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Multilayers of nanoburger structures of silver island films-SiO2-silver island films (SIFs-SiO2-SIFs) were used as substrates to study the fluorescence of close-proximity fluorophores. Compared to single-layered SIFs, multilayer nanoburgers
exhibit several distinctive properties including a significantly enhanced fluorescence intensity, decreased lifetimes, and
increased fluorphore photostability by simply varying the dielectric layer thickness while the SIF layer is kept constant. Finitedifference time-domain (FDTD) calculations show that the maximum electric field intensity can be tuned by varying the
distance between the silver particles. Enhanced fluorescence emission coupled with a reduced fluorophore lifetime suggests
that both an electric field and plasmon-coupling component are the underlying mechanisms for nanoburger-based metalenhanced fluorescence (MEF). This tunable multilayer nanoburger structure holds great potential for applications in biology,
microscopy, imaging, and biomedical research, given the current uses of MEF.

1. Introduction
Fluorescence detection is an important tool in medical diagnostic
high-throughput screening, microscopy, and biotechnology.1-5 Although fluorescence spectroscopy displays exquisite sensitivity,2,6,7
the detection limit is usually limited by the quantum yield of the
fluorophore (label), the autofluorescence of the sample, and the
photostability of the fluorophores, which are fundamentally far-field
fluorescence properties.8 In this regard, metallic nanostructures9-12
have been used to modify the spectral properties of fluorophores
favorably and to alleviate some of their more classical photophysical
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far-field constraints.13-23 The use of fluorophore-metal near-field
interactions has been termed metal-enhanced fluorescence (MEF) by
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Figure 1. Process of nanoburger surface preparation.

silver island films (SIFs) have been a popular substrate used for
applications of MEF for fluorophores emitting in the visible
wavelength region. However, these studies have for the most part
been focused on one SIF layer.14,34,35
In this article, we present experimental and theoretical electric
field simulations of a new type of modified SIF;nanoburger
structures;to test whether it is suitable for MEF applications.
SIF nanoburger structures were fabricated by combining wet chemical silver deposition with the thermal vapor deposition of SiO2 onto
glass microscope slides, which were subsequently characterized by
optical absorption spectroscopy and atomic force microscopy
(AFM) techniques. The resultant layered structures are likened to
hamburger geometry and thus are called nanoburgers. Significantly
enhanced fluorescence emission was observed when fluorophores
were positioned close to the nanoburger structures. In addition, we
have observed a shorter fluorescence lifetime for fluorophores,
which in accordance with current MEF theory suggests that both
an enhanced electric field and a plasmon-coupling component
underpin the mechanism for fluorescence enhancement close to
the SIF-SiO2 multilayered nanoburger structures.

2. Results and Discussion
The morphology of a series of SIF nanoburger structures was
first studied using AFM. Figure 2 shows the morphology of SIFs:
SIFs-10 nm SiO2 and SIFs-10 nm SiO2-SIFs. The irregular size
of 125 nm Ag particles with a surface roughness around 32.5 nm
(Figure 2b) can be seen for the first layer of the SIF films
(Figure 2a). After the deposition of SiO2 (Figure 2b), the film
surface is smoother with a roughness of around 25.7 nm. When
the second layer of SIFs was deposited onto SiO2, a fairly
unstructured silver film with a roughness of around 37.9 nm
and a particle size of around 125 nm was again observed.
Figure 3b shows the extinction spectra of the SIF nanoburger
structure (SIFs-5 nm SiO2-SIFs) and SIFs-5 nm SiO2. It can be
seen that the SIF nanoburger structure has a much larger optical
density of the extinction spectra with a maximum wavelength that is
red-shifted (410 nm) as compared to a single layer of SIFs-5 nm
SiO2 (390 nm). This increase in extinction is attributed to the
(34) Garoff, S.; Weitz, D. A.; Gramila, T. J.; Hanson, C. D. Optical-absorption
resonances of dye-coated silver-island films. Opt. Lett. 1981, 6, 245-247.
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higher cumulative optical density of two layers of SIFs compared
with one layer of SIFs, and the subsequent wavelength shift is
attributed to the near-field refractive index change between individual SIFs with the SiO2 isolation layer. The absorption of
fluorescein on the SIF nanoburger structrure (SIFs-5 nm
SiO2-SIFs) and SIFs-5 nm SiO2 is shown in Figure 3c using
SIFs-5 nm SiO2 and SIFs-5 nm SiO2-SIFs films as the backgrounds, respectively. The fluorophore has a much larger absorbance on SIFs-5 nm SiO2-SIFs as compared to that on SIFs-5
nm SiO2 alone, which has the same maximum absorbance wavelength of FITC (Figure 3c inset). For nanoburger structures with
different SiO2 thickness, we observed a similar extinction property
where there are much larger extinction spectra as compared to that
for a single layer of SIFs-x nm SiO2. These effects can be explained
as a result of the coupling of the molecular dipoles with the
localized electromagnetic field of the metallic particle’s surface
plasmon resonance (localized plasmon resonance, LPR) in the
ground state. In essence, conducting metallic particles can modify
the free-space far-field absorption condition (observed in the
absence of metal) in ways that increase the incident electric field,
Em, felt by the close proximity of near-field fluorophores.36
To test the nanoburger substrate for potential applications in
MEF, the fluorescence emission spectra of fluorescein in water on
SIFs-SiO2-SIFs films with different thickness of SiO2 and on glass
were recorded with excitation at 455 nm, and the spectra and
enhancement factor (relative to a glass control) are compiled in
Figure 4. From Figure 4f, it can be seen that the fluorescence of
fluorescein is enhanced (∼35 times) on both SIFs-7 nm SiO2-SIFs
and SIFs-10 nm SiO2-SIFs, where the enhancement factor of the
thickness of SIFs-7 nm SiO2 is 20 and 14 times of SIFs-10 nm
SiO2. Also, we observed that the fluorescence enhancement factor
(as compared to a plain glass control sample) increased as the SiO2
thickness increased (from 2 to 10 nm) and decreased when the SiO2
thickness reached ∼15 nm. Also, the fluorescence enhancement
factor from the nanoburger substrate is much larger than that of a
single layer of SIFs without SiO2,14,34,35,37where the enhanced
emission is facilitated by the close proximity of the fluorophore to
the nanoburger layers (i.e., a near-field interaction). In this regard, it
will be shown later in this article that this enhancement effect loosely
correlates with the enhanced electric field component from the
substrates as simulated using FDTD, suggesting that enhanced
absorption contributes significantly to MEF.
The photostability (steady-state intensity decay) of fluorescence
on SIFs-10 nm SiO2 and SIFs-10 nm SiO2-SIFs (i.e., nanoburger) was also measured. Figure 5 shows the fluorescence emission
as a function of time, with excitation at 455 nm and observed
through a 500 nm long-pass filter. The relative intensities of the
plots reflect that more detectable photons can be observed per unit
time from the SIFs-10 nm SiO2-SIFs film as compared to the
number that can be observed per unit time from the SIFs-SiO2 (a
control sample not containing the silver), where the integrated
areas under the plots are proportional to the photon flux from the
respective surfaces. By additionally adjusting the laser power to
match the same initial steady-state intensities of the samples at time
t = 0, the FITC on SIFs-10 nm SiO2-SIFs can be seen to be more
photostable (Figure 5). Similar findings were observed for the other
SiFs-SiO2 geometries studied. This finding of enhanced photostability subsequently implies that the fluorescence lifetime from the
SIFs-10 nm SiO2-SIFs will be shorter than on the SIFs-10 nm
SiO2 film, with the fluorophore in essence spending less time
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Figure 2. AFM images of SIFs (a), SIFs-10 nm SiO2 (b), and nanoburgers (SIFs-10 nm SiO2-SIFs) (c). The respective line scans of the
AFM images are shown in d-f. The roughness is 32.5 nm for SIFs, 25.7 nm for SIFs-10 nm SiO2, and 37.9 nm for SIFs-10 nm SiO2-SIFs.

on average in an excited state because of the fast nonradiative
energy transfer to the SIFs-10 nm SiO2-SIFs, and therefore is
less prone to photodestruction (i.e., is more photostable). In terms
of a substrate for analytical chemistry applications, a higher
photon flux (counts per unit time) will invariably increase the
fluorescence detectability from the surfaces. We have also measured the time-resolved intensity decays of fluorescein (fluorescence lifetimes) in close proximity to SIFs and nanoburger
structures (data shown in Table 1) using the time-correlated
single photon counting technique. The respective lifetimes were
calculated from those decays using nonlinear least-squares impulse reconvolution analysis. We see both a reduced amplitude
lifetime (Æτæ on SIFs-7 nm SiO2 and SIFs-7 nm SiO2-SIFs is
3.29 and 2.21 ns, respectively) and mean lifetimes (τ mean on
SIFs-7 nm SiO2 and SIFs-7 nm SiO2-SIFs is 4.76 and 2.89 ns
and Æτæ on SIFs-10 nm SiO2 and SIFs-10 nm SiO2-SIFs is 3.30
and 2.21 ns, respectively, and τ mean on SIFs-10 nm SiO2 and
SIFs-10 nm SiO2-SIFs is 4.68 and 3.0 ns, respectively) as
compared to the glass control sample (τ mean on glass is 5.02 ns
and Æτæ on glass is 4.71 ns). These findings of reduced fluorophore
lifetimes are consistent with our previously reported findings for
nanosecond decay time fluorophores sandwiched between singlelayer silver nanostructures, similarly suggesting that the radiating

plasmon model38-40 is a suitable description of the nanoburger
fluorescence-enhancement mechanism. In this description, the
lifetime of the fluorophore-metal system is reduced because of
faster, more efficient fluorophore-plasmon coupling, followed in
turn by coupled-system emission, with the plasmon in essence
radiating the coupled quanta through the scattering component
of its extinction spectrum.
Subsequently, we suggest two complementary effects for the
observed fluorescence enhancement: (i) surface plasmons can
radiate coupled fluorescence efficiently and (ii) an enhanced
absorption or electric field facilitates enhanced emission. Because
enhanced electromagnetic fields in close proximity to metal
nanoparticles are the basis for the increased system absorption
in MEF, we have additionally calculated the electric field distributions for nanoburger nanostructures with various SiO2
thickness using FDTD calculations (Figure 6). FDTD calculations show that the maximum electric field of the nanoburger
structure increases with the thickness of SiO2 and then decreases
when the thickness of SiO2 exceeds 5 nm, similar to that observed
experimentally (i.e. Figure 4).41 However, the values are not
identical, which is simply explained by the differences between
empirical and theoretical data. These collective observations not
only are helpful for creating surface architectures for optimized
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(41) Kummerlen, J.; Leitner, A.; Brunner, H.; Aussenegg, F. R.; Wokaun, A.
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Figure 3. Schematic for FITC solutions sandwiched between one glass and one nanoburger slide (a). Absorbance spectra of SIFs-5 nm SiO2

and SIFs-5 nm SiO2-SIFs (b). Absorbance spectra of FITC on SIFs-5 nm SiO2 and on SiO2-5 nm SiO2-SIFs (c). Absorbance spectra of
an FITC solution measured in a cuvette (d).

Figure 4. Fluorescence spectra and enhancement factor of FITC solutions sandwiched between one glass slide and one nanoburger slide with
different SiO2 thicknesses: (a) 2 nm SiO2, (b) 5 nm SiO2, (c) 7 nm SiO2, (d) 10 nm SiO2, and (e) 15 nm SiO2. Excitation: 455 nm.

MEF but also are helpful in our laboratories where we continue to
develop a unified plasmon-fluorophore theory/description.
2.1. Two Mechanisms in MEF. In this article, we have
shown that a fluorophore close to the SIFs nanoburger structures
12374 DOI: 10.1021/la101801n

can display enhanced absorption, as shown experimentally in
Figure 3, which has been further modeled in Figure 6 with a
modest correlation between both sets of data. In this regard, the
enhanced absorption of the fluorophore does not lend itself to a
Langmuir 2010, 26(14), 12371–12376
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Figure 5. Emission intensity vs time for FITC on SIFs-10 nm SiO2 and SIFs-10 nm-SiO2-SIFs with the laser power adjusted to give the
same initial steady-state fluorescence intensity as observed on SIFs-10 nm SiO2 (bottom curves).

Figure 6. Dependence of the E-field intensity on the distance (D = 10 nm) between NPs of incident light at 473 nm and 800 nm (a). Images of
the 2D E-field distribution around silver NPs for incident-light wavelengths of 473 nm. (Arrows show the direction of incident light injection
in the simulation.) |Ex2 þ Ey2|max was calculated along D (b). Cartoon showing the setup for the FDTD calculations of the near-field intensity
that were made for 100-nm-diameter silver NPs with a background refractive index of 1.5 (SiO2) (c).

reduced fluorescence lifetime, which we have attributed to an additional MEF mechanism, the so-called plasmon coupling component, described in numerous reports by our laboratory.38 For fluorophores under the far-field condition (i.e., more than 1 wavelength
away from the nanoburger structures), the fluorescence quantum
yield and lifetime are described by the classical equations
Q0 ¼

τ0 ¼

Γ
Γ þ knr
1
Γ þ knr

Qm ¼

Γ þ Γm
Γ þ Γm þ knr

ð3Þ

τm ¼

1
Γ þ Γm þ knr

ð4Þ

ð1Þ

ð2Þ

where Γ is the far-field fluorophore radiative rate. knr represents
the nonradiative rates, Q0 is the quantum yield, and τ0 is the freespace lifetime. From these two equations, we can readily see that
as one modifies the knr rates, such as by adding a quencher, both
the quantum yield and lifetime change in unison.
Langmuir 2010, 26(14), 12371–12376

However, for fluorescein solutions close to the nanoburger
structures we see enhanced emission, Qm, coupled to a reduced
lifetime, τm, which is quite different from the traditional free-space
conditions (i.e., eqs 1 and 2)

where τm, Qm, and Γm are the metal-modified system lifetimes,
quantum yields (overall brightness), and system radiative rates,
respectively.
From Figure 5, we note a better fluorescein photostability that
we attribute to the reduced fluorophore lifetime close to metal
(confirmed by time-resolved measurements, Table 1), with the
fluorophore spending on average less time in an excited state prior
DOI: 10.1021/la101801n
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Table 1. Fluorescence Lifetime Analysis of FITC in Water and on SIF Nanoburger Deposits Measured Using Time-Domain Fluorometrya
T2 (ns)

A2 (%)

Æτæ (ns)

τ (ns)

χ2

FITC-glass
4.44
95.37
FITC-SIFs
4.02
92.37
2.61
91.25
FITC-SIFs-7 nm SiO2
1.94
95.33
FITC-SIFs-7 nm SiO2 -SIFs
2.60
90.25
FITC-SIFs-10 nm SiO2
1.91
94.53
FITC-SIFs-10 nm SiO2 -SIFs
a
τ is the mean lifetime, and Æτæ is the amplitude-weighted lifetime.

10.27
8.27
10.4
7.77
10.1
7.71

4.63
7.63
8.75
4.67
9.75
5.47

4.71
4.34
3.29
2.21
3.30
2.21

5.02
4.63
4.76
2.89
4.68
3.00

1.05
1.05
1.02
0.92
1.04
0.95

to its deactivation to the ground state and thus having less time for
photochemical excited-state reactions (i.e., it is more photostable). The presence of both an enhanced absorption and a
reduced lifetime suggests two complementary mechanisms for
fluorescence enhancement, which have been reported numerous
times for single metal surface deposits.38

changing e-field between the particles. We have subequently
suggested both an enhanced electric field, Em, and a plasmoncoupling component to be the mechanisms for the observed
fluorescence enhancement, similar to that for substrates made
from silver, copper, and gold nanoparticles alone, as previously
reported by our laboratory.

3. Conclusions
In this article, we report the first observation of MEF from
multiple layers of SIFs-SiO2-SIFs, which we have called nanoburger substrates because of the similarity to hamburger-type
geometry We observed significantly enhanced fluorescence intensity, decreased lifetimes, and increased photostability when
fluorophores were placed in close proximity to the multilayer
nanoburger structure as compared to single-layered SIFs, which
hitherto have been the most widely used substrate in MEF studies.
Furthermore, the enhancement factor can be tuned by changing
the SiO2 thickness between the SIFs layers, which is a result of the

Acknowledgment. The authors would like to thank the
Institute of Fluorescence and UMBC (University of Maryland
Baltimore County) for salary support.

T1 (ns)

12376 DOI: 10.1021/la101801n

A1 (%)

Supporting Information Available: Preparation of nanoburger substrates for metal-enhanced fluorescence (MEF)
measurements. Preparation of the sandwich format sample.
Fluorescence lifetime analysis. Optical spectroscopy. Atomic
force microscopy (AFM). FDTD calculations. This material is available free of charge via the Internet at http://pubs.
acs.org.

Langmuir 2010, 26(14), 12371–12376

