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The exciton dynamics in a WS2 monolayer with strain are studied by transient absorption measurements. We mea-
sure the differential transmission signal from monolayer WS2 as a function of the probe wavelength at different levels of
strain applied to the sample. The differential transmission spectrum has a positive maximum value at about 614 nm and
shows no significant strain dependence. By time-resolving the differential transmission signal, we find that the strain has
a minimal effect on the exciton formation process. However, the exciton lifetime is significantly reduced by strain. These
results provide useful information for applications of WS2 in flexible electronic and optoelectronic devices where strain is
inevitable.
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1. Introduction
Since graphene was successfully exfoliated in 2004,[1] it

has attracted a lot of attention, owing to its excellent elec-
tronic properties that are attractive for many applications.[2,3]

Due to the lack of a bandgap of graphene, which is desirable
for logic electronics and optoelectronics, the interest in two-
dimensional (2D) materials has expanded to other layered ma-
terials such as transition metal dichalcogenides (TMDs).[4–6]

TMDs are layered materials with a formula of MX2, where
M denotes a transition metal atom (Mo, W) and X refers
to a chalcogenide atom (S, Se, Te).[7,8] With their ultra-
thin bodies and unique thickness-dependent bandgaps, TMDs
are expected to be widely used in electrical circuits,[9–11]

photodetectors,[12–14] and photovoltaic devices.[15–17]

WS2 is one of the representative semiconducting TMDs,
with a bandgap in the range of 1.3 eV–2.0 eV.[18,19] Bulk WS2

exhibits an indirect bandgap of 1.3 eV. With the number of
layers decreasing, monolayer WS2 becomes a direct semicon-
ductor with a bandgap of 2.0 eV.[20] Theoretical calculations
predicted that WS2 has high charge mobility among the semi-
conducting TMDs due to the reduced effective mass.[21] The
high photoluminescence (PL) yield of monolayer WS2 is at-
tractive to applications in optoelectronic devices demanding
high quantum efficiency.[22] With these excellent optical and
electronic properties, WS2 is expected to be widely used in
electronic and optoelectronic devices.[23–27]

The physical properties of TMDs depend on the band
structure. As such, the strain can be used to modulate the band

structure and thus tune the physical properties of TMDs.[28,29]

Recently, the effect of strain in TMDs has been investigated
extensively both theoretically and experimentally.[30–32] The-
oretical calculations show that for TMD monolayers with 1T
structures, such as HfS2 and HfSe2, the uniform isotropic
strain in a range from −5% to 5% of their bandgap can in-
crease, while for 2H TMDs the bandgap decreases linearly
as the lattice constant increases.[33] When applying a uniax-
ial strain, the results are similar but have a smaller modulation
of the bandgap.[34] Recent experiments indicated that the A-
exciton exhibits a redshift under a rate of 46 meV/% strain for
WS2.[35] The PL yield for bilayer WSe2 is improved dramati-
cally under uniaxial strain, making it comparable to unstrained
monolayer WSe2 due to an indirect-to-direct bandgap transi-
tion for strained bilayer WSe2.[36] TMD field-effect transistors
(FETs) have been fabricated on flexible substrates and the ef-
fect of strain has been studied.[37,38]

Exciton dynamics in monolayer TMDs play an impor-
tant role in determining their electronic and optical prop-
erties, and have been studied using transient absorption
measurements.[39–43] However, the effect of strain on exci-
tons dynamics has been less explored. In this paper, we re-
port a transient absorption measurement of exciton dynam-
ics in monolayer WS2 that is subjected to various levels of
strain. These results provide useful information for applica-
tion as TMDs in flexible electronic and optoelectronic devices
are inevitably subjected to strain.
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2. Experiment
Monolayer WS2 samples were obtained by micromechan-

ical exfoliation of bulk material on a thin polydimethylsilox-
ane (PDMS) flexible substrate. Their monolayer thickness was
confirmed by using optical contrast and PL yield. The PL
spectrum was measured using a confocal microscope system
(LabRAM HR Evolution) with a 50× objective lens, and un-
der the excitation of a 532-nm continuous-wave laser.

The exciton dynamics in monolayer WS2 samples were
studied using a transient absorption technique. The differential
transmission setup for the transient absorption measurements
is shown in Fig. 1(a). An 80-MHz mode-locked Ti:sapphire
laser is used to generate 100-fs pulses with a central wave-
length of 820 nm. The output of the Ti:sapphire was di-
vided into two parts by a beamsplitter. The majority of the
Ti:sapphire output was used to pump an optical parametric os-
cillator and thus generate a signal output with a central wave-
length in the range of 490 nm–750 nm, which was used as the
probe pulse. The other part was focused onto a beta barium bo-

rate crystal to generate its second harmonic at 410 nm, which
was used as the pump pulse. The pump and probe pulse were
focused onto the sample surface through a microscope objec-
tive lens with a spot size of 1.66 µm and 2.04 µm in full width
at half maximum, respectively. The transmitted probe was col-
limated by another microscope objective lens and was sent to a
silicon photodiode. A set of filters was used to block the pump
pulse in front of the photodiode. A lock-in amplifier was used
to measure the voltage output of the photodiode. The pump
pulse was modulated by a mechanical chopper at 2 kHz. The
voltage measured by the lock-in amplifier was proportional to
the differential transmission of the probe, ∆T/T0. This quan-
tity is defined as ∆T/T0 = (T −T0)/T0, where T and T0 are the
transmission coefficient of the sample with the pump presence
and without it, respectively. The differential transmission was
measured as a function of the probe delay, which is defined
as the time delay of the probe pulse with respect to the pump
pulse and can be controlled by changing the length of the pump
path with a linear motor stage.
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Fig. 1. (a) Schematics of differential transmission setup for transient absorption measurements. (b) Schematic drawing of two-point bending apparatus
along with the method to calculate strain. Setup of bending apparatus (c) without and (d) with strain corresponding to gray dashed box in panel (a).

A two-point bending apparatus[36,44] was used to apply
uniaxial tensile strain to the monolayer WS2 flakes as shown
in Fig. 1(b). The monolayer WS2 flakes and small PDMS film
were located at the central part of a polycarbonate (PC) flexi-
ble substrate. The PC substrate was located between two screw
posts. The PDMS substrate was attached to the PC substrate
and therefore had uniaxial tensile strain on its top surface.
It can be shown that the applied strain was ε = τ/2R,[35,45]

where τ is the thickness of the PDMS substrate and R the ra-
dius of the PDMS substrate as shown in Fig. 1(b).

The setup of the bending apparatus without strain and

with different levels of strain in the transient absorption sys-

tem are shown in Figs. 1(c) and 1(d), respectively. Uniaxial

tensile strain was obtained by changing the distance between

the two translation stages. When the substrate was bent, the

entire sample mount was moved so that the sample remained

at the focal plane of both objective lenses. By using this setup,

we could measure the differential transmission with various

values of strain. All the measurements were performed under

ambient conditions.
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3. Results and discussion
Figure 2(a) shows an optical microscope image of a WS2

flake. The monolayer region, indicated in the figure, is identi-
fied by its green channel contrast of 8.3%, according to previ-
ously established values for TMD monolayers on thick and
transparent substrates.[46] Furthermore, figure 2(c) shows a
PL spectrum measured from the monolayer region. Its yield
and spectral shape are both consistent with previously reported
spectra of monolayer WS2.[18,47–49] When the laser spot is lo-
cated in other thin regions of the flake, no PL is detected under
the same conditions.
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Fig. 2. (a) Optical microscope image of the WS2 sample. (b) Optical
contrast of green channel along red dashed line in panel (a). (c) PL
spectrum of monolayer WS2 sample without strain.

We study the exciton dynamics in monolayer WS2 with
different probe wavelengths and different levels of strain.
Firstly, the monolayer WS2 sample and the PDMS film (with a
size of 2 cm×2 cm and a thickness of 0.092 cm) are mounted
on the central part of the PC substrate (with a length of 12 cm)
as shown in Fig. 1(c) without strain. A 410-nm pump pulse
with a peak fluence of 9.9 µJ·cm−2 injects photocarriers into

the monolayer WS2 via interband absorption. The dynamics
of the injected carriers are monitored by a probe pulse with
a photon energy near the PL peak. To apply uniaxial tensile
strain to the monolayer WS2 flake, we change the distance
between the two translation stages shown in Fig. 1(d). The
distance is changed from 12 cm (without strain) to 11.6 cm,
11.2 cm, and 10.8 cm. According to the length of the PC sub-
strate and the distance between the two translation stages, we
can calculate R based on geometrical relations. For example,
when the distance is 11.6 cm, R is 13.35 cm. According to
the formula ε = τ/2R, the applied strain is 0.345%. When
the distances are 11.2 cm and 10.8 cm, strains are 0.489% and
0.603%, respectively.

Figure 3 shows the peak differential transmission, ob-
tained with probe delay being near zero, from the monolayer
WS2 as a function of the probe wavelength at different levels
of strain (symbols, left axis). For comparison, the PL spectrum
is also plotted there. Both positive (photobleaching) and neg-
ative (photoinduced absorption) signals are observed around
the A-exciton resonance, which is consistent with previous
studies.[49,50] At all the levels of strain studied, the peak dif-
ferential transmission has a positive maximum value at about
614 nm, showing no significant strain dependence. This is,
however, reasonable, since the expected change of the opti-
cal bandgap is on the order of 10 meV with strains of these
levels.[35]
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Fig. 3. Peak differential transmission from the monolayer WS2 as a
function of probe wavelength without strain and with different strain
(symbols, left axis) and PL of the same sample without strain under
532-nm laser excitation.

Next, we use a 410-nm pump pulse with a peak flu-
ence of 4.95 µJ·cm−2 to inject photocarriers and a 614-nm
probe to study temporal dynamics of the photocarriers. The
results are summarized in Figs. 4(a) and 4(b) for long and
short time ranges, respectively. The decay of the signal can be
fitted by bi-exponential functions, ∆T/T0 = A1 exp(−t/τ1)+

A2 exp(−t/τ2)+B as indicated by the red lines in Fig. 4(a).
The decay time constants obtained from the fits as a function
of strain are shown in Fig. 5. The ratio of the amplitudes,
A1/A2, is from about 2.1 to 3.4 for all levels of strain. The
short time constant τ1 is about 0.8± 0.1 ps and is nearly in-
dependent of strain. The long time constant τ2 changes from
about 90 ps without strain to about 45 ps with 1.545% strain.
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Fig. 4. (a) Differential transmission signals of monolayer WS2 measured with a 410-nm pump and 614-nm probe pulses without strain and
with different strains. The red lines are fitted by bi-exponential functions. (b) The same signal but in a smaller range of the probe delay.
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Fig. 5. Decay time constants as a function of strain, obtained from the
fits shown in Fig. 4(a).

Previous studies have established that the short and long
decay time are associated with the exciton formation and re-
combination process in TMD monolayers, respectively.[51,52]

The 410-nm pump pulse injects free electron–hole pairs. Due
to the enhanced Coulomb interaction with reduced dielectric
screening in monolayer WS2, the electrons and holes form ex-
citons rapidly. Since the free electron–hole pairs produce a
stronger transient absorption than excitons of the same den-
sity, the signal decreases initially as reflected by τ1. Our re-
sults suggest that the strain has a minimal effect on the exciton
formation process. The long decay constant determines the
exciton recombination lifetime. Hence, our results show that
even with a relatively small strain, the lifetime is reduced by
about half. The physics mechanism of the exciton lifetime
reduction by strain can be attributed to the funneling of exci-
tons to sample locations with higher strain, where they become
localized with an enhanced recombination rate. Since exci-
ton lifetime is a key parameter determining the performance
of optoelectronic devices, such as the power conversion effi-

ciency of photovoltaic devices, detectivity and response time
of photodiodes, and efficiency of LEDs, our results provide
important information for the application of TMDs in flexible
devices and other devices with strain.

4. Conclusions
In summary, we have performed transient absorption

measurements of exciton dynamics in TMDs with strain. We
measured differential transmission signals from monolayer
WS2 as a function of the probe wavelength in cases with strain
at different levels and without strain, respectively. At all the
levels of strain studied, the peak differential transmission had
a positive maximum value at about 614 nm, showing no sig-
nificant strain dependence. By time-resolving the differential
transmission signal, we found that the results suggest that the
strain has a minimal effect on the exciton formation process;
however, even a strain of about 1.5% reduces the exciton life-
time by a factor of about two. These results provide useful in-
formation for applications of TMDs in flexible electronic and
optoelectronic devices.
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