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Electric field analyses on monolayer
semiconductors: the example of InSe†
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External electric fields can be used to manipulate the electronic properties of two-dimensional (2D)
materials. 2D InSe semiconductors possess high electron mobility and wide band gap tunability.
Therefore, they have been proposed for use in ultrathin electronic devices. Here, using first-principles
calculations, we study the charge polarization, structure, electronic structure, and gas adsorption of an
InSe monolayer under vertical electric fields. We find that both the structural evolution and charge
polarization rely on the directions of the electric fields. The hole eﬀective mass at the valance band
maximum can be decreased by fields that oﬀer a possible route to increase mobility. In contrast, the
fields have little impact on the eﬀective mass of electrons at the conduction band minimum. Therefore,
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high electron mobility in InSe is retained under the fields. Besides, electric fields could alter the
absorption intensity for gas molecules. Therefore, gas sensors could be an expected application. More
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importantly, this work systematically points out some key steps for setting up electric-field calculations
in the popular VASP code, such as the cancellation of the symmetrisation of the charge density, avoiding

rsc.li/pccp

electrons spilling out into the vacuum under high fields.

Introduction
Ultrathin two-dimensional (2D) semiconductors may have high
carrier mobilities.1–3 These materials have shown prospects for
use in flexible optoelectronics.4,5 Because of the gapless nature
of graphene,6,7 a series of layered transition metal chalcogenides
with well-defined bandgaps, such as MoS2,8–10 WSe2,11 and InSe,
have been proposed. Most recently, 2D InSe has drawn considerable attention due to it having the possible highest electron
mobility reported for 2D chalcogenides (B1000 cm2 V1 s1 for
6-layer InSe at room temperature).12 Many efforts have been made
to study its defects,13,14 phase transition,15 spectrum,16 and surface
functionalization.17 Field effect transistors (FET) with 2D InSe as
transport channels have been reported.12,18 Photodetectors based
on few-layered InSe also show broad spectral responses.19,20 In
addition, 2D InSe is considered as a promising candidate for gas
sensors.21,22 An InSe monolayer has a honeycomb lattice, as shown
in Fig. 1(a). The central pairs of In atoms form homogeneous
bonds, and each of them connects with three other Se atoms in the
outer layer. Bulk InSe has a direct band gap.23 Its band gap
a
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Fig. 1 (a) A schematic diagram of an InSe monolayer. Color coding: dark
brown for In; and green for Se. (b) Potential energy diﬀerences (De) induced by
electric fields along the Z direction. (c) Electric field intensity distribution along
the Z direction (vertical to the plane). The region shaded in yellow indicates the
thickness of the InSe monolayer. (d) The eﬀective electric field intensity
(eﬀective E) in the InSe region as a function of the applied value (applied E).

increases sharply as the number of layers decreases.24–26 When
the thickness goes down to about ten layers, InSe exhibits an
indirect gap.24
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Generally, 2D materials are sensitive to external
conditions.27 In other words, external conditions or methods
can be used to control their properties. Using an external
electric field is one such method that is usually used in
electronic devices. Electric fields can easily aﬀect structures,
charge distributions, and conductive channels in 2D materials.
For example, density functional theory (DFT) calculations have
suggested that electric fields could be used to tailor the band
gaps in GaN monolayers (modified with H and F),28 blue
phosphorus,29 rippled MoS2 monolayers,30 and also bilayer
MoS2, MoSe2, MoTe2, and WS2.31 Furthermore, electric fields can
also enhance the adsorption of H2 on 2D BN.32 As such, this is a
possible way to increase the sensitivity of 2D gas sensors using
electric fields. However, there is still some confusion about the
electric-field eﬀect on 2D materials in calculations. For example, an
electric field induces layer-to-layer charge transfer in MoS2/WS2 and
MoS2/black phosphorus van der Waals heterostructures.33,34 In
contrast, in bilayer MoS2, charge accumulation happens in the
region between the two layers (inside the van der Waals gap) under
electric fields.31 Besides, it is proposed that electric fields cannot
easily change the band gap of a MoS2 monolayer.31 However, a
semiconductor-to-metal transition in a InSe monolayer under
electric fields has been predicted.35 Therefore, there are still a lot
of questions to answer regarding the eﬀects of electric fields on 2D
materials.
In this work, we take an InSe monolayer as an example to
study the eﬀects of vertical electric fields on the charge polarization, structure, electronic structure, and gas molecule
adsorption of 2D materials, using first-principles calculations.
We find that electric fields mainly induce charge polarization in
the Se layers. Under a vertical electric field, the upper and lower
surfaces of InSe show opposite charge characteristics, manifesting as electronic polarization. The In–Se bond length
depends on the intensity and direction of the electric fields.
However, the field has little impact on In–In bonds. Regarding
the electronic structure, the effective mass of holes at the
valence band maximum is easier to change (decrease) using
electric fields in contrast to that of electrons at the conduction
band minimum. Finally, we study gas adsorption (H2) on both
surfaces of an InSe monolayer under electric fields. The binding abilities of molecules on the two surfaces show differences,
and can be manipulated using the fields. Our study indicates
that electric fields are a tool to control the electronic properties
of InSe for potential devices, such as gas sensors.

Methods
Our DFT calculations are performed with projected augmented
wave (PAW) formalism,36,37 as implemented in VASP codes.38
The electron exchange–correlation interaction is described
using the Perdew–Burke–Ernzerhof (PBE) functional.39 We
use 325 eV as the cutoff energy for the plane wave basis set
and 8  8  1 Monkhorst–Pack k-points. Spin polarization has
been considered in the calculations and an InSe monolayer
exhibits non-magnetic features. In our model, a 20 Å vacuum

6946 | Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2018, 20, 6945--6950

PCCP

layer is used. The external electric field is perpendicular to the
plane of the InSe monolayer (along the Z direction of the cell).
To get the correct results, it should be stressed that the default
symmetrisation of the charge density must be cancelled in
calculations when an electric field is applied. Otherwise, the
charge polarization behavior would encounter serious problems in the VASP code; see details in Part 1 of the (ESI†) for
more information. For the H2 adsorption model, we use a
3  3  1 InSe supercell which contains 18 In atoms, 18 Se
atoms, and 2 H2 molecules. The van der Waals interactions are
corrected using the Grimme DFT-D2 method.40 The binding
energy of H2 on one side is referred to the energy of InSe plus
H2 on the other side.

Results and discussion
Due to screening eﬀects in the material, the eﬀective electric
field on InSe is not the applied value and thus should be
calibrated. For this purpose, we study electrostatic potential
energy distributions in the calculations. To exclude the impacts
of structural change, all atoms are fixed. Since the electric field
is along the Z direction, we only calculate the average electronic
electrostatic potential energy along the Z direction, as shown
in Fig. 2(a)–(c). Then, we get the potential energy differences
(De = eE  e0) caused by the electric fields, as shown in Fig. 1(b).
Here, eE and e0 stand for the electrostatic potential energies
under E V nm1 and 0 V nm1 electric fields, respectively.
Accordingly, we can obtain the intensity of the external electric
field along the Z direction using
E¼

dj
dDe
¼
dz edz

where j is the electronic electrostatic potential, z is the
distance along the Z direction, and e is the elementary charge.
By differentiating the potential energy difference, the distribution of the electric field intensity can be obtained, as shown in
Fig. 1(c). Here, the Z fractional coordinates from 0.35 to 0.65
correspond to the region of the InSe monolayer, highlighted by
the yellow color. When the applied electric field is up to
6 V nm1, the intensity in the vacuum is exactly equal to the
applied value. In contrast, the intensity in InSe is significantly
small due to the screening effects of the material. Here, we take
the average intensity in the InSe monolayer as the effective
electric field intensity. As displayed in Fig. 1(d), the intensity of
the effective field is about 1/8 of the applied value. Since the
atoms are fixed, the reduction in the applied field is due to
electronic screening. In fact, the reduction in the external field
in the InSe monolayer also matches the difference in the
dielectric constants between the vacuum and the material;
see details in Part 2 of the ESI† for more information. As a
result, most of the potential energy drop occurs in the vacuum
and a small effective field exists in the material. This will be
true in experimental devices, but the field would not be over a
vacuum but over a high-k dielectric in a transistor structure.
It has been predicted that an InSe monolayer will transform
to a metallic state under a 10 V nm1 high field.35 Here, we also
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Fig. 2 Charge density and electronic potential energy distributions in an
InSe monolayer under (a) 0 V nm1, (b) 6 V nm1, and (c) 10 V nm1 applied
electric fields along the +Z direction. The cyan isosurface corresponds to
4  105 a.u. of charge density. Regions shaded in gray are the ones filled
by electrons. (d) The band structure of an InSe monolayer under a
10 V nm1 applied electric field. The lowest conduction band is highlighted
by the red line, and the states which contribute to this band (from the
Fermi level to 1 eV above) are shown by a charge density of 1  103 a.u.
(red region). The atom color coding is the same as in Fig. 1.

investigate how such a transition happens. As shown in
Fig. 2(b) and (c), an electric field leads to a triangular potential
energy distribution. Under a 6 V nm1 applied field, electrons
are strictly located in the InSe monolayer, while under a 10 V nm1
applied field, small amounts of electrons will spill out into the
vacuum, as displayed in Fig. 2(c). Meanwhile, in this case we find
that the InSe monolayer has transformed to a ‘‘metallic state’’
according to its band structure, as shown in Fig. 2(d). The lowest
conduction band (highlighted by the red color in Fig. 2(d)) has
touched the Fermi level. However, projecting this conduction band
from the Fermi level to 1 eV above in real space, we find that its
states come from the vacuum: see the red region in Fig. 2(d). In
other words, the metallic state is the result of spurious eﬀects of
spilled electrons.41,42 Therefore, the electric field applied in calculations should be carefully checked to avoid such a situation.
In the following discussion, we will use the eﬀective field to reflect
the actual case in InSe.
Next, we investigate the charge polarization and structural
evolution of the InSe monolayer under electric fields. Fig. 3(a)
displays the charge density diﬀerence [CDD, r(E)  r(0)]43
under electric fields with diﬀerent intensities and directions.
From the CDD distribution, we can see that the charge polarization relies on the intensity and direction of an electric field.
The electrons move in the opposite direction of the electric
field, which obeys basic electrostatic laws. In addition, the CDD
also indicates that an electric field can induce opposite electronic behavior on the upper and lower surfaces of InSe. For
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Fig. 3 (a) The charge density diﬀerences in the InSe monolayer under
+0.25 V nm1, +0.38 V nm1, +0.51 V nm1 and 0.51 V nm1 eﬀective
electric fields. Yellow and cyan isosurfaces correspond to positive and
negative values of 2  104 a.u., respectively. (b) The bond lengths of In–In
(dark brown), upper In–Se (In–Se2, blue), and lower In–Se (In–Se1, green)
versus the effective electric field. The inset shows the movement direction
(red arrows) of In and Se atoms under a +Z electric field. The atom color
coding is the same as in Fig. 1.

example, gas molecule adsorption can be diﬀerent on the two
surfaces (this will be discussed later). Under a relatively small
eﬀective electric field of 0.25 V nm1, charge polarization
mainly occurs on the upper and lower surfaces around Se
atoms. As the field increases, such charge polarization between
Se atoms becomes more significant. Under a relatively large
field, such as 0.51 V nm1, there is also charge polarization
between In atoms. Furthermore, charge polarization via an
electric field can also lead to small structural changes.
Fig. 3(b) shows the bond length evolution for In–Se and
In–In. The bond lengths of the upper (In–Se2) and lower
(In–Se1) In–Se bonds exhibit opposite responses to the same
electric field. For example, under a +Z field, cations (In) move
upward and anions (Se) move downward; see the red arrows in the
inset of Fig. 3(b) for details. Such movements will elongate In–Se1
bonds and shorten In–Se2 bonds. Since the two bonded In
atoms move upward synchronously, the In–In bond length is
almost unchanged. Therefore, the two bonded In atoms can be
regarded as a single entity under electric fields. Here, the
change in In–Se bond length is relatively small. For example,
under a +0.76 V nm1 effective field, the bond length of In–Se1
increases by only 0.3%.
Besides structures, electric fields can also aﬀect band structures or their related electronic properties. Fig. 4(a)–(e) displays
the band structures of an InSe monolayer under electric fields.
An intrinsic InSe monolayer exhibits an indirect band gap
(1.407 eV from our PBE calculations), which is consistent
with previous works.22,44 As shown in Fig. 4(a)–(e), there are
no significant changes in the band structure under electric
fields. This may be due to the charge polarization under the
considered electric fields being relatively small. For example,
according to the results of Bader analysis, only 0.029 electrons
per atom have been transferred from Se in the upper layer to Se
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Fig. 4 The band structures of an InSe monolayer under (a) 0 V nm1,
(b) +0.25 V nm1, (c) +0.51 V nm1, (d) +0.76 V nm1 and (e) 0.76 V nm1
eﬀective electric fields. (f) The eﬀective masses at the VBM (holes) and
CBM (electrons, along the G–K and G–M directions) and (g) band gap
versus the effective electric field. m0 stands for the electron rest mass.

in the lower layer under a +0.51 V nm1 effective field. However,
we still find that the band gap slightly decreases as the field
intensity increases: see Fig. 4(g) for details. As we know,
effective mass is one of the key factors that determine the
transport properties of FETs. So, it is meaningful to investigate
this property. As shown in Fig. 4(f), the effective masses at the
conduction band minimum (CBM, electrons) along the G–K
and G–M directions are both quite small and very close to each
other. Both of them are insensitive to the electric field, which
indicates that an external field would not destroy the high
mobility of electrons. The effective mass at the valance band
maximum (VBM, holes) is more than 10 times larger than that
of electrons at the CBM. This is consistent with it being easy for
intrinsic 2D InSe to exhibit n-type conductivity.45 Here, external
electric fields can decrease the effective mass of holes at the
VBM and thus enhance their mobility by a certain degree.
Moreover, when an electric field is applied, the position of
the VBM exhibits a weak shift toward the K-point. In contrast,
the CBM remains located at the G-point: see details in Part 3 of
the ESI† for more information. In other words, only the VBM
can be modified by the fields. According to tight-binding
analysis, the VBM of an InSe monolayer is mainly made up of
the In s state and Se pZ state.46 As a result, the VBM state is
located between two In atoms and a spindle-shaped region
along the Z direction which centers around the Se atoms
(pZ orbital): see Part 4 of the ESI† for more. As mentioned
above, an electric field induces charge polarization on the
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upper and lower surfaces (around the Se atoms). This means
that charge polarization mainly occurs in the region of the VBM
state. This may be the reason why the VBM state is sensitive to
external electric fields.
Finally, gas molecule adsorption on InSe under electric
fields is investigated. Here, we take the simple molecule H2
as an example. As mentioned above, InSe exhibits opposite
charge characteristics on the upper and lower surfaces under
the same electric field. So, we will investigate the H2 adsorption
behavior on both surfaces. In order to display polarization
eﬀects under an electric field, two H2 molecules are set
perpendicular to the InSe plane and reside on top of Se atoms:
see Fig. 5(a) for more details. The figure also displays the CDD
under a +0.51 V nm1 eﬀective field. Obviously, the electric
field induces charge polarization in InSe. Such charge polarization also happens at H2 and will influence the adsorption
behavior on InSe. Fig. 5(b) shows the binding energy (Eb)
between H2 and each surface under electric fields. Without
an electric field, the H2 molecule on each surface has the same
binding energy of 35.5 meV. As expected, the binding energies
of H2 on the two surfaces show diﬀerent responses to the same
electric field. For example, binding between H2 and the lower
surface of InSe is enhanced by the +Z field. In contrast, the +Z
field weakens the adsorption of H2 on the upper surface. The
relatively small binding energy indicates that H2 adsorption
under an electric field still involves physisorption. H2 and InSe
are connected by van der Waals forces. Besides, the adsorption
process is also reversible and can be controlled by the direction
of the field. According to the CDD analyses in Fig. 5(a), the
lower H atom of the H2 molecule on the upper surface gains
more electrons and becomes negatively charged under the +Z
field. Meanwhile, its upper H atom becomes positively charged.
For InSe, the charge density of Se atoms on the upper surface is

Fig. 5 (a) Charge density diﬀerence distribution in InSe with two H2
molecules adsorbed, under a +0.51 V nm1 eﬀective field. Atom and
CDD isosurface color coding is the same as in Fig. 3. (b) The binding
energy (Eb) for the upper H2 (blue line) and lower H2 (red line) on InSe
surfaces versus the eﬀective field.
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reduced by a +Z field. However, the charge density reduction is
small. Through Bader analysis, we find that the electrons of a
Se atom on the upper surface only decrease by 0.027e under a
+0.51 V nm1 field (in the presence of H2). This means that Se
atoms on the upper surface are still anions. As a result, they will
weaken the original absorption of H2 above the upper surface.
Accordingly, the binding energy between H2 and the lower
surface of InSe will be enhanced by a +Z electric field. This
indicates that selective adsorption can be achieved under
electric fields in InSe.

Conclusions
In conclusion, by first-principles calculations, we investigate
the eﬀects of vertical electric fields on an InSe monolayer.
Charge polarization is found to depend on the intensity and
direction of the field. The electric field could slightly aﬀect the
InSe structure. Only the eﬀective mass of holes at the VBM is
sensitive to electric fields, which may oﬀer a possible route to
enhance hole mobility. Finally, we find that gas adsorption on
InSe can be controlled using electric fields. This indicates that
electric fields could be employed to promote adsorption or
desorption in InSe-based gas sensors. Our calculations shed
light on the electric field eﬀect in 2D InSe and may oﬀer a new
pathway for its applications. Last but not least, this work also
systematically points out some key steps for setting up electricfield analyses using VASP code, such as the cancellation of the
symmetrisation of the charge density, avoiding electrons spilling
out into the vacuum under high fields.
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A. Patanè, Sci. Rep., 2016, 6, 39619.
45 A. Politano, G. Chiarello, R. Samnakay, G. Liu, B. Gürbulak,
S. Duman, A. Balandin and D. W. Boukhvalov, Nanoscale,
2016, 8, 8474.
46 J. Robertson, J. Phys. C: Solid State Phys., 1979, 12, 4777.

This journal is © the Owner Societies 2018

