
Università degli Studi di Catania
Dipartimento di Fisica e Astronomia ”Ettore Majorana”

PhD in Materials Science and Nanotechnology
XXXVIII cycle

Conduction Mechanisms in Schottky
Contacts in Gallium Nitride Electronic

Devices

Simone Milazzo

Tutor
Prof. Salvatore Mirabella (UniCT)

Supervisors
Dr. Giuseppe Greco (CNR-IMM)
Dr. Ferdinando Iucolano (STMicroelectronics)

Coordinator of PhD
Prof. Salvatore Mirabella

A.Y. 2024–2025





«αἰὲν ἀριστεύειν»
“Ever to excel”

— Homer, Iliad

«Il faut être léger comme l’oiseau, et non comme la plume»

“One must be light like a bird, not like a feather”

— Paul Valéry





Introduction

In recent years, the limitations of traditional silicon-based power electronics have driven
signi}cant interest towards wide bandgap (WBG) semiconductors. Among them, gallium
nitride (GaN) and silicon carbide (SiC) stand out as the most mature candidates. In fact,
they have superior material properties compared to silicon, such as a high critical electric
}eld, high electron mobility, and large bandgap. These characteristics make GaN an
ideal candidate for high-frequency, and high-power applications, ranging from consumer
electronics to electric vehicles and renewable energy systems.

The rapid development of GaN technology is highlighted by industrial ezorts into man-
ufacturing high large area wafers. Recently, In}neon has demonstrated the }rst 300 mm
GaN-on-Silicon wafer platform [1]. This innovation represents a major step forward in
the scalability of GaN-based devices, enabling their integration in diverse applications
such as AI systems, solar inverters, and motor-control systems [2].

Growing GaN on silicon substrates has garnered signi}cant interest from the semicon-
ductor industry, as it enables the use of well-established silicon processing infrastruc-
ture. This compatibility facilitates large-area production and cost-ezective manufac-
turing, making GaN-on-Si integration the most widely pursued approach in industry.
Nowadays, GaN-based electronics is commercially available and it is rapidly gaining mar-
ket interest. In particular, GaN HEMTs in the 650 V class have a market size that is
projected to reach 1.25 billion dollars by 2027 [3]. Furthermore, the compatibility with
a CMOS fabrication process contributes to lower production costs, making it a good
candidate for high-performance applications platform.

Consumer electronics has already bene}ted from the superior performance of GaN-based
devices, such as chargers. GaN-based chargers are signi}cantly smaller and lighter than
their Si-based counterparts, and provide the same or even higher output power. These
advantages stem from the outstanding properties that make GaN transistors have faster
switching times (up to 100 times faster) compared to silicon [4].

One of the many crucial challenges in GaN technology lies in the gate contact of a tran-
sistor. Schottky contacts pilot the amount of charge in the channel with the application
of a bias. It has been shown that bias stress can induce alteration in the predicted behav-
ior of such contacts [5]. Furthermore, the leakage at the gate contact can induce early
breakdown events, in~uencing the overall reliability of the devices [6, 7].
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vi Introduction

Based on these technological advancements and related problems, this thesis focuses
on the study of Schottky contacts in AlGaN/GaN heterostructures, which are a key
component in both normally-ON and normally-OFF device architectures [8]. Particularly
this work aims to investigate the conduction mechanisms at the Schottky interface by
analyzing the temperature-dependent electrical behavior of metal/AlGaN/GaN contacts.

GaN and its heterostructures with AlGaN enable the formation of a two-dimensional
electron gas (2DEG) through polarization ezects. These materials, and their properties,
are at the basis of their attractiveness towards the fabrication of high power and high
frequency devices. Appendix 1 discusses materials properties and growth techniques for
GaN materials.

Metallic contacts are a fundamental building block for the development of technologies.
Ohmic contacts provide low resistance access to the charge channel formed by the 2DEG,
while Schottky contacts control the channel with the application of bias. Appendix 2
provides an overview on contact formation on GaN and related materials and how these
contacts allow for the fabrication of high electron mobility transistors (HEMTs).

A common technique for fabricating Schottky contacts is sputter deposition [9]. Gold,
although frequently used for metallization schemes, is preferably avoided in silicon fab-
rication lines. In this context appendix 3 investigates an alternative gold-free metal-
lization based on molybdenum. This contact is characterized by a near ideal Schottky
behavior, the low deviation from ideality allows the identi}cation and study of barrier
inhomogeneities at the metal/semiconductor interface, providing valuable insights into
the physical processes governing charge transport in these structures.

Sputter deposition can also induce chemical modi}cations in the metal }lm when reactive
gases are introduced in the deposition chamber. These gases alter the plasma chemistry,
leading to the incorporation of reactive species into the deposited metal layer. This
chemical modi}cation alters the electrical properties of the resulting contact. In this
context, appendix 4 focuses on the tunability of the Schottky contact characteristics, such
as threshold voltage (VTH) and Schottky barrier height (ΦB) by tuning the deposition
conditions. The conduction mechanism study of these contacts allows the assessment
of the weight of defects in the electrical properties of the contacts. Dislocations, which
are highly concentrated in AlGaN/GaN heterostructures grown on silicon, contribute to
tunneling phenomena. Understanding the interplay between defect-related phenomena
and deposition-induced modi}cations is thus essential for optimizing the performance of
these Schottky contacts.

The most established approach for the fabrication of normally-OFF HEMTs involves
the use of p-GaN. In this architecture the fabrication process involves plasma-based
processes which can signi}cantly azect the gate region. In this process step, the plasma
can induce damage on the perimeter of the contact, inducing unusual behavior of the
electrical characteristics. To investigate these ezects, a calculation approach keeping
into account the geometry of the Schottky contact has been developed in appendix 5
allowing for the isolation of an area and perimeter contribution to the whole conduction.
This methodology enables a more accurate extraction of parameters that are intrinsically
area-dependent, such as the Schottky barrier height (ΦB), while highlighting the role of
perimeter conduction.
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In conclusion, the results presented in this thesis contribute to a deeper understanding
of the physical mechanisms that govern the current transport in Schottky contacts in
GaN-based devices. By linking the conduction mechanisms with material quality and
processing conditions, the results establish a link between electrical transport and defects,
process parameters and device geometry. This work provides indications for improving
the performance and reliability of GaN-based devices.

The experimental work presented in this thesis was carried out in collaboration with
both CNR-IMM and STMicroelectronics. The device fabrication was mainly performed
at STMicroelectronics, with speci}c process steps such as gate metallization carried out
at CNR-IMM. Electrical characterization was conducted in both STMicroelectronics and
the CNR-IMM electrical measurement laboratories, while all the nanoscale characteriza-
tions (AFM, C-AFM and TEM) were entirely performed at CNR-IMM.





Chapter 1

Gallium Nitride: from basics
to application

This section introduces the fundamental properties of Gallium
Nitride. A thorough understanding of GaN’s crystallographic,
electronic, and electrical properties is essential to appreciate its
technological potential.

Furthermore, the main growth techniques and their associated
challenges are discussed. And }nally, the formation of the
two-dimensional electron gas (2DEG) associated with the fab-
rication of heterostructures is explained.

1.1 GaN properties

1.1.1 Crystal Structure

The group III nitrides (AlN, GaN, InN) crystallize into several distinct structures, two
dizerent cubic structures (zincblende and rock salt) and an hexagonal one (wurtzite) [10],
shown in }gure 1.1.

The cubic structures are characterized by the same lattice constants in the three direc-
tions. The rock-salt symmetry is such that every atom has an octahedral coordination
sphere made of the other element. Meanwhile in the zincblende one the coordination is
tetrahedral [11]. The hexagonal structures are characterized by two dizerent lattice pa-
rameters in plane (a) and out of plane (c). Among all of these structures, the hexagonal
wurtzite phase is predominant in research and industry. In fact, the hexagonal wurtzite
structure is the most stable thermodynamically, and also the most studied out of all the
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Figure 1.1: Crystal structure of the possible symmetries of group III-nitrides

possible phases. This hexagonal structure has the property of piezoelectricity, making
it suitable for applications in optoelectronics and both high-frequency and high-power
electronics [12].

The hexagonal cell is constituted of alternated layers, where each layer is composed of
the same atoms (metal or nitrogen) having a distance of a, while the periodicity of the
crystal in [0001] direction is denoted by the lattice constant c. The crystal consists of two
Hexagonal Close-Packed (HCP) arrangements, one for the metal species and the other
for nitrogen [13]. These HCP arrangements are shifted by 3/8 c in the [0001] direction.
With such an arrangement, each atom is tetrahedrally coordinated by four atoms of the
other element [14].

Due to the three-dimensional HCP arrangement of the wurtzite structure, the inversion
center is missing [12]. For this reason, the group III nitrides are piezoelectric materials.
Piezoelectricity is a property of a crystal that consists in the electric charge accumulation
as a response to a mechanical stress [15].

Considering both the ionicity nature of the metal-nitrogen bond and also the orientation
of the bonds in a tetrahedral coordination, these compounds exhibit a spontaneous po-
larization PSP [16, 17]. The magnitude of the spontaneous polarization depends on the
c/a ratio where closer atomic planes and the stronger ionic bonding correlate with higher
spontaneous polarization. For instance, AlN has the smaller c/a ratio out of all group
III-nitrides and also the highest spontaneous polarization, as reported in table 1.1.

Table 1.1: Some properties of group III-nitride in the wurtzite phase [14, 18–21]

a (Å) c (Å) c/a Eg (eV) PSP (C m−2) Predicted PSP (C m−2) [15]
AlN 3.112 4.979 1.6004 6.10 −0.090 −0.081
GaN 3.192 5.196 1.6278 3.42 −0.034 −0.029
InN 3.536 5.709 1.6150 0.78 −0.042 −0.032

The absence of the inversion center also has another consequence, the possibility to distin-
guish between two dizerent orientations of the crystals [16, 17]. In fact, non centrosym-
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metric compounds can exhibit two dizerent sequences of the atomic layering (either M-N
or N-M for the metal nitrides). In the case of GaN, the sequence Ga-N is reversed along
the 0001 direction. Corresponding to two dizerent crystalline structures, namely Ga-face
and N-face. Since on this sequence depends the polarity of the crystal, the two materi-
als have opposite sign of the spontaneous polarity. For what concerns GaN, the most
technologically used crystal is the Ga-face for which the polarization along the [0001]
direction is negative.

Group III nitrides do not have an inversion center and exhibit piezoelectric properties.
Furthermore, their ionic bond nature lends them a spontaneous polarization. The spon-
taneous polarization depends on factors such as the crystal cell size, the bond length and
the metal-nitrogen couple.

1.1.2 Group III-Nitrides Alloys

Group III nitrides are fully miscible with each other [22], it is possible to fabricate
ternary alloys and tune some properties of the alloy such as lattice parameter, bandgap,
and polarization. Furthermore this can be done by fabricating more complex quaternary
compounds.

The lattice constant a of ternary compounds can be calculated using Vegard’s law [23],
consisting in a linear interpolation between the individual lattice constants of the individ-
ual compounds. Considering two generic nitrides AN and BN forming an alloyed ternary
compound AxB1-xN

aAxB1–xN = aAN x + aBN(1 – x) (1.1)

The bandgap of a ternary compound can be obtained, known the bandgap of the individ-
ual compounds, with a linear relationship adding a bowing parameter b to account for
deviations from linear behavior [16, 17]. The spontaneous polarization follows the same
behavior.

EgAxB1-xN = EgAN x + EgBN(1 – x) – bAxB1-xN x(1 – x)

PSP
AxB1-xN = PSP

AN x + PSP
BN(1 – x) – bAxB1-xN x(1 – x)

(1.2)

It’s possible, according to equation (1.1), to calculate how a change in composition re-
~ects in a change of in-plane lattice constant a. And according to equation (1.2) it is
possible to calculate as a function of the change in composition (or in-plane lattice con-
stant since these two parameters are correlated) how both the energy bandgap Eg and
the spontaneous polarization PSP change in ternary compounds. The result of this cal-
culation for AlN, GaN and InN is reported in }gure 1.2, the bowing parameters (b) have
been taken from [19, 20].



4 Chapter 1. Gallium Nitride: from basics to application

Figure 1.2: Energy bandgap and the visible spectrum (a) and Spontaneous Polarization
(b) of ternary compounds of group III nitrides, the bowing parameters (b) have been
taken from [19, 20]

AlN shows the highest energy bandgap that decreases in the alloys obtained by increasing
the Ga and In content. The same trend is re~ected in the spontaneous polarization. The
possibility of tuning such properties has made group III nitrides extremely interesting in
many applications. The modulation of the direct bandgap in regions that cover all of the
visible spectrum has made these materials highly desirable for the fabrication of LEDs
[24].

Group III-nitrides and their alloys enabled the development of blue LEDs, a breakthrough
that was recognized with the 2014 Nobel Prize in Physics awarded to Akasaki, Amano
and Nakamura for the invention of e{cient blue LEDs [25].

The compositional engineering of the AlGaN alloy allows the fabrication of highly polar-
ized materials with a wider bandgap than GaN, this combination allows for the produc-
tion of heterostructures that serve as the basis for the fabrication of electronic devices
[12]. AlGaN barriers have been thoroughly studied and are commonly employed in elec-
tronic devices. The intrinsic problem of the AlGaN barrier is the strain, that on one side
induces the piezoelectric polarization and on the other induces a mechanical strain that
degrades the devices properties, mechanism known as inverse piezoelectric ezect [26, 27].
Some studies have focused on the achievement of obtaining a lattice-matched AlInN layer
with GaN, avoiding in such a way the strain that the AlGaN layer has, but also having
a high polarization [28].

1.1.3 Superior electronic properties of GaN

GaN is an ideal contender for the next generation of power electronic and high frequency
devices. It is able to outperform silicon-based technology due to its higher breakdown
}eld, faster switching speed and higher thermal conductivity.

Table 1.2 reports some properties that are relevant for comparison of semiconductors in
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the }eld of electronics: direct energy bandgap (Eg), electric breakdown }eld (EC), in-
trinsic carrier concentration (ni), mobility (µ), thermal velocity (vth), dielectric constant
(εr) and thermal conductivity (σth).

Table 1.2: Properties of semiconductors, both commercially available and emerging, from
[12, 29, 30]

Si 4H-SiC GaN β-Ga2O3 Diamond AlN
Eg (eV) 1.12 3.3 3.42 4.9 5.5 6.2

EC (MV/cm) 0.3 2.5 3.3 8.0 10.3 15.4
ni (cm-3) 1.5 × 1010 8.2 × 10−9 1.9 × 10−10 1.8 × 10−23 1.0 × 10−27 9.0 × 10−34

µ (cm2 V-1 s-1) 1440 950 >2000 250 4500 450
vth (107 cm s-1) 1.0 2.0 3.5 1.1 2.7 1.4

εr 11.9 9.6 8.9 10.0 5.7 8.5
σth (W cm-1 K-1) 1.3 3.7 2.5 0.2 23.0 2.85

Notably, the direct energy bandgap (Eg) and the electric breakdown }eld (EC) are two
linked parameters. In fact, the larger the bandgap, and the higher will be the electric
breakdown }eld. An increase in breakdown }eld makes the semiconductor able to sustain
higher voltages for the same thickness, also allowing a lower thickness to have a high
breakdown voltage. The exponential dependence of the intrinsic carrier concentration (ni)
on the bandgap (ni ≈ exp

(

–Eg/kBT
)

) [31] makes it so that the concentration decreases
drastically with an increase in bandgap. The low concentration of thermally excited
carriers does not azect the devices’ operation, the same can not be said for silicon. This
ezect is even more pronounced with increasing temperature. These properties make GaN
suitable for high power and high temperature applications. As shown in }gure 1.3(b),
the larger the bandgap and the lower the concentration of thermally activated carriers
at the same temperature.

Considering a unipolar semiconductor device, the total speci}c ON-resistance (RON) can
be approximated to the major contribution of the device drift layer [32]

RON ≈ 4V2
B

ε0εrµE2
C

(1.3)

In }gure 1.3(a) are reported the results of this calculation for all the mentioned materials
according to equation (1.3). Higher values of breakdown electric }eld make devices able
to sustain higher voltages with the same drift region thickness, thus resulting in lower
ON-resistance. Out of the commercially available and mature semiconductors, GaN
outperforms both Si and 4H-SiC in terms of RON. And also, the lower the RON and
the lower is the power dissipation of the device [12], this aspect is fundamental for the
shrinking of power devices, making them lighter in weight with the same, if not better,
performance.

The lines reported in }gure 1.3(a) represent theoretical limits, according to the intrinsic
physical properties of the materials. In practice, many factors come into play when
determining experimental values of RON and VB.
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Figure 1.3: Theoretical ON-Resistance as a function of breakdown voltage limits (a) and
concentration of thermally activated carriers as a function of temperature (b) for Si, 4H-
SiC, GaN, β-Ga2O3, Diamond and AlN

GaN is characterized by high thermal velocity of electrons, and considerable mobility,
making it a suitable semiconductor for the fabrication of high frequency operation devices.
In fact, the frequency response of a Field Ezect Transistor (FET) can be de}ned by the
gain-bandwidth product as

fT =
gm

2πCgs
≈ vth

2πLg
(1.4)

Where gm is the device’s transconductance and Cgs is the gate-source capacitance. This
expression can be approximated to the ratio between the thermal velocity (vth) and
the gate length (Lg) [33], it has been demonstrated that the frequency has a hyperbolic
dependence on the gate length [34]. Considering the same gate length, the higher the
thermal velocity and the higher will be the maximum frequency achievable. In this con-
text GaN has outstanding properties making it suitable for high frequency applications.
The maximum cut-oz frequency depends on processing conditions, particularly on the
gate length, but considering ultra-scaled devices based on GaN having a gate length of
55 nm the maximum frequency was 250 GHz [35]. When the structure is grown on SiC,
the reduced defects lead to a further increase of this frequency, considering a gate length
of 20 nm the maximum frequency was 454 GHz [36, 37]. Silicon n-channel MOSFETs
have been used for high frequency devices, allowing to achieve up to 26.5 GHz frequency
with a 500 nm gate length [38] which can be increased to the order of THz with gate all
around structures having a channel thickness of 5 to 20 nm [39].

To better understand the dizerences, rather than compare the physical dizerent proper-
ties, it is common to employ the Figures Of Merit (FOMs) [40]. For high power and high
frequency electronics three FOMs are adopted: Johnson (JFOM), Baliga (BFOM) and
Baliga High Frequency (BHFOM). The JFOM is an indicator of the maximum capability
to energize carriers by the electric }eld. The BFOM is an indicator of the impact of the
semiconductor properties on the resistance of the drift region [40]. And BHFOM gives
information about the minimum conduction losses during high frequency operation. In
table are reported the FOMs normalized for the one of GaN.
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Table 1.3: Comparison of some }gure of merit (JFOM, BFOM, BHFOM) for Si, 4H-SiC,
GaN, β-Ga2O3, Diamond and AlN normalized to GaN

Si 4H-SiC GaN β-
Ga2O3

DiamondAlN

JFOM (vthEC)
2 6.7 × 10−4 0.18 1 0.58 5.8 3.4

BFOM µεrEC
3 7.2 × 10−4 0.22 1 2 43 22

BHFOM µE2
C 5.9 × 10−3 0.27 1 0.73 22 4.9

Compared to silicon and silicon carbide, GaN has greater potentialities in both high
power and high frequency electronics. Compared to more exotic semiconductors, such
as gallium oxide, diamond and aluminum nitride, their properties are even better than
GaN, but their use is still limited to research laboratories environment due to high cost of
production and scarce availability in large scale. These materials, despite their properties,
do not have well re}ned processes that are needed for device fabrication, such as doping
and high quality crystal growth [41].

1.2 GaN layer growth techniques

GaN is a material with exceptional properties, making it a strong candidate for widespread
use in the electronics industry. It can be grown on GaN substrates, enabling the fab-
rication of vertical devices, or on silicon, which allows for the development of lateral
devices. The main advantage of using silicon is its compatibility with large-scale manu-
facturing. However, the presence of defects due to lattice mismatch remains a signi}cant
challenge. Despite its promising characteristics, the technological development of GaN-
based devices is still not as mature as that of silicon carbide, largely due to di{culties
in producing large-area GaN wafers with low defect densities.

1.2.1 GaN epilayers

GaN is typically grown by MOCVD, using either homoepitaxy or heteroepitaxy. Ho-
moepitaxy is the growth of a material on top of itself, while heteroepitaxy is when the
growth is done on a foreign substrate. In the case of homoepitaxy, a GaN substrate is
required. However, GaN substrates are expensive and currently limited to small size (up
to 4 inches) which restricts their widespread use, to give an idea 2-inch GaN substrates
cost 1300-1500 USD/piece,. For these reasons GaN is usually grown on top of other ma-
terials such as silicon, sapphire and silicon carbide. When grown on a foreign substrate,
internal strain given by the lattice mismatch between GaN and the substrate can lead
to a high density of threading dislocations [42] that propagate along the whole material.
A high concentration of dislocations leads to a high leakage current under high electric
}eld and device degradation [29]. As shown in }gure 1.4 the concentration of dislocation
of AlGaN/GaN grown on Si is estimated to be 5 × 109 cm–2.
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Figure 1.4: In-plan STEM image of an AlGaN/GaN sample grown on Si, showing the
high concentration of dislocations

Dizerent substrates are typically employed for dizerent applications. Silicon for electron-
ics, due to its low cost and high availability in large diameter. Sapphire is used mainly in
optoelectronics applications since it has a low thermal conductivity that makes it unsuit-
able for electronics but it is transparent. Finally, silicon carbide has a reduced adoption
in electronics due to prohibitive large volume production, but outstanding electrical and
thermal properties [12, 29].

Table 1.4 reports the main substrates employed for the epitaxial growth of GaN, high-
lighting their lattice mismatch with GaN, thermal expansion coe{cient (αth), thermal
conductivity (σth) and the typical dislocation density (ρD) and observed breakdown
voltage (VB) of the GaN layer.

Table 1.4: Commonly employed substrates for the epitaxial growth of GaN [43]

Si (111) Al2O3 SiC GaN
Lattice mismatch (%) -17 16 3.5 0
αth (10-6 K-1) [30] 3.5 7.3 4.3 5.6
σth (W cm-1 K-1) [30] 1.4 0.23 4.9 1.3
ρD (cm-2) 109-1010 107-108 107-108 103-106
VB (V) [44] <1000 - <2000 >5000

GaN-on-diamond is only an exotic option of substrate. Indeed, diamond has a high
thermal conductivity both in single and polycrystal materials (>20 W cm-1 K-1) [45],
making it a good candidate for heat spreader for GaN power transistors. However, GaN
is not directly grown on top of the diamond. Rather, a GaN wafer is attached to it through
bonding or a diamond layer is grown on the back of the GaN wafer after substrate removal
[46]. In fact, the direct epitaxial deposition of GaN on diamond is di{cult due to the large
lattice mismatch (13% compared to GaN) and dizerence in thermal expansion coe{cient
(5 times larger than the one of GaN). Nevertheless, many ezorts have been made in
order to achieve a direct deposition of GaN-on-diamond through MOCVD deposition
using AlN as a nucleation layer [47].
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The }rst synthesis of GaN is dated 1932, Johnson et al. [48] have obtained GaN by
the reaction of puri}ed gallium metal with ammonia gas under high temperatures (900-
1000 °C). Polycrystalline GaN powders have been chemically analyzed allowing for the
determination of the stoichiometry of the nitride compound. The }rst large area epitaxial
GaN layer was grown by Hydride Vapor Phase Epitaxy (HVPE) in 1968 with also an
estimate of 3.39 eV for its bandgap [49], the }lms appeared to be highly doped (n-type),
in the range of 1019 cm-3, due to a large concentration of nitrogen vacancies. In 1986,
Amano et al. [50] have demonstrated the growth of high quality GaN }lms by Metal
Organic Chemical Vapor Deposition (MOCVD) using tri-methyl gallium (TMGa) as Ga
precursor while ammonia (NH3) as N precursor. The substrate employed was sapphire,
on which an AlN buzer layer was grown at ≈ 950 °C, and then the GaN layer was grown
on top at ≈ 1000 °C. Considering the di{culty in obtaining highly resistive GaN due to
the high concentration of defects, MBE has been employed for the fabrication of GaN
}lms [51]. The method grows }lms under ultra high vacuum with metal Ga and ultra
pure ammonia, the low pressure and lack of carbon containing precursors allowed for the
fabrication of highly pure GaN }lms.

The technique employed for large-scale production of GaN-on-Si is MOCVD. The typi-
cal growth rate achievable for MOCVD depositions is in the order of ≈ µm/h. Carbon
can be incorporated during the GaN growth due to the use of the carbon containing
organometallic precursors. The carbon doping can be both intentional or not (concentra-
tion range of 5 × 1015 cm-3). The carbon tends to substitute both N and Ga generating
a variety of trap states deep in the gap of GaN [52]. In high power applications, the car-
bon doping is desirable. In fact, increasing the carbon concentration in the buzer makes
it less conductive so it increases the breakdown voltage, but once the concentration of
carbon gets too high a percolation path is formed that reduces the breakdown voltage
[53].

1.2.2 Defect Management

The problem that lays at the basis of heteroepitaxy is the lattice mismatch between the
two materials. For this reason, it has to be employed a nucleation layer that mitigates the
mismatch. One other important factor is the dizerence in thermal expansion coe{cients
between the substrate and GaN [54]. In fact, since the depositions are performed at high
temperatures, in the cooling down process having too large of a dizerence between these
coe{cients induces cracking of the }lm. Furthermore GaN can not be grown directly
on top of Si due to a GaSi alloy formation at high temperatures which would cause the
formation of voids in the epitaxial layers, phenomenon known as “meltback-etching” [55].

Defects such as dislocations contribute to a worsening of the electrical properties and
applicability of this material. A considerable ezort has been made to avoid the fabrication
of GaN having a high concentration of defects. These defects arise from the lattice
mismatch between the chosen substrate and GaN, many approaches have been proposed
to control this strain and compensate for it through a strain relief layer.

• Deposition of a low-temperature AlN layer [56]. A low-temperature (LT) buzer
layer of AlN is deposited on top of the substrate with a thickness of 10-20 nm, then
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the temperature is raised and a high-temperature (HT) GaN layer is grown on top.
This approach has been }rstly employed for the growth of thick nice quality GaN
layers on sapphire, but also used later for the growth of GaN-on-Si [55]. This AlN
layer with a 10-20 nm thickness is su{cient to counterbalance the thermal tensile
stress of GaN up to a thickness of 1 µm [57].

• Superlattice [58]. A superlattice consists in alternate thin layers of AlN/AlGaN
[58] or GaN/AlN (25 nm/10 nm) [59] repeated a number of times (up to 40-50
times) grown on top of a low-temperature layer of AlN on a substrate in order to
compensate for the strong biaxial tension due to the lattice mismatch. Thick (> 3
µm) and good quality layers that do not show cracks can be fabricated.

• AlGaN graded [60]. In order to counterbalance the tensile strain, after the deposi-
tion of a layer of AlN on top of silicon, a compositionally graded or step-graded [61]
AlGaN layer is deposited as a buzer. The dizerence between the two approaches
consists in starting with the deposition of AlxGa1-xN where x changes from 1 to
0 continually or with distinct steps respectively. Both the approaches allow for
the fabrication of thick and good quality layers, notably reducing of 100 times the
vertical leakage current compared to devices having no graded AlGaN layers [62].

1.3 AlGaN/GaN heterostructures: 2D electron gas
formation

The peculiarity of group III-nitrides, as previously stated, is the possibility of engineering
both the in-plane lattice constant and the bandgap of the ternary compound. When an
alloy between GaN and AlN is obtained, the crystal structure is compressed both on the
[1000] and [0001] directions, the lattice constants are smaller compared to GaN. For 3 µm
thick Al0.2Ga0.8N grown on AlN without any considerable strain the lattice constants are
a = 3.1736 Å and c = 5.1382 Å [58], as it follow Vegard’s law equation (1.1). Also, the
bandgap of the AlGaN alloy will be higher than the one of GaN for any Al concentration,
according to equation (1.2). The variation of these two parameters as a function of the
Al concentration in the AlGaN alloy are reported in }gure 1.5.

Figure 1.5: Variation of the in-plane lattice constant (a) and bandgap (b) as a function
of Al content in the AlxGa1-xN alloy
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When an AlGaN barrier is deposited on top of GaN 0001 oriented substrate, and epitaxy
is achieved, the barrier will have a biaxial tensile strain due to its reduced in-plane lattice
constant [63]. Due to its non centrosymmetric nature and therefore piezoelectricity, the
wurtzite AlGaN crystal will have a piezoelectric polarization induced by this strain. This
piezoelectric contribution can be analytically calculated as a function of the Al content
(x) of the AlxGa1-xN barrier. Considering that elastic constants are C13(x) = 5x + 103
GPa and C33(x) = –32x + 405 GPa, and }nally the piezoelectric constants are e31(x) =
–0.11x – 0.49 C m-2 and e33(x) = 0.73x + 0.73 C m-2. The de}nition of all of these
quantities allows to formulate the piezoelectric polarization contribution as [16, 17]

PPE = e33εz + e31
(

εx + εy
)

= 2
a – a0

a0

(

e31 – e33
C13

C33

)

(1.5)

Where the term (a-a0)/a0 represents the strain along the (0001) plane for the AlGaN
barrier. Since the strained in-plane lattice constant (a) is larger (tensile strain) than the
one of unstrained AlGaN (a0) this term will be positive, and more generally negative for
compressive strain. Meanwhile, the second term (e31 – e33C13C–1

33) is independent of the
composition of the barrier and is always negative for AlGaN. The sign of the piezoelectric
polarization will be negative for the AlGaN layer pseudomorphically grown on top GaN
for any Al concentration. Also, since the wurtzite phase of GaN and AlGaN are non
centrosymmetric they will have a spontaneous polarization contribution which is always
negative PSP = −0.052x−0.029 C m-2 for x Al content in the barrier.

The higher the Al content in the AlGaN barrier and the smaller will be the unstrained
AlGaN in-plane lattice constant (a0 shown in equation (1.5)), according to Vegard’s law
equation (1.1). And consequently the higher will be the piezoelectric contribution to the
total polarization of the barrier itself. And at the same time the spontaneous polarization
is closer to the one of AlN. Increasing the Al content increases both the spontaneous and
piezoelectric polarization of the barrier.

Ambacher et al. [16, 17] proposed a model that allows, considering these polarization
and strain conditions, to predict the 2DEG properties (such as concentration) based on
thickness and aluminum content of the AlGaN barrier.

The presence of a polarization in the AlGaN barrier causes a separation of charges and
is symptomatic of an electric }eld inside the barrier itself [29] given by EAlxGa1–xN =
(

PAlxGa1–xN
SP + PAlxGa1–xN

PE

)

/ε0εAlxGa1–xN. Furthermore, as a function of the AlGaN
barrier thickness there will be a potential drop given by VAlxGa1–xN = −EAlxGa1–xN(x)×
tAlxGa1–xN. The higher the concentration of Al in the barrier and the higher will be the
electric }eld. For the same value of x, the thicker the barrier and the higher will be the
potential drop at the AlGaN surfaces.

At the heterointerface between the AlGaN barrier and GaN there will be a gradient
of polarization due to the double contribution of both spontaneous and piezoelectric
polarization in the AlGaN and just one in GaN. Due to this gradient there will be a
sheet charge density that increases slightly more than linearly with the Al content in
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the barrier, according to the same trend in the piezoelectric polarization. The sheet
charge density is given by |σ(x)| =

∣

∣

∣PAlxGa1–xN
PE + PAlxGa1–xN

SP –PGaN
SP

∣

∣

∣ [16], as reported in
}gure 1.6.

Figure 1.6: Contribution of polarization (spontaneous black line, piezoelectric red line,
total green line) of the AlGaN barrier and sheet charge at the heterointerface (blue line)

At the heterointerface between GaN and AlGaN, a negative charge will be accumulated.
According to the principle of electroneutrality, free electrons in GaN will tend to com-
pensate the excess of positive polarization charges at the AlGaN/GaN heterointerface
where there is a contribution of both spontaneous and piezoelectric polarization given by
σ(x). The maximum sheet carrier concentration at the interface of undoped GaN is the
one composing the two-dimensional electron gas (2DEG) and is given by

ns(x) =
σ(x)

q –
(

ε0εAlxGa1–xN(x)
dAlxGa1–xNq2

)

[qΦB(x) + EF(x) – ∆EC(x)] (1.6)

Where as a function of the Al content in the barrier (x), σ(x) is the sheet charge,
εAlxGa1–xN is the relative dielectric constant of the barrier (εAlxGa1–xN(x) = 10.4–0.3x),
ΦB is the Schottky barrier height (qΦB(x) = (0.84 + 1.3x) eV for a nickel Schottky con-
tact), EF is the Fermi energy and ∆EC

(

∆EC = 0.7
[

EAlGaN
g −EGaN

g
])

is the conduction
band ozset.

The Schottky barrier is considered as a function of the aluminum content in the bar-
rier considering a decreasing electron a{nity of the barrier with increasing aluminum
content and some experimental evidence of barrier increasing this ezect [64]. Further-
more, when an heterointerface between two semiconductors is formed the conduction
band ozset depends on the Fermi level of each semiconductor. For an heterostructure
AlGaN/GaN, 70% of the dizerence between the bandgaps of both AlGaN and GaN lays
at the conduction band hence ∆EC = 0.7 [29].

The Fermi energy is given by
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EF(x) = E0(x) +
πh̄2ns(x)

m∗
(1.7)

The value of EF represents the dizerence in energy between the Fermi level and the
bottom of the quantum well. In this equation m∗ is the ezective electron mass (m∗ ≈
0.22me [17]) E0 is the ground sub-band level of the 2DEG

E0(x) =
[

9πh̄q2ns(x)
8ε0εAlxGa1–xN

√
8m∗

]2/3

(1.8)

Applying the described model [16, 17, 29], it is possible to plot the concentration of
charge of the 2DEG as a function of both the Al content in the barrier and its thickness.

Figure 1.7: 2DEG Density (ns) as a function of Al content (x) in the AlGaN barrier for
dizerent thicknesses (a) and as a function of the barrier thickness (t) for dizerent barrier
composition (b)

Figure 1.7 depicts the dependence of the 2DEG density (ns) on both the Al content (x)
of the AlGaN barrier and its thickness. One interesting aspect emerges, the presence
of a minimum thickness of the barrier in order to form the 2DEG. For an AlxGa1–xN
alloy deposited on top of GaN, for any Al content (x) it’s necessary a minimum thickness
(tAlxGa1–xN) before the 2DEG reaches a certain concentration. If the barrier is more
concentrated with Al, the strain is higher according to }gure 1.5 and equation (1.5),
hence the 2DEG forms for a lower AlGaN barrier thickness.

Also ns tends to saturate for high thickness, according to equation (1.6). In ideal epitaxial
conditions, the 2DEG density approaches the value given by the dizerence in polarization
between AlGaN (both spontaneous and piezoelectric) and GaN (spontaneous), according
to equation (1.6) with tAlxGa1–xN → +∞. In realty, the barrier accumulates a high elastic
energy due to the strain with its increasing thickness and Al content. Once a critical
thickness is reached, the barrier tends to relax by developing defects. For this reason this
trend is not followed by real AlGaN/GaN heterostructures due to the relaxation of the
strain and loss of the piezoelectric contribution to the total polarization [17, 65].
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To summarize the factors that contribute to the formation of the 2DEG. Firstly the
group III-nitrides do not have the inversion centers, the absence of this symmetry element
makes them have a spontaneous polarization along the [0001] axis and also makes them
piezoelectric. When AlGaN is grown epitaxially on top of GaN there’s a tensile strain
due to the reduced in-plane lattice constant of the AlGaN barrier for any Al content.
Associated to this strain there’s a piezoelectric contribution to the total polarization of
the AlGaN barrier. At the heterointerface between AlGaN and GaN there will be a
gradient of polarization and the formation of the 2DEG channel. Considering the charge
distribution and the increased bandgap of the AlGaN barrier for any Al content, the
conduction band energy diagram is reported in }gure 1.8.

Figure 1.8: AlGaN structure and AlGaN/GaN heterostructures for Al0.2Ga0.8N/GaN
heterostructure with a 20 nm thick barrier

In the conduction band diagram, the larger bandgap of the AlGaN barrier compared to
GaN leads to a discontinuity at the heterointerface. This band ozset, combined with the
polarization ezects, bends the GaN conduction band downwards, forming a triangular
potential well. The minimum energy, below the Fermi level, of the quantum well is
given by EF equation (1.7), while the ground energy level for electrons at energy E0

equation (1.8). The 2DEG is a quantum con}ned electron channel, characterized by a
high concentration (1012–1013 cm–2) and high mobility (> 2000 cm2 V–1 s–1) [12, 16, 66].
Also, the 2DEG has a metallic behavior, its mobility lowers with increasing temperatures.
At temperatures lower than 100 K the mobility decreases due to a band deformation or
a piezoelectric scattering [67].

1.4 High Electron Mobility Transistors (HEMTs)

High sheet carrier density and electron mobility of AlGaN/GaN heterostructures are at
the basis of their application in high power and high frequency electronics. The 2DEG
forms a channel that can be controlled with the application of bias at metallic terminals,
nominally Schottky contacts for the gate terminal and Ohmic contacts for the drain and
source terminals [68].

A transistor is a three terminal device whose working principle consists in applying a



1.4. High Electron Mobility Transistors (HEMTs) 15

small electrical signal at one terminal (gate contact) to control a much larger current
~owing between the other two terminals (source and drain). In the context of MOSFETs
(Metal-Oxide-Semiconductor Field Ezect Transistors) [69], the gate contact is insulated
with an oxide, the region between drain and source is poorly conductive by itself, when
a su{ciently high bias is applied at the gate, an inversion channel forms under the oxide
making the current ~ow between source and drain.

High Electron Mobility Transistors (HEMTs) devices are characterized by a heterojunc-
tion between two materials with a dizerent bandgap [70], they enter in the category of
transistors. The idea of HEMT was developed in 1978 by Dingle et al. at Bell Labo-
ratories [71], where with the deposition of n-type AlGaAs on undoped GaAs, electrons
spontaneously dizuse towards the GaAs potential wells and form a channel. The AlGaAs
layer had to be thin in order to achieve the predicted behavior, so it was deposited by
MBE }rst and the }rst HEMT integrated circuits were obtained in 1981 [72].

HEMTs based on AlGaN/GaN heterostructures leverage the intrinsic material properties
to ozer superior performance in high-voltage, high-power, and high-frequency applica-
tions. The }rst AlGaN/GaN HEMT fabricated by MOCVD was demonstrated in 1993
by Khan et al. [73]. The use of such devices has been proposed for high frequency RF
applications.

A HEMT is typically realized by depositing three metal contacts on an AlGaN/GaN
heterostructure: two ohmic contacts for the source and drain, and a Schottky contact for
the gate, placed between the source and drain. The gate modulates the conductivity of
the 2DEG channel that forms at the AlGaN/GaN interface.

This can be visualized in }gure 1.9, where a schematic C-V of an AlGaN/GaN het-
erostructure is reported as a function of the gate bias.

In depletion, the absence of the 2DEG results in a very low capacitance, since no con-
ductive channel is available beneath the gate. As the gate bias approaches the threshold
voltage, the 2DEG starts to form and the capacitance increases. In accumulation, the
2DEG acts as a conductive plate parallel to the gate, so that the measured capacitance
corresponds essentially to that of the AlGaN barrier acting as the dielectric between the
two electrodes.

For this reason, in the accumulation region it is possible to express the capacitance as

C =
ε0 × εAlGaN × A

tAlGaN
(1.9)

Where ε0 is the vacuum permittivity, εAlGaN is the dielectric constant of the AlGaN
barrier, A is the gate area, and tAlGaN its thickness. According to equation (1.9), known
the dielectric constant of the barrier layer, which depends on its Al content, it is possible
to extract the thickness of the barrier layer known the capacitance and the contact area.

In standard HEMT structures, the 2DEG is present even at zero gate bias, resulting
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Figure 1.9: Schematic C–V curve of an AlGaN/GaN heterostructure as a function of gate
bias. Three regions are highlighted: (i) depletion in the OFF state, (ii) onset of 2DEG
population close to the threshold voltage, and (iii) accumulation in the ON state. The
corresponding schematic conduction band diagrams for each gate bias are also shown

in normally-ON (depletion-mode, D-mode) devices. However, for power applications,
where high drain voltages are commonly used, in the event of a gate driver failure, the
device should remain OFF to prevent uncontrolled current ~ow [74]. For this reason,
normally-OFF (enhancement-mode, E-mode) operation is preferred in power electronics.
Normally-OFF behavior can be achieved through various techniques such as gate recess-
ing, surface modi}cation, or the deposition of additional materials (e.g., p-GaN) prior to
gate metallization [75]. The various con}gurations of GaN-based HEMTs are discussed
in section 2.4.

In conclusion, the polarization properties of the group III-nitrides and the resulting
strain in AlGaN/GaN heterostructure give rise to a channel due to the combination of
spontaneous and piezoelectric polarization. The quantum con}ned channel has a high
density and high mobility, and is at the basis of the outstanding performances of GaN-
based devices. In this context, metallic contacts play a fundamental role to pilot the
charge in AlGaN/GaN heterostructures. The following chapter will focus on the physics
of metal/semiconductor junctions and how the contacts are used to exploit the 2DEG to
fabricate high frequency and high power devices.



Chapter 2

Metallic Contacts in HEMT
devices

A metal contact in semiconductor devices is formed by the
junction between a metal and a semiconductor material. This
junction can exhibit two distinct behaviors: conductive and rec-
tifying. Ohmic contacts allow for low-resistance, non rectifying
current ~ow, while Schottky contacts provide rectifying behav-
ior, crucial for controlling current ~ow in electronic devices.
Then, Ohmic contacts with low speci}c contact resistance are
essential to achieve low power dissipation, while reliable Schot-
tky contacts are fundamental in order to achieve low leakage,
and high rectifying ratio (ON/OFF current). The comprehen-
sion of these properties depends not only on the materials but
also on the quality of the metal/semiconductor interface.

In this chapter, an overview of metallic contacts is given. And
then a focus on what kind of contacts are employed in Al-
GaN/GaN devices, both normally-ON and normally-OFF.

2.1 Metal/Semiconductor Contacts

When a metal makes contact with a semiconductor, the band alignment at the junction
is the reason why a barrier is formed at the interface. This barrier depends on the
properties of both the metal (work function ϕm) but also of the semiconductor (electron
a{nity χs, its doping type and concentration).

Considering a metal, having a work function of ϕm, de}ned as the energy dizerence

17
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between the metal Fermi level and the vacuum level; and a semiconductor having a work
function of ϕs, and an electron a{nity of χs, de}ned as the energy dizerence between
the semiconductor’s energy of the bottom of the conduction band and the vacuum level.
When the two materials enter in contact, the Fermi levels will line up relative to the
Fermi level in the metal [31]. A barrier, de}ned Schottky Barrier Height (SBH, ΦB), is
formed having a value de}ned by the Schottky-Mott rule

n-type ΦB = ϕm – χs
p-type ΦB = Eg – (ϕm – χs)

(2.1)

The Schottky-Mott rule de}nes the conditions according to which it is possible to observe
a ohmic or Schottky behavior. In fact, for the same n-type semiconductor, hence a
constant value of electron a{nity (χs), it is possible to deposit a variety of metals. The
work-function of metals have values that commonly oscillate in the range of 4 ∼ 6 eV.
Low work function metals (Ti, Al) will be characterized, under equilibrium conditions,
by a lower barrier and hence exhibit a Ohmic behavior. Meanwhile, high work function
metals (Ni, Pd, Pt) will be characterized, under equilibrium conditions, by a higher
barrier and hence exhibit a Schottky behavior [31], as depicted in }gure 2.1.

In the case of ohmic contacts, where the work function of the metal is lower than that of
the semiconductor (ϕm < ϕs), the intimate contact between the two materials induces a
charge transfer. Electrons tunnel from the metal into the semiconductor accumulating at
the interface. This transfer continues until an equilibrium condition is reached, resulting
in the alignment of the Fermi level across the junction. No signi}cant depletion region
is formed and the contact exhibit non rectifying behavior. Conversely, in the case of
Schottky contacts, where the work function of the metal is larger than that of the semi-
conductor (ϕm > ϕs), electrons will tunnel across the junction from the semiconductor
into the metal forming a depletion region of width W in the semiconductor. At equilib-
rium, the Fermi level aligns [76], and a built-in potential develops across the junction,
governing the rectifying behavior characteristic of Schottky contacts. The energy level of
the electrons in the semiconductor will be raised near the metal/semiconductor interface
by an amount of Vbi, de}ned as built-in potential [31].

Figure 2.1: Energy-band diagrams for metal-semiconductor contacts on a n-type semi-
conductor

This is true for an ideal metal/semiconductor system. In reality, there are many factor
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in~uencing the origin of the barrier itself. Some depend on material quality, such as
interface states and dangling bonds [31], others depend on chemical treatments performed
before the deposition of the metal [77, 78] or the thermal treatment post deposition of
the metal [79], some of these topics will be discussed in the following of the chapter.

In fact, although the Schottky-Mott rule foresees a linear dependence with unitary slope
between the Schottky barrier height and the metal work function, the slope of the ex-
perimental data is usually smaller than one. An increase in metal work function does
not translate to an equal increase in barrier height. For this reason, in wide bandgap
technology, some surface engineering approaches have to be taken into account to change
the barrier as desired [80].

The doping of the semiconductor in~uences the position of the Fermi level in the semi-
conductor, hence the value of its work function ϕs. The doping level does not have an
impactful weight on the barrier height (image force lowering of the barrier [31]), but
impacts the depletion width W ∝ N–1/2.

Instead, the doping concentration strongly in~uences the mechanism with which the
charge will overcome the barrier under electrical polarization. Classically [81], three
dizerent mechanisms are considered when dealing with rectifying contacts, namely the
Thermionic Emission (TE), the Thermionic Field Emission (TFE), and the Field Emis-
sion (FE). These three mechanisms can be distinguished by de}ning a characteristic
tunneling energy of the semiconductor E00

E00 =
qh
4π

√

N
ε0εrm∗

(2.2)

Where q is the electronic charge, h is the Planck’s constant, N is the doping concentration,
ε0 and εs are the dielectric constants respectively of the vacuum and of the semiconductor,
and m∗ is the ezective mass of the semiconductor.

The characteristic tunneling energy E00 is a useful parameter since when it is compared
to the thermal energy allows to identify the conduction mechanism through the ratio
E00/kBT. When the thermal energy is much higher than E00 (E00/kBT ≪ 1) electrons
can thermally overcome the barrier according to the TE mechanism. When the thermal
energy is comparable to E00 (E00/kBT ∼ 1) the charge will tunnel across the barrier at an
energy that is lower than the barrier height ΦB, according to the TFE mechanism. And
}nally, when the thermal energy is much smaller than E00 (E00/kBT ≫ 1) the charge
will tunnel across the barrier at an energy that is closer to the Fermi level EF, according
to the FE mechanism. As depicted in }gure 2.2.
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Figure 2.2: Schematic band diagram at equilibrium for a metal/semiconductor Schottky
junction with dizerent n-type doping concentration
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2.2 Ohmic Contacts

A ohmic contact is de}ned as a metal/semiconductor junction that exhibits a linear
current-voltage (I-V) characteristic independently of bias polarity [76].

One characteristic parameter of ohmic contacts is the contact resistance, de}ned as the
total resistance of the junction. The resistance depends on the area of the contact
and is often substituted by the speci}c contact resistance ρc which is independent on
the contact geometry [82]. This speci}c contact resistance should have a low value
(

10–4–10–6 Ω cm–2), in fact the lower the speci}c contact resistance and the lower the
voltage drop at the ohmic contacts, hence the power dissipation [76].

Concerning wide band gap materials, such as GaN, they are usually characterized by
low values of electron a{nity χs. Hence, according to equation (2.1), the values of the
barrier are usually quite high. The fabrication of Ohmic contacts without any thermal
treatment is di{cult to achieve [76].

Ohmic contacts on GaN-based materials are usually composed of a multilayer [82]. First,
it gets deposited a low work function metal (Ti) as a contact layer, then an overlayer
(Al) which allows the formation of phases characterized by low work function with the
contact layer upon annealing. Then a barrier layer composed of a high melting point
metal (Ni, Ti, Pt, Pd) to mitigate intermixing during the annealing process, and }nally
a cap layer to avoid oxidation (Au) [12].

One commonly employed ohmic metallization consists of Ti/Al/Ni/Au. This stack as
deposited shows rectifying behavior [83], when it gets annealed at temperatures higher
than 800 °C it shows ohmic behavior. After rapid thermal annealing of this contact,
the morphology of the surface of the contact changes showing bulges related to the
formation of Ni-Al and Au-Al alloys [84], phases such as Al2Au and AlNi form at lower
temperatures (such as 800 °C) while increasing the annealing temperature leads to the
formation of AuTi and AlAuTi phases [85]. The thickness of the layers, and in particular
the ratio between titanium and aluminum [86], has a great impact on the speci}c contact
resistance obtained [87]. A nanoscale and electrical study has been conducted on the
properties of this metal stack on n-GaN [85, 88]. The stack after the annealing process
shows an increase in surface roughness (3.1 nm to 46.6 nm respectively on the as deposited
sample and the sample annealed at 800°C), and also a notable decrease in speci}c contact
resistance (2 × 10–3 Ω cm2 to 2 × 10–5 Ω cm2 respectively on the as deposited sample
and the sample annealed at 800°C). The reasons behind this change in electrical behavior
is found in a nitrogen migration from the GaN to the Ti forming a thin TiN layer. The
depletion of nitrogen acts as a donor doping of the semiconductor inducing a decrease in
the Schottky barrier, forming what is de}ned as “Tunnel Ohmic Contact” [76].

Gold-free contacts are often preferred in the industrial context to avoid gold contamina-
tion in silicon-based production lines. For these reasons metal stacks that do not contain
gold have been proposed, the multi-layer ohmic stack such as Ti/Al/Ti and Ta/Al/Ta
[89] achieving speci}c contact resistance values of 1.6×10–4 Ω cm2 and 4.0×10–4 Ω cm2

respectively upon an annealing at 600°C for 60 seconds. It has also been demonstrated
[90] that interposing a thin carbon layer between the metal and the semiconductor con-
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tributes to a smoother surface of the metal and a lower barrier, causing a reduction in
speci}c contact resistance. Furthermore, a Ti/Al/Ni/TiN stack has been proposed and
shows promising electrical properties [87].

The chemical identity of the metals composing the ohmic metal stack is fundamental
upon an annealing process since they can react and form low work function phases. The
speci}c contact resistance obtained is a function of the thermal budget used during the
annealing process since dizerent temperatures activate dizerent reactions. But also the
environment in which these annealing processes are performed is impactful. Particularly,
the annealing process can be conducted in neutral (N2, Ar) or oxidizing (O2, N2O, air)
environment. The oxidation of metals can cause a notable reduction of the speci}c
contact resistance [82].

In the case of AlGaN barriers with high Al content, due to its higher electron a{nity,
the values of speci}c contact resistance obtained with the same ohmic stacks are gener-
ally higher [91]. For this reason, alternative ohmic stacks have been proposed with the
objective to reduce the speci}c contact resistance. The stack Zr/Al/Mo/Au annealed at
950 °C for 30 seconds in nitrogen environment achieving a speci}c contact resistance of
4.5× 10–5 Ω cm2 [92].

For what concerns AlGaN/GaN heterostructure, another important aspect to keep in
consideration, other than the ones previously mentioned, is the AlGaN barrier thickness
and the Al concentration. In fact, these two parameters azect the 2DEG concentration.
According to the TFE model, the speci}c contact resistance depends both on the bar-
rier height ΦB and the characteristic tunneling energy E00, commonly for AlGaN/GaN
heterostructures, this energy can be expressed as a function of the 2DEG concentration
ns and the AlGaN thickness tAlGaN. The “TFE-2DEG model” [82] keeps into account
the dependence of E00 on both the AlGaN thickness and aluminum concentration that
the speci}c contact resistance has a minimum around 5-7 nm of AlGaN thickness [93],
depending on the aluminum content and the value of the barrier. For these reasons, some
ezorts into the study of recessed ohmic contact has been performed [94] and it has been
found that making the AlGaN barrier thinner, and with a low surface roughness [95],
reduces the speci}c contact resistance.

2.3 Schottky Contacts

A Schottky contact is de}ned as a metal/semiconductor junction that exhibits an asym-
metrical current-voltage (I-V) characteristic [31].

Schottky contacts compose the core of many electronic devices since the gate contact
enables the modulation of the charge in the channel, and hence rules the overall behavior
of the device [68, 96]. Regarding devices based on AlGaN/GaN heterostructures, since
they are normally-ON it is necessary to apply a negative bias to the gate in order to
turn oz the 2DEG, meaning that if the gate leakage current is high there will be a high
power dissipation in keeping the devices in the OFF state [96], increasing what is de}ned
standby power consumption [97, 98]. In high frequency applications the high leakage
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ezects noise, reliability and radio-frequency power loss [99].

The fundamental parameter when characterizing Schottky contacts is the Schottky bar-
rier height (ΦB). According to the Schottky-Mott rule, equation (2.1), the value of the
barrier should be only dependent on the metal semiconductor pair. A high barrier should
be achieved with high work function metals. The most commonly employed metallization
for GaN-based materials is Ni/Au [100, 101], while other high work function stacks have
been proposed based on Pt [102, 103], and Pd [104]. Having a higher barrier is linked to
lower leakage currents, which is highly desirable in electronic devices.

A critical }gure of merit in these devices is the ON/OFF current ratio, which quanti-
}es the ability of the gate to ezectively modulate the channel conductivity. High gate
leakage current directly degrades this ratio by increasing the OFF-state current, thus
lowering the device’s switching performance and increasing static power consumption
[105]. Minimizing leakage through the Schottky contact is therefore essential to achieve
high ON/OFF ratios, improve device e{ciency, and ensure reliable operation, especially
in power electronics [106, 107] and high-frequency applications [108].

The Schottky barrier height should, in theory, be determined by the metal/semiconductor
couple only [109–111]. But in reality many factors come into play in determining the
barrier value, such as:

• Material quality [80, 112, 113]. It has been shown that the presence of defects, such
as dislocations, alter the current conduction across the Schottky barrier introducing
preferential leakage paths along these defects. This process leads to a notable
underestimation of the real barrier value [114–116].

• Sample preparation [80] and cleaning [78, 117]. Samples are generally cleaned in
acid solutions, such as HCl or H2SO4 to remove organic contaminants, and HF to
remove native oxides residues. The combination of dizerent cleaning methodologies,
and alternatives to standard procedures (such as the use of UV/O3 [77]) alter the
barrier obtained with the same metal [118].

• Plasma treatments. A reactive plasma can introduce in the semiconductor some
species that alter its composition at the surface. This surface modi}cation approach
has been shown to modify the value of the barrier [119–122].

• Thermal treatments. Schottky contacts are usually annealed at low temperatures,
this process generally brings to an increase in the value of the barrier [123], but
when high temperatures are employed it can lead its degradation [124, 125].

• Oxidation. The surface of the semiconductor can undergo a oxidation before the
metallization or after. This process can induce the formation of a thin oxide }lm
on which the metal gets deposited in the }rst case [126–128], or a slight oxidation
of the metal in the second [129, 130].

To provide a comprehensive overview of how the metal work function, Schottky barrier
height, and heterostructure properties azect the electrical behavior of Schottky contacts
in AlGaN/GaN-based devices, table 2.1 compiles representative results from the litera-
ture. It includes the metal stack used, the associated barrier height (ΦB), the 2DEG
sheet density (ns), the threshold voltage (VTH), and the Al composition and thickness of
the AlGaN barrier layer. This comparison underlines the complex interplay between ma-
terial parameters and processing choices that determine the gate contact characteristics
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and performance of these devices.

Table 2.1: Schottky contacts on AlGaN/GaN heterostructures in ascending order of metal
work function ϕm

Metal ϕm (eV) ΦB (eV) ns (1012 cm–2) VTH (V) AlxGa1-xN Ref.
x t (nm)

Al 4.28 1.02 6.18 -4.60 0.24 19 [110]
Fe 4.50 1.22 7.60 -3.20 0.24 19 [110]
W 4.50 0.63 — — — — [131]
Cu 4.65 1.38 7.26 -3.10 0.24 19 [110]
Ir 4.72 1.12 6.81 — 0.25 20 [132]
Ir 4.72 1.22 — -3.36 0.21 28.5 [133]

TiN 5.00 1.10 — — — — [134]
TiN 5.00 0.63 — — — — [131]
Au 5.10 1.05 5.74 -4.40 0.27 25 [135]
Au 5.10 1.21 6.24 -2.85 0.24 19 [110]
Au 5.10 0.97 — — — — [131]
Ni 5.15 1.27 6.41 — 0.25 20 [132]
Ni 5.15 1.20 7.35 -3.20 0.24 19 [110]
Ni 5.15 0.98 3.68 -3.60 0.27 25 [135]
Ni 5.15 0.75 — — — — [131]
Ni 5.15 0.71 — -3.37 0.21 28.5 [133]

WC 5.20 0.82 — — 0.26 16 [68]
Pd 5.30 1.08 4.93 -4.20 0.27 25 [135]
Pd 5.30 1.13 — -3.50 0.21 28.5 [133]
Pt 5.60 0.98 5.60 -4.40 0.27 25 [135]
Pt 5.60 1.03 — — — — [131]
Re 5.62 1.68 5.41 — 0.25 20 [132]

WSi — 0.58 — -4.07 0.21 28.5 [133]

To provide a comprehensive overview of how the metal work function, Schottky barrier
height, and heterostructure properties azect the electrical behavior of Schottky contacts
in AlGaN/GaN-based devices, table 2.1 compiles representative results from the litera-
ture. It includes the metal stack used, the associated barrier height (ΦB), the 2DEG
sheet density (ns), the threshold voltage (VTH), and the Al composition and thickness of
the AlGaN barrier layer. This comparison underlines the complex interplay between ma-
terial parameters and processing choices that determine the gate contact characteristics
and performance of these devices.

According the set of experimental data reported in table 2.1 it is possible to plot the
barrier height obtained on similar AlGaN/GaN heterostructures as a function of the
Schottky metal work-function. From the plot reported in }gure 2.3 it is evident that the
Schottky-Mott rule can not totally explain the Schottky barrier height dependence on the
metal work function. The slope of the plot is de}ned as interface index (S = ∂ΦB/∂ϕm)
should ideally be unitary, but experimental evidences show that it is value is always
lower than one. A unitary increase in metal work function does not translate to a
unitary increase in Schottky barrier height. In the case of high concentration of interface
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states there is a pinning of the Fermi level, in this case independently on the metal work
function the barrier height will be approximately the same (S ≈ 0) [85].

Figure 2.3: Schottky-Mott plot for AlGaN/GaN heterostructures for dizerent Schottky
metals, the barrier heights have been experimentally determined in [68, 100, 110, 131–
136]

There are several probable reasons for which the experimental barrier heights are lower
than the ones predicted by the Schottky-Mott rule. Certainly, one thing that needs to
be considered is the high defectivity concentration of AlGaN/GaN heterostructures [12].
These defects play a signi}cant role in the charge conduction, dizerent physical models
are invoked to explain the reduced I-V barrier height and their deviation from ideal TE
behavior [137].

Moreover, it is important to emphasize that the electrical behavior of Schottky contacts
in real devices is not solely determined by the metal/semiconductor couple. Device archi-
tecture plays a crucial role in electrostatic properties and current transport, parameters
of fundamental importance when addressing reliability of such contacts [138, 139].

2.4 Operating modes of GaN HEMTs

GaN HEMTs can operate in two dizerent modes depending on whether the channel is
present at zero gate bias. In depletion-mode (normally-ON) devices, the polarization-
induced 2DEG is already formed at equilibrium, allowing current to ~ow even at 0 V
of gate bias. In enhancement-mode (normally-OFF) devices, instead, the 2DEG is sup-
pressed or removed at equilibrium, and conduction is enabled only when a positive gate
bias is applied. While normally-ON devices are the natural outcome of AlGaN/GaN
heterostructures, normally-OFF operation is strongly preferred for power applications.

Figure 2.4 illustrates the schematic of normally-ON and normally-OFF AlGaN/GaN
HEMTs. Normally-OFF conditions can be achieved with several approaches that will
be discussed in section 2.4.2. The dizerence between these two operating conditions is
that without any applied bias polarization the 2DEG channel is present (normally-ON)
or absent (normally-OFF). The importance of the Schottky contacts lies in the fact that



26 Chapter 2. Metallic Contacts in HEMT devices

Figure 2.4: Schematic of normally-ON (D-mode), and dizerent normally-OFF (E-mode)
con}gurations of AlGaN/GaN HEMTs, together with typical transfer (ID – VG) and
output (ID – VD) characteristics

the bias applied regulates the channel underneath the contact itself, as reported in the
schematic C-V in }gure 1.9, in turn allowing for the modulation of the current ~owing
across the device.

Figure 2.4 also reports some schematic I-V curves of HEMTs, speci}cally transcharacter-
istics (drain current as a function of gate bias) and output characteristics (drain current
as a function of drain bias). The transcharacteristics can be directly linked to the discus-
sion of the C-V reported in }gure 1.9. When the VG ≪ VTH, the device is in the OFF
state, the only current collected at the drain terminal will be the gate leakage current.
When VG ∼ VTH the 2DEG channel starts forming, allowing for an increasing current
to reach the drain terminal. When VG ≫ VTH the channel is fully formed and in this
ON state the drain current reaches saturation.

The output characteristic can be divided in two regions: at low drain bias the drain
current increases linearly, this is de}ned as ohmic or linear region; while at high drain
bias the drain current reaches a maximum value de}ned as saturation region. Each
output characteristic is acquired at a de}ned gate bias, the higher the gate bias and the
higher will be the drain current measured.
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2.4.1 Normally-ON devices

AlGaN/GaN heterostructures exhibit spontaneous and piezoelectric polarization ezects,
which lead to the formation of a high-density 2DEG at the heterointerface without the
need for intentional doping. As a consequence, the conductive channel is present even at
zero gate bias. In order to deplete the channel under the gate it is necessary to apply a
negative polarization to the contact, conventional HEMT are normally-ON or D-mode
transistors.

The Schottky gate contact plays a critical role in determining the characteristics of the
2DEG. In particular, the Schottky barrier at the metal/AlGaN interface directly azects
the sheet charge density ns. From }gure 2.5 an increase in Schottky barrier height is
re~ected into a reduction of 2DEG concentration. For the same heterostructure, a higher
metal/AlGaN barrier produce a reduction of ns, and then a diminishing of the threshold
voltage.

Figure 2.5: Dependence of ns (a), and VTH (b) on ΦB. Data adapted from [132] and
[110] respectively

This trend is reported in }gure 2.5 together with some experimental data and the theoret-
ical data predicted by Ambacher et al. model [16, 17]. Figure 2.5(a) reports the variation
of ns with the barrier for the same heterostructure (20 nm of Al0.25Ga0.75N/GaN). The
values obtained follow the same linearly decreasing trend with the barrier, but shifted
downwards. This may be associated to the lower quality of the epitaxial GaN and partic-
ularly AlGaN layers that reduces the maximum achievable concentration of the 2DEG
[132]. Meanwhile }gure 2.5(b) shows the variation of VTH as a function of an increase
in barrier for the same heterostructure (19 nm of Al0.24Ga0.76N/GaN). The trend is
linearly increasing and the experimental points lay next to the prediction of the model
except for a gate contact made of Al. Zhao et al. [110] have shown that for this kind of
Schottky contact an exchange reaction between the metal and the AlGaN surface hap-
pens, due to the large heat of formation of AlN at room temperature compared to GaN
[140], increasing the strain of the barrier and so increasing ns which brings the VTH to
more negative values than the ones predicted by the model.

The Schottky barrier is essential parameter in determining both the concentration of the
2DEG underneath the contact and the threshold voltage. The barrier is also responsible
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for the leakage at the gate contact in reverse bias conditions. In fact, in order to turn oz
the device a negative bias has to be applied, the amount of leakage of the gate contact
impacts the ON/OFF current ratio of a transistor.

Figure 2.6: Gate leakage current density as a function of ΦB. Data adapted from [131]

As shown in }gure 2.6, increasing the barrier height leads to a signi}cant reduction
in gate leakage current under reverse bias conditions. A higher barrier increases the
energy carriers must overcome, thereby suppressing leakage. This reduction in leakage
is critical for improving the OFF-state performance and enhancing the ON/OFF current
ratio of AlGaN/GaN HEMTs, particularly in normally-ON devices where the gate is
reverse-biased during operation.

2.4.2 Normally-OFF devices

Achieving normally-OFF operation conditions is highly desirable for power applications.
In fact, if a high voltage is applied to the drain contact and the gate driver fails, the
channel would be ON on AlGaN/GaN heterostructures, potentially leading to a catas-
trophic failure [74]. This has caused safety concerns bringing to the development of a
few dizerent technologically approaches.
Achieving normally-OFF operation conditions is highly desirable not only for power
switching applications, but also for integrated circuits, RF front-end modules and au-
tomotive systems [141]. In this context, enhancement-mode operation simpli}es circuit
design and improves compatibility with existing electronics.

2.4.2.1 AlGaN recess

One approach is the recess of the AlGaN barrier. It is possible to obtain a positive thresh-
old voltage (normally-OFF) by accurately choosing the thickness and the Al content of
the barrier. Schottky contacts can be deposited on both fully [142] or partially [143]
recessed AlGaN heterostructures achieving normally-OFF conditions. This approach
requires a }ne control of the barrier etching conditions.
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2.4.2.2 Fluorine plasma

Another proposed approach consists in a F – based plasma treatment [98]. With the
adequate plasma conditions it is possible to introduce ~uorine anions (F−) in the AlGaN
barrier. The introduction of immobile negative charges causes the formation of a further
barrier at the Metal/AlGaN interface, lifting upwards the AlGaN conduction band and
progressively turning oz the 2DEG. This approach not only shifts the threshold voltage
towards positive values but also it reduces the gate leakage [144, 145].

2.4.2.3 p-GaN gate

The most industrially employed approach for achieving normally-OFF operation is the
employing of a p-type doped GaN layer between the AlGaN barrier and the gate metal.
Firstly proposed in 2007 by Uemoto et al. [146] using what has been referred as Gate
Injection Transistor (GIT) composed of a p-AlGaN layer rather than a p-GaN one. The
insertion of this layer lifts up the potential at the channel, underneath the gate contact,
enabling normally-OFF operation. The system can be modelled as a p-i-n junction (p-
GaN – AlGaN – 2DEG respectively) [147] an increase in gate bias injects holes in the
AlGaN barrier layer determining an accumulation of electrons to keep charge neutrality
[146], the electrons ~ow to the drain contact thanks to their high mobility compared
to holes (100 higher). This operation mode is obtained once the built-in voltage of the
junction is reached, and the behavior is the one of a FET.

Figure 2.7: Conduction band energy diagram for Al0.2Ga0.8N/GaN with 20 nm barrier
(black line), and the same structure with a p-GaN layer of 100 nm and 3 × 1019 cm–3

p-type doping (blue line)

Without any polarization to the gate contact, the conduction band of the p-GaN/AlGaN/GaN
structure is lifted up from the Fermi level, meaning that the 2DEG is turned oz, according
to }gure 2.7.

The p-GaN layer is grown on top of the AlGaN layer during wafer fabrication. One crucial
aspect about the fabrication of devices with a p-GaN gate is the removal or deactivation
of the deposited p-GaN in the access regions, i.e. in the regions of the samples not covered
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by the metal gate contact [148, 149]. In fact, it is necessary to replenish the 2DEG in
these regions to have a working HEMT with a low resistivity [150].

Many approaches have been previously proposed:

• Etching. The process most commonly employed for the replenish of the 2DEG
is the etching of the p-GaN layer through Reactive Ion Etchign (RIE). Ideally it
would be desirable to have a reactive gas mix that is completely selective towards
the p-GaN (so AlGaN etch rate zero). But the material’s chemistry is very similar,
Cl-based gas mixes are employed and no selective etching can be achieved. Oxygen
is introduced a retarding agent in the etching process of AlGaN, contributing to
higher selectiveness towards the p-GaN layer [75, 151]. The process is self-aligned,
the metal gate contact is used has hard mask.

• Plasma treatments. Plasma process to oxidize the p-GaN layer using the gate
metal as a hard mask. After the gate metal deposition the only exposed regions
of p-GaN are the access regions. Performing a low-energy O2-based (or O3-based)
plasma treatment can induce the deactivation of the p-GaN forming Mg-O and
Ga-O species observed by XPS. What is interesting about this aspect is that the
process of deactivation or “oxidation depth” is low meaning that it can be highly
precise [150, 152].

• Ion implantation. Using an hydrogen ion beam it is possible to deactivate the
magnesium in the p-GaN layer forming neutral Mg-H complexes [153].

This etching or deactivation step is of fundamental importance, and also is the basis of
many problems arising in p-GaN gate HEMTs. Trap states in the p-GaN perimeter can
induce conduction paths along the surface [149]. Meanwhile trap states at the Metal/p-
GaN interface can induce instability in VTH [154, 155] and increase in RON [155, 156].
Some of these aspects will be further discussed in appendix 5.

2.4.2.4 Other approaches

The deposition of p-(Al)GaN has been proved to be ezective to achieve enhancement-
mode con}guration, and it is the most commercially used. Another approach consists in
the deposition of p-NiO which is a transparent hole transport layer used in optoelectron-
ics [157]. It is possible to obtain p-type NiO just by tuning the deposition conditions,
generally by sputtering [158]. Guo et al. [159] have demonstrated that these devices show
a positive threshold voltage (VTH = 1.7 V) and high drain saturation current (ID,max =
500 mA/mm) with low gate leakage (IG < 0.1 µA/mm) up to the breakdown at 1200 V.

The cascode con}guration allows to achieve normally-OFF conditions and it consists in
connecting an enhancement-mode Si MOSFET with a depletion-mode GaN HEMT. In
this con}guration, the drain contact of the Si MOSFET is connected to the source of the
GaN HEMT. When the gate contact of the MOSFET is not biased, the current in the
HEMT channel can not ~ow since the MOSFET connected in series is open [160]. Mean-
while, when a positive bias is applied to the gate contact of the MOSFET, a potential
dizerence between the source and gate contact of the HEMT is created and the cur-
rent can ~ow across the device. This is an easy way to create normally-OFF conditions,
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but the switching speeds are notably reduced [161, 162] undermining the advantages
of using GaN-based technology. On the other hand, by using selective epitaxy growth
(SEG) it is possible to fabricate on the same silicon wafer both devices, integrating them
monolithically [163].

2.5 Schottky barrier height engineering

Considering the notable importance of the Schottky barrier height on the characteristics
of electronic devices one interesting aspect about Schottky contact technology is the ezort
into engineering its value.

The easiest way to change the barrier would be to change the metal, but the barrier
does not follow the ideal trend de}ned by the Schottky-Mott rule, as shown in }gure 2.3.
Previously, Lu et al. [164] have deposited tungsten by a reactive sputtering deposition
approach. The deposition of W has been carried out both in Ar environment, at constant
pressure, and using 20% and 50% of N2 achieving a stoichiometry W2N and nitrogen-
rich WN. The work function has been monitored by means of XPS analyses, and an
increase in the work function of thin }lms has been observed which has been re~ected in
an increase in the barrier height (0.89 eV for W, 1.07 eV for W2N and 1.21 eV for WN).
A }ne tuning of the barrier has been performed by controlling the atmosphere in which
the metal gets deposited, a change in stoichiometry is associated to a change in work
function, and therefore in electrical properties such as the Schottky barrier height.

Once the same metal contact is deposited, it can be annealed at dizerent temperatures.
It has been shown [123] that increasing the temperature of annealing in Ar atmosphere
caused an increase in the value of the barrier, starting from 0.89 eV for the as deposited
sample and reaching for the annealed samples 0.92 eV (for 300 °C), 0.92 eV (for 400 °C)
and 0.88 eV (for 500 °C). Interestingly the ideality factor decreased from 1.31 to 1.07. A
further annealing at higher temperatures (1200 °C and 1150 °C) can cause a decrease in
the barrier and an increase in the ideality factor, and also a notable increase in leakage
current. This }nding has been explained by an increase in concentration of interface
states for the high temperature annealed samples [123]. The thermal process can be
carried out also in a non inert atmosphere. In this case, it has been observed as a thin
layer of Ni (5 nm), annealed at 500 °C for 10 minutes in air, can produce an increasing
of the barrier up to 0.90 eV compared to 0.86 eV in case of annealing in inert atmosphere
[129].

Interestingly, it has been observed as the annealing process can strongly in~uences the
barrier, also if performed before than metal deposition, to modify the AlGaN surface
properties. Indeed, when the annealing process is not conducted in inert environments
but oxidizing conditions, the surface of the semiconductor can be oxidized by the process.
Higashiwaki et al. [128] have treated AlGaN/GaN heterostructures with dizerent barrier
thicknesses (10, 15, and 20 nm) at 800 °C in N2 and O2 ambient. Showing, by XPS,
that the treatment in oxygen showed a pronounced increase in Al-O species and also less
pronounced Ga-O species, due to the higher tendency of Al to oxidize. This oxidation
brought to an increase in the barrier height, the increase is higher in thinner AlGaN
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barrier due to the limited dizusion of oxygen in the barrier itself. Also, the barrier has
been recorded to increase from 0.59 to 0.78 eV after the annealing in oxygen and to
0.84 eV after the treatment with aqua-regia (HCl/HNO3 3/1 in volume) a high oxidizing
chemical solution [126] contributing to the assumption that a local oxidation could be
a key factor in engineering the barrier. The cleaning process impacts both the forward
properties of devices (Schottky barrier height and ideality factor) and the reverse current
[165].

Also, plasma treatments can be used to locally modify the height of the barrier. Gi-
annazzo et al. [119] have conducted an oxygen plasma treatment on the surface of a
molybdenum disul}de (MoS2) based transistor and observed that the plasma treatment
brought to a broad distribution of barrier due to the incorporation of oxygen in the MoS2
multilayer surface. The plasma oxygen approach has been used also on AlGaN/GaN het-
erostructures highlighting the increased rectifying ratio (ION/IOFF), the reduced leakage
by two orders of magnitude and }nally a notable increase in subthreshold voltage swing
(from 64 to 176 mV/dec) [166].

Another approach consists in ion implantation. Roccaforte et al. [167] have irradiated
Ti/4H-SiC diodes with 8-MeV Si4+ ions at dizerent ~uences (up to 1 × 1012 ions/cm2)
and have noticed an increase in the barrier height (> 100 meV at room temperature)
with a slight increase in the ideality factor (from 1.05 to 1.09 at room temperature).
Investigating the leakage of the diodes after irradiation it is been highlighted that the
irradiation process reduced by two orders of magnitude the leakage. Also, the energy
states (investigated by DLTS) created by the ion implantation play a signi}cant role on
the thermal dependence of the speci}c on-resistance (RON).

Ion implantation has been employed to modify the stoichiometry of metallic }lms by
Ranade et al. [168]. Particularly a 150 nm }lm of molybdenum has been sputtered
on top of SiO2/Si. Nitrogen implantation has been performed using energies of 60 and
80 keV with doses ranging from 2 × 1015 to 1 × 1016 cm–2, the projected range of the
ions lays around half of the thickness of the metal molybdenum layer. The nitrogen
incorporation has been monitored through SIMS analysis and the work function through
XPS. The work function increases linearly with the nitrogen implantation dose and upon
annealing this ezect is maintained but reduced in magnitude and also an XRD dizraction
shows the presence of a (110) texture of the }lm after the thermal treatment.

On GaN-based material the ion implantation has not been thoroughly studied, the im-
plantation of F- ions has been used both in vertical [169] and lateral devices [170] in
order to increase the breakdown voltage. The implanted regions are negatively charged
and allow for the modulation of the electric }eld in high voltage conditions alongside the
edges of the Schottky contacts enhancing the breakdown.

The introduction of other species has been used by Roccaforte et al. [171] by a sul-
furization process of the 4H-SiC surface. The 4H-SiC surface has been analyzed by
AFM measurements before and after an annealing process showing an unaltered mor-
phology but an increase of 300 meV of the electron a{nity revealed by Kelvin Probe
Force Microscopy (KPFM). XPS measurements con}rmed the presence of a S 2p peak
in the sulfurized sample. Diodes were fabricated using Ni as Schottky metal, the devices
showed a reduced spread and average value of the Schottky barrier.
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A recent approach developed by Amano et al. [172] consists in sputtering a Mg layer
on GaN and annealing at proper temperature in inert atmosphere (N2). Mg atoms
dizuse into the GaN layers, up to hundreds of nanometers, and substitute Ga leading
to its activation. This approach has been used in n-type GaN to obtain camel diodes
[173]. Regular Schottky diodes and the correspective camel diodes show a barrier height
dizerence of up to 350 meV [174]. The reason is that by tuning the annealing temperature
it is possible to have a p-type dopant concentration that exceeds the background n-type
dopants close to the surface. This ezects leads to an increased potential pro}le at the
Schottky interface and so a higher barrier height [175]. This fabrication ~ow has been
used in N-polar GaN materials to achieve higher barrier heights. This approach has been
also employed in β-Ga2O3 using a solution of magnesium acetate rather than sputtering,
the results of Ni/Au Schottky diodes show a reduced RON and a notable increase in the
breakdown voltage [176].

2.6 Open issues in GaN technology

Although AlGaN/GaN HEMTs may have several advantages in applications, their use is
not as widespread. In fact, many technological issues are still present in the development
of commercial devices.

In RF applications, a high power-gain cutoz frequency (fmax) is essential. Achieving a
high fmax depends not only on the geometrical and physical properties of the device, as
shown in equation (1.4), but also on parasitic resistances that degrade the maximum
attainable value. For instance, using a 60 nm gate length and engineered ohmic contacts
a 300 GHz frequency has been obtained [177]. However, this promising frequency is often
limited by the dynamic behavior of the device.

AlGaN/GaN heterostructures are notorious to have a high concentration of defects, that
range from dislocations to point defects [178]. These defects behave as trap states, that
can get charged or emit charges with speci}c time constants (τ) [179]. During high-
frequency operation, the charging and discharging of these traps modulate the device
electrostatics after each switching event. This modulation of the device electrostatics
leads to ~uctuations in its electrical behavior and ultimately azecting RF performances.

The presence of trap states can be observed in the buzer [180], such as carbon contami-
nation from the deposition or intentionally introduced species (such as C or Fe), in the
AlGaN barrier [181] or at the surface of the AlGaN [182]. Their existence can induces
various phenomena:

• Current collapse (CC) [183]. When donor surface states [184, 185] get }lled in the
access region of the AlGaN between the gate and drain contact (where the electric
}eld has a high peak), the surface potential is made negative leading to a partial
depletion of the 2DEG channel underneath this region [186]. This ezect is known
as virtual gate [182] and leads to a decreasing drain current over time.

• Threshold voltage swing. In normally-OFF devices the presence of the p-GaN un-
derneath the gate leads to both electron trapping in the p-GaN and holes trapping
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in the AlGaN barrier [154]. Depending on the voltage applied to the gate, the
threshold voltage could be either increase or decrease [187]. This threshold voltage
variation could reach values up to 3 V compared to the unstressed device [188, 189].

• Dynamic on-resistance (RON). In high-temperature and high-power conditions,
HEMTs show a recoverable RON increase when they are stressed in high drain bias
conditions in the OFF state. The increase in RON is generally given by slow-capture
rate states that are present in the buzer of the HEMT structure [42, 190]. The
RON value is shown to increase up to 200% of the original value with increasing
temperature [191].

The trap states are generally }lled due to the high electric }eld present in some particular
regions of the devices. For this reason, the use of }eld plates has been shown to be
an ezective tool to modulate the peak electric }eld and also to enhance the dynamic
performances of devices [192, 193].

Dizerently from silicon, GaN does not have a good quality native oxide. The surface
passivation could lead to limit the current collapse and also a reduction of the gate leakage
[80]. Dielectrics can be grown by MOCVD during the growth of the epi-stack (such as
SiN [194]), or afterwards (NiO [195], CeO2 [196]). A commonly employed approach
consists in the use of ALD, which allows the highly controlled and conformal growth of
a variety of dielectrics such as SiO2, Al2O3, AlN, HfO2 and many others [197]. These
dielectrics are often annealed before or after the deposition of the metal (respectively Post
Deposition Annealing PDA [198, 199] and Post Metallization Annealing PMA) and show
less charge trapping [200, 201]. The use of high permittivity dielectrics is advantageous
to limit the reduction of the gate-to-source capacitance which impacts the maximum
device transconductance [194].

Recently, an approach consisting of treating with oxygen plasma the p-GaN surface of a
power HEMT before the gate metallization has been proposed. The plasma treatment
leads to the formation of 5 nm of an oxide layer which contributes to increase the value
of the threshold voltage and notably reduce the gate leakage current and also increases
the breakdown voltage [202, 203]. Ozone (O3) plasma treatments have also proved to be
ezective in the enhancement of reliability of p-GaN HEMTs [204].

An oxygen plasma pretreatment has also allowed to obtain normally-OFF conditions in
a recessed MIS-HEMT con}guration, where the AlGaN barrier was thinned to 9 nm and
subjected to an oxygen plasma before the dielectric deposition [205].

The deposition of HfO2 by PE-ALD has been proposed as a highly promising gate di-
electric for GaN-based devices, leading to low concentration of interface states and low
leakage [206]. The use of dielectrics is highly ezective in suppressing gate leakage, but
their integration comes with a negative shift of the threshold voltage and this shift de-
pends both on the dielectric constant and the thickness of the insulator layer [207].

Gate leakage itself has a direct impact on device reliability. Under positive gate bias tress,
the generation of defects at the metal/semiconductor interface leads to an increased gate
leakage and so a degradation of the ON/OFF ratio [208]. This structural degradation
has been associated with a strain relaxation of the AlGaN barrier [5] phenomenon which
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has been de}ned “inverse piezoelectric ezect” [209].

In forward bias, the generation of percolation paths through defects leads to a increased
gate leakage and it is linked to a reduced output power of devices [210]. In fact, the
increased gate leakage in forward bias is linked to a reduced maximum achievable drain
current by the same device.

In p-GaN HEMTs defects play a central role in regulating the gate leakage. Particularly,
trap states in the p-GaN enhance the leakage but also leading to instability of electrical
parameters such as threshold voltage [211, 212]. As gate leakage and parameter insta-
bilities are strongly correlated with electrical conduction, a precise identi}cation of the
conduction mechanism is essential. This provides insight into the physical origins of the
leakage but also enables a more accurate extraction of parameters such as the lifetime of
the device [213].

The investigation of the conduction mechanisms is not only of theoretical interest but it
also has practical relevance. In fact, by analyzing the dominant transport mechanism it
is possible to link the electrical characteristics of a contact to the underlying material
quality and processing steps. The studies of the dominant conduction mechanism provide
a diagnostic tool for material and technological optimization.

In this context, the study of metallic contacts, and in particular Schottky contacts, is
interesting to understand how defects, processing conditions, and geometry azect device
performance and reliability. The following chapters will address these issues by focusing
on the conduction mechanisms in Mo/AlGaN/GaN and WNx/AlGaN/GaN Schottky
contacts and on gate leakage in p-GaN HEMTs.





Chapter 3

The role of inhomogeneities in
Mo/AlGaN/GaN

Molybdenum Schottky contacts on AlGaN/GaN heterostruc-
tures exhibit conduction behavior that closely follows thermionic
emission, an uncommon feature in the AlGaN/GaN system.
This near-ideal behavior enables a detailed analysis of interface
inhomogeneities.

In this chapter, the electrical characteristics of Mo/AlGaN/GaN
Schottky diodes are analyzed through I-V-T measurements. The
observed deviations from ideality are interpreted using Tung’s
model, linking the presence of local barrier ~uctuations to dis-
locations in the heterostructure.

3.1 Modelling of the conduction mechanisms in Schot-
tky contacts

3.1.1 Slight deviations from ideal TE conduction

An ideal Schottky contact should, regardless of area, temperature or applied voltage,
follow the behavior predicted by the Thermionic Emission (TE) model [214]. This model
describes the current density JTE measured at the Schottky contact as exponentially
dependent both on the Schottky barrier height (ΦB) and the bias applied (VF), given by
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JTE = JS
(

qVF
nkBT

)

= A∗T2exp
(

–qΦB
kBT

)

exp
(

qVF – JRS
nkBT

)

(3.1)

Where A∗ is the Richardson’s constant (32 A K2 cm–2 for electrons in AlGaN/GaN
heterostructures [68]), T is the absolute temperature, n is the ideality factor, and RS is
the series resistance.

For an ideal Schottky contact the ideality factor is 1 and also independent of temperature.
However, real Schottky contacts often exhibit a slightly higher than 1 value of the ideality
factor, accompanied by a weak thermal dependence. Depending on the semiconductor
the observed ideality factor, at room temperature, can range from values < 1.05 on Si
[215], 1.05 ∼ 1.10 on SiC [216], and > 2 on AlGaN/GaN heterostructures [217]. The
investigation of gold Schottky contacts on gallium arsenide by Padovani and Sumner
[218] showed that a parameter, de}ned as “T0-anomaly” can be introduced to keep into
account of this thermal dependence of the ideality factor. The T0-anomaly allows to
keep into account of the higher than 1 values of n and also its weak thermal dependence.

n = 1 +
T0

T
(3.2)

According to equation (3.2), the ideal TE conduction corresponds to T0 = 0 K, where
the ideality factor has a unitary value at any temperature. As T0 increases, both the
ideality factor and its thermal sensitivity increase. This deviation from the ideal TE
emission is generally associated to defects in the semiconductor or at its interface with
the metal [219].

Figure 3.1: Thermal dependence of the ideality factor (a) and T0-plot (b) for dizerent
values of T0

Figure 3.1 shows the ezect of increasing the value of T0 on the ideality factor (a) and
its thermal dependence (b). For the same temperature a contact with a higher T0 shows
a higher ideality factor. Furthermore the ideality factor will be characterized by a more
pronounced thermal dependence.
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An important aspect to highlight is that the introduction of the T0-anomaly formally
assumes that thermionic emission remains the main dominant conduction mechanism,
i.e. carriers still overcome the Schottky barrier. In fact, in a T0-plot [214] (de}ned as a
plot reporting nkBT as a function of kBT) an ideal thermionic emission shows a linear
behavior with a unitary slope. Figure 3.1(b) shows the T0-plot for dizerent values of T0.
The linearity and slope of the T0-plot con}rms that there is no change in conduction
mechanism, but rather this deviation from ideality is linked to interface-related ezects.

The introduction of the T0-anomaly allows for a }rst-order correction to ideal thermionic
emission behavior by accounting for a slight thermal dependence of the ideality factor. It
ezectively describes Schottky contacts where conduction is still dominated by thermionic
emission. The T0-plot con}rms this by showing that ideal and near-ideal contacts exhibit
parallel trends, with deviations only in the ozset.

However, a key limitation of the T0-based approach is that it only addresses changes
in the ideality factor, without accounting for the temperature dependence of the barrier
height itself, which is often observed in real devices [220, 221].

This indicates the presence of more complex physical phenomena that can be explained
by considering the inhomogeneity the potential at the metal/semiconductor interface as
the source of these deviations.

3.1.2 Werner’s model

The concept of barrier inhomogeneity was }rst introduced in the early 1980s [222]. From
measurements conducted on Al contacts on p-type InP, a signi}cant discrepancy between
the barrier values extracted from C-V and I-V measurements was observed. This discrep-
ancy was previously attributed to additional (tunneling based) mechanisms concomitant
with thermionic emission [223] or interface states [224].

Experimental techniques such as ballistic-electron emission microscopy (BEEM) [225]
provided spatially resolved current maps, which revealed a non uniform Schottky barrier
at the metal/semiconductor interface. The local variation in barrier height were found
to follow a gaussian distribution, where the shape of the distribution is highly dependent
on pre-treatment of the surface before the Schottky metal deposition.

These experimental evidences led to the development of analytical models considering the
punctual value of the Schottky barrier at the metal/semiconductor interface as oscillating,
following in fact a gaussian distribution. Güttler and Werner in 1990 [226] studied the
properties of Schottky contacts of various metallic silicides systems on n-type silicon.
Most silicides do not grow epitaxially, but as polycristalline, so the interfaces are not
atomically ~at which results in a local variation of the electric }eld and also a band
bending which causes the barrier variations. This spatial inhomogeneity of the potential
is modelled as a gaussian distribution of the Schottky barrier [227].

Considering this condition, the barrier measured in a microscopic metal/semiconductor
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contact
(

Φ
j
B

)

will be given by [226]

Φ
j
B = Φ0

B –
σ2ΦB

2kBT
(3.3)

Where Φ0
B is the center of the barrier distribution, which is considered the homogeneous

value of the barrier, and σΦB is the standard deviation. According to equation (3.3) the
measured barrier will be always lower than the homogeneous one.

This model assumes a continuous potential distribution at the interface between the
metal and the semiconductor. The ~uctuations cause a bending of the bands and by con-
sequence of the barrier which occur on a length scale of around ∼ 1 µm. By introducing
this spatial ~uctuations, the model allows to explain both the thermal dependence of real
Schottky contacts and also the overall current conduction mechanism, which still follows
the thermionic emission model but with the inclusion of a non homogeneous barrier.

Figure 3.2: Gaussian distribution of barriers Φj
B (a) and value of the barrier as a function

of temperature (b) for dizerent values of σΦB

Figure 3.2(a) reports the shape of the gaussian distribution of barrier heights. The
distribution is centered at a homogeneous value of the barrier at Φ0

B = 1000 meV. The
higher the value of σΦ0

B
and the wider the distribution will be. Furthermore, according

to equation (3.3), the value obtained from measurements will show, for the same Φ0
B, a

lower barrier for a more inhomogeneous contact (higher σΦB). Consequently, regions with
a lower barrier contribute more to the overall conduction, even though the probability
is centered around the homogeneous value. This ezect is related to the exponential
dependence of the current conduction on the barrier, according to equation (3.1).

The model proposed by Güttler and Werner [226, 227] ezectively describes the tempera-
ture dependence of the Schottky barrier height by introducing a gaussian distribution of
local barrier heights [228, 229]. However, despite its capabilities in }tting experimental
data, this model presents some analytical limitations. In particular, it assumes that the
spatial inhomogeneity of the barrier occurs over large lateral scales. Considering point or
line defects in semiconductors, this assumption is not fully compatible since these defects
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are typically con}ned to tens of nanometers at maximum.

More importantly, the model does not account for the electrostatic interaction between
localized low-barrier regions and the surrounding uniform potential. It treats each local
barrier independently, neglecting the fact that regions with lower barrier height can
become preferential conduction paths and distort the local electric }eld distribution. The
model assumes a parallel conduction between diodes that are characterized by dizerent
values of Schottky barrier.

To address these issues, a more rigorous model was introduced by Tung [230], which
considers the electrostatic coupling between inhomogeneities and the homogeneous po-
tential, and ozers a more accurate description of current transport in Schottky contacts
with non-uniform potentials.

3.1.3 Tung’s inhomogeneity model

A more rigorous model has been proposed, in the early 1990s by Sullivan et al. [219] and
Tung [230]. Their model allows for a coherent analytical explanation of all of the experi-
mental deviation from ideal thermionic emission. The model was developed analytically,
but also with the support of computer simulations.

At the basis of the model there is the fact that every metal/semiconductor contact is
azected by atomic inhomogeneity at the interface, such as grain boundaries, multiple
phases, facets, defects, etc. [219]. These features locally reduce the value of the barrier,
and these low-barrier regions are de}ned as “patches”. The patches are embedded in a
homogeneous potential region (with a barrier value of Φ0

B).

To understand the electrostatic implications of localized inhomogeneities at the interface
between the metal and the semiconductor, a circular patch embedded in a homogeneous
background has been considered. From the potential point of view, this patch represents
a region in the semiconductor where the potential has a dip of value ∆ compared to the
homogeneous background which has a barrier of Φ0

B.

Figure 3.3(a) depicts a schematic potential pro}le contours for a contact that has a
low-barrier patch in a high-barrier region. The three lines represent the potential at
three dizerent depths inside the semiconductor, the darker the line the further from the
metal/semiconductor interface. As the potential lines illustrate, the conduction band
initially bends downwards beneath the patch, due to the local reduction in potential.
However, the potential does not decrease monotonically. Instead, it exhibits a local max-
imum at a certain depth below the metal/semiconductor interface. This local maximum,
saddle point, acts as an energetic bottleneck for current ~ow, ezectively increasing the
barrier

(

Φeff
B

)

that majority carriers must overcome to cross the patch. The surrounding
high-barrier region creates an electrostatic constriction that blocks or restricts current
injection into the low-barrier patch. This phenomenon is de}ned as pinch-oz. This ezect
is present only when the size of the patch is comparable with Debye’s length [230]. If the
patch size is too large, no saddle point will be formed.
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Figure 3.3: Schematic potential contours (a) and conduction band pro}le (b) near a low-
barrier patch embedded in a high-barrier Schottky contact

The occurrence and strength of the pinch-oz ezect depend on several parameters, most
importantly:

• Lateral dimension. The smaller the size of the patch and the stronger will be the
pinch oz ezect. Over a critical size, the pinch oz ezect is not present.

• Barrier dizerence. The higher the dizerence between the barrier of the patch and
the homogeneous region, the stronger will be the pinch oz ezect.

When the patch is small in size the pinch-oz ezect dominates, leading to a better descrip-
tion given by Tung’s model. Meanwhile, when the size gets progressively larger, Werner’s
model is adequate with a simpler statistical analysis.

The ezective barrier height Φeff
B governing the current ~ow through a patch is thus not

the intrinsic barrier of the patch itself given by the potential dizerence at the surface
(

Φ
p
B = Φ0

B−∆
)

, but rather the value of the potential at the saddle point, as reported
in }gure 3.3(b). This is the true energy that carriers must overcome. The conduction
mechanism across the patch is still thermionic emission. Since this ezective barrier
depends both on the patch’s size and the potential dizerence between the patch and
the homogeneous region, Tung’s model de}nes a region parameter to account for these
factors

γ = 3

(

∆ R2
0

4

)1/3

(3.4)

This parameter determines the degree of inhomogeneity in the contact and plays a central
role in predicting how strongly a given patch is pinched oz. On the region parameter
depends both the ezective barrier height and the ideality factor.

Tung’s model has been widely adopted to explain barrier inhomogeneities in Schottky
contacts across dizerent semiconductors. Several studies have directly observed inho-



3.1. Modelling of the conduction mechanisms in Schottky contacts 43

mogeneities through nanoscale characterization techniques. Experimental evidences has
con}rmed the presence of a Gaussian-shaped distribution of the local barrier heights
[231–233], supporting the validity of the model and its use to explain deviation from
ideal TE conduction [234–236].

A more detailed explanation of Tung’s model is provided in appendix A.

What is essential to highlight here is that Tung’s model does not merely describe the total
current as a parallel sum of independent contributions from homogeneous and low-barrier
regions. Instead, it introduces a physically grounded framework in which the interaction
between local inhomogeneities and the surrounding electrostatic environment plays a
central role in determining the ezective barrier height and, consequently, the overall
current transport. This makes the model a powerful tool for explaining the non-ideal
behavior observed in real Schottky contacts, such as increased ideality factors, barrier
height discrepancies between I–V and C–V measurements, and underestimation of the
Richardson constant [219, 230].

3.1.4 Strong deviations from ideal TE conduction

While slight deviations from ideal thermionic emission can be attributed to factors such
as barrier inhomogeneity or interface states, more substantial deviations indicate a fun-
damental change in the dominant transport mechanism.

In particular, when the observed ideality factor signi}cantly exceeds unity and its ther-
mal dependence can not be longer explained by the T0-anomaly, thermionic emission
alone fails to model the current conduction, indicating the possible presence of tunneling
phenomena.

In these regimes, carriers do not overcome the Schottky barrier but rather tunnel through
it. As a consequence, the current transport is no longer thermally activated and exhibits
a weaker temperature dependence [31]. The strength of the tunneling conduction can
be quanti}ed by the characteristic tunneling energy E00, equation (2.2), and the ideality
factor can be expressed as [68]

n =
E00

kBTcoth
(

E00

kBT

)

(3.5)

According to equation (3.5), the value of n has a direct dependence on the value of E00.
On AlGaN/GaN heterostructures, this rationalization has allowed to model the thermal
dependence of the ideality factors allowing to }nd values of E00 that range from 50 meV
[237] to 180 meV [238].

Figure 3.4(a) illustrates the temperature dependence of ideality factors in presence of
tunneling mechanism. As shown, higher values of E00 result in a higher ideality factor
at the same temperature, con}rming the increasing contribution of tunneling to the
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Figure 3.4: Thermal dependence of the ideality factor (a) and T0-plot (b) for dizerent
values of E00

overall current. In the T0-plot, reported in }gure 3.4(b), a peculiar behavior emerges:
at low temperatures the product nkBT tends to remain constant. The onset of this
constant regime occurs at higher temperature for greater values of E00. With increasing
temperatures, nkBT tends to the behavior expected for thermionic emission, but with a
smaller slope than the ideal TE providing a further evidence of the tunneling contribution
to the overall conduction.

Unlike the T0-anomaly, where the nkBT lines are parallel to the ideal TE case, the
presence of a tunneling contribution results in a T0-plot with non parallel lines, exhibiting
a thermally insensitive behavior at low temperatures.

3.1.5 Review of Schottky barrier inhomogeneity

The assumption of an inhomogeneous Schottky barrier has been used to model a variety
of anomalous behavior experimentally observed in I-V characteristics on dizerent mate-
rials. These anomalies have been mentioned, such as discrepancy between I-V and C-V
determined barrier heights, dizerent values of Richardson’s constant or high ideality fac-
tors. Another common feature observed in inhomogeneous barrier is the appearance of
a kink in the I-V curve, arising from the coexistence of thermionic emission conduction
both through the homogeneous region and through the low barrier patches.

Lahnor et al. [239], in accordance with Tung’s model, observed the presence of a kink
in Pt-silicide Schottky contacts on Si, resulting in an extra current at low bias and low
temperatures (VF < 0.5 V and T < 150 K). The high bias region follows the thermionic
emission conduction, while the low bias region has been described by the Tung’s model,
with the assumption of a distribution of }ve dizerent patches, characterized by }ve values
of γ. As the temperature increases the kink becomes less pronounced due to the higher
weight of the homogeneous TE conduction over the patches’ conduction. The lateral
extent of the patches is between 70 and 250 nm, which is consistent with topographic
features observed after annealing, characteristic to the silicide contacts.
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On SiC, inhomogeneity studies have been used to rationalize deviations from ideality from
the thermionic emission [240–242]. Roccaforte et al. [243] have studied Ni and Ti Schot-
tky contacts on 4H-SiC. According to the analytical application of Tung’s model and con-
sidering the one patch approximation, the inhomogeneous contacts can be described by a
value of the region parameter of γ = 1.31×10–4 cm2/3 V1/3, γ = 2.52×10–4 cm2/3 V1/3,
respectively. Moreover, by estimating the ezective patch area and concentration, the ac-
tive area contributing to the total current was only 5% of the geometrical area of the
diode. A corrected Richardson’s plot using this active area yielded Richardson constant
values much closer to theoretical expectations.

Thermal processing itself may also induce inhomogeneities. Calcagno et al. [124] demon-
strated that high-temperature annealing of Schottky contacts on SiC increases the degree
of inhomogeneity. In fact, by analyzing the thermal dependence of the ideality factor
in Ni/SiC Schottky diodes annealed at 600 and 900 °C, a value of T0 can be estimated
for both cases. The contacts annealed at 900 °C show a T0 which is 3.8 times higher
compared to the contacts annealed at 600 °C, the inhomogeneity is assumed to increase
by 3.8 times due to the higher thermal budget.

Inhomogeneities can also be intentionally introduced for example using nanoparticles.
Various synthesis approaches allow precise control of nanoparticle size. According to
Tung’s theory, by carefully selecting both the metal, so as to maximize the potential
dizerence Δ, and the nanoparticle dimensions during fabrication, it is possible to create
patches that are pinched oz. This approach has been demonstrated to lead to kink ezects
in the I-V characteristics of Au/InP contacts embedded with Ag nanoparticles having an
average diameter of 17 nm [244]. Also, Ru{no et al. [245] have systematically studied
multiple samples where gold nanoparticles characterized by small radii (0.7 – 3.5 nm)
and concentrations (5 × 1011 – 5 × 1013 cm–2) have been covered with a contact of 100
nm of Pd on SiC. The control of the size and concentration of the nanoparticles has been
achieved by varying the annealing time and temperature. It has been found that as the
mean nanoparticles concentration increases, with decreasing radius, the ezective barrier
height increases and the ideality factor tends to 1. This behavior indicates that the Au
nanoparticles at the Pd/SiC interface can be considered as sources of inhomogeneity,
according to Tung’s model.

Concerning AlGaN/GaN heterostructures. The topic of inhomogeneities has not been
rigorously modelled. In fact, Fontserè et al. [246] have performed some conductive
AFM analysis on the surface of the gate contact of an AlGaN/GaN HEMT, showing
the presence of some current hotspots at the gate metal surface. Furthermore, in the
gate-drain spacing, the current map shows that the presence of grain boundaries is also
an inhomogeneity source, as con}rmed by the current peak at the dips between two
grain boundaries . An inhomogeneous current distribution is given both by the presence
of structural defect of the semiconductor and also observable at the gate metal surface.
This work provides a clear visualization that both the metal and the semiconductor
contribute as inhomogeneity sources.

The study of inhomogeneity on AlGaN/GaN has lead some authors to identifying dizerent
gaussian distributions of Schottky barriers depending on the temperature. Two [247] and
three [238] gaussian distributions of barriers have been found. These distributions are
found statistically, either by employing Werner’s model or a statistical analysis conducted
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over a high number of devices.

Recent studies have highlighted that, in addition to barrier inhomogeneities, quantum
mechanical ezects at the metal/semiconductor interface play a signi}cant role in reduc-
ing the ezective Richardson constant. In particular, numerical simulations that include
wavefunction mismatch and quantum re~ections at the metal/GaN interface show that
these phenomena can lead to a tenfold reduction of A∗ compared to its ideal theoretical
value [248].

In this context, the study of Mo/AlGaN/GaN Schottky contacts presented in this thesis
ozers a valuable contribution. By combining detailed electrical characterization both at
the micro and nanoscale, this analysis provides an in depth study of inhomogeneities
on AlGaN/GaN heterostructures. The behavior of molybdenum, a relatively uncommon
gate metal for GaN-based devices, is investigated not only from a device performance
standpoint, but also as a model system to probe interface physics.

3.2 Device fabrication

AlGaN/GaN heterostructures grown on Si substrate characterized by a 16 nm AlGaN
barrier thickness and 26% concentration of Al have been used. Ti/Al/Ti annealed at 600
°C for 1 minutes in N2 atmosphere has been used as ohmic contacts.

Molybdenum has been chosen as a Schottky contact due to its promising properties and
the opportunity to contribute to a less explored area of GaN-based electronics [249–253].
While its use is timid compared to more common choices like Ni/Au bilayers, existing
studies highlight the properties of Mo Schottky contact, showing good thermal stability
[254] and mechanical strength [249]. While the application of molybdenum on GaN is
not yet widespread, its successful use as a gate metal in other semiconductors such as
SiC demonstrates its potential for microelectronics [255].

The Schottky contact consists of a 100 nm thick Mo layer deposited by magnetron sput-
tering in an EvoVac PVD system (Angström Engineering) in Ar atmosphere at a base
pressure of 5 × 10−3 mbar at a rate of 0.3 nm/s with 300 W of output power. Schottky
diodes have been de}ned by optical lithography and standard lift-oz method, the anode
consists of a circle having a diameter of 100 µm and it is surrounded by a large area
ohmic contact.

Schottky diodes have been fabricated by optical lithography and standard lift-oz method,
the anode consists of a circle having a diameter of 100 µm surrounded by a large area
ohmic contact, a schematic structure of the devices is reported in }gure 3.5.
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Figure 3.5: Schematic structure of the device in cross (a) and top view (b)

3.3 Electrical characterization

Figure 3.6 shows the experimental C-V measurement conducted on the Mo/AlGaN/GaN
Schottky diodes normalized by the contact’s area. From the value of the capacitance in
accumulation regime, it is possible to extract the thickness of the AlGaN layer, which is
of about 16 nm according to equation (1.9). Furthermore, by integrating the C-V curve
and normalizing it by the contact’s area and the fundamental charge, it is possible to
obtain the 2DEG concentration ns, as given by [96, 256–258]

ns =
1

q A

∫

C dV (3.6)

Figure 3.6: C-V measurement at 25 °C of Mo/AlGaN/GaN Schottky diodes conducted
at 100 kHz (a) and extracted 2DEG concentration (b)

As reported in }gure 3.6, the 2DEG concentration at 0 V is ns = 6.12 × 1012 cm–2, while
the threshold voltage obtained by the x-axis intercept in the linear region is VTH = −
1.84 V.
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Figure 3.7 reports the experimental I-V characteristics of the diodes. The measurements
have been conducted by sweeping in forward bias the anode contact from 0 V to 2 V,
while the circular cathode electrode was kept grounded. The anode current has been
normalized by the area’s contact and plotted against the anode bias. The measurements
have been performed in a temperature range that goes from 25 °C to 150 °C with a step
of ∆T = 25 °C.

Figure 3.7: Forward J-V curves at dizerent temperatures of Mo/AlGaN/GaN Schottky
diodes

According to the TE model, equation (1.1), it is possible to perform a linear }t in the
linear region of semilog J-V curve and obtain the Schottky barrier height and the ideality
factor, from the intercept and the slope, respectively (section 3.1.1).

Figure 3.8: Values of ΦB and n at dizerent temperatures (a), correlation of ΦB and n,
extraction of Φ0

B = 1.04 eV (b)

Figure 3.8(a) reports the barrier height and ideality factor obtained for each temperature.
Both ΦB and n exhibit a thermal dependence. Compared to other AlGaN/GaN Schottky
contacts this thermal dependence is weak. The barrier increases (from 0.85 to 0.89 eV)
while the ideality factor decreases (from 1.26 to 1.20) with increasing temperature.

According Tung’s model, inhomogeneous Schottky contacts display a linear correlation
between the barrier and the ideality factor [230, 245]. This correlation, reported in
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}gure 3.8(b), allows to extract an homogeneous barrier height for n = 1 which is Φ0
B =

1.04 eV. This value represents the Schottky barrier height of a homogeneous contact on
AlGaN/GaN.

Molybdenum’s work function is reported to be in the range of 4.9 ∼ 5.0 eV [168]. Then,
according to the Schottky-Mott rule (ΦB = ϕm − χAlGaN), on AlGaN/GaN heterostruc-
tures, considering an electron a{nity of χAlGaN = 4.1 eV [259], a Schottky barrier height
about 0.8 ∼ 0.9 eV is expected.

The weak thermal dependence of the ideality factor can be modelled according to the
T0-anomaly. Using Equation 3.2 it’s possible to }t the experimental ideality factors as a
function of temperature, obtaining a value of T0 = 80.2 K, as shown in }gure 3.9(a).

Figure 3.9: Thermal dependence of the ideality factor, extraction of T0 = 80.2 K (a) and
T0-plot (b)

The fact that the ideality factor has a thermal dependence explained by the T0-anomaly
is a clear indication that thermionic emission is dominant transport mechanism. This is
con}rmed by the T0-plot shown in }gure 3.9(b), where the experimental data lies on a
line which is linear and parallel to the ideal TE conduction, only shifted upwards.

To exclude any contribution from tunneling phenomena, the experimental ideality fac-
tors are compared with theoretical curves calculated according to equation (3.5), which
represents the behavior expected in tunneling conduction.

As reported in }gure 3.10, the thermal dependence of the experimental ideality factors
does not match with the theoretical behavior of tunneling-based transport mechanism.
The experimental values present only a weak thermal dependence, in contrast with that
predicted by tunneling.

Moreover, the thermal dependence of the barrier height and its increase from 0.85 to
0.89 eV, is consistent with the presence of an inhomogeneous barrier, as described by
equation (3.3).

The value of the homogeneous barrier extracted from the }t of }gure 3.11 is Φ0
B = 0.99

eV, which is similar to the value obtained from the linear ΦB/n correlation reported
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Figure 3.10: Experimental ideality factors and modelled ideality factors for dizerent E00

values

Figure 3.11: Rationalization of the thermal dependence of the barrier height, a homo-
geneous barrier of Φ0

B = 0.99 eV and a standard deviation of σΦB = 85 meV has been
found
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in }gure 3.8. Besides, the value of the standard deviation of σΦB = 85 meV is in the
low-range of the values reported in literature, which vary from 60 meV [247] to 150 meV
[260].

The statistical approach allows to }nd consistent values of the homogeneous barrier and
asses a low degree of inhomogeneity, given by the low standard deviation of the gaussian
distribution of barriers.

The obtained results highlight the interesting properties of Mo Schottky contacts. In
fact, the electrical characteristic of Schottky contacts are very sensitive to process con-
ditions. Indeed, several factors as Schottky metal deposition, thermal budget, AlGaN
surface cleaning, or AlGaN barrier grown technique (MOCVD or ALD). And all of these
factors may play a signi}cant role in determining the conduction mechanism at the
Schottky/AlGaN interface. Table 3.1 summarizes dizerent Schottky contacts and the
key process conditions that can in~uence their electrical behavior.

Although low ideality factors have been previously reported, their thermal dependence
shows a tunneling contribution that can be described by a value of characteristic tun-
neling energy E00 that ranges from 30 to 85 meV. This underlies a signi}cant tunneling
contribution to the conduction at the Schottky/AlGaN interface, which is generally asso-
ciated to the high defect concentration that characterizes these heterostructures [9]. Low
temperature Post Metallization Annealing (PMA) has been used to modify the electri-
cal properties of the devices, leading to a reduction of the leakage current [68], or the
decrease of both ideality factor and E00 value [68, 262]. Nevertheless, even after PMA,
tunneling remains the dominant transport mechanism in these devices.

On the other hand, Mo/AlGaN/GaN diodes fabricated by sputtering, show an the ideality
factor of 1.26 at room temperature, which is in the low range of the values reported in
literature. More importantly, in this case, the ideality factor weakly decreases with
increasing temperature following a behavior that is not related to tunneling but rather
to thermionic emission, as con}rmed by the T0-plot reported in }gure 3.9.

According to the Richardson’s plot, a correlation of JS/T2 as a function of q/kBT allows
for the extraction of both the ezective Schottky barrier height and the Richardson’s
constant [224], as given by

ln
(

JS
T2

)

= ln(A∗) –
qΦeff

B
kBT

(3.7)

Where JS is the saturation current density, determined by the extrapolation at VF = 0 of
the forward J-V characteristics. From the }t of the experimental data. Figure 3.12(a), an
ezective barrier height of 0.76 eV, and a Richardson’s constant of 0.48 A cm–2 K–2 were
obtained. The value of the Richardson’s constant is underestimated compared to the
theoretical one for electrons in AlGaN/GaN heterostructures (32 A cm–2 K–2 [68]).This
discrepancy is often attributed to the presence of barrier inhomogeneities. Considering a
statistical distribution of barrier heights, it is possible to introduce the inhomogeneities
in the calculation of the Richardson’s plot. The correction of the ezective barrier height,
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Table 3.1: Summary of reported Schottky contacts on AlGaN/GaN heterostructures with
dizerent processing conditions and their corresponding conduction mechanisms

Metal AlxGa1-xN PMA n Conduction
Mechanism Reference

Ni/Au
(40/80 nm)

x = 0.22
t = 23 nm - 3.46 TU

E00 = 86 meV [112]

Ni/Au
(50/300 nm)

x = 0.27
t = 18 nm - 2.43 TU

E00 = 70 meV [100]

Ni/Au/Ni
(45/200/20 nm) t = 20 nm - 3.01 TU

E00 = 50 meV [237]

x = 0.85
t = 5 nm - 1.27

x = 0.85
t = 10 nm - 1.41

∼ 5
Low bias

TU
E00 = 180 meV

1.8
High bias

TE
T0 = 151 K

- 1.59 TU
E00 = 36 meV

400 °C 1.50 TU
E00 = 33 meV

- 1.73 TU
E00 = 38 meV

400 °C 1.23 TU
E00 = 27 meV

2.9
Low bias

TU
E00 = 75 meV

2.59
High bias TE

Mo
(100 nm)

x = 0.26
t = 16 nm None 1.26 TE

T0 = 82 K
[264]

Appendix 3

Pt
(50 nm) TU [261]

Pd/Au x = 0.30
t = 15 nm - [261]

WC
(100 nm)

x = 0.26
t = 16 nm [68]

Ni/Au
(40/300 nm)

x = 0.16
t = 16 nm [262]

W-based x = 0.26
t = 26 nm - [263]

Appendix 4
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taking into account of the gaussian distribution, characterized by an average value of Φ0
B

and a standard deviation of σΦ, leading to [265]

ln
(

JS
T2

)

–
q2σ2Φ

2 (kBT)2
= ln(A∗) –

qΦ0
B

kBT (3.8)

According to Equation 3.8, a linear }t allows to extract the value of the homogeneous
barrier from the slope and the Richardson’s constant from the intercept with the y-axis.
Figure 3.12(b) reports the results of this procedure leading to an homogeneous barrier of
Φ0
B = 0.99 eV and a Richardson’s constant of A∗ = 30.4 A cm–2 K–2. The homogeneous

value is consistent with the values obtained from the ΦB/n correlation (}gure 3.8) as
well from the analysis of the barrier inhomogeneity (}gure 3.11).

Figure 3.12: Richardson’s plot, an ezective barrier Φeff
B = 0.76 eV (a) and a Richardson’s

constant of A∗ = 0.48 A cm–2 K–2 have been found. The modi}ed Richardson’s plot (b)
estimates an homogeneous barrier of Φ0

B = 0.99 eV and a Richardson’s constant of A∗

= 30.4 A cm–2 K–2

The correction of the Richardson’s plot taking account of the inhomogeneity of the contact
leads to a closer extraction of the Richardson’s constant with the theoretical one. This
analysis highlights the signi}cant impact of the barrier inhomogeneities on the electrical
characterization of the Schottky contacts, and demonstrates how a physically accurate
model enables the extraction of meaningful and reliable material parameters.

3.4 Modelling of the forward conduction

The electrical characterization according to the thermionic emission model allows to con-
}rm that this mechanism is the dominant one in the conduction across the Schottky
barrier. The slight deviations from ideality are taken into account and explained consid-
ering the T0-anomaly and a gaussian distribution of barrier heights. In order to model
the conduction mechanism, Tung’s model has been employed. Furthermore, as a con}r-
mation of this inhomogeneity, conductive AFM measurements have been performed on
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the surface of the AlGaN layer, in order to visualize an inhomogeneous conductive layer.

3.4.1 Tung’s Inhomogeneity Model

The region parameter (γ) de}nes the degree of inhomogeneity of the Schottky contact,
and directly in~uences the ideality factor and the barrier height. As discussed in sec-
tion 3.1.5, two approaches have been proposed in literature to model the current of
inhomogeneous Schottky contact using Tung’s model:

• Single-patch approximation. A simpli}ed approach in which the current is assumed
to be dominated by one representative type of patch, characterized by a single value
of γ [243].

• Statistical, or gaussian, distribution. A more rigorous approach where a gaussian
distribution of � values is assumed to re~ect the variation of patch types across the
contact [214].

In principle, each value of γ can be associated with a speci}c patch, representing a
particular magnitude of local barrier lowering. Since real contacts exhibit a variety of
interface and bulk defects, each potentially altering the potential in a dizerent way, the
second approach would be the most physically accurate representation.

In this statistical view, the patches are distributed around a most probable value of γ.
The concentration of patches is centered around this value in a gaussian distribution,
the higher the barrier lowering (so higher value of γ) the lower the concentration of this
particular patch type. Patches with high γ correspond to a larger potential dizerence
from the homogeneous region, and their presence is statistically lower.

However it is common to adopt the single patch approximation, which assumes that one
class of inhomogeneities is predominant over all of the others and dictates the overall
current conduction.

The approach used to model the Mo/AlGaN/GaN Schottky diodes is the statistical one.
Particularly the analysis assumes, arbitrarily, that 10 dizerent patches types are present.
The concentration of each patch type, so each value of γ, lays on a gaussian distribution.
The center µγ and the maximum Np of the gaussian distribution have been used as }t
parameters. While the standard deviation of the distribution σγ can be analytically
derived according to Tung’s model. Assuming a low barrier having a circular geometry,
the standard deviation is given by [219]

σγ = T0kBη2/3V1/2
bb (3.9)

Where Vbb is the band bending and η is an electrical parameter. The patch concentration,
obtained by dividing the total number of patches by the geometrical area of the analyzed
diode is 2×109 cm–2, which lays in the range of typical dislocation concentrations present
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in AlGaN/GaN heterostructures (109-1010 cm–2) [12]. The contribution of these patches
is lower than 5%.

The average value of the distribution of γ is µγ = 1.0 × 10−4 cm2/3 V1/3. In previous
works the modeling has been performed using just one value of γ and not a distribution.
Nevertheless, the values reported for GaN [260] is µγ = 5.96 × 10−4 cm2/3 V1/3, while
for 4H-SiC [243] are µγ = 1.31 × 10−4 cm2/3 V1/3 and µγ = 2.52 × 10−4 cm2/3 V1/3

using Ni and Ti as Schottky contacts, respectively.

Figure 3.13: Gaussian distribution consisting of 10 patches centered along µγ =
1.0 × 10−4 cm2/3 V1/3 with a maximum of Np = 1.5 × 106 and a standard deviation
of σγ = 1.4 × 10−4 cm2/3 V1/3

The current ~owing through the laterally inhomogeneous Schottky contact can be mod-
elled by considering the contribution through the low-barrier patches. In fact, although
the barriers have a gaussian distribution [266], it is reasonable to assume that the higher-
barrier patches contribute in negligible magnitude to the overall conduction [243]. The
current transport can be described as [103, 219, 230]

Ipatches =
10
∑

i=0

Aeff
i A∗T2exp

(

–
qΦeff

B,i
kBT

)

exp
(

qVF
nikBT

)

(3.10)

According to equation (3.10), the experimental current has been }tted considering as
}tting parameters the mean value of the distribution (µγ) and its maximum (Np). The
result of this }t for 25 °C and 150 °C is reported in }gure 3.14.

Figure 3.15 presents a 3D schematic representation of the inhomogeneous Schottky bar-
rier. The presence of inhomogeneities leads to the formation of dips in the potential
pro}le at the Mo/AlGaN interface. These dips, referred to as “patches”, play a domi-
nant role in the conduction mechanism. Nevertheless according to Tung’s model, based
on the I-V-T analysis of the Mo/AlGaN/GaN diodes, these patches account for less than
5% of the geometrical area.
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Figure 3.14: Fit of the experimental data according to Tung’s model at 25 °C (a) and
150 °C (b)

Figure 3.15: 3D schematic illustration of the metal/AlGaN interface showing the Schot-
tky barrier inhomogeneity
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3.4.2 Nanoscale conduction by C-AFM

Since the barrier inhomogeneities, according to Tung’s model, are expected to occur
at nanometric scale, the measurements on the diodes (micrometric scale) only provide
an indirect indication of their presence. For this reason, conductive atomic force mi-
croscopy (C-AFM) was employed to directly visualize the local conduction properties
of Mo/AlGaN/GaN contacts. C-AFM measurements were carried out in contact mode
using a Bruker Dimension Icon AFM system equipped with a TUNA module for cur-
rent detection. The conductive probes employed were SCM-PIT-V2 tips, consisting of
antimony-doped silicon with a nominal tip radius of approximately 20 nm.

All scans were performed in contact mode over a 1×1 µm2 area, with an image resolution
of 256 × 256 pixels. Current maps were acquired by applying dizerent sample biases,
enabling a spatially resolved analysis of current conduction.

Instead of analyzing each current map independently, a post-processing routine was de-
veloped to reconstruct a local I-V curve for each pixel. This was done by collecting the
current values measured at each applied bias for that speci}c pixel.

By }tting the individual I-V curves with the thermionic emission model, the local barrier
value for each pixel has been extracted. This approach ezectively transforms the current
maps into a three-dimensional dataset, where each pixel provides detailed and local
information on the Schottky barrier height.

Figure 3.16: TUNA images acquired in the same region with increasing sample bias (a,
b, c), performed as shown in (e), and extracted Schottky barrier height map (f)

As }gure 3.16(a-c) reports, the current measured in the scanned area is inhomogeneous.
The current maps display regions of higher conduction (darker spots) embedded within
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a more uniform low conducting background. Interestingly, the density of the high con-
ductive spots increases as the applied sample bias increases.

This behavior aligns with the predictions of Tung’s model for inhomogeneous Schottky
contacts. Speci}cally, it suggests the presence of a gaussian distribution of low barrier
regions (patches) at the metal/semiconductor interface, from which a higher current ~ow
is expected. At low bias, only the patches with the lower barrier height (and so with the
higher region parameter) contribute to the current conduction. These patches, according
to the gaussian distribution shown in }gure 3.13, have a lower concentration due to
statistical reasons. As the bias increases, patches with lower region parameters and
higher barrier heights, will start to conduct. And these patches, following the gaussian
distribution, have a higher concentration.

The lateral size of these low barrier regions observed by C-AFM is approximately 20 nm
and the concentration of these regions is in the order of 3 × 109 cm-2. Accordingly, the
size of the patches derived from Tung’s model applied in section 3.4 is 20 nm in diame-
ter with a concentration of 2 × 109 cm-2. The nanoscale analyses show good agreement
with what was estimated by the electrical measurements on the microscopic Mo Schottky
diodes on AlGaN/GaN. This lateral extension is consistent with what previously reported
as electrically active dimension of dislocations on AlGaN/GaN [267] and as concentra-
tion of these defects [12]. Although both the lateral size and the concentration match
dislocations in AlGaN/GaN heterostructures grown on Si, a direct correlation can not
be made, since the topographic maps obtained by AFM are noisy considering the large
radius tip (20 nm) and the fact that TUNA maps are acquired in contact mode.

In summary, Mo/AlGaN/GaN Schottky contacts exhibited a nearly ideal TE behavior
which allowed for a precise evaluation of barrier inhomogeneities. Thorugh I-V-T mea-
surements, the deviations from ideal TE beahvior were rationalized according to Tung’s
inhomogeneity model. C-AFM measurement allowed to visualize these deviations as lo-
calized low barrier regions. The lateral extension and concentrations of these regions
are consistent with eachother. This approach highlights the importance of considering
defects in the study of deviations from ideal conduction mechanisms.

These result demonstrate that Mo is a promising gate metal for GaN technology and
establish a link between the correlation of conduction mechanisms and material quality.



Chapter 4

WNx/AlGaN/GaN and
tailoring of the barrier height

Fine tuning of the Schottky barrier is a valuable approach to
reduce gate leakage in AlGaN/GaN HEMTs without compro-
mising the saturation current. Reactive sputtering provides a
versatile method for tuning the stoichiometry of the metallic
thin }lm, by controlling the environment during metal deposi-
tion.

This chapter investigates WNx/AlGaN/GaN Schottky diodes
fabricated via reactive sputtering. Electrical measurements are
performed to monitor the impact of the deposition environment
on the electrical parameters (barrier height). Furthermore the
conduction mechanism is studied with a focus on the interplay
between thermionic emission and tunneling.

4.1 Overview of Schottky contacts on AlGaN/GaN

4.1.1 Tuning of the Schottky barrier

According to the Schottky-Mott rule, the barrier height formed at the metal/semiconductor
interface is solely dependent on the work function of the metal and the electron a{nity
of the semiconductor [76]. In reality, many factors play an important role into the }nal
value of the barrier, such as interface quality, defect states and processing conditions [77,
118].

59
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In AlGaN/GaN heterostructures, controlling the Schottky barrier height is particularly
critical. The gate contact in HEMT devices plays a central role in modulating the channel
charge and enabling the transition between the ON and OFF states. A low Schottky
barrier may lead to excessive gate leakage in reverse bias, reducing the ON/OFF current
ratio and increasing standby power dissipation [131]. On the other hand, an excessively
high barrier could increase the threshold voltage or compromise forward conduction [16,
17].

As discussed in section 2.5, several strategies have been employed to modify the barrier
height. Among them, one ezective approach for }ne tuning the barrier height involves
adjusting the reactive gas environment during the metal deposition.

Many studies have shown that changing the reactive/inert gas ratio during the sputtering
process has an impact on the stoichiometric composition and properties of the deposited
thin }lms [268–270]. Transition metals have a tendency to react with nitrogen forming
metal nitrides. The tendency of this reaction, occurring in the plasma phase of the
sputtering deposition is strongly in~uenced by thermodynamics aspects. Hones et al.
[268] have compared Cr, Mo and W and their respective nitrides formations. Since Cr
has the highest (negative) formation enthalpy (−118 kJ/mol) compared to Mo and W
(−70 and −72 kJ/mol respectively), CrN tends to form at lower nitrogen partial pressures
compared to Mo2N and W2N. Generally the nitridation reaction reaches a saturation
value determined by the formation of dizerent crystalline phases [269].

Mo and W have attracted signi}cant attention due to their electrical and thermal prop-
erties [125, 255]. As refractory metals they exhibit high melting temperature [11]. Mo
Schottky contact on 4H-SiC have demonstrated low ideality factors and similar inho-
mogeneity values compared to the as deposited contact, even after annealing at 950 °C
[255]. Furthermore, employing a sputtering deposition approach, the barrier of Mo con-
tacts has been tuned by regulating the nitrogen content during the deposition phase,
achieving values in the range of 0.68 – 1.03 eV [271].

4.1.2 Conduction mechanisms in AlGaN/GaN heterostructures

The engineering of the Schottky barrier height is a key factor to optimize the perfor-
mance of gate contacts in HEMT devices. If the conduction across the barrier follows
a thermionic emission, then the current will be exponentially dependent on its value.
Particularly in AlGaN/GaN heterostructures, the defects that come from the strained
epitaxial structure, such as threading dislocations, have a fundamental role into deter-
mining the overall conduction across Schottky contacts.

Numerous studies have investigated the conduction mechanisms in AlGaN/GaN het-
erostructures. In reverse bias, the electric }eld at the Schottky interface plays a critical
role. Analytically both the electric }eld given by the gate polarization and the combi-
nation of spontaneous and piezoelectric polarization have to be considered. At low gate
bias Poole-Frenkel emission dominates, representing a }eld-assisted hopping through trap
states. As the electric }eld increases and the metal/AlGaN barrier becomes triangular,
Fowler-Nordheim tunneling becomes signi}cant [96, 272–279]. In case of highly defective
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materials, trap-assisted tunneling can also be observed [280]. In some cases the gate
leakage current saturates after a certain bias applied, and the conduction is governed
by defects at the AlGaN surface [68, 281]. This current can be notably abated with the
engineering of a thin dielectric layer [282, 283]. When a dielectric is interposed between
the metal and the semiconductor (MIS) the most likely conduction mechanism is the
Poole-Frenkel conduction [195, 256, 284].

Surface treatments, such as CF4 plasma exposure prior to Schottky metal deposition,
have been shown to azect the leakage current by modifying trap properties, ezectively
shifting their energy levels and suppressing conduction dominated by shallow traps [285].

In forward bias the interplay of multiple mechanisms has been generally observed in Al-
GaN/GaN heterostructures. Many studies have shown that thermionic emission alone
fails to model the conduction mechanism across the Schottky contact and that the elec-
trical parameters often show that tunneling is the main contributor to the overall con-
duction [100, 101, 112, 237, 261, 279, 286–288]. Several models have been invoked to
explain the electrical behavior of Schottky contacts in heterostructures, where tunnel-
ing through dislocations, considering their high concentration, is the most commonly
considered mechanism [114–116].

4.1.3 Review of non-ideal conduction in AlGaN/GaN Schottky
contacts

The thermionic emission theory has traditionally been employed to model the current
transport across the Schottky barrier. This model has been developed for ideal contacts,
and successfully describes the behavior of ideal contacts, although several corrections have
been made to take into account of the deviation from thermionic emission conduction,
as discussed in section 3.1.

In the case of AlGaN/GaN heterostructure, thermionic emission alone typically fails to
describe the conduction mechanism across the Schottky barrier. The deviations from
this ideal mechanism are too strong and arise from structural defects, such as threading
dislocations introduced during the epitaxial growth on foreign substrates. These defects
can create preferential paths for carriers to tunnel across thereby notably in~uencing the
conduction mechanism that will follow a tunneling trend. Indeed, tunneling-based models
are widely used to model experimental I-V characteristics in heterostructures. Also, in
high defective materials, dislocation-assisted tunneling often emerges as the dominant
conduction mechanism over a wide range of temperature and bias [100, 112, 113, 288].

Arslan et al. [289] have fabricated AlInN/AlN/GaN heterostructure on Al2O3. Through
XRD measurements they have assessed that the total concentration of dislocations,
both screw and edge types, is 5.9 × 108 cm–2. Ni/Au (40/50 nm) Schottky diodes on
AlInN/GaN exhibited an increase in barrier height and a decrease in ideality factor over
a wide temperature range (80 – 375 K). Fitting of the experimental I-V curves yielded
a characteristic tunneling energy of E00 = 64 meV and a dislocation density in good
agreement with that obtained from XRD measurements.
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A similar approach was adopted by Donoval et al. [101, 288] for Ni/Au Schottky con-
tacts on AlInN/GaN heterostructure with a dislocation density of 1.0× 109 cm–2. Mea-
surements over a wide range of temperature (300 – 820 K) and modelling showed that
tunneling dominates the conduction mechanism over the wide bias range explored even
at high temperatures.

Yan et al. [100] reported that Ni/Au Schottky contacts on AlGaN/GaN exhibit dominant
tunneling behavior due to the high density of dislocations. The temperature dependence
of the I-V curves in the temperature range of 298 – 473 K further con}rmed tunneling
as the main conduction mechanism.

In these cases, the high dislocation density typical of III-N heterostructures provides
alternative pathways for carrier transport. For this reason, the tunneling conduction is
dominant over a wide range of applied bias and temperature.

Also, for AlGaN/GaN heterostructures, other models have been proposed. anomalous
I-V characteristics have been rationalized employing the ”two diodes model” [290]. The
deviations from the ideal TE behavior are explained considering the system as composed
of two “back-to-back” diodes, the }rst one (metal/AlGaN) being forward biased while
the second one (AlGaN/GaN) reverse biased. This approach considers the presence of
two Schottky barriers, and allowed for the extraction of a value of the Schottky Barrier
Height coherent with the Schottky-Mott relation.

4.2 Device fabrication

AlGaN/GaN heterostructures grown on Si substrate characterized by a 16 nm AlGaN
barrier thickness and 26% concentration of Al have been used. Ti/Al/Ti annealed at 600
°C for 1 minutes in N2 atmosphere has been used as ohmic contacts.

Schottky contacts were deposited using the same metal, while varying the ratio between
a reactive gas and an inert gas during the deposition phase. Five dizerent deposition
conditions have been investigated, resulting in to }ve dizerent gate contacts (sample A
having the lowest reactive gas content, to sample E with highest reactive gas content).
These contacts make up the gate terminal of the HEMT and the anode contact of the
Schottky diodes.

Schottky diodes have been fabricated by optical lithography and lift-oz method, the
anode is designed as a circular contact with a diameter of 100 µm surrounded by a large
area ohmic contact.
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Figure 4.1: Schematic structure of the device in cross (a) and top view (b) and N2

concentration used for the fabrication of the 5 dizerent samples (c)

4.3 Reactive sputtering for Schottky barrier engineer-
ing

The fabricated devices have been characterized by Capacitance-Voltage (C-V) measure-
ments and Current-Voltage measurements at dizerent temperatures (I-V-T).

The C-V measurements have been conducted by grounding the cathode (Ohmic contact)
and applying a bias to the anode (Schottky contact) of a diode from −6 V to 0 V,
applying a small DC signal of 50 mV with a frequency of 100 kHz. The result of these
measurements for the dizerent samples are reported in }gure 4.2.

The concentration of the 2DEG can be extracted from the C-V measurement performing
an integration of the C-V curve and normalizing it by the electron charge and the area
of the anode [96, 256–258] according to equation (3.6). Meanwhile, performing a linear
}t in the increasing region of the ns/V plot allows for the extraction of the threshold
voltage VTH as the bias value for which the }t intersects the x-axis.

An evident trend is present in }gure 4.2, increasing the reactive gas content during the
deposition phase (sample A → sampleE)causesadecreaseinthens (c) and a predictable
increase in VTH (d), as foreseen by Ambacher’s model [17, 18].

I-V measurements were also performed on the fabricated devices. The anode has been
biased from 0 V to +2 V by keeping the cathode at 0 V. The current ~owing through the
anode was measured and normalized by the geometrical area of the contact, as shown in
}gure 4.3(a).

According to the TE model, equation (3.1), by performing a linear }t in the linear
region of the semilog J-V curve, it is possible to obtain the ideality factor from the
slope of the }t, while from the intercept with the y-axis the barrier height. In this
analysis the TE model was applied to the second linear region (bias of 1.0 – 1.5 V)
since in the }rst linear region at low bias (< 1.0 V) there’s a dominant tunneling con-
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Figure 4.2: C-V measurements conducted on the diodes at room temperature (a), extrac-
tion of ns as a function of anode bias (b). Box plot of ns at 0 V (c) and VTH (d) for 15
measurements on each sample (the white stars represent the mathematical mean)

Figure 4.3: J-V measurements conducted on the diodes (a) at room temperature. Box
plot of n (b) and ΦB (c) for 15 measurements on each sample (the white stars represent
the mathematical mean)
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tribution to the conduction. This choice was made because the second region re~ects
more a thermionic emission mechanism, this aspect will be discussed with more detail
in section 4.4. The result of this procedure is reported respectively in }gure 4.3(b)
and (c). The ideality factor has an average of 2.68 over all the samples, while the bar-
rier height linearly increases from with the increase in reactive gas content (sample A
→ sampleE).FromtheC – Vmeasurementthere’sareductioninns and an increase in VTH,
while from the I-V measurements there’s an evident linear increase in ΦB.

I-V measurements at dizerent temperatures were performed on all samples, and for each
temperature the barrier height and the ideality factor were extracted following this pro-
cedure. The correlation of these two parameters, reported in }gure 4.4 only for sample
A and sample E, allows for the extrapolation of the homogeneous barrier height [230].

Figure 4.4: ΦB/n correlation and extraction of Φ0
B for sample A and sample E

The increase in the value of the barrier is also observed in the corresponding homogeneous
values. For sample A a homogeneous barrier of 1.19 eV is obtained, while for sample E
1.32 eV, which consists in an increase of 130 meV.

To evaluate the impact of Schottky barrier height tuning on HEMT performance, devices
fabricated with gate contacts from sample A and sample E were compared.

Figure 4.5: HEMTs output characteristics ID-VD at a gate bias of 1 V of samples A and
E, the measurements have been conducted at a gate bias of 1 V



66 Chapter 4. WNx/AlGaN/GaN and tailoring of the barrier height

In accordance with Ambacher’s model [16, 17], the increase in barrier height observed
from sample A to sample E is re~ected in a decreased 2DEG concentration, and in turn
into a saturation drain current. Figure 4.5 reports the output characteristics of these
two samples, the drain saturation current is reduced by 8% due to the decrease in ns.

Figure 4.6: HEMTs transcharacteristics ID-VG (a) and respective gate leakage (b) of
samples A and E, the measurements have been conducted at a drain bias of VD = 0.5 V

Furthermore, this increase in barrier height shows an increase in threshold voltage from
the electrical measurements on the diodes which is further con}rmed by the transchar-
acteristics of the HEMTs reported in }gure 4.6. But most importantly, the approach
allows to reduce the gate leakage by more than one order of magnitude.

In conclusion, tuning the Schottky barrier through reactive sputtering enables a trade-oz
between ON-state performances and gate leakage current. While the saturation drain
current is slightly reduced by 8% due to the increase in barrier height, the gate current is
also suppressed by over an order of magnitude, signi}cantly improving energy e{ciency.

4.4 Analysis of conduction mechanisms

Figure 4.3 reports the forward J-V characteristics exhibit an unusual shape, characterized
by two distinct linear regions in the semilogarithmic plot. This non-ideal behavior cannot
be fully explained by a single conduction mechanism, such as thermionic emission alone.
In order to gain deeper insight into the transport physics at the Schottky interface, an
analysis of the conduction mechanisms was carried out.

For the sake of simplicity only one of the samples (B) will be shown. Figure 4.7 reports
the semilogarithmic plot of the experimental J-V obtained at temperatures that range
from 25 °C to 150 °C. At low bias the current density grows exponentially, de}ned as
Region I. However, at a certain bias point, the curves bend downwards and then grow
again exponentially, de}ned as Region II. The transition between the two regions becomes
less pronounced with increasing temperature.

In Region II the TE model has been applied, according to which it is possible to obtain
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Figure 4.7: I-V-T measurements of sample B in temperature range of 25 – 150 °C

the thermal dependence of both the ideality factor and the barrier height, reported in
}gure 4.8(a). The barrier increases from 0.77 to 0.93 eV, while the ideality factor decreases
from 2.59 to 1.97. Also, }gure 4.8(b), a linear correlation between ΦB and n allows to
extract a value of barrier for an homogeneous barrier of 1.22 eV [230].

Figure 4.8: ΦB and n of sample B extracted with the TE model applied in Region II (a).
Linear correlation between ΦB and n, homogeneous value of the barrier of 1.22 eV (b)

To show the inadequacy of the TE model in Region I, the same approach has been
applied in the low bias region. The ideality factors in this region are very high (∼ 3) and
also their thermal dependence does not follow the one of a non-ideal thermionic emission.
Particularly, by plotting nkBT/kBT [214] for the two regions and for an ideal TE behavior
it is possible to notice two dizerent behaviors, reported in }gure 4.9. Region II has the
same linearly increasing trend as the ideal TE but shifted upwards due to the higher
ideality factors. While Region I has a thermally insensitive nkBT which is generally
associated to tunneling mechanisms [230, 237, 289].

For this reason, in Region I a tunneling model has been employed

JF = J0exp
(

qVF
E0

)

(4.1)
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Figure 4.9: Experimental values of nkBT/kBT extracted in the two regions of the J-V
curves (full symbols) and the values for ideal Thermionic Emission (black line)

Where J0 is the tunneling saturation current density, E0 is the tunneling parameter that
can be correlated to the ideality factor extracted according the TE theory using E00

which is de}ned as a characteristic tunneling energy

n =
E0

kBT =
E00

kBTcoth
(

E00

kBT

)

(4.2)

Once the ideality factor has been extracted in Region I, the value of E00 that best }ts
with the experimental data can be found according to equation (4.2). Theoretical curves
of n can be obtained by choosing arbitrary values of E00 (from 50 to 80 meV), and
the value of E00 that best }ts the data can be obtained to be 75 meV, as reported in
}gure 4.10. As shown also in }gure 3.4, the higher the value of E00 and the higher will
be the thermal dependence of the ideality factor, the stronger the deviation from the
ideal TE behavior. While the lower the value of E00, and the behavior will be closer to
a classical thermionic emission. Previously reported values of E00 on AlGaN/GaN range
from 25 [68] to 85 [112] meV.

Figure 4.10: Temperature dependence of the ideality factor extracted in Region I
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This }tting procedure has been carried out to all samples, allowing to extract the value
of E00 for each deposition condition.

Figure 4.11: Temperature dependence of the ideality factors extracted in Region I for
all of the samples, a wide range of E00 values has been obtained, reported also some
previous works on AlGaN/GaN from [68, 100, 113]

Interestingly, previous studies on n-GaN have shown that the choice of metal can in~uence
the value of the characteristic tunneling energy. Ni contacts exhibit an E00 of 17 meV
whereas Pt contacts reach values of 20 meV [291]. In the present case, however, the same
metal has been used, while the variation lies in the deposition environment. This suggests
that the plasma chemistry experienced by the AlGaN surface prior to metal deposition
plays a role into the big change in the observed values of E00, reported in }gure 4.11.

Once all of the parameters such as tunneling parameter (E0), Schottky barrier height
(ΦB), and ideality factor (n), have been extracted for each measurement temperature,
it is possible to rationalize the overall conduction mechanism of sample B. Reported in
}gure 4.12 is the J-V curves at 25 °C and 150 °C, respectively (a) and (b). As can be seen,
the TE increases its contribution to the overall conduction with increasing temperature.
The two mechanisms intersect at one bias point, de}ned herein as “Overlap Bias”, the
bias value at which the two mechanisms have the same weight to the overall conduction
of the device. Reported in }gure 4.12 is the dependence of the Overlap Bias over the
whole explored thermal range. When the temperature is raised from 25 °C to 150 °C,
the Overlap Bias shifts towards lower values, meaning that the weight of the thermionic
emission over the tunneling conduction gets progressively higher.

Regarding the series resistance, the }tting procedure consisted in calculating the poten-
tial (VF) associated with each conduction mechanism, based on the electrical parameters
extracted from the J-V analysis and including also the contribution of the series resistance
(as VF – IRS). The series resistance values were obtained by }tting the experimental
J-V curves, using RS as a }tting parameter. Since both mechanisms occur at the same
metal/semiconductor interface, the extracted resistance values were converted into the
same speci}c resistance (Ω× cm2). This conversion took into account the dizerent ezec-
tive areas associated to each conduction mechanism. The results show that thermionic
emission dominates the overall conduction, accounting for 99.8% of the total area, while
tunneling contribution is marginal, representing only the 0.2%.
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Figure 4.12: J-V curves measured at 25°C (a) and 150°C (b) and }ttings according to
TE model (red lines) and TU model (blue lines), and the thermal dependence of the
Overlap Bias (c)

Furthermore, the tunneling model predicts that the conduction is governed by a multistep
tunneling with the involvement of dislocations [114–116] according to which the current
density reported in equation (4.1) has the following form

I0 = q DνD exp
(

–qΦB – µn
E0

)

(4.3)

Where D is the dislocation density, νD is the Debye frequency (1.68 × 1013 s-1 for Al-
GaN/GaN heterostructures [112]) and µn is the chemical potential [31]. From this equa-
tion, known the saturation current extracted from the y-intercept linear }t performed in
Region I and the value of the tunneling parameter E0, it is possible to extract a value of
dislocation density equal to 9.0 × 108 cm-2.

Figure 4.13: Values of Overlap Bias for all the fabricated samples

Increasing the reactive gas content during the deposition phase makes the overlap bias
shift towards higher bias values. This is due to the increase of barrier height that char-
acterizes the thermionic emission conduction in Region II.
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4.5 Nanoscale analyses

In order to investigate the origin of the tunneling contribution observed in the macro-
scopic electrical measurements a set of nanoscale analyses has been performed. Particu-
larly AFM and C-AFM were conducted on the surface of the AlGaN in order to visualize
the morphology and the electrical uniformity.

Particularly AFM and C-AFM, and, in-plane Scanning Transmission Electron Microscopy
(STEM) were conducted on the surface region of the AlGaN, to visualize the morphology
and the electrical uniformity, and the structural quality of the material, respectively.

Figure 4.14(a) reports the morphological AFM acquired in tapping mode where it is
possible to see the presence of both grain boundaries and morphological depressions
which are presents along the crystal domains. These dips are common epitaxial defects
that propagate along the material up until the surface, and generate on top of screw
dislocations [292]. The corresponding current map was acquired under a sample bias of
1.6 V. The image shows a background of low current with some high conductive regions,
the conduction is clearly not spatially uniform as shown in }gure 4.14(b). The high
conductive regions account for approximately 0.2% of the total scanned area, this result
is consistent with what has been obtained from the electrical analysis on the diodes.

Figure 4.14: Morphological AFM conducted in tapping mode (a) and C-AFM (b) con-
ducted on the surface of the AlGaN

To further explore the structural quality of the material, in-plane STEM was performed.
The STEM image reported in }gure 4.15 reveals the presence of grain boundaries with
a high density of dislocations, particularly concentrated at the junctions between adja-
cent crystal domains. Dislocations are also observed within the interior of each grain.
The estimated dislocation density is on the order of 4.0 × 109 cm-2, which is consistent
with typical values reported for MOCVD-grown AlGaN/GaN heterostructures, generally
ranging between 1.0 × 109 and 5.0 × 109 cm-2 on both silicon [293] and sapphire [294]
substrates.

A correlation emerges when comparing these nanoscale analyses to the results of the
macroscopic I-V measurements. From the modeling of the forward current, it was found
that the thermionic emission mechanism accounts for 99.8% of the total conducting area,
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Figure 4.15: In-plane STEM image of the AlGaN/GaN heterostructure

while the tunneling mechanism contributes only 0.2%. This ratio of contributions aligns
with the high conductive regions identi}ed from the C-AFM image (}gure 4.14), providing
a direct link between localized electrical behavior and structural inhomogeneity.

Although the fraction of conductive regions detected by C-AFM (∼ 0.2%) is comparable
to the estimated tunneling contribution to the forward current, this correlation should be
considered as qualitative. The tunneling contribution derived from I-V-T measurements
weakly varies with temperature, and C-AFM measurements provide a single low-bias
picture of this contribution. Moreover, since the C-AFM investigation was performed on
the heterostructure prior to gate deposition, the comparison does not include possible
process related tunneling ezects. Nevertheless, the similar order of magnitude suggests
that localized defects, such as dislocations, could play a key role in the onset of tunneling
leakage.

In summary, tungsten nitride Schottky contacts on AlGaN/GaN heterostructures showed
that the environment in which the metal is sputtered strongly azects the electrical prop-
erties of the contact. By tuning the nitrogen content in the sputtering atmosphere it was
possible to modify the barrier height at the metal/semiconductor interface.

The I-V-T analyses revealed the coexistence of two mechanisms, a tunneling contribution
at low bias and a thermionic emission contribution at higher bias. From the series
resistance analysis, the tunneling current was found to originate from 0.2% of the area
of the contact. Nanoscale analysis con}rmed that the leakage is not uniform on the
semiconductor surface and it presents some hot spots that account for 0.2% of the scanned
area.

The tunneling contribution was modelled according as a dislocation assisted tunneling,
and the dislocation density extracted is consistent with the one experimentally observed
through STEM analysis.

These results demonstrate that reactive sputtering can be ezectively employed in device
fabrication to }nely tune the barrier height, while the conduction mechanism analysis
provides a direct link between deposition conditions, defects and device performance.



Chapter 5

Geometric ezects on gate
leakage in p-GaN HEMTs

In p-GaN gated HEMTs, gate leakage remains a critical re-
liability concern due to the introduction of electrically active
defects during the fabrication process, particularly along the
gate perimeter.

This chapter investigates the ON-state gate leakage in p-GaN
HEMTs, focusing on the role of device geometry in modulat-
ing leakage current. By analyzing devices with dizerent gate
lengths, it is possible to decouple the contributions from gate
area and perimeter. This separation enables a more accurate
extraction of Schottky parameters and highlights the role of the
perimeter. A dual model approach, based on thermionic }eld
emission and Poole-Frenkel emission, is employed to gain in-
sight into the conduction mechanisms and provide guidance for
process optimization.

5.1 Overview of gate leakage in p-GaN HEMTs

5.1.1 Schottky contacts on p-GaN

The Schottky/p-GaN interface plays a crucial role regulating both the threshold voltage
and the gate leakage of the devices. As normally-OFF devices, they exhibit a positive
threshold voltage., and Schottky contacts are often obtained by using low work function
metals (such as Al, Ti, TiN [9]). Metals such as Zr and Cr have also been proposed since,
having a low work function, they exhibit high barrier heights [295].

73



74 Chapter 5. Geometric ezects on gate leakage in p-GaN HEMTs

Since in p-GaN HEMTs the p-GaN has to have high holes concentrations (1018-1019
cm-3) in order to achieve the normally-OFF conditions, the Schottky barrier has to be
high in order to avoid tunneling phenomena and excessive leakage current.

Vanadium has been proposed as a an alternative Schottky contact to p-GaN by Padma et
al. [296] due to its low metal work function of 4.3 eV. It has been shown that by annealing
the contact in nitrogen atmosphere the barrier height notably increases, from 0.82 eV for
the as deposited contact to 0.94 eV for the contact annealed at 400 °C. Furthermore the
ideality factor decreases from 1.92 to 1.14. The XRD analysis shows the formation of a
V2N phase after the annealing process at 400 °C.

Other unusual metallization schemes have been proposed by Fukushima et al. [297] that
used rare earth metals (Dy, Er and Gd) as Schottky contacts to p-GaN. Since these
metals have low work functions (3.1 ∼ 3.2 eV), when used as contacts on the p-GaN they
have high Schottky barriers.

The thermal budget applied during device fabrication plays a crucial role in determining
the }nal electrical properties of Schottky contacts. A systematic study by Greco et al.
[298] investigated this ezect using a Ti/Al (30/170 nm) Schottky stack, comparing two
fabrication approaches: gate }rst and gate last. In the gate-}rst approach, the Schottky
contact is deposited and subsequently annealed together with the ohmic contact stack.
The thermal treatment is conducted at 800 °C for 60 s in Ar. In contrast, the gate-
last approach involves the fabrication and annealing of the ohmic contacts }rst, followed
by the deposition of the Schottky gate, which undergoes no thermal treatment. The
electrical results showed a signi}cant degradation in gate performance in the gate }rst
fabrication approach. Speci}cally, the gate leakage increased and the ON/OFF current
ratio reduced. On the other hand, the gate-last process preserved the Schottky contact
integrity, resulting in lower leakage and a higher ON/OFF ratio. Current measurements
on back-to-back Schottky structures revealed a substantial reduction in Schottky barrier
height following the high temperature annealing. The barrier was estimated to be 2.08
eV in the gate last sample and 1.60 eV in the gate-}rst one. This con}rms that thermal
processing can signi}cantly degrade the barrier.

5.1.2 Gate contact: reliability and conduction mechanisms

One critical issue about the gate leakage in p-GaN HEMTs is the reliability [299]. In
fact, it has been shown that it exists a relationship between the gate leakage current and
the time to failure (TTF) [300]. The lower the gate leakage current and the higher will
be the TTF. This relationship is valid for a wide range of gate bias values and it allows
to }nd a trade-oz between a safe operating voltage and the lifetime of the device at a
}xed temperature [147].

A novel structure has been proposed consisting of a p-n junction (PNJ) AlGaN/GaN
HEMT. It consists in growing a thin (30 nm) n-GaN layer on top of the p-GaN (110 nm).
This layer allows for the formation of a ohmic contact on the gate region, and it has been
shown to lead to reduced gate leakage and increased breakdown voltage [301].
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Another novel approach has been recently patented by STMicroelectronics [302] consist-
ing into a p-GaN ring around the gate contact. This ring leads to a reduced gate leakage
and also an increased breakdown voltage.

Under constant stress conditions, there is a positive charge accumulation at the interface
between p-GaN and AlGaN which induces a barrier height reduction leading to a catas-
trophic increase in the leakage current and failure of the tested device [300, 303]. In order
to increase the catastrophic failure voltage the gate can be insulated with a dielectric
[304].

Concerning the modelling of the gate contact it can be decomposed in two junctions
[147], as reported in }gure 5.1. The metal/p-GaN is a Schottky junction (D1) between
the metal and the p-GaN layer and in working conditions (VG > 0 V) it is reverse
biased. This }rst junction governs the forward leakage current. The second junction is
a p-i-n junction, composed by the p-GaN/AlGaN/GaN junction (D2), where the n part
is composed by the 2DEG at the heterointerface. In working conditions this junction is
forward biased.

Figure 5.1: Schematic of the p-GaN gate and equivalent circuit of the system in forward
bias polarity and schematic of the gate current as a function of gate bias (in semilog
scale)

The gate leakage current is a critical indicator of device reliability in p-GaN HEMTs, and
for this reason it has been widely studied in both bias polarity. When the gate is neg-
atively biased the leakage is generally attributed to Poole-Frenkel emission particularly
along the perimeter of the device where edge ezects cause a peak of electric }eld [149].

In forward bias conditions, considering the double junction of the gate contact, dizerent
conditions can be obtained depending on the gate bias, as schematically reported in
}gure 5.1:

• At low forward bias (VG < 2 V) the dominant conduction mechanism is thermionic
emission [149] and this current level is highly dependent on the barrier height and
not on the Mg doping concentration [300].

• At moderate forward bias (2 V < VG < 5 V) the conduction can be described by
a power law equation according to a space-charge-limited current (SCLC) model
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[213, 305]. In this condition, electrons from the 2DEG can be injected into the
AlGaN, these electrons can either recombine with holes injected from the p-GaN
layer or be trapped in defect states in the AlGaN layer [154, 306].

• At high forward bias (VG > 5 V) the conduction can shift towards a tunneling-
based mechanism, it has been previously reported that it can follow a trap assisted
tunneling [149] or thermionic }eld emission [213]. In this bias regime, holes injection
at the metal/p-GaN interface leads to a notable increase in the gate leakage current
[141].

The current conduction of the gate contact has also been modelled according to a par-
asitic contribution along the perimeter of the contact itself. In this case, the leakage
is consistent with a Poole-Frenkel emission mechanism, where trap-assisted conduction
occurs under high electric }eld values at the gate edge. A low-resistance percolation path
along the perimeter can notably impact the gate current [307] and it is in~uenced by the
presence and quality of a passivation dielectric [308].

Stockman et al. [148] have compered a reference device with one incorporating an im-
provement Schottky interface and another further with improvement of the p-GaN side-
walls. This study shows as the suppression of the gate leakage along the p-GaN sidewalls
is essential to achieve low gate leakage in forward and reverse bias conditions. The hole
current ~owing along the p-GaN sidewall induces trapping in the AlGaN barrier leading
to a decrease in the threshold voltage [148, 149]. The improvement of the metal/p-GaN
interface leads to a lower rate of hole injection from the metal to the p-GaN, not opti-
mized sidewall of the p-GaN contact (roughness, interface states) create conductive path
leading to trapping of holes in the AlGaN barrier.

One of the possible approach to suppress the gate leakage consist in the introduction of a
metal/graphene gate. It has been shown by Zhou et al. [309] that interposing graphene
has a bene}cial ezect both on reducing the gate leakage and increasing the threshold
voltage of the device compared with the one without the graphene layer.

There is a direct correlation between the gate leakage and the time to failure. Lower
gate currents are linked to a higher lifetime of the device [149, 300]. Once the devices
reach failure, the Schottky junction is degraded and the metal/p-GaN junctions behaves
as ohmic rather than Schottky, while the p-i-n junction does not alter its behavior [310,
311]. The gate current is in~uenced by trapping phenomena (both electrons and holes)
that can induce threshold voltage instabilities [154, 312, 313].

5.2 Device Fabrication

Normally-OFF p-GaN/AlGaN/GaN FATFETs grown on Si substrates have been used in
this work. The gate structure consists of 100 nm of p-GaN with a nominal Mg doping
concentration of 2 × 1019 cm-3. The AlGaN barrier layer is characterized by a thickness
of 16 nm and Al concentration of 23%. The gate contact used is TiN, while Ta-based
stacks were used as ohmic contacts.
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FATFETs characterized by having a rectangular gate contact of dimensions W = 200
µm and Lg of variable sizes (from 20 µm to 120 µm) as reported in }gure 5.2 have been
characterized through IGSS measurements at temperatures ranging from 25 °C to 150
°C. The measurements consist in grounding both the ohmic contacts of the device and
sweeping the gate bias only in forward direction from 0 V to 10 V.

Three dizerent devices architectures have been tested, the size of the p-GaN contact is
always the same, as well as the distances between the Schottky and ohmic contacts, but
the etching process employed for the removal of the p-GaN in the access regions has been
optimized going from sample A to sample C. The optimization of the etching process is
linked to a reduced gate leakage current.

Figure 5.2: Schematic structure of the device in cross (a) and top view (b)

5.3 Electrical characterization

IGSS measurements have been conducted on all three samples. The gate current has
been normalized by the area of the contact and the measurements have been conducted
in a thermal range from 25 °C to 150 °C, all of the dizerent sizes of FATFETs have been
measured. Figure 5.3 reports the measurements for 25 °C and 150 °C for all the samples
and all dizerent gate sizes. As can be seen, there is a notable current density dispersion.
This ezect gets more pronounced at higher voltages and less pronounced with increasing
temperature.

Since the metal/p-GaN interface is identical for all the tested FATFETs, and the only
variable is the gate contact size, the gate current density would be expected to remain
constant regardless of contact area. However, the observed dispersion in current density
indicates the presence of a perimeter related contribution. Moreover, the bias dependence
of this dispersion suggests the involvement of an electric }eld-dependent conduction mech-
anism.
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Figure 5.3: IGSS measurements of sample A, B, and C at 25 °C and 150 °C

5.3.1 Isolation of the area and perimeter contribution

Accurately distinguishing between the contributions of the perimeter and the area to
overall conduction is essential for extracting trustworthy material parameters, espe-
cially in high-performance HEMTs. Techniques such as back-to-back Schottky structures
[298], employed at low bias, provide valuable insights into the barrier properties. When
perimeter-related leakage is signi}cant, these assumptions no longer hold, leading to in-
accurate estimation of parameters such as the Schottky barrier height. To overcome this
limit, a model that allows to isolate the area and perimeter contribution to the overall
conduction can be employed enabling the extraction of a more accurate value of the bar-
rier, needed also for TCAD simulations of devices. These insights are critical for both
understanding material behavior and improving process and device design.

Considering the rectangular geometry of the measured FATFETs, where one side is al-
ways 200 µm while the other side has a variable length, it is possible to estimate the
perimeter of the contact, its area and the corresponding perimeter/area ratio. In fact,
the perimeter/area ratio gives an indication of what may be the weight of the perimeter
contribution for one }xed contact geometry.

Figure 5.4 reports how the perimeter, area and perimeter/area ratio change for the geom-
etry presented by the FATFETs. The perimeter/area ratio has a hyperbolic dependence
on the variable side Lg, while the perimeter weight over the area becomes more and more
pronounced with decreasing size.

Taking this geometrical consideration, some authors have previously proposed [314, 315] a
model where using devices of multiple dimensions allows to isolate the area and perime-
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Figure 5.4: Perimeter (red line), area (green line) and perimeter/area ratio for a rect-
angular contact having one side of constant dimensions (200 µm) and one slide variable
(Lg)

ter contribution to the overall measured current. The model has been developed for
rectangular shaped contacts, but has also been adopted for circular geometries. The ex-
perimental current density is expressed as a function of a bulk contribution JB (A/cm2),
current ~owing through the area of the contact, and a perimeter contribution JP (A/cm).
These two contributions are linked by the perimeter/area ratio, following

Iexp
A = JB +

(

P
A

)

JP (5.1)

According to equation (5.1) the experimental current can be normalized by the geomet-
rical area of the contact. By reporting this value for the perimeter/area ratio, a linear
}t allows to }nd the bulk current density from the y-axis intercept, while the perimeter
contribution from the slope.

Figure 5.5 reports the application of this model for selected bias values (6, 7, and 8 V)
at the lowest (25 °C) and highest (150 °C) measurement temperature, considering only
sample B for clarity. It has been performed only on the four largest devices (Lg ≥ 60
um) and a linear }t is used to isolate the bulk and perimeter contributions. In fact, as
shown in }gure 5.4, when Lg decreases, the perimeter/area ratio increases exponentially,
making it reasonable to assume that, for small values of Lg, the perimeter contribution
dominates and the model is no longer applicable for this geometries.

At 25 °C, as the gate bias increases, the extracted bulk current density tends to decrease,
even reaching negative values at 8 V. At the same time there is a noticeable increase in
the slope of the linear }ts, suggesting a growing dominance of the perimeter contribution.
Instead, at 150 °C, the bulk current density is higher for the same bias values and remains
positive even at higher bias. Although the slope still increases with voltage, the perimeter
contribution does not overcome the bulk one.

Of course, a negative current does not make any physical sense, so once one of the
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Figure 5.5: Isolation of the area contribution and the perimeter contribution according
to the geometrical model, for 25 °C (a) and 150 °C (b) of sample B

isolated contribution (either bulk or perimeter) become negative, the model is no longer
applicable.

This procedure has been applied to all the samples, for every temperature and bias value
at which the measurement has been carried out.

Figure 5.6: Bulk contribution (y-axis intercepts of the linear }t reported in }gure 5.5) of
all three samples

Figure 5.6 reports the bulk contribution extracted for each sample for every temperature.
Sample A exhibit a non uniform bulk current density. This behavior is related to a
not-optimized etching process leading to, probably, the highest perimeter contribution
out of all of the measured samples. Sample B shows a stronger dominance of the bulk
contribution, where the model remain valid up to 6 V at 25 °C, and up to 10 V at 150
°C. A similar behavior is observed for sample C, although if in this case the perimeter
contribution becomes dominant at lower bias values, limiting the validity of the isolation
of the two contributions.

Figure 5.7 shows the extracted perimeter contribution for the three samples. It can be
noted as in all the cases, the current start to increase at VG > 2 V. There is a threshold
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Figure 5.7: Perimeter contribution (slopes of the linear }t reported in }gure 5.5) of all
three samples

value of gate bias for which the perimeter contribution starts to increase. Once the
perimeter conduction is active, the current has a weak bias and thermal dependence,
characteristic of trap-assisted tunneling phenomena [316].

Interestingly, since the model works best with contacts having a large size, it is possible to
take the area contribution (A/cm2) and the perimeter contribution (A/cm) and multiply
them for the area and perimeter of the largest contact (120×200 µm2). In this way the
area and perimeter current can be obtained and compared to the experimental measured
current for the same size.

Figure 5.8: Experimental currents measured for the devices (sample B and C) of 120×200
µm2 area and the isolated area and perimeter current

As shown in }gure 5.8, the evolution of the area and perimeter components as a func-
tion of the applied bias is strongly in~uenced by the speci}c etching process adopted
for fabrication. While this dependence ozers an interesting scienti}c consideration, in
an industrial context the most relevant parameter remains the measured gate current
leakage.

The isolation of the two contribution allows to get insights into the conduction mechanism
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associated to the area and perimeter conduction.

5.3.2 Modelling of the conduction mechanism

Once the bulk gate current density, isolated from the experimental measured one, and its
temperature dependence have been obtained, it becomes possible to extract the Schot-
tky barrier height associated with the metal/p-GaN junction. Considering an activated
acceptor concentration of 2.8 × 1018 cm-3, the corresponding ratio of E00/kBT lies in
the range of 0.3 ∼ 0.5. This regime corresponds to thermionic }eld emission conduction,
which appropriately models the current transport at such doping levels [12]. For lower
acceptor concentrations, the transport across the Schottky barrier has been modelled
according to thermionic emission [295, 317].

Typically, for acceptor concentrations in the TFE range, the barrier height at the metal/p-
GaN junction is extracted using back-to-back Schottky contacts, and applying the model
in low-voltage regime (V < 0.5 V) [314, 318]. However, as described in section 5.3.1,
the area component of the gate current can be isolated from the total measured current.
This enables the application of the TFE model to higher forward biases, up to 8 V, where
the perimeter contribution in some samples is still negligible compared to the bulk one
and so it does not azect the extraction.

According to the TFE model the current density can be expressed as [81]

JTFE = A∗T2

√

qπE00

kBT

√

VF +
qΦB

cosh2 (qE00/kBT)
exp

(

–qΦB
E0

)

exp
(

VF
kBT – VF

E0

)

(5.2)

Where A* is Richardson’s constant (103.8 A cm-2 K-2 for holes in GaN [319]), E00 is
the characteristic tunneling energy, E0 is the tunneling parameter, ΦB is the Schottky
Barrier Height, VF is the applied forward bias, T is the absolute temperature, kB is
Boltzmann’s constant, h is Plank’s constant, and q is the fundamental charge.

By }tting the area current density as a function of temperature at a }xed forward bias, 5
V as reported in equation (5.2), both the Schottky barrier and the acceptor concentration
can be extracted. The result of this analysis is reported in }gure 5.9 where an average
Schottky Barrier Height of 1.19 eV at 5 V and acceptor concentration of 4.0 × 1018 cm-3

has been extracted which is coherent with the value obtained from C-V measurements.
In this }gure the experimental current densities measured on the largest device (Lg =
120 µm) are also reported. Due to their reduced perimeter/area ratio, these structure
exhibit gate current densities that closely resemble the ones that the geometrical model
predicts.

Despite dizerences in the measured gate current, the extracted barrier heights and accep-
tor concentrations are very similar between the samples. This suggests that the properties
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Figure 5.9: Bulk current density }tted according to the TFE model for sample B and C,
also reported the experimental current density for the 120×200 µm2 device

of the metal/p-GaN interface are not azected by the variation in etching process, as all
the samples share the same gate metal stack and deposition conditions, the metal/p-GaN
interface is the same across all samples. Therefore, the TFE model ezectively captures
the behavior of the Schottky junction making it independent of geometrical parasitic
ezects.

behavior of the Schottky junction making it independent of geometrical parasitic ef-
fects. Similarly, it is possible to model the perimeter-driven conduction from the isolated
perimeter contribution. Previously, it has been reported that there is a perimeter gate
leakage conduction in p-GaN HEMTs and it can be modelled by modifying the Poole-
Frenkel emission model considering a lateral electric }eld [148]. In this way the module of
the electric }eld is directly linked to the bias applied to the gate and the shorted distance
between the gate and the drain contact.

In this study the distance between the Schottky and the two ohmic contacts is the same
(Ld = 1 µm). The Poole-Frenkel emission (PFE) model follows the equation

JPFE = CPF E exp



–
q
(

ϕt –
√

qπ
ε0εHF

E
)

kBT



 (5.3)

Where CPF is a pre-exponential constant, E is the electric }eld (de}ned as VG/Ld), ϕt
is the energy trap state, and εHF is the high frequency dielectric constant of GaN (which
is considered to be 5.5).

The model predicts a tunneling conduction assisted by defects. The physical meaning
of these defects could be related to plasma induced damage during the etching process
at the p-GaN sidewall. These traps enable a trap assisted carrier transport leading to a
perimeter conduction. In order to perform the }t the isolated perimeter current density
(expressed in A/cm) has been taken at 5 V, and the Poole-Frenkel model has been applied
considering a lateral electric }eld, and εHF = 5.5, instead CPF and ϕt are used as }tting
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parameters.

Figure 5.10 reports the results of this }t. The Poole-Frenkel emission model appropriately
}ts the extracted perimeter current densities.

Figure 5.10: Perimeter current density }tted according to the Poole-Frenkel model for
sample A, B and C, with the extracted trap states energies for each sample

As shown in }gure 5.10, the extracted trap energies vary signi}cantly among the dizerent
samples. These values are consistent with shallow acceptor levels of Mg and Mg-H
complexes previously reported in p-GaN [29]. Sample A, which exhibits the highest
perimeter contribution, shows the lowest trap energy and a weak temperature dependence
of the isolated perimeter contribution. This suggests that carriers can easily tunnel
through these shallow states resulting in a notable weight of the perimeter on the overall
leakage. In contrast, sample C displays a higher trap state energy. As shown in }gure 5.8
there is a competition between area and perimeter conduction up until a gate bias of
about 7 V (at 150 °C), after that bias (and electric }eld magnitude) the current becomes
predominantly a perimeter contribution. Sample B on the other hand shows the highest
trap energy. As a result, the tunneling through these states requires a higher gate bias.
In fact, from }gure 5.8, the perimeter never does exceed the area contribution even at
10 V (at 150 °C). Such energy values also explain why the temperature variation of the
perimeter current is higher, since the Poole-Frenkel emission model predicts a thermally
activated component to the conduction.

In summary, the study of p-GaN HEMTs highlighted the critical role of the gate contact
and its geometry in the determination of the leakage current. By developing a methodol-
ogy capable of separating the area and the perimeter contributions to the overall current,
it was possible to show that the perimeter plays a dominant role in the forward bias leak-
age. This is illustrated in }gure 5.11 where the current from the perimeter is given by
the damage induced during the plasma dry etching of the p-GaN around the perimeter of
the gate contact. The modelling of the I-V-T con}rms that the leakage originates from
a defect assisted conduction that follows Poole-Frenkel emission and it depends on the
lateral electric }eld between the gate and ohmic contacts.

By isolating the area contribution it was possible to extract a more accurate barrier height
modelling the current according to the TFE model. This approach not only improves the
understanding of conduction mechanisms in p-GaN HEMTs but also ozers an evaluation
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Figure 5.11: Schematic representation of the conduction according to the modelling.
There is an area current across the Schottky barrier and a perimeter current along the
perimeter of the p-GaN island

tool for assessing the damage induced during plasma etching processing.





Chapter 6

Conclusions and future
perspectives

The research activity carried out in this PhD thesis has been focused on the analysis
of leakage mechanisms in Schottky contacts in AlGaN/GaN-based devices (diodes and
HEMTs). The main focus of this work lies in establishing correlations between electrical
transport, material quality, and processing conditions.

The }rst part of the thesis focuses on the study of Mo/AlGaN/GaN Schottky contacts.
The electrical characterization, conducted in a wide temperature range, shows clear de-
viation from the ideal thermionic emission conduction. Particularly, these deviations
where identi}ed through the temperature dependence of the ideality factor and the bar-
rier height, con}rming a thermionic emission conduction. The deviation from ideality
have been interpreted using Tung’s model, which takes into account the presence of bar-
rier inhomogeneities at the metal/semiconductor interface. The modelling results show
that these inhomogeneities are present and have a size and concentration comparable to
dislocations in AlGaN/GaN heterostructures grown on Si. This analysis highlights Mo
as a suitable Schottky contact for AlGaN/GaN heterostructures, showing a close to ideal
thermionic emission behavior.

The second part of this work investigates W Schottky contacts deposited in a reactive
sputtering environment, focusing on how the deposition conditions in~uence the electrical
properties of the contact. The nitrogen to argon ratio was varied to control the }lm
stoichiometry, enabling a systematic study of the in~uence of process parameters on
the Schottky barrier values. The experimental results evidence a direct dependence of
the barrier height on the nitrogen content, con}rming that by tuning the deposition
conditions it is possible to modulate the barrier height. The trend shows an increase in
barrier height with increasing nitrogen content. Moreover, the conduction mechanism
was found to result from an interplay between thermionic emission and tunneling. These
results highlight the ezectiveness of process control as a tool to optimize the Schottky
barrier height.
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Finally, the last part of this thesis addresses p-GaN gate HEMTs, with particular atten-
tion to leakage mechanisms of the gate contact. A methodology was proposed to isolate
the current contributions related to the gate area and that given by the perimeter of
the contact. The analysis of the isolated components revealed that the area follows a
thermionic }eld emission mechanism. On the other hand, the perimeter leakage is con-
sistent with Poole-Frenkel emission, associated with traps states generated during the
p-GaN dry etching process. This double-component analysis therefore provided not only
a deeper physical understanding of the leakage mechanisms, but also a practical tool for
parameter extraction in TCAD simulations.

In conclusion, the research activities carried out in this thesis provide a study regarding
the gate leakage in Schottky contacts on AlGaN/GaN-based devices, with a focus on the
physical mechanisms and a strong correlation between the mechanisms and structural
defects. This work highlights how dizerent materials, deposition approaches and process-
ing steps impact the electrical behavior and the conduction mechanisms of gate contacts.
From the close to ideal behavior of Mo contacts, to the tunability of the barrier height
in reactive sputtered WN contacts and the perimeter driven leakage in p-GaN HEMTs,
the results obtained consistently show that the electrical transport can be directly linked
to material quality and process conditions.

Building on the results obtained during this work, further investigation could be devoted
to exploring how speci}c process parameters may induce a transition between dizerent
conduction mechanisms. In particular, it would be interesting to assess whether increas-
ing the plasma power during sputtering the deposition of Mo Schottky contacts can
increase the concentration of defects at the metal/semiconductor interface thus favoring
tunneling over thermionic emission.



Appendix A

Deviation from TE conduction

This appendix summarizes the physical derivation of Tung’s model and its implications
for current transport in inhomogeneous Schottky contacts.

Tung’s model provides an analytical explanation for deviation from ideal thermionic
emission conduction observed in real Schottky contacts. The core of the model lays in
the assumption that, for various physical reasons that mainly depend on defect density
and distribution, there are some region at the metal/semiconductor interface that have
a lower potential than the rest of the interface. So the conduction can be assumed as a
series of contributions, one that derives from the homogeneous (“defect-free”) region and
that from the inhomogeneous regions, de}ned as patches.

The defects are associated to surface roughness [103, 226, 239], grain boundaries [266],
dizerent crystalline phases [265] or even interface states [320].

The homogeneous region contributes according to the standard and ideal thermionic
emission model as reported in equation (3.1), where the ideality factor is unitary and
the Schottky barrier height is constant. Instead, the inhomogeneous region has a lower
barrier and a higher than unity ideality factor. The values of the barrier and the ideality
factor depend on the region parameter, that in turn depends on the size of the patch
(R0) and the local barrier lowering (∆). These two factors, R0 and ∆, that in~uence how
a patch behaves are included in one factor de}ned as region parameter γ.

When a patch, having a small radius and a high potential dizerence, is embedded in
a high barrier region (such as the homogeneous potential region) the conduction patch
across the patch is pinched-oz by the surrounding regions at higher barrier. The meaning
of the pinch-oz is that the current through the low-barrier patch is suppressed by the
surrounding regions. In fact, the potential does not have abrupt changes going from
the low-barrier patch to the high-barrier homogeneous region, rather there is a smooth
change given by the electrostatics of the depletion region. As a result, the conduction
band edge above the patch bends upwards, and a saddle point is formed in the potential
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pro}le. The energy of the saddle point represents the ezective barrier height Φeff
B that

electrons have to overcome in order to ~ow through the patch, as shown in }gure 3.3.

The pinch-oz ezect makes it so that the current ~ows across the patch by a saddle point
in the potential pro}le creating an ezective barrier height. So, the conduction across the
patches is in~uenced by its size and potential dizerence with the homogeneous region,
since these two parameters azect the height of the barrier at the saddle point.

Considering the circular patch approximation, the potential distribution along a line
normal to the metal/semiconductor interface passing through the center of the patch is
given by [219]

V (z) = Vbb
(

1 – z
W

)2
– ∆

(

1 – z
(

z2 + R2
0

)1/2

)

(A.1)

Where Vbb is the band bending, W is the thickness of the depletion region and z is the
depth. Figure A.1 reports the potential as a function of depth from the metal/semiconductor
interface, the potential depends both on the values of the radius of the patch (R0) and
the dizerence of potential between the homogeneous region and the patch (∆).

Figure A.1 reports the simulation of the Conduction Band Minimum (CBM) at the center
of the patch as a function of depth for a patch embedded in a homogeneous background
having a potential of 0.8 eV. In }gure A.1(a) the dizerence of potential between the
homogenous region and the patch has been kept constant at 0.2 eV, while the radius
has been varied, in (b) the radius has been kept constant at 10 nm and the potential
dizerence has been varied.

Figure A.1: CBM a the center of the patch as a function of depth (z) for dizerent a
patch embedded on a homogeneous background having a potential of 0.8 eV with dizer-
ent radiuses (a) and dizerent potential dizerences (b) together with the homogeneous
potential pro}le (gray line)

As }gure A.1 shows, a local maximum forms, de}ned by the pinch-oz condition, that
corresponds to the ezective Schottky barrier height and saddle point. Interestingly, the
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lower the size of the patch and the closer to the metal/semiconductor interface will be
this point. When the size of the patch is small (i.e. 1 nm, black line in the }gure) the
saddle point is so close to the interface that it is di{cult to discern the potential in this
region from the homogenous one. In fact the homogeneous background imposes a lateral
electrostatic con}nement of the potential perturbation given by the presence of the patch.
Since the perturbation can not propagate along the depth, but is con}ned very close to
the interface, the ezective barrier height is close to the homogeneous value, meaning that
these kind of patches can be treated as non inhomogeneous sources. As the radius of the
patch increases, the saddle point shifts deeper in the semiconductor. In fact, as the radius
of the patch increases, the electrostatic in~uence of the high barrier background becomes
weaker at the center of the patch. The lateral electric }eld originating at the patch
perimeter decreases with the distance, so the larger the radius and the lower the ezect that
the homogeneous region has on the center of the patch. Consequently, the saddle point
moves deeper into the semiconductor following the dipole-layer approximation used by
Tung [230] according to which this saddle point is follows such dependence z ∝ (∆×R2

0)1/3.
When the radius of the patch becomes large (i.e. 100 nm, cyan line in the }gure) the
potential becomes monotonic and the saddle point vanishes. The contact at the batch
center behaves as an ezectively homogeneous low barrier region, in this case the current
conduction follows Werner’s model [266] where the current transport can be modelled by
the parallel conduction of the high and low barrier regions.

Instead, when the radius of the patch is }xed (10 nm) and the value of the potential
dizerence (∆) varies, }gure A.1(b), the saddle point shifts deeper in the semiconductor.
The increased local reduction of the barrier intensi}es the perturbation of the potential
along the patch, increasing the lateral electric }eld that arises due to this very potential
dizerence. This }eld tends to pinch-oz the patch and with increasing ∆ the saddle point
shifts deeper reducing the ezective barrier height.

Figure A.2: Sketch of the potential pro}le along the depth for a semiconductor embedded
with a small (a) and large (b) patch

Figure A.2 reports potential lines at dizerent depth in the semiconductor with two dizer-
ent sizes patches. So, as schematically reported in }gure A.2(a) in a small patch a saddle
point is formed underneath the patch. Instead, in a large patch }gure A.2(b) the saddle
point is not formed, rather, a classical depletion region pro}le with lower potential is
underneath the patch.
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The condition required to obtain a pinched-oz patch is given by Tung’s model [230] so
that ∆/Vbb > 2R0/W, the ratio between the potential dizerence and the band bending
has to be higher of the ration of twice the radius of the patch and the depletion width.
So, the pinch-oz condition conditions depends not only on the patch properties (∆, R0)
but also on temperature, doping level, and applied bias. Furthermore, not every patch
present at the metal/semiconductor interface will be pinched oz, the saddle point forms
only in a correct ratio between the size and the potential dizerence of the patch, given a
uniformly doped semiconductor.

The consequence of this physical phenomenon is taken into account in the current conduc-
tion. The current does not depend on the nominal local barrier lowering at the interface
(∆), rather on the ezective barrier height de}ned by the saddle point in pinched-oz
patches. In Tung’s framework the forward current is given by a set of ezective patch
channels, where for simplicity the properties of the patches are included in the region
parameter γ, as de}ned in equation (3.4). The deviation from ideal thermionic emission
is directly linked to the region parameter, in fact the ideality factor of the patch and the
ezective barrier height depend on it.

n = 1 +
γ

3 η1/3 V2/3
bb

(A.2)

Φeff
B = Φ0

B – γ
V1/3
bb

η1/3
(A.3)

Figure A.3: Ideality factor (a) and ezective Schottky barrier height for dizerent region
parameters γ

As reported in }gure A.3 both the ideality factor (a) and the ezective barrier height (b)
have a dependence on the region parameter. The increase in region parameter leads to an
increase in the inhomogeneity degree of the contact, in turn leading to a higher ideality
factor and a reduced barrier height of the patch compared to the homogeneous region.

In conclusion, Tung’s model allows for a deeper understanding of how defects, de}ned
patches, alter the electrostatic potential at the metal/semiconductor interface. The prop-
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erties of the patches are de}ned by the region parameter (γ) which is a direct indication
of the inhomogeneity degree of the interface. The current that ~ows through the patches,
follows a thermionic emission mechanism, where the ideality factor is higher than 1, while
the ezective barrier height is lower than the homogeneous one.





Appendix B

Processing ~ow and device
characterization

A generic procedure for the fabrication of AlGaN/GaN based devices consists in the steps
reported in }gure B.1.

Figure B.1: Schematic representation of the fabrication ~ow for lateral devices (diodes
and HEMTs). The process includes: (a) substrate cleaning, (b) ohmic stack deposition,
(c) thermal annealing and ohmic contact formation, (d) dry etching for mesa isolation
around the perimeter of the device, and (e) }nal metal deposition for Schottky/gate
contacts.
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Particularly, the wafer is }rst cleaned in order to remove organic and inorganic super}cial
contamination and the eventual native oxide (a). Then the ohmic metal stack is deposited,
generally by e-beam evaporation, and annealed in order to achieve ohmic contact behavior
(b-c). After that, the perimeter of the device is isolated by physically removing material
or by ion implantation, isolating the device (d). Finally, the Schottky metal is deposited
as anode or gate contact of the fabricated device (e).

Of course this is a simpli}cation and many other steps, such as dielectric deposition
[321, 322], and multiple level of metal as }eld plates [193, 323] are employed for the
improvement of the reliability and performance of the devices. In the case of the p-GaN
HEMTs there is a dry etching step to remove the p-GaN in the access regions between
the Schottky and ohmic contacts [324].

The electrical measurements of the devices reported in this thesis were performed in
STMicroelectronics and CNR-IMM. The measurements were performed using a parame-
ter analyzer (B1505 by Keysight) equipped in a probe station. The chuck of the probe
station can be both chilled and heated (from - 50 °C to + 200 °C) with an external
chiller. The device terminals are contacted with micromanipulated probes, each consist-
ing of separate force and sense tips to ensure accurate voltage application (force) and
current measurement (sense). By applying a de}ned bias to the metallic contacts of
the device the corresponding current response is measured, such as diode and HEMT
characteristics.

Figure B.2: Experimental setup for the IGSS measurements performed in appendix 5

Figure B.2 reports some of the structures that have been tested in appendix 5. The tips
are tungsten based with a curvature radius of 5 µm and are connected to a parameter
B1505 by Keysight.

Lastly, during this PhD work a Dimension Icon AFM by Bruker has been used to perform
AFM measurements of surface morphology and surface conduction of some of the mate-
rials reported in this thesis. The morphology measurements were conducted in tapping
mode using Si tips having a curvature radius of 5 nm, while the electrical measurements
were performed using antimony doped Si tips having a curvature radius of 25 nm.
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