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Abstract: This paper presents the design and modeling of a highly sensitive ZnO-based memristive temperature sensor,

underpinned by the fundamental physics of memristive behavior. Utilizing a multi-physics simulation tool, the proposed

model accurately maps temperature variation contours within the ZnO pyroelectric material, paving the way for its

application in temperature sensing. An in-depth exploration of the sensor’s electrical properties under varying temperature

conditions reveals exceptional sensitivity (8.9 µV/K) and showcases the inherent non-volatile memory switching behavior

of the memristor, making it ideally suited for dynamic applications. Moreover, this sensor operates inherently bias-free,

functioning as a self-powered solution for emerging fields like the Internet of Things.
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1. Introduction

Precise and accurate data acquisition is crucial for any system, particularly in smart applications such as the Internet

of Things (IoT). Sensors, as the first point of data collection, need to possess critical performance metrics like dynamic

capabilities, low power consumption, and high sensitivity. Pyroelectric sensors have found diverse applications in

environmental monitoring, condition monitoring of vehicles, gas detection, weather monitoring, and temperature analysis,

often contributing to low-power systems and even energy harvesting through their ability to convert temperature fluctuations

into electrical signals [1]. However, any sensor, especially wireless ones, faces challenges like leakage power during

duty cycles and energy drain due to active-off times, communication, and storage. This is where memristors, with their

normally-off and instant-on operation, excel in minimizing leakage power loss. However, the overall power losses in

memristor-based systems are influenced by various factors, such as frequency, temperature, and voltage. For instance,

resistive (ohmic) losses in ZnO-based memristors have been reported to range from 2% to 5% at frequencies up to 15 Hz

for an input voltage range of −2.5 V to +2.5 V [2, 3, 4]. These findings highlight the importance of optimized designs

to mitigate power losses across a wide range of operating conditions, ensuring the high efficiency and reliability of

memristor-based systems. Furthermore, their non-volatile architecture facilitates efficient trade-off computing by reducing

off-chip memory access times by 30–70% compared to traditional architectures, depending on workload and memory size

[5, 6]. Integrating memristors as sensors can potentially decrease on-chip memory requirements, leading to smaller chip

size and lower power dissipation [7, 8]. Beyond memristors, Schottky barrier temperature sensor chips also demonstrate

competitive advantages in small chip areas and low power consumption [9, 10]. Schottky-based sensors operate at 2.5
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µW to 10 µW and occupy chip sizes of 0.12 mm2 to 0.25 mm2 [11]. In contrast, memristor systems show 30–50% power

reductions and typically occupy 0.1 mm2 to 0.2 mm2 [12, 13].

The significance of memristors lies in their unique relationship between electric charge and magnetic flux linkage,

establishing them as the fourth fundamental circuit element besides resistors, inductors, and capacitors [14]. Extensive

research has established key circuit-theoretic properties of memristors, including the characteristic hysteresis loop [3].

Non-linear ion drift models indicate that, for DC sources, memristor characteristics exhibit saturation at higher frequencies,

resembling resistors. The hysteresis loop is crucial for sensor performance, as it represents an uncompensated error that

can affect measurement accuracy. Specifically, the area of the hysteresis loop correlates with the magnitude of errors in

output signals. Additionally, electrode size influences the hysteresis behavior, with lower mobility leading to increased

memristance and a more pronounced hysteresis loop [13]. Addressing these hysteresis effects is essential for improving

the reliability of memristor-based sensors in practical applications.

Zinc oxide (ZnO) nanomaterials have garnered significant attention due to their versatile properties and applications

in various fields. Their wide bandgap (3.37 eV) and large exciton binding energy (60 meV) make ZnO an ideal candidate

for optoelectronic devices, sensors, and catalysts [15]. Recent studies demonstrate that ZnO-based sensors exhibit

remarkable sensitivity and selectivity for various analytes, making them valuable in environmental monitoring and

biomedical applications [16, 17]. Furthermore, advancements in fabrication techniques have enabled the development of

ZnO nanostructures with tailored morphologies, enhancing their performance [18, 19]. Zinc Oxide (ZnO) stands out as a

material possessing valuable properties like semiconductivity, piezoelectricity, and pyroelectricity [20]. Its significant

contributions to various applications make it prominent in temperature and gas sensor technology [21]. When subjected to

temperature changes, the internal polarization of ZnO generates an electric potential that can be utilized for signal processing.

Notably, an increased rate of temperature variation in the ZnO layer enhances the responsivity of the pyroelectric sensor

by 10% [22]. Optimizing growth conditions for bulk and epitaxial ZnO films, potentially through doping to achieve a

p-type semiconductor and control its electrical stability, can further exploit its semiconductor properties [23, 24]. This

study focuses primarily on the memristive behavior of ZnO, exploring its potential as an ambient temperature sensor.

2. Design of sensor model

The sensor proposed in this paper features a zinc oxide (ZnO) active layer sandwiched between top and bottom

electrodes. The active region is doped with aluminum and further sandwiched by two electrodes. The ZnO layer sits atop

a thermal isolation material to minimize heat loss. When infrared energy strikes the active area, it generates heat and

displaces electrons, creating a potential difference between the electrodes. Traditionally, the sensor’s top side faces the

heat source. However, our design explores the impact of partially or fully covering the active region with the top electrode

on the sensor’s responsivity.

In the partially covered model, the ZnO directly contacts the heat source, leading to increased heat absorption and

higher responsivity compared to the fully covered case. However, a larger exposed area also causes quicker temperature

changes within the ZnO layer, ultimately reducing responsivity. To balance these factors, we employ a partially covered

electrode with a regular mesh pattern. This mesh design maintains a fixed ratio between the electrode width and bare ZnO

surface, ensuring optimal temperature variation and effective top electrode area. Specifically, the top electrode width is

300 nm, occupying half of the 1500 nm cross-section. This width can be further optimized by analyzing the temperature

variation in ZnO layers of different thicknesses.

A silicon substrate supports the multilayer sensor. A 130–160 nm silicon nitride (Si3N4) layer deposited on the silicon

substrate helps impede thermal conduction. The ZnO active layer, with aluminum doping in a specific region [25], sits

between two gold electrodes on top of the Si3N4. Notably, the bottom electrode incorporates a thin chromium layer (9:1

ratio with gold) to act as an adhesive with the ZnO.

Figure 1 shows the two geometrical models designed using COMSOLMultiphysics. Both models have a length of

1400 nm for the fully covered case and 1500 nm for the partially covered case. The ZnO layer thickness varies between

140 nm and 160 nm, as detailed in Table 1. The overall dimensions of the chip are as follows: in the case of a fully covered
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electrode, the area is 900 nm × 1400 nm, while for a partially covered electrode, the area is 900 nm × 1500 nm. A regular

mesh was used for discretization in both models. For analysis, each model underwent both circuit and heat transfer studies.

The circuit analysis employed the Semiconductor study within the Multiphysics tool [26, 27], while the heat transfer study

aimed to visualize the temperature variations and gradients within the ZnO layer, thus influencing the sensor’s sensitivity.

The design of the model considers a temperature range of 0 to 1500 K, which is crucial for the performance evaluation of

the proposed system.

Figure 1. Geometrical structure of the ZnO pyroelectric sensor—(a) fully covered electrode model with active region thickness of 140 nm (b) partially
covered electrode model with active region thickness of 160 nm developed using COMSOL with an IR lamp as heat source on top

Table 1. The dimensions of the fully covered and partially covered electrode models

BLOCK MATERIAL
FULLYCOVERED MODEL PARTIALLY COVERED MODEL

HEIGHT (nm) HEIGHT (nm)

Top electrode Gold 11 12
Active region (undoped) ZnO 70 80
Active region (doped) Al-doped ZnO 70 80
BottomAdhesive layer Cromium 1.25 1.5

Bottom electrode Gold 9.75 10.5
Heat Insulator Si3N4 130 155
Substrate Silicon 600 700
IR Lamp - 11 12

3. Results and discussion

The Hysteresis loop is one of the main fingerprint for memristors that clearly depict their characteristics that holds

good for any amplitude and frequency of the sinusoidal input. The ZnO based memristive sensor is modelled in the

COMSOLMultiphysics and a sinusoidal voltage is given as input. Figure 2 shows the amplitude of the voltage and current

as measured between the active region.

Volume 3 Issue 2|2024| 437 Journal of Electronics and Electrical Engineering



Figure 2. Voltage and Current as measured across the active region sandwiched between the electrodes

The device was subject to range of voltage and frequency combinations and the set of the relative outputs are shown

in Figure 3.

Figure 3. The Hysteresis loop as exhibited on mapping the V-I characteristics (a) for an input of 1 kHz and (b) 10 kHz under an voltage of 1 to 5 V

The Hysteresis loop tends to become a straight line with the area under the loop falling short at higher voltages

and frequencies exhibiting resistance characteristics instead of the memristance effect as inferred. Further the results

were narrowed down to 14 kHz frequency range and the observed variations concluded with 14.05 kHz being the critical

frequency under 2 V picturizing the pinched hysteresis loop in Figure 4.

Since ZnO exhibits memristive behavior, evidenced by the pinched hysteresis loop observed as shown in Figure 4, its

potential as the active component for a temperature sensor is discussed here. We analyze models with both fully covered

and partially covered electrode designs. In both cases, an infrared (IR) lamp is placed directly above the model as the heat

source. The lamp is set to provide heat radiation at a constant temperature of 493.15 Kelvin throughout the studies.
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Figure 4. The Hysteresis loop as obtained for the frequency of 14.05 kHz under 2 V

3.1 Fully covered electrode model

Figure 5 gives the temperature gradient and the thermal contours developed across the active region as the top region

is subject to direct heat from the IR lamp.

Figure 5. (a) Temperature as measured across the active region of the fully covered top electrode sensor model (b) the heat contours for the variation in
temperature across the active region

The temperature difference across the active region is constant throughout the top region. Hence the temperature

gradient or the contour across the region is not variable from time to time.

Figure 6 reveals a crucial finding: the temperature across the active region of the sensor remains uniform throughout

the top area. This results in a constant temperature difference, with unchanging contour lines depicting temperature

distribution over time. Therefore, the magnitude of the temperature gradient, a key gauge of the device’s sensitivity,

exhibits minimal variation across the sensor’s length.
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Figure 6. Temperature gradient magnitude measured across the fully covered electrode sensor model length

3.2 Partially covered electrode model

Compared to the fully covered electrode, a partially covered model exhibits higher responsivity. This is because

it directly exposes the ZnO layer to the heat source. While a larger exposed area fosters greater heat absorption, it also

tends to have more dispersed top electrodes. Balancing these factors is crucial in designing the partially covered electrode.

The outer regions have a larger exposed ZnO area, while the inner regions benefit from less dispersed top electrodes.

Consequently, pyroelectric sensors with partially covered top electrodes experience a higher temperature variation rate in

the active region. This effect aligns with observations and plots obtained for the fully covered model. Figure 7 illustrates

the temperature measurement and corresponding contours for the partially covered model, clearly showing enhanced heat

sensing capabilities in the more exposed ZnO regions.

Figure 7. (a) Temperature as measured across the active region of the partially covered top electrode sensor model (b) heat contours for the variation in
temperature across the active region
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Figure 8 depicts the temperature gradient magnitude along the device’s length. Compared to the fully covered electrode

model, the partially covered model exhibits a twofold increase in magnitude, particularly in the exposed porous regions.

This enhanced gradient directly translates to improved sensitivity in the utilized active region.

Figure 8. Temperature gradient magnitude measured across the partially covered electrode sensor model

Figure 9 depicts a non-linear line graph revealing the device’s voltage response to varying temperatures. We observe a

steady voltage increase around 340–380 K and again above 470 K. This highlights the enhanced temperature measurement

capability in these ranges, attributed to the device’s higher responsivity at these specific temperatures.

Based on this graph, the optimal operating temperature range for the device can be identified within the range of

250–280 K. Additionally, the sensitivity of the device is measured to be around 8.9 µV/K, further indicating its potential

for precise temperature sensing within its optimal range. In our study, several nonlinearity indicators of temperature

measurement were identified, including deviations from the expected linear response curve of the sensor, the presence of

hysteresis effects, and temperature drift over time. These factors can significantly influence the accuracy and reliability of

temperature readings, highlighting the importance of careful calibration and characterization in sensor design [28].

Choosing the right memristor for a wireless sensor in an IoT application relies on the insights discussed above.

Memristors excel in their operability at low voltage and frequency levels, enabling efficient power management schemes.

Additionally, their non-volatile memory, often referred to as a “fingerprint,” adds valuable memory capabilities to any

wireless sensor node. Based on these advantages, ZnO was chosen as the preferred memristor material, meeting crucial

criteria like power consumption, scalability, non-volatility, and, most importantly, the memristive effect itself. Furthermore,

the partially covered electrode model, incorporating the memristor’s characteristics, emerged as the superior design for the

temperature sensor, significantly improving the responsivity of pyroelectric devices.
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Figure 9. Electric potential developed for the corresponding temperature variations

4. Conclusions

In this study a multi-physics design, modelling and analysis of a ZnO-based temperature sensor that exhibits a unique

combination of memristive and pyroelectric properties was reported. This allows the sensor to function as a self-sustaining,

low-power device ideal for emulating temperature sensor nodes. Integrating the inherent pyroelectric response of ZnO with

its memristive characteristics not only enhances its temperature sensing capabilities but also endows it with non-volatile

memory, making it potentially suitable for various IoT applications. Notably, the sensor demonstrates a remarkable

sensitivity of around 8.9 µV/K for ambient temperature measurements. Building upon this design, future work can explore

the possibilities of creating multi-layered sensing materials, paving the way for the development of versatile multi-purpose

sensors.
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