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Abstract: Graphene is a monolayer of carbon atoms which exhibits remarkable electronic and
mechanical properties. Graphene based nano-materials have gained a lot of interest for many
applications. In this paper, inks with three different graphene concentrations (12.5, 25, and 33 wt %
in graphene) were prepared and deposited by screen printing. A detailed investigation of films’
surface morphology using Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM) and Atomic Force Microscopy (AFM)
revealed that the graphene films present a homogeneous dispersion of the filler with a comparatively
lower surface roughness at higher concentrations and negligible agglomerates. The films were then
printed between copper electrodes on FR-4 substrate (trade name for glass-reinforced epoxy laminate
material), commonly used in Radio Frequency (RF) circuits, and the measured scattering parameters
analyzed. Finally, the reflection coefficient of a patch antenna, fabricated on FR-4 substrate with and
without a stub loaded by a thin film were measured. The difference of the resonant frequency due to
the different interaction between graphene flakes and polymer binders shows attractive features of
functionalized graphene films for chemical and bio-sensing applications.

Keywords: graphene; surface morphology; radio frequency (RF); screen printing; thick films

1. Introduction

Graphene is a two-dimensional (2D) structure with sp2 chemical bonds of carbon atoms, with
remarkable electronic and mechanical properties amenable to several applications [1,2]. With proper
solvent, surfactant and stabilizer chemistry, graphene flakes can be dispersed in different binders to
produce inks with widely tunable rheology which can be used in conjunction with various printing
methods [3]. There are several techniques to fabricate films, such as spin coating or drop casting [4],
epitaxial growth [5], chemical vapor deposition [6], and, more recently, low cost deposition techniques
such as screen printing [7], aerosol printing [8], transfer printing [9], and contact printing [10].

Graphene films have found many applications as electrochemical sensors (see e.g., [11]),
biosensors [12], gas sensors (see e.g., [13,14]), humidity, temperature, and pressure monitoring [15].
Graphene electrical properties have been widely analyzed in the terahertz frequency [16] range where
plasmonic effects occur. Recently, the practical utility of graphene in the microwaves frequency
spectrum has been researched [17]. On the other hand, single-walled CNT (SWCNT) films have
been already used for tuning microstrip patch antennas [18] demonstrating an 8% tunability range
in the C-band frequency region. The frequency shift of CNT films has been found out to be
beneficial for gas sensors in which the film’s dielectric, conductive or inductive properties have
been modified upon exposure to gases (e.g., ammonia) [19]. The same principle has been exploited for
biomedical applications such as breast cancer tumor cells detection [20] and glucose biosensor [21].
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Also graphene-related structures (i.e., graphene oxide and reduced graphene oxide) have been
successfully used as sensors [22] Nevertheless, investigations concerning the electrical properties
of carbon nanostructured materials like graphene and carbon nanotubes in the microwave frequencies
and their correlation to films’ morphological characteristics and composition are still scarce.

In this paper, the material effects of graphene films were investigated in the microwave frequencies.
In particular, SEM (Scanning Electron Microscopy) and AFM (Atomic Force Microscopy) measurements
and electrical characterization were used as a powerful set of tools to directly correlate the nature of
the nano-fillers with the morphology of the nanocomposite films. Films with different concentrations
(12.5%, 25%, and 33% in weight) were printed across the gap of a microstrip line and the results of a
full-wave model compared with the measured scattering parameters. In addition, the best performing
film (i.e., 33 wt %) was employed to tune the resonant frequency of a stub-loaded patch antenna.

2. Materials and Methods

Three α-terpineol (Sigma-Aldrich, Saint Louis, MO, USA, boiling point (b.p.) 220 ◦C) based
screen printing pastes comprising a thermoplastic binder, additives, and different loads of graphene
nanoplatelets, namely 12.5, 25, and 33 wt % were prepared. The first (i.e., 12.5 wt % of graphene) paste
relied on an organic vehicle composed of 9.4 wt % of ethyl cellulose (EC) (Sigma-Aldrich, viscosity
0.01 Pa·s, 5% toluene/ethanol, 48% ethoxyl) and 78.1 wt % of α-terpineol. In this paste formulation,
the ethyl cellulose acted as graphene nanoplatelets binder, thickener, and steric stabilizer. Nonetheless,
the insulating character of this film (see results part) stemming from the low graphene load made
the 12.5 wt % material unsuitable for RF resonator application. Thus, other two pastes containing a
higher wt % of graphene were prepared. The original composition was modified by adding 7.5 wt %
of castor oil (Sigma-Aldrich) for the case of the 25 wt % graphene load in order to plasticize the
paste and compensate for the lower degree of printability due to the larger amount of carbon filler.
A similar ethyl cellulose-based screen-printing pastes was prepared also for the 33 wt % graphene
load. However, the filler dispersion, rheological behavior, and consequently the homogeneity and
uniformity of the printed film were not optimal. Thus, a new composition comprised of 6.0 wt %
of Butvar 98 polyvinyl-butyral (PVB, molecular weight 40,000−70,000 g/mol. determined by size
exclusion chromatography, Sigma-Aldrich) and 1.7 wt % of polyvinyl-pyrrolidone (PVP, average
molecular weight 360,000 g/mol., Sigma-Aldrich) and 3.1 wt % of linoleic acid (≥99%, Sigma-Aldrich)
was prepared. The PVB and PVP polymers performed as binders. Furthermore, the latter was also
used as a thickening agent in order to increase the paste viscosity and improve the thixotropic effect
during the printing. It is worth noting that the lack of any cross-linking agent (i.e., transition metal
salts) impeded the thermal curing of the linoleic acid. Therefore, the linoleic acid was employed only
as wetting agent and dispersant additive to functionalize the graphene flakes surface and preventing
their agglomeration. All the paste components had been pre-solubilized in anhydrous ethanol before
being mixed and sonicated for 16 h by using a titanium ultrasonic horn. The ethanol was removed
by rota-evaporation at 40 ◦C. The pastes containing the different graphene loads were printed in
3 × 3 mm2 the gap between a copper-etched microstrip onto an FR-4 substrate with a 230 mesh/inch
polyester screen. Similarly, films were deposited at the end of a stub-loaded microstrip patch antenna
etched on FR-4. A graphene film thickness of 10–20 µm was attained by multiple layers printing
(i.e., one or two layers). A drying step between layers deposition was carried out at 125 ◦C. The final
thermal curing aiming at evaporating the solvent (i.e., α-terpineol) was performed in a muffle (Thomas
Scientific, Swedesboro, NJ, USA) at 160 ◦C.

Scanning electron microscopy micrographs of films were obtained by a Carl Zeiss Gemini 500
(Oberkochen, Baden-Württemberg, Germany) at an acceleration voltage of 5 keV. AFM (Asylum
Research MFP-3D, 6310 Hollister Avenue, Santa Barbara, CA, USA) measurements at room temperature
and air atmosphere were acquired by using an SPI 4000 system in the trapping mode. Data were
analyzed through the Gwyddion software (Department of Nanometrology, Czech Metrology
Institute, Brno, Czech Republic). Micro Raman data were collected with a Renishaw spectrometer
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(Wotton-under-Edge, Gloucestershire, UK) with excitation energy of 532 nm. A 50× objective was used
for the characterization. The spectral resolution of the spectrometer was 2–3 cm−1 and laser power was
kept well below 1 mW to avoid damage. The D, G, and 2D peaks were fitted with Lorentzian functions.
Sheet resistance measurements on graphene films of one or two layers (each layer approximately 10
µm thick) screen-printed on FR-4 were performed by using the four-probe method with a Solatron 1286
electrochemical interface. Scattering parameters measurements with a Network Analyzer (E8361A,
Keysight Agilent, Santa Rosa, CA, USA) were collected after standard open/short/load calibration.

3. Results

3.1. Morphology Characterization

3.1.1. Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM) and Atomic Force Microscopy (AFM)

SEM, AFM, and electrical characterization, were used as a powerful set of tools to directly
correlate the nature and concentration of the nano-fillers with the morphology of the nanocomposite
films and their electrical and microwave properties. SEM micrographs of the 25 and 33 wt % are
displayed in Figure 1. They indicate that in the 25 wt % (with ethyl cellulose) and in the 33 wt %
film relying on the mixed PVB + PVP, graphene flakes were uniformly dispersed throughout the film.
The graphene/polymer(s) structure were composed mainly of with lateral sizes flakes ranging from
hundreds of nm to few micrometers. The analyzed polymers presented different topological features.
The thickness of the clusters and lateral size of the grain distribution were obtained by data fitting
using the lognormal distribution. AFM topological images together with their respective analyses are
presented in Figure 2. While images could be collected for 33 wt % sample with the PVB + PVP binder,
the 33 wt % composite with the ethyl cellulose could not be measured because of its high surface
roughness. Indeed, 33 wt % films based on the ethyl-cellulose binder possesses a high level of rugosity
and inhomogeneity compared to the same sample employing the PVB + PVP. Two reasons underlie
such a behavior. First, the mixed binder is constituted by combination of non-polar (PVB) and polar
(PVP) polymers possessing moderate (PVB) and high (PVP) molecular weight. Since both polarity and
molecular weight affect profoundly the viscosity of polymer solutions and dispersion, the balance of
the contraposing effects of the two binders may bring about the proper rheological behavior needed to
print high concentrations of graphene. Hence, spreading of film on the substrate is greatly facilitated.
Second, the presence of linoleic acid as a dispersant adds (through the absorption on the carbon filler)
the stabilizing effect of the electrical repulsion stemming from the fat acid COO− groups to the steric
repulsion given by the two binders [23]. Both effects (rheological and stabilizing) are reasonably
missing in the 33 wt % film containing the sole ethyl cellulose. The relatively low roughness and
homogeneity of the 25 wt % film (although rougher than the PVB + PVP one) can be ascribed to both
the lower concentration of graphene and to the levelling effect, due to the castor oil [24].
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Figure 2. Atomic force microscopy (AFM). Graphene 25 wt % ethyl cellulose and graphene 33 wt %
PVB + PVP.

3.1.2. Raman

Raman measurements were carried out for each kind of nanocomposite by mapping a sample area
of 100 × 100 µm2 and acquiring 100 spectra at a space interval of 10µm. Films with a concentration of
25% of graphene exhibited hyperspectral Raman maps with normally distributed graphite features.
Most of the spectra presented a 2D/G ratio lower than one, as shown in Figure 3. Nevertheless, the 2D
peak related to this distribution fitted with multiple Lorentians (2–4), suggesting the presence of a few
graphite layers (mostly bi and three-layered) [25,26]. On the other side, it is worth noticing that films
with a concentration of 33% of graphene showed as well normally distributed features owing to the
graphene. The Raman spectra hyperspectral map showed a distribution predominantly characterized
by flakes with a high 2D/G peak (>1.5) and a 2D peak that was possible to fit with one Lorentzian.
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Figure 3. Raman measurements on a sample area of 100 × 100 µm2 of graphene 25 wt % (ethyl
cellulose) and graphene 33 wt % (PVB + PVP) (a); Raman peaks intensity (b).

3.2. Electrical Characterization

The results obtained from the measurements of the sheet resistance on the films are summarized
in Table 1. The two kinds of binders (ethyl cellulose and the PVB + PVP combination) and the 12.5 wt %
are reported in the table along with the 25, and 33 wt % for sake of comparison. The sheet resistance
(DC) decreased as the thickness of the film and the graphene concentration increased. The 12.5 wt %
film had about the same order of resistance as the ethyl cellulose binder, indicating the insufficient
interconnectivity of the graphene nanoplatelets at this concentration, whereas the 25 wt % possessed
a sheet resistance in the order of hundreds of Ohms. This suggests that probably the percolation
threshold of graphene nanoplatelets embedded into the ethyl cellulose matrix lies between 12.5 and
25 wt %. Not surprisingly, the 33 wt % films showed the lowest values of sheet resistance. The higher
conductivity of films with 33 wt % or higher concentrations of graphene are of particular interest to RF
applications where the line impedances can range from 25 to 200 Ω.

Table 1. DC sheet resistance (Ω/square).

Sample One-Layer Two-Layer

Ethyl cellulose (EC) >2 × 108 >2 × 108

PVB + PVP >2 × 108 >2 × 108

12.5 wt % EC >2 × 108 >2 × 108

25.0 wt % EC 650 440
33.0 wt % EC 280 110

33.0 wt % PVB + PVP 240 160

Data on dielectric spectroscopy between 0.1 Hz–32 MHz of the graphene film with 25 wt %,
are shown in Figure 4 as Nyquist plots. The measured data were fitted with the frequency response of
two series-connected parallel RC (Resistor-Capacitor) circuits, predicated on the dielectric response
of a lossy insulators (ethyl cellulose) and the resistive-capacitive behavior of graphene flakes (due to
graphene’s chemical capacitance and electron diffusion resistance) [27,28]. Figure 4b shows the detail
of the high frequency region of Figure 5a where two parallel RC circuits representing the binder and
the graphene contribution are evident. Graphene capacitance (i.e., the so called chemical capacitance
due to the material’s density of state occupancy) extrapolated from a nonlinear fit of the impedance
data is two orders of magnitude lower than the binder capacitance (7.06 pF for the graphene and
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0.95 nF, for the ethyl cellulose). Similar values were found for the 33 wt % samples. Figure 4c reports,
as an example, the Nyquist plot of the 12.5 wt % film. As expected, the sample can be modelled
with a single RC accounting for the storage (i.e., real part of the dielectric constant) and dissipative
component (i.e., the loss tangent) of the ethyl cellulose binder.
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4. Discussion

4.1. Microstrip Lines Analysis

In order to understand the behavior of the films at the microwave frequencies, a micro strip line
possessing a line width of 3 mm and gap spacing of 2.6 mm was photo-etched on a 1.56 mm thick FR-4
substrate (nominal dielectric constant of 4.3 and loss tangent of 0.03). By exploiting the deposition
technique described in Section 2, a two-layer graphene film of 3 × 3 mm2 area was screen-printed
within the gap. This configuration had been considered in [29] for two percentages of graphene
(12.5 wt % and 25 wt %) and an ADS software (Advanced Design System, Keysight EEsof, Santa Rosa,
CA, USA) model circuit had been proposed. The measured scattering parameters for the different
graphene weight percentages are shown in Figure 5. A full wave analysis was performed with HFSS
software (High Frequency Structure Simulator, Canonsburg, PA, USA). In the full-wave analysis,
the film deposition is modelled as a surface impedance Z = (106 − j150) Ω for the case of graphene
12.5 wt %, Z = (450 − j120) Ω for the case of graphene 25 wt % and Z = (160 − j100) Ω for the 33 wt %
case. As it was expected from the measurements of the sheet resistance and dielectric spectroscopy,
the 12.5 wt % is practically indistinguishable from the binder matrix. The 33 wt % graphene films (with
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both the PVB + PVP binder and the ethyl cellulose) shows a marked increase in transmission across
the gap due to reduced sheet resistance, while the 25 wt % film manifests an intermediate behavior.
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Figure 5. Measurements of the scattering parameters of the various films deposition: (a) magnitude of
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An interesting feature concerning the behavior of the two different binders with respect to the
S21 parameter (transmission coefficient) can be noticed in Figure 6. Although the different nature of
the two binders, their transmission coefficient curves show almost an identical trend throughout the
explored frequency range.
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Probably, the transmission coefficient is dominated by the signal attenuation ascribable to the
dielectric possessing the higher dielectric constant and loss tangent (i.e., the FR-4) [30,31]. Nevertheless,
the chemical differences between the two binders can reflect into the different interaction (i.e.,
non-covalent) at the graphene Nano platelets/polymer interface [32,33]. Particularly, ethyl cellulose
and PVB (Butvar 98) differ in the amount of OH groups as shown in Figure 7 (i.e., the level of
ethoxylation in the ethyl cellulose, 48%, and the hydroxyl residues, 18–20% from the synthetic
procedure of PVB, that is the condensation reaction between butyraldehyde and polyvinyl-alcohol
Needless to say, such a difference affects the extension of the Hydrogen bonding in the two polymers,
and consequently, the effect of Van der Waals interactions (e.g., dipole-dipole, dipole induced dipole,
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London dispersion forces, Hydrogen bonding) in the proximity of the graphene nano-platelets surface.
Furthermore, the high polarity of the PVP component of the binder may also influence the dielectric
characteristics of the graphene composite film. Besides, the linoleic acid adsorption (most likely
through the covalent bonding of carboxylic groups on the filler’s surface) at the graphene/solvent
interface in the screen printing paste modifies the surface electric properties (i.e., surface impedance) of
the carbon filler [34,35]. Finally, the high surface roughness of the graphene-ethyl cellulose composite
film compared to the graphene-PVB + PVP one could also impact on the surface impedance of the
former. Hence, the combination of these different effect due to the two kinds of binders can reasonably
account for the different transmission coefficient of the two 33 wt % graphene composite films.
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4.2. Microstrip Patch Antenna

An inset-fed microstrip patch antenna was designed to operate at 4.8 GHz (patch 15 × 12 mm2,
feed line width of 3 mm for 50 Ω impedance, see Figure 8 left panel). The feed inset and spacing
(6 mm and 1 mm respectively) were chosen to provide the best impedance match between the feed
line and the patch. The original design was modified by adding a stub of length of 15 mm, including a
centered gap of 3 mm (load) as proposed in [36]. The antenna was fabricated on FR4 substrate (nominal
dielectric constant of 4.3 and loss tangent of 0.02) (see Figure 8). An analysis on the effects of the
position of the gap along the stub has been simulated in [37]. In such an analysis, the gap is centered
and the measured return loss of different depositions has been investigated. In our case, 3 × 3 mm2 two
layers thick graphene films (33 wt % EC or 33 wt % PVB + PVP binder) were deposited across the gap.
As shown in Figure 8, the presence of the load formed by the stub and the film, considerably changes
the response of the antenna. A large resonant frequency difference stemming from the two binders
is observable. In fact, the introduction of the load comprising the 33 wt % graphene film employing
the ethyl cellulose binder resonates at 4.1 GHz, whereas the load with the 33 wt % embedded in
to the PVB + PVP binder resonates at 4.53 GHz. Once again, interactions between the graphene
nano-platelets and the PVB + PVP binder could by one possible explanation. These interaction affects
both the capacitance and the resistance of the film. As shown in [38] the resistance influence the return
loss and the resonant frequency. In particular for the capacitance, it is suggested that a sufficient
concentration (above the percolation threshold) of graphene nano-platelets entrapped into a polymer
matrix can act as nanoscale capacitors modulating the gap dielectric constant. [38–42]. In other words,
graphene nano-platelets act as the electrodes of a “classical” electrostatic nano-capacitor employing
either the ethyl cellulose or the combined PVB + PVP binder (and FR-4 substrate) as dielectric. On the
other hand, the microwave range of frequencies does not permit to detect any effect brought about
by the graphene chemical capacitance [39,40]. Furthermore, the return loss shape at the resonance
frequency is quite different for the two films. Indeed, the resonant peak due to the 33 wt % EC film is
sharp, while the 33 wt % PVB + PVP peak appears broader. Such a feature is in agreement with the
sheet resistance data presented in Table 1. Needless to say, further investigations must be conducted to



C 2018, 4, 32 9 of 12

gain a deeper insight concerning the graphene/binder interface and establish the nature of its effects
on the radiofrequency properties of the composite films. Nevertheless, the present analysis suggests
the possibility of changing the response of an antenna loaded with a stub in conjunction to a graphene
thick films. Moreover the dependence of the resonant frequency on the film composition may allow for
detection of biological relevant molecules, provided that the film’s surface is properly functionalized.C 2018, 4, x FOR PEER REVIEW  9 of 11 
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5. Conclusions

In this paper, the material parameters and electrical properties of graphene films in the microwave
region of the electromagnetic spectrum were experimentally investigated. A detailed investigation
of the surface morphology of the films using SEM and AFM revealed that the graphene filler was
homogeneously dispersed over the film surface with a comparatively lower surface roughness at
higher concentrations, and negligible agglomerates. A uniform distribution of the filler into the
composite’s polymeric matrix can be achieved at high graphene (i.e., 33 wt %) concentrations by a
proper combination of binders and dispersants (i.e., PVB, PVP, and linoleic acid). Sheet resistance
measurement using the four-probe method on bare films compares reasonably well with the surface
resistance derived from a full-wave analysis of films printed in between copper electrodes on FR-4
substrate. More specifically, an increasing trend in the conductivity with the number of printed
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layer and concentration of graphene was found. Furthermore, dielectric spectroscopy suggested
a low-frequency (up to tens of MHz) behavior predicated on an insulating matrix (with storage
and dissipative components) percolated by a conductive filler associated to a chemical (quantum)
capacitance and to an electron transport resistance. Microstrip lines and patch antennas loaded with
the graphene composites were fabricated to investigate the electrical properties of the films in the
microwaves. Transmission (and reflection) coefficients of copper etched microstrips, turned out to
depend not only on the graphene concentration but also on the binder composition. Also in the case of
inset-feed patch antenna loaded by a given film, it has been observed that the resonance frequency of
the antenna depends on the film composition.

Further studies to clarify the influence of ethyl cellulose, PVB, PVP different polarity,
polarizability), and capability of creating hydrogen bonds on the surface impedance of graphene
in the microwaves region are currently taking place. Moreover, the covalent adsorption of “small
surfactants” (i.e., linoleic acid) on the graphene surface and its effect on RF electrical properties is also
being investigated.
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