eq. (3) (yellow dotted line), and the
deviation is clear. Therefore, as discussed in our previous reports,
we also account for the contribution from the sub-population of
hot carriers with a characteristic temperature Te. The overall
Raman spectrum is then described according to

J(�hω) ¼ D �R
ð
L(E, τdephase)f (E, Tl)L(E þ �hω, τdephase)(1� f (E þ �hω, Tl))dE þ α

ð
f (E, Te)(1� f (E þ �hω, Te))dE

� �
, (4)

where D is a scaling factor that accounts for the collection efficiency
of our microscope setup, and R is the reflection spectrum of the
sample that is proportional to the density of photonic states.
Analogous scaling factors have been used to fit photoluminescence
and anti-Stokes Raman spectra in studies of individual nanostruc-
tures.14,15 L(E, τdephase) is the energy distribution of non-thermal
carriers, which is approximated as a simple Lorentzian function
[Eq. (2)] in order to simplify the fitting process. The quantity f (E, Tl)
is the Fermi–Dirac distribution of carriers thermalized at lattice
temperature, Tl, while f (E, Te) is the Fermi–Dirac distribution of the
sub-population of hot carriers at the elevated temperature, Te. The
variable α is a free fit parameter that accounts for different signal
intensities, i.e., the relative size, of population in the hot carrier distri-
bution compared to the population of non-thermal carriers.

To summarize, the majority of the steady-state Raman signal
is due to inelastic scattering by non-thermal carriers that have been
excited via plasmon dephasing from the bath distribution with

temperature Tl, while about ∼1% of the signal (scaled by α) is due
to a sub-population of carriers at the elevated thermal distribution
Te. The fit to Eq. (4) is excellent and is displayed in Fig. 1(d)
(red dashed line). A more detailed analysis of the fitted trends
follows below. For clarity, it is important to note that Eq. (4) ana-
lyzes three electronic populations: non-thermal carriers, hot carri-
ers, and carriers thermalized with lattice. These populations are
present simultaneously in steady state. Thus, Eq. (4) is comparable
to an extended TTM model.48,57

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

To demonstrate the validity of our physical model, a series of
Raman spectra were collected with samples on a temperature-
controlled microscope stage during heating from 298 to 448 K
[Fig. 3(a)]. A 532 nm continuous wave (CW) laser at an optical
power density of 2.5 × 109W/m2 was used to excite the Raman
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signal from gold nanostructures depicted in Fig. 2. In these experi-
ments, we estimate the time interval between two incident photons
(∼1 fs) to be much faster than the time scale of electron relaxation
processes (∼100 s fs). Thus, consecutive photons first excite and
then probe the electronic distribution during CW experiments
(see SI in the supplementary material for details). It is also impor-
tant to note that our previous experiments indicate a negligible
morphology change within the temperature range studied,24 and in
these experiments, reproducible Raman spectra, fitted trends,
and SEM images before and after the Raman studies rule out
the possibility that the major findings illustrated below are due to
irreversible structural changes of nanostructures (see SI in the
supplementary material for details).

On a logarithmic scale, the experimental anti-Stokes trend
appears as a bent line, with each region displaying a well-defined

slope. We and other authors have previously attributed the region
of steeper slope (−700 to −1200 cm−1) to scattering from carriers
at thermal distribution, Tl, and the second flatter slope at higher
energy (−1200 to −4000 cm−1) to scattering from carriers at ele-
vated temperature Te.

23–25 Indeed, fitting these separately sloped
regions to different Boltzmann distributions indicates temperatures
that well approximate the two temperatures obtained through the
more robust fitting procedure contained in Eq. (4) and that agree
with our independent verification of Te in thermionic emission
experiments.23,24

Additionally, we observe the appearance of a molecular vibra-
tional signal at 1580 cm−1, which is attributed to the G band of a

FIG. 3. (a) Raman spectra of gold nanodisks at different stage temperatures
(dots) and the fit to Eq. (4) (solid lines), (b) Stokes spectrum, and (c)
anti-Stokes spectrum.

FIG. 4. (a) The lattice temperature (blue dots) is systematically higher than the
stage temperature (blue dashed line) due to photothermal heating at the laser
spot. (b) The hot carrier temperature (red dots) is comparable to previous
studies23,24,62 and (c) the hot carrier contribution, α. (d) The electron–phonon
relaxation time, τe!ph. (e) The plasmon dephasing time, τdephase. The error
bars indicate the 95% confidence interval.
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graphite-like material that forms on the sample surface during
measurement.58,59 This signal is very likely the result of highly
energetic hot carriers reducing adsorbed carbon-containing mole-
cules during measurement, and this signal has been observed ubiq-
uitously in SERS.60 It should be noted that direct coupling between
excited plasmons and the molecular orbitals of adsorbates can
affect the surface plasmon lifetime (i.e., the dephasing time),
depending on the coverage and molecular structure of adsor-
bates.40,41,61 Therefore, we used Eq. (4) to fit our experimental
signal across the entire collected spectral range from −4000 to
3000 cm−1, omitting the Rayleigh line (−200 to 200 cm−1) and the
graphitic carbon signal (1200 to 2000 cm−1). The quality of the fit
is highlighted for the Stokes side [Fig. 3(b)] and the anti-Stokes
side [Fig. 3(c)]. The fitting expression captures not only the broad
signal throughout the Stokes region, but also the two separately
sloped regions characteristic of the anti-Stokes signal.

The quantified physical parameters based on these fits are dis-
played in Fig. 4. The lattice temperature [blue dots, Fig. 4(a)] is
slightly higher than the set stage temperature (blue dashed line)
likely due to photothermal heating induced by the laser at the focal
spot. The electronic temperature [red dots, Fig. 4(b)] corroborates
well with our previously determined value from thermionic

emission measurements24 as well as other experimental and com-
putational studies.62 We note that the contribution from hot carri-
ers (α) also increases with stage temperature [Fig. 4(b)]. We
previously established a relationship between the size of the hot
carrier sub-population and the electron–phonon relaxation time
with τe!ph ¼ αρV/Nσ, where ρ is the electron density of gold, V is
the interacting volume of the laser and the metal surface (we
assume an optical penetration depth of ∼30 nm in these experi-
ments),63 N is the number of photons reaching the surface per unit
time, and σ is the experimentally measured absorptivity. That is, in
the steady state, the size of the population of hot carriers is deter-
mined by the ratio of the rate at which carriers are excited and the
rate at which they relax. Therefore, the increase in α suggests a
slower electron–phonon coupling process with increased tempera-
ture [Fig. 4(c)]. A slower rate of hot electron relaxation is consistent
with the phonon bath being at an elevated temperature, in accor-
dance with the TTM.

Another important feature extracted from fitting is the
plasmon dephasing time [Fig. 4(e)]. The fitted dephasing time,
τdephase, is around 15 fs and consistent with the reported value for
gold.64 The dephasing time is largely responsible for the spectral
shape on the Stokes side of the spectrum, with shorter dephasing

FIG. 5. Raman spectra of gold nanodisk arrays recorded at (a)–(c) different stage temperatures or (d)–(f ) varying incident optical power. (d) Agreement between experi-
ment (dots) and theory (solid lines) across the entire spectral range is highlighted for (b) and (e) the Stokes region and (c) and (f ) the anti-Stokes region. During fitting,
the 1200–2000 cm−1 region containing the vibrational peak of the surface carbon species was neglected.

Journal of
Applied Physics ARTICLE scitation.org/journal/jap

J. Appl. Phys. 129, 173103 (2021); doi: 10.1063/5.0032763 129, 173103-6

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing

https://aip.scitation.org/journal/jap


time giving rise to a broader energy distribution. We hypothesize
that the monotonic increase in the plasmon dephasing time is
likely related to the formation of graphitic carbon species on the
sample surface during our measurements. Surface chemical species
can modify the plasmon dephasing process through CID, which
could result in a decrease or increase in the dephasing time based
on the nature of the chemical interaction. Based on other reports,
our expectation is that CID would cause the plasmon to dephase
more quickly,40,41 so the opposite trend here could also indicate
thermal desorption or chemical transformation of the surface
species that caused plasmon damping. The relative contribution of
the graphitic carbon signal increased during the course of this
experiment.

We performed an additional experiment to provide more
insight into the behavior of the dephasing time and its relationship
with the observed surface chemical reactions. A separate gold nano-
disk array was prepared (200 nm diameter at a pitch of 300 nm),
and Raman spectra from the sample were collected using a 532 nm
CW laser. The dependence of the Raman signal on dephasing time
is more pronounced in the Stokes-shifted spectrum, so our analysis
is focused on the spectral region from −1200 to 3000 cm−1. We
first performed a temperature-dependent study by heating the
sample stage using the same procedure reported above but with
much lower optical power density (6.4 × 107W/m2) in order to
minimize photothermal heating effects. Next, with the sample stage
heater turned off, we analyzed the Raman spectra as a function of
incident optical power density. The dependence on stage tempera-
ture or optical power is shown in Fig. 5.

Since the optical power used to collect the temperature-
dependent Raman spectra [Fig. 5(a)] is much weaker than the
optical power used in Fig. 5(d), we observed no evidence of the for-
mation of graphitic carbon species located at 1350 cm−1 (D band)
and 1580 cm−1 (G band) as shown in Fig. 5(b). In contrast, the
formation of carbon species during the power-dependent study
[Fig. 5(e)] indicates the important role of transiently excited hot
carriers for performing surface chemical reactions. Similar behavior
is observed by Szczerbiński et al.25 and in our previous reports.
Using the same fitting equation but excluding the contribution
from surface carbon, we observed a good agreement between the
theory and the experiment [Figs. 5(b)–5(f )].

A summary of the fitted parameters is provided in Fig. 6.
At low optical power, and thus minimal laser heating, there is very
good correlation between the fitted lattice temperature (blue dots)
and the heated stage temperature [black dashed line, Fig. 6(a)],
further validating our model. We observed a monotonic increase in
lattice temperature when incident optical power was increased
[Fig. 6(b)]. For comparisons between experiments, the optical
power was modulated so that samples obtained similar lattice tem-
peratures via laser heating or when using the stage heater. The
extracted plasmon dephasing time is depicted in Fig. 6(c) and is
relatively shorter under laser heating. We conclude that the contri-
bution of hot carriers is significant in the optical power-dependent
study, since the appearance of the D and G bands from graphitic
carbon is only observed in those spectra [Fig. 5(e)]. The adsorbed
carbon species may promote CID and cause the reduced plasmon
dephasing time. Although the specific chemistry observed here may
be complex, we emphasize that our analysis provides clear

spectroscopic signatures that can help distinguish effects due pri-
marily to thermal heating vs chemical interactions that involve
plasmonic phenomena.

Besides resolving the plasmon dephasing information con-
tained in the steady-state Raman signal, this fitting technique can
also quantitatively subtract the continuum background on the
Stokes side to reveal the vibrational fingerprint of adsorbed chemi-
cal species. This strategy may be useful for monitoring chemical
reactions in situ during SERS experiments. For instance, by sub-
tracting the fitted curve [solid line, Fig. 5(e)], the vibrational peaks
of the D and G bands of the surface carbon species are easily
resolved [Fig. 7(a)]. Based on multi-peak fitting to the molecular
vibrations [solid line in Fig. 7(a)], including the analysis of the
signal due to sp3 carbon at 1530 cm−1, the integrated signal inten-
sity of the carbon vibrational modes with respect to optical power
is shown in Fig. 7(b) (see SI in the supplementary material for

FIG. 6. (a) Correlation between the fitted lattice temperature (blue dots) and the
heated stage temperature (black solid line). (b) Extracted lattice temperature
(red dots) due to laser heating, while the stage was held at room temperature.
(c) Comparison of the plasmon dephasing time τdephase during stage heating
(blue dots) or during laser heating (red dots). The error bar represents the 95%
confidence interval.
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details). The power-law exponent is less than one, which means the
coupling between the carbon vibrational modes and surface
plasmon field enhancement decreases with optical power. This
decreased coupling, observed by tracking the molecular Raman
signal intensity, is corroborated by the observed increase in the
dephasing time of the surface plasmon [red dots, Fig. 6(f )] that is
indicated by the spectral shape of the broad Stokes background.

IV. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, we have developed a theoretical model that
hypothesizes that Raman signals from plasmonic nanostructures are
due to inelastic scattering with non-thermal carriers generated
during plasmon dephasing, and additionally, hot carriers at an ele-
vated temperature greatly in excess of the temperature of the metal
lattice. The characteristic temperatures of the TTM and correspond-
ing dynamic information as well as the surface plasmon dephasing
time can be determined quantitatively by fitting a Raman spectrum
using our model. We showed excellent correspondence between the
fitted lattice temperature of an array of Au nanodisks and the stage
temperature on which the sample was heated. Furthermore, a power-
dependent laser heating study revealed the insights provided by
using our model to correlate the plasmon dephasing information
with chemical species adsorbed on the metal surface. We believe
these results will inform strategies to monitor chemical reactions
using SERS and advance the analysis of plasmon-mediated photoca-
talytic reactions and other hot carrier effects.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

See the supplementary material for an analysis of the time
interval between consecutive photons in our experiments, an
extended discussion of the multipeak fitting analysis in Fig. 7(a),
and several experiments establishing the sample stability and rever-
sibility of the Raman signal during the course of the temperature
studies.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This work was funded by the Gordon and Betty Moore
Foundation through Grant No. GBMF6882 and the Air Force
Office of Scientific Research under Award No. FA9550-16-1-0154.
M.S. also acknowledges support from the Welch Foundation
(No. A-1886) and the National Science Foundation (NSF) (Grant
No. DMR-2004810).

DATA AVAILABILITY

The data that support the findings of this study are available
from the corresponding author upon reasonable request.

REFERENCES
1M. I. Stockman, “Nanoplasmonic sensing and detection,” Science 348(6232),
287 (2015).
2E. M. Larsson, C. Langhammer, I. Zorić, and B. Kasemo, “Nanoplasmonic
probes of catalytic reactions,” Science 326(5956), 1091 (2009).
3T. Vo-Dinh, H.-N. Wang, and J. Scaffidi, “Plasmonic nanoprobes for SERS bio-
sensing and bioimaging,” J. Biophotonics 3(1-2), 89–102 (2010).
4A. G. Brolo, “Plasmonics for future biosensors,” Nat. Photonics 6(11), 709–713
(2012).
5M. A. Green and S. Pillai, “Harnessing plasmonics for solar cells,” Nat.
Photonics 6(3), 130–132 (2012).
6M. L. Brongersma, N. J. Halas, and P. Nordlander, “Plasmon-induced hot
carrier science and technology,” Nat. Nanotechnol. 10(1), 25–34 (2015).
7O. H.-C. Cheng, D. H. Son, and M. Sheldon, “Light-induced magnetism in
plasmonic gold nanoparticles,” Nat. Photonics 14(6), 365–368 (2020).
8C.-A. Wang, H.-C. Ho, and C.-H. Hsueh, “Periodic ZnO-elevated gold dimer
nanostructures for surface-enhanced Raman scattering applications,” J. Phys.
Chem. C 122(47), 27016–27023 (2018).
9M. G. Blaber and G. C. Schatz, “Extending SERS into the infrared with gold
nanosphere dimers,” Chem. Commun. 47(13), 3769–3771 (2011).
10M. Moskovits, “Surface-enhanced Raman spectroscopy: A brief retrospective,”
J. Raman Spectrosc. 36(6-7), 485–496 (2005).

FIG. 7. (a) Background-subtracted vibrational peaks of amorphous carbon species on the plasmonic substrate. (b) Integrated signal intensity [solid line in (a)] vs optical
power. The fitted power-law exponent, p = 0.7119, is less than one.

Journal of
Applied Physics ARTICLE scitation.org/journal/jap

J. Appl. Phys. 129, 173103 (2021); doi: 10.1063/5.0032763 129, 173103-8

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing

https://www.scitation.org/doi/suppl/10.1063/5.0032763
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aaa6805
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1176593
https://doi.org/10.1002/jbio.200910015
https://doi.org/10.1038/nphoton.2012.266
https://doi.org/10.1038/nphoton.2012.30
https://doi.org/10.1038/nphoton.2012.30
https://doi.org/10.1038/nnano.2014.311
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41566-020-0603-3
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jpcc.8b07851
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jpcc.8b07851
https://doi.org/10.1039/c0cc05089j
https://doi.org/10.1002/jrs.1362
https://aip.scitation.org/journal/jap


11G. B. Fisher and B. A. Sexton, “Identification of an adsorbed hydroxyl species
on the Pt(111) surface,” Phys. Rev. Lett. 44(10), 683–686 (1980).
12E. Burstein, Y. J. Chen, C. Y. Chen, S. Lundquist, and E. Tosatti, “‘Giant’
Raman scattering by adsorbed molecules on metal surfaces,” Solid State
Commun. 29(8), 567–570 (1979).
13K.-Q. Lin, J. Yi, J.-H. Zhong, S. Hu, B.-J. Liu, J.-Y. Liu, C. Zong, Z.-C. Lei,
X. Wang, J. Aizpurua, R. Esteban, and B. Ren, “Plasmonic photoluminescence
for recovering native chemical information from surface-enhanced Raman scat-
tering,” Nat. Commun. 8(1), 14891 (2017).
14Y.-Y. Cai, J. G. Liu, L. J. Tauzin, D. Huang, E. Sung, H. Zhang, A. Joplin,
W.-S. Chang, P. Nordlander, and S. Link, “Photoluminescence of gold nanorods:
Purcell effect enhanced emission from Hot carriers,” ACS Nano 12(2), 976–985
(2018).
15Y.-Y. Cai, E. Sung, R. Zhang, L. J. Tauzin, J. G. Liu, B. Ostovar, Y. Zhang,
W.-S. Chang, P. Nordlander, and S. Link, “Anti-Stokes emission from hot carri-
ers in gold nanorods,” Nano Lett. 19(2), 1067–1073 (2019).
16S. M. Barnett, N. Harris, and J. J. Baumberg, “Molecules in the mirror: How
SERS backgrounds arise from the quantum method of images,” Phys. Chem.
Chem. Phys. 16(14), 6544–6549 (2014).
17J. T. Hugall and J. J. Baumberg, “Demonstrating photoluminescence from Au
is electronic inelastic light scattering of a plasmonic metal: The origin of SERS
backgrounds,” Nano Lett. 15(4), 2600–2604 (2015).
18S. Mahajan, R. M. Cole, J. D. Speed, S. H. Pelfrey, A. E. Russell, P. N. Bartlett,
S. M. Barnett, and J. J. Baumberg, “Understanding the surface-enhanced Raman
spectroscopy ‘background’,” J. Phys. Chem. C 114(16), 7242–7250 (2010).
19J. Mertens, M.-E. Kleemann, R. Chikkaraddy, P. Narang, and J. J. Baumberg,
“How light is emitted by plasmonic metals,” Nano Lett. 17(4), 2568–2574 (2017).
20J. Huang, W. Wang, C. J. Murphy, and D. G. Cahill, “Resonant secondary
light emission from plasmonic Au nanostructures at high electron temperatures
created by pulsed-laser excitation,” Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 111(3), 906
(2014).
21X. Xie and D. G. Cahill, “Thermometry of plasmonic nanostructures by anti-
stokes electronic Raman scattering,” Appl. Phys. Lett. 109(18), 183104 (2016).
22N. Hogan and M. Sheldon, “Comparing steady state photothermalization dynam-
ics in copper and gold nanostructures,” J. Chem. Phys. 152(6), 061101 (2020).
23N. Hogan, S. Wu, and M. Sheldon, “Photothermalization and hot electron
dynamics in the steady state,” J. Phys. Chem. C 124(9), 4931–4945 (2020).
24S. Wu, N. Hogan, and M. Sheldon, “Hot electron emission in plasmonic ther-
mionic converters,” ACS Energy Lett. 4(10), 2508–2513 (2019).
25J. Szczerbiński, L. Gyr, J. Kaeslin, and R. Zenobi, “Plasmon-driven photocatal-
ysis leads to products known from e-beam and x-ray-induced surface chemistry,”
Nano Lett. 18(11), 6740–6749 (2018).
26L. Li, L. Shao, X. Liu, A. Gao, H. Wang, B. Zheng, G. Hou, K. Shehzad, L. Yu,
F. Miao, Y. Shi, Y. Xu, and X. Wang, “Room-temperature valleytronic transistor,”
Nat. Nanotechnol. 15(9), 743–749 (2020).
27S. Linic, P. Christopher, and D. B. Ingram, “Plasmonic-metal nanostructures
for efficient conversion of solar to chemical energy,” Nat. Mater. 10(12),
911–921 (2011).
28H.-S. Feng, F. Dong, H.-S. Su, M. M. Sartin, and B. Ren, “In situ investigation
of hot-electron-induced Suzuki−Miyaura reaction by surface-enhanced Raman
spectroscopy,” J. Appl. Phys. 128(17), 173105 (2020).
29M. Inagaki, K. Motobayashi, and K. Ikeda, “In situ surface-enhanced electronic
and vibrational Raman scattering spectroscopy at metal/molecule interfaces,”
Nanoscale 12(45), 22988–22994 (2020).
30J. I. Gersten, R. L. Birke, and J. R. Lombardi, “Theory of enhance I light scat-
tering from molecules adsorbed at the metal-solution interface,” Phys. Rev. Lett.
43(2), 147–150 (1979).
31M. R. Beversluis, A. Bouhelier, and L. Novotny, “Continuum generation from
single gold nanostructures through near-field mediated intraband transitions,”
Phys. Rev. B 68(11), 115433 (2003).
32A. Otto, W. Akemann, and A. Pucci, “Normal bands in surface-enhanced
Raman scattering (SERS) and their relation to the electron-hole pair excitation
background in SERS,” Isr. J. Chem. 46(3), 307–315 (2006).

33S. Mukherjee, F. Libisch, N. Large, O. Neumann, L. V. Brown, J. Cheng,
J. B. Lassiter, E. A. Carter, P. Nordlander, and N. J. Halas, “Hot electrons do the
impossible: Plasmon-induced dissociation of H2 on Au,” Nano Lett. 13(1),
240–247 (2013).
34L. Zhou, D. F. Swearer, C. Zhang, H. Robatjazi, H. Zhao, L. Henderson,
L. Dong, P. Christopher, E. A. Carter, P. Nordlander, and N. J. Halas,
“Quantifying hot carrier and thermal contributions in plasmonic photocatalysis,”
Science 362(6410), 69 (2018).
35G. V. Hartland, L. V. Besteiro, P. Johns, and A. O. Govorov, “What’s so hot
about electrons in metal nanoparticles?,” ACS Energy Lett. 2(7), 1641–1653 (2017).
36G. V. Hartland, “Optical studies of dynamics in noble metal nanostructures,”
Chem. Rev. 111(6), 3858–3887 (2011).
37S. Link and M. A. El-Sayed, “Spectral properties and relaxation dynamics of
surface plasmon electronic oscillations in gold and silver nanodots and nano-
rods,” J. Phys. Chem. B 103(40), 8410–8426 (1999).
38S. Link and M. A. El-Sayed, “Shape and size dependence of radiative, non-
radiative and photothermal properties of gold nanocrystals,” Int. Rev. Phys.
Chem. 19(3), 409–453 (2000).
39B. Seemala, A. J. Therrien, M. Lou, K. Li, J. P. Finzel, J. Qi, P. Nordlander, and
P. Christopher, “Plasmon-mediated catalytic O2 dissociation on Ag nanostruc-
tures: Hot electrons or near fields?,” ACS Energy Lett. 4(8), 1803–1809 (2019).
40A. J. Therrien, M. J. Kale, L. Yuan, C. Zhang, N. J. Halas, and P. Christopher,
“Impact of chemical interface damping on surface plasmon dephasing,” Faraday
Discuss. 214(0), 59–72 (2019).
41B. Foerster, V. A. Spata, E. A. Carter, C. Sönnichsen, and S. Link, “Plasmon
damping depends on the chemical nature of the nanoparticle interface,” Sci.
Adv. 5(3), eaav0704 (2019).
42C. Voisin, N. Del Fatti, D. Christofilos, and F. Vallée, “Ultrafast electron
dynamics and optical nonlinearities in metal nanoparticles,” J. Phys. Chem. B
105(12), 2264–2280 (2001).
43A. O. Govorov, H. Zhang, and Y. K. Gun’ko, “Theory of photoinjection of hot
plasmonic carriers from metal nanostructures into semiconductors and surface
molecules,” J. Phys. Chem. C 117(32), 16616–16631 (2013).
44A. O. Govorov and H. Zhang, “Kinetic density functional theory for plasmonic
nanostructures: Breaking of the plasmon peak in the quantum regime and gener-
ation of hot electrons,” J. Phys. Chem. C 119(11), 6181–6194 (2015).
45X.-T. Kong, Z. Wang, and A. O. Govorov, “Plasmonic nanostars with hot
spots for efficient generation of hot electrons under solar illumination,” Adv.
Opt. Mater. 5(15) (2017).
46L. V. Besteiro, X.-T. Kong, Z. Wang, G. Hartland, and A. O. Govorov,
“Understanding hot-electron generation and plasmon relaxation in metal nanocrys-
tals: Quantum and classical mechanisms,” ACS Photonics 4(11), 2759–2781 (2017).
47P. Narang, R. Sundararaman, and H. A. Atwater, “Plasmonic hot carrier
dynamics in solid-state and chemical systems for energy conversion,”
Nanophotonics 5(1), 96–111 (2016).
48Y. Dubi and Y. Sivan, “‘Hot’ electrons in metallic nanostructures-non-thermal
carriers or heating?,” Light Sci. Appl. 8, 89 (2019).
49J. R. M. Saavedra, A. Asenjo-Garcia, and F. J. García de Abajo, “Hot-electron
dynamics and thermalization in small metallic nanoparticles,” ACS Photonics
3(9), 1637–1646 (2016).
50R. Sundararaman, P. Narang, A. S. Jermyn, W. A. Goddard III, and
H. A. Atwater, “Theoretical predictions for hot-carrier generation from surface
plasmon decay,” Nat. Commun. 5(1), 5788 (2014).
51A. M. Brown, R. Sundararaman, P. Narang, and W. A. Goddard,
“Nonradiative plasmon decay and hot carrier dynamics: Effects of phonons, sur-
faces, and geometry,” ACS Nano 10(1), 957–966 (2016).
52A. Manjavacas, J. G. Liu, V. Kulkarni, and P. Nordlander, “Plasmon-induced
hot carriers in metallic nanoparticles,” ACS Nano 8(8), 7630–7638 (2014).
53J. G. Liu, H. Zhang, S. Link, and P. Nordlander, “Relaxation of
plasmon-induced hot carriers,” ACS Photonics 5(7), 2584–2595 (2018).
54S. Dal Forno, L. Ranno, and J. Lischner, “Material, size, and environment
dependence of plasmon-induced hot carriers in metallic nanoparticles,” J. Phys.
Chem. C 122(15), 8517–8527 (2018).

Journal of
Applied Physics ARTICLE scitation.org/journal/jap

J. Appl. Phys. 129, 173103 (2021); doi: 10.1063/5.0032763 129, 173103-9

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing

https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.44.683
https://doi.org/10.1016/0038-1098(79)90665-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/0038-1098(79)90665-3
https://doi.org/10.1038/ncomms14891
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsnano.7b07402
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.nanolett.8b04359
https://doi.org/10.1039/C4CP00093E
https://doi.org/10.1039/C4CP00093E
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.nanolett.5b00146
https://doi.org/10.1021/jp907197b
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.nanolett.7b00332
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1311477111
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.4966289
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.5139665
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jpcc.9b08916
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsenergylett.9b01857
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.nanolett.8b02426
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41565-020-0727-0
https://doi.org/10.1038/nmat3151
https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0023623
https://doi.org/10.1039/D0NR06150F
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.43.147
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.68.115433
https://doi.org/10.1560/IJC_46_3_307
https://doi.org/10.1021/nl303940z
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aat6967
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsenergylett.7b00333
https://doi.org/10.1021/cr1002547
https://doi.org/10.1021/jp9917648
https://doi.org/10.1080/01442350050034180
https://doi.org/10.1080/01442350050034180
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsenergylett.9b00990
https://doi.org/10.1039/C8FD00151K
https://doi.org/10.1039/C8FD00151K
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aav0704
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aav0704
https://doi.org/10.1021/jp0038153
https://doi.org/10.1021/jp405430m
https://doi.org/10.1021/jp512105m
https://doi.org/10.1002/adom.201600594
https://doi.org/10.1002/adom.201600594
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsphotonics.7b00751
https://doi.org/10.1515/nanoph-2016-0007
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41377-019-0199-x
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsphotonics.6b00217
https://doi.org/10.1038/ncomms6788
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsnano.5b06199
https://doi.org/10.1021/nn502445f
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsphotonics.7b00881
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jpcc.8b00651
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jpcc.8b00651
https://aip.scitation.org/journal/jap


55Y.-H. Liau, A. N. Unterreiner, Q. Chang, and N. F. Scherer, “Ultrafast dephas-
ing of single nanoparticles studied by two-pulse second-order interferometry,”
J. Phys. Chem. B 105(11), 2135–2142 (2001).
56M. Pelton, M. Liu, S. Park, N. F. Scherer, and P. Guyot-Sionnest, “Ultrafast res-
onant optical scattering from single gold nanorods: Large nonlinearities and
plasmon saturation,” Phys. Rev. B 73(15), 155419 (2006).
57N. Singh, “Two-temperature model of nonequilibrium electron relaxation: A
review,” Int. J. Mod. Phys. B 24(09), 1141–1158 (2010).
58A. Kudelski, “Local monitoring of surface chemistry with Raman spectro-
scopy,” J. Solid State Electrochem. 13(2), 225–230 (2009).
59K. F. Domke, D. Zhang, and B. Pettinger, “Enhanced Raman spectroscopy:
Single molecules or carbon?,” J. Phys. Chem. C 111(24), 8611–8616 (2007).
60M. Veres, M. Füle, S. Tóth, M. Koós, and I. Pócsik, “Surface enhanced Raman
scattering (SERS) investigation of amorphous carbon,” Diamond Relat. Mater.
13(4), 1412–1415 (2004).

61R. Long and O. V. Prezhdo, “Instantaneous generation of charge-separated
state on TiO2 surface sensitized with plasmonic nanoparticles,” J. Am. Chem.
Soc. 136(11), 4343–4354 (2014).
62A. Block, M. Liebel, R. Yu, M. Spector, Y. Sivan, G. de Abajo, F. J. van Hulst,
and N. F van Hulst, “Tracking ultrafast hot-electron diffusion in space and
time by ultrafast thermomodulation microscopy,” Sci. Adv. 5(5), eaav8965
(2019).
63M. S. Brown and C. B. Arnold, “Fundamentals of laser-material interaction
and application to multiscale surface modification,” in Laser Precision
Microfabrication, edited by K. Sugioka, M. Meunier, and A. Piqué (Springer,
Berlin, 2010), pp. 91–120.
64Y. Li, Q. Sun, S. Zu, X. Shi, Y. Liu, X. Hu, K. Ueno, Q. Gong, and
H. Misawa, “Correlation between near-field enhancement and dephasing
time in plasmonic dimers,” Phys. Rev. Lett. 124(16), 163901
(2020).

Journal of
Applied Physics ARTICLE scitation.org/journal/jap

J. Appl. Phys. 129, 173103 (2021); doi: 10.1063/5.0032763 129, 173103-10

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing

https://doi.org/10.1021/jp002831x
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.73.155419
https://doi.org/10.1142/S0217979210055366
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10008-007-0487-x
https://doi.org/10.1021/jp071519l
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.diamond.2004.01.041
https://doi.org/10.1021/ja5001592
https://doi.org/10.1021/ja5001592
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aav8965
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.124.163901
https://aip.scitation.org/journal/jap

	The connection between plasmon decay dynamics and the surface enhanced Raman spectroscopy background: Inelastic scattering from non-thermal and hot carriers
	I. INTRODUCTION
	II. METHODS
	A. Sample
	B. Raman measurement
	C. Non-thermal carrier generation in plasmonic nanostructures
	D. The joint density of states

	III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
	IV. CONCLUSION
	SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL
	DATA AVAILABILITY
	References


