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ABSTRACT: Wrinkles can be seen as a kind of protrusion
formed on the surface of graphene sheets. The response of the
electronic properties of graphene wrinkles to charge injecting
and external electric field, which is closely related to field
emission properties, has been extensively studied by our first-
principles calculations. We find that increasing the wrinkle size
and its top curvature not only improves the field enhancement
factor of the wrinkled graphene but also decreases the electron
affinities and ionization potentials. When injecting charges,
both the charge accumulation and depletion mostly distribute
at the top parts of the wrinkles and become more concentrated
in the wrinkle with a higher curvature. The change of the highest occupied molecular orbital and the lowest unoccupied
molecular orbital caused by electric field mainly locates at the wrinkled parts, especially at its top. These results demonstrate that
wrinkled graphene could be a good candidate for field emitter.

1. INTRODUCTION

Graphene, one of the thinnest two-dimensional materials, has
exceptional mechanical1−3 and physical properties4−6 and is
expected to be widely used in high performance functional
devices. Because of high aspect ratio, excellent thermal stability,
and electric conductivity, graphene and its derivatives are also
attractive for field emission applications. A number of studies
have reported that graphene composite films,7−10 graphene
oxide,11 single-layer graphene sheets,12 and graphene nanorib-
bons13 in the presence of electric fields exhibit good field
emission properties with low threshold field, high emission
density, and good emission stability. The edges of graphene
sheets are usually considered to play a key issue for emitting
electrons and improving field-enhancement factor.7,11,12 Never-
theless, to align graphene edges along a desired direction under
applied electric field for field emission remains a great technical
challenge. A recently experiment demonstrates highly efficient
electron field emission from graphene oxide sheets, which is
dramatically enhanced by a high density of sharp graphene
protrusions formed on nickel nanotip arrays.14 Similar field
emission has also been observed for highly wrinkled hydrogen
exfoliated graphene.10 However, the underlying mechanism for
the protrusions improving electron emission and the effects of
surface morphology and structural deformation of graphene on
its field emission properties are still unclear.
On the other hand, graphene can easily wrinkle on substrates

into disordered states due to the compressive effect from
substrates and low bending rigidity of graphene.15−18 The
geometry, amplitude, and size of graphene wrinkles now can be
effectively manipulated and controlled by a lot of mechanical
and thermal methods, such as cooperating with substrate
morphology,19 using the atomic force microscopy tips,20 and
thermally induced compression.21,22 Wrinkled graphene leads

to new physical phenomena and is playing an increasingly
important role in designing novel nanoelectromechanical
systems and patterning graphene nanostructures.23−25 Gra-
phene wrinkles can be considered as a kind of protrusion
formed on the surface of graphene sheets. Further study on
electronic properties and field emission mechanism of wrinkled
graphene will be helpful for understanding the structural
influence on graphene field emitters and the development of
graphene-based electronic devices.
In this study, we have studied the electronic properties of

wrinkled graphene and its response to charge injecting and
external electric field by first-principles calculations. Wrinkled
graphene is semiconducting, but its energy gap decreases with
enlarging wrinkle size. The field enhancement factor of the
wrinkled graphene increases with increasing wrinkle top
curvature. The wrinkles slightly influence the work functions
but reduce the electron affinities and ionization potentials of
the wrinkled-graphene sheets. When injecting one negative and
one positive charge, both the charge accumulation and
depletion mostly locate at the top parts of the wrinkles. In
the presence of electric fields, the work function of highly
wrinkled graphene decreases quickly, and the charge distribu-
tions of the highest occupied molecular orbital (HOMO) and
the lowest unoccupied molecular orbital (LUMO) as well as
the local density of states are significantly modified at the
wrinkled parts. All these results demonstrate that the wrinkles
in graphene could be ideal field-emission electron sources.
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2. MODEL AND METHOD
To obtain wrinkled graphene, we first perform molecular
dynamics (MD) simulations in a NVT ensemble at 300 K by a
Nose−Hoover thermostat, which are implemented in the
LAMMPS package.26 As shown in Figure 1a, the wrinkles are

created by applying uniaxial compression on the graphene
sheets supported by SiO2 substrate. Here we use the AIREBO
potential27 to account for carbon−carbon interactions and the
6−12 Lennard-Jones potential for nonbonding van der Waals
interactions. The nonbonding O−C and Si−C interactions are
described by the 6−12 L-J potential,28 and the parameters are
obtained by a combination rule with σO−C = 3.2185 Å, εO−C =
0.003 527 eV and σSi−C = 3.6035 Å, εSi−C = 0.005 668 eV. After
stable structure is achieved by the empirical force field, we
choose a part of the relaxed wrinkled graphene as the unit cell
in which the width is 0.423 nm. The unit cell length is chosen
to ensure that the distance between neighbored wrinkles is
larger than 4.5 nm and avoid any self-interaction in neighbored
wrinkles. In the periodic supercell, there is a vacuum region
larger than 3 nm in the direction perpendicular to the wrinkle
top. Similar periodic wrinkle structure has been successfully
achieved in experiments.19,25 Then the structural and electronic
properties of the wrinkled graphene sheets are extensively
studied by density function theory (DFT) calculations. All
computations are performed in the VASP code by using the
projector augmented wave method with the Perdew−Burke−
Ernzerhof exchange-correlation functional.29−31 First, the
wrinkled graphene unit cell is relaxed by using a conjugate-
gradient algorithm until the force on each atom is less than 0.1
eV/nm. Then an energy cutoff of 400 eV and special k points
sampled on a 8 × 8 × 1 Monkhorst−Pack mesh32 are employed
to calculate exact electronic structure. The external electric field

is modeled by adding a sawtooth-like potential along the
perpendicular direction of the wrinkled graphene.33

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The geometry of graphene wrinkles is dependent on applied
compression. The wrinkle height increases but the width
decreases with increasing the compressive strain. To character-
ize the structure of the wrinkled graphene relaxed by the DFT
technique, Figure 1b shows the variation of the size ratio h/w of
wrinkle height to width under different compressive strain. The
ratio h/w increases linearly with the compressive strain ε but
increases sharply after ε is larger than 18%. This is due to the
bottom parts of the wrinkles binding together, as shown in the
inset of Figure 1b. With further increasing the height, the
wrinkle will collapse onto the graphene sheet because of van
der Waals interactions. Moreover, the curvature radius r of the
wrinkle top decreases with increasing the ratio h/w. Figure 1c
presents the variation of the ratio h/r of wrinkle height to top
radius with h/w. The wrinkles are a kind of protrusion on the
graphene sheets. The onset of field emission is related closely
to the field enhancement factor and the work function.
According to previous studies for a nanoprotrusion on a flat
planar surface,34,35 the field enhancement factor β of the
wrinkle will approximately equal or be proportion to the size
ratio h/r, namely β ≈ h/r. The increase in h/r with enlarging
wrinkle height leads to a larger field enhancement factor, which
indicates a better field emission capability.
A free-standing single-layer graphene whose π orbitals

intersect at the Dirac point has a zero band gap. According
to the band structure in the inset of Figure 2, the wrinkled

graphene exhibits semiconducting properties. For the wrinkled
graphene with h/w = 0.36, its energy gap is 0.36 eV. However,
the energy gap monotonically decreases with the wrinkle size
ratio h/w increases, as shown by Figure 2. The energy gap
decreases to 0.14 eV when the ratio h/w is 1.62, and the
corresponding change compared to the energy gap of h/w =
0.36 is over 60%. This means a strong influence from the
wrinkle on the graphene band structure, and the electronic
properties of wrinkled graphene can be effectively tuned by
modifying the wrinkle morphology. The energy gap between
the HOMO and the LUMO is considered to be closely related
with chemical reactivity and field emission properties. A small
energy gap suggests that it is energetically favorable to add
electrons to a high-lying LUMO or to extract electrons from a
low-lying HOMO.

Figure 1. (a) A wrinkle is created by applying a uniaxial in-plane
compression on substrate-supported graphene sheet. The variations of
(b) the size ratio h/w of wrinkle height to width with the compressive
strain ε and (c) the h/r of height to top radius (defined in the inset)
with h/w.

Figure 2. Energy gap of the wrinkled graphene with the size ratio h/w.
The inset shows the band structure of a wrinkled graphene with h/w =
0.36.
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The work function (WF), ionization potential (IP), and
electron affinity (EA) are critical parameters for studying and
understanding the field emission properties of carbon nano-
materials. We have calculated the WFs, IPs, and EAs of the
wrinkled-graphene sheets, which are shown in Figure 3. Here

the work function of a wrinkled graphene is defined as the
energy needed to take an electron from the Fermi level to the
vacuum level. The WF of a flat graphene from our DFT
calculation is 4.4 eV. Under compression, the calculated WF of
the wrinkled graphene of h/w = 0.36 decreases to 4.2 eV.
However, further change in the wrinkle size and geometry
slightly influences the value of the WF, as shown in Figure 3.
The WF of graphene sheet becomes insensitive to wrinkle after
structural buckling. Theoretically, the IP and EA are defined as
the energy differences between the cationic (with one positive
charge) and anionic (with one negative charge) wrinkled
graphene and the neutral one, respectively. For the wrinkled
graphene of h/w = 0.36, its IP is 4.57 eV and EA is 2.0 eV. With
the change of wrinkle height and width under a larger
compression, the IP and EA for the wrinkled-graphene of h/
w = 1.62 decrease to 4.38 and 1.86 eV, respectively. The field
emission is qualitatively dependent on the IP and EA: the lower
IP and EA, the easier for an electron to be emitted from the
emitter and the higher field-emission current or the lower
threshold voltage.36,37 Therefore, the field emission perform-
ance of wrinkled graphene can be enhanced by introducing
stronger structural deformation on the wrinkled part.
We now examine the charge density difference Δρ = ρcharged

− ρ, where ρcharged and ρ are the charge densities of the charged
and uncharged wrinkled graphene, respectively. The results in
Figure 4a,c show that for both negatively and positively charged
system the charge accumulation and depletion mostly distribute
at the wrinkle top. It indicates that the electrons will be mainly
emitted from the wrinkle top when the wrinkled graphene is
used as field emitter. For the charged wrinkled graphene of h/w
= 1.62 (Figure 4b,d), the charge accumulation and depletion
become more concentrated at the top because of the increase in
the curvature of wrinkle top, but the overall distribution pattern
remains essentially unchanged. These observations explain the
mechanism of the decrease in IP and EA as shown in Figure 3
and also suggest an enhanced field emission at highly wrinkled
graphene. Naturally, the electron redistribution in the charged
wrinkled graphene unveils a possible mechanism for the
improved electron emission caused by structural protrusion in
experiment.14

In field emission, electrons from a solid can be emitted into
the vacuum only when overcoming an energy barrier at the

solid−vacuum interface. To apply an external electric field is an
effective way to reduce the energy barrier, which is identical to
the WF of the solid. Figure 5 shows the variations of the WFs

of two wrinkled-graphene sheets under vertical electric fields.
The WFs monotonically decrease with increasing the field, but
the slope of the WF for the graphene of h/w = 1.62 is larger
than that of h/w = 0.36. Under a bias of 2 V/nm, the WFs for
graphene of h/w = 0.36 and 1.62 are 2.81 and 2.6 eV,
respectively. This also means a better field emission for highly
wrinkled graphene.
To further understand the field emission properties of

wrinkled graphene, we have investigated the changes of the
charge densities of the HOMO and LUMO and the local
density of states (LDOS) in the presence of an electric field.
The charge distributions of the HOMO and LUMO of the
wrinkled graphene of h/w = 0.36 are shown in Figure 6a. The
charges uniformly distribute at the wrinkled and flat parts of the
graphene sheet in the absence of a field. Applying a bias of 1 V/
nm, the HOMO of the wrinkled graphene almost disappears at
the wrinkle top as shown by Figure 6b. On the contrary, the
charge accumulation of the LUMO concentrates at the wrinkle
top. The dramatic difference between the HOMO and LUMO
at the wrinkled part under electric field demonstrates that the
graphene wrinkles could be ideal electron emitting source.
Furthermore, Figure 7a shows the LDOS of two atoms (a1 and
a2) locating at the flat part of the graphene sheet and top part
of the wrinkle. The positions of a1 and a2 are denoted by the

Figure 3. Work functions (WFs), electron affinities (EAs), and
ionization potentials (IPs) of wrinkled graphene with h/w.

Figure 4. Contour plots of 2D projection of charge density changes
[in units of e/Å3] for the wrinkled graphene of h/w = 0.36 and 1.62
with injecting one negative charge (a) and (c) and one positive charge
(b) and (d). The value and location of the largest charge density
difference are shown in each panel.

Figure 5. Work functions of the wrinkled graphene of h/w = 0.36 and
1.62 with bias.
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inset of Figure 7a. Without electric field, the distribution of the
LDOS and the π and π* states for the two atoms are
approximately the same around the Fermi level, indicating
slight influence from the structural deformation. However, the
π and π* states of the a2 atom are significantly changed and
modified when a bias of 1 V/nm is applied, as shown in Figure
7b. The LDOS of the a1 atom below the Fermi level is higher
than that of the a2 atom, while it is lower above the Fermi level.
So the wrinkled and flat parts of the graphene sheet possess
quite different electronic properties under an external electric
field. This modification is mainly due to the charge localization
and concentration at the wrinkle (Figure 6).
With increasing structural size and external perturbation, the

graphene wrinkle will collapse and transform into folded
wrinkle. Here the field emission properties of such folded
graphene wrinkle have been studied by the same DFT
technique, as shown in Figure 8. The height and width of
this folded wrinkle are 1.20 and 5.33 nm, respectively. The WF
of the folded-wrinkle graphene is 4.257 eV, slightly larger than
that of the wrinkled graphene presented in Figure 3. The charge
density changes for the folded-wrinkle graphene when injecting
one negative and one positive charge are shown in Figure 8.
The charge accumulation and depletion mostly distribute at the
left and right top curved parts of the folded wrinkle. Because of
stronger structural deformation, the IP and EA of the folded
wrinkle decrease to 3.72 and 1.67 eV, respectively. In the
presence of a bias of 1 V/nm, its work function decreases to
3.368 eV. All those results suggest that the folded wrinkle also
could be a good candidate for field emitter.

4. CONCLUSIONS
Our first-principles calculations reveal sensitive response of the
electronic properties of wrinkled graphene to charge injecting
and external electric field. The field enhancement factor of the
wrinkled graphene increases, but electron affinities and
ionization potentials decrease with increasing the curvature of
wrinkle top. When injecting charges, both the charge
accumulation and depletion mostly locate at the wrinkle top
parts and become more concentrated in the wrinkle with a
higher curvature. Under a bias, the change of the HOMO and
LUMO mainly appears at the wrinkled parts, especially at its
top. It is indicated that the electrons are easily emitted from the
graphene wrinkles. The present results shed lights on the
fundamental behaviors of wrinkled graphene, which can be
explored for innovative application in field emission.
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