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ABSTRACT

Deep level defects in wide bandgap semiconductors, whose response times are in the range of power converter switching times, can have a
significant effect on converter efficiency. We use deep level transient spectroscopy (DLTS) to evaluate such defect levels in the n-drift layer of
vertical gallium nitride (v-GaN) power diodes with VBD � 1500V. DLTS reveals three energy levels that are at �0.6 eV (highest density),
�0.27 eV (lowest density), and �45meV (a dopant level) from the conduction band. Dopant extraction from capacitance–voltage measure-
ment tests (C–V) at multiple temperatures enables trap density evaluation, and the �0.6 eV trap has a density of 1.2� 1015 cm�3. The 0.6 eV
energy level and its density are similar to a defect that is known to cause current collapse in GaN based surface conducting devices (like high
electron mobility transistors). Analysis of reverse bias currents over temperature in the v-GaN diodes indicates a predominant role of the
same defect in determining reverse leakage current at high temperatures, reducing switching efficiency.

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0082257

Solid-state devices are themost crucial components of power elec-
tronic systems, which facilitate conversion of electrical power from the
generation source into a form suitable for consumption by electrical
loads for various applications. Silicon devices have dominated the field
of power electronics due to havingmoderately suitable thermal proper-
ties and a very high level of maturity with respect to process, reliability,
and cost considerations. Wide-bandgap (WBG) semiconductors like
gallium nitride (GaN), silicon carbide, or diamond have intrinsic prop-
erties that are much more suitable for high power applications (such as
higher critical electric field and thermal conductivity).1–11 The perfor-
mance and reliability of lateral WBG devices like GaN high electron
mobility transistors (HEMTs) have fallen short of their potential
because GaN layers grown on mismatched, non-native substrates (Si,
SiC, or sapphire) inhibit the realization of vertical device structures due
to high defect densities (>108–109 cm�2), as well as the difficulty of
field engineering in lateral 2D electron gas (2DEG) based GaN devices.

Low defect density is important for power devices because it
affects multiple performance characteristics (e.g., breakdown voltage
and OFF-state leakage current), yield, reliability (stability under stress

at high temperature, reverse bias, or forward current, operating life,
avalanche ruggedness), and cost. In other technologies, such as optical
devices, GaN/InGaN lasers have shown notable improvement in defect
density using native bulk GaN substrates.12,13

It is generally understood that lateral device architectures (that
are more developed with epitaxial GaN on Si) are less suited to power
applications due to the prohibitively high thermal energy densities
required. Vertical structures are optimal for achieving higher break-
down voltage (VBD) and large currents as are usually required in utility
scale power conversion. Therefore, the development of GaN substrates
and epitaxial layers with low densities of electrically active defects
remains key to realizing the potential of the wide bandgap material as
a much higher efficiency alternative to silicon in the area of power
conversion.

In this study, we use deep level transient spectroscopy (DLTS)14

to evaluate defects whose response times are �10ms or less. Since
power converters usually operate in the �10 to �100 kHz frequency
range depending on the power levels being handled, this is the range
of response times where defects can have an effect on converter
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efficiency. DLTS reveals three energy levels that are at �0.6 eV (high-
est density), �0.27 eV (lowest density), and �45meV (a dopant level)
from the conduction band. Dopant extraction from C–V at multiple
temperatures enables trap density evaluation. The �0.6 eV trap has a
density of 1.2� 1015 cm�3. The �0.6 eV energy level and its density
are similar to a defect that is known to cause current collapse in GaN
based surface conducting devices (like HEMTs). Analysis of reverse
bias currents over temperature in the vertical GaN (v-GaN) diodes
indicates a predominant role of the same defect in determining reverse
leakage at high temperatures, reducing switching efficiency.

The devices used in the study (Fig. 1) were grown by low-
pressure metal organic chemical vapor deposition (MOCVD) on
pseudo-bulk GaN substrates grown by hydride vapor phase epitaxy
(HPVE) with a low threading dislocation density (TDD) of
104–106 cm�2. 0.5lm pþ layers are doped with Mg at a concentration
2� 1019 cm�3, and a higher level of doping was used at the surface
layer for low contact resistance.15–17

The net doping (Nd � Na) of the n-drift layer is the most impor-
tant factor controlling the depletion depth and electric field in reverse
bias. For kV-level operation, net doping level in the n-drift layer has to
be in the range of 1015–1016 cm�3.

The capacitance transient DLTS method, which has been exten-
sively discussed and utilized for characterizing deep level defects, was
used to characterize electrically active defects in the n-drift layer. The
devices were operated at a reverse bias of �9V. Since the widths on
the pþ and n� sides of the p–n junction are inversely related to the
doping on the two sides, the reverse bias creates a depletion region
almost exclusively on the n� side. A fill pulse of 0V is used to popu-
late traps in the drift region, and the capacitance transient is measured
at a reverse bias of �9V with a 100 kHz small signal frequency (from
traps depopulating through thermal emission of electrons). Figure 2
shows raw DLTS capacitance delta transients in (a) linear and (b) log
scales over a temperature range of 15–400K. Temperature scans with
boxcar sampling over five different rate windows (200, 500, 1000,
2000, and 5000 s�1) (T1 through T5 in Fig. 2) are used to generate the
Arrhenius analysis, which reveals the important trap parameters,
where the energy level for the defect responsible for a given set of emis-
sion peaks is obtained from the slope of ln(sT2) vs T �1 (T being the
temperature peak and s being the inverse of the rate window),

Ea ¼
d ln sT2ð Þ½ �
d 1=kBT½ � ; (1)

and the cross section (electron emission cross section in this case) is
obtained from the intercept of the same,

r ¼ e�intercept

cn
; (2)

where cn¼ 2 (3kB/mn)
1/2 (2pmnkB/h

2)3/2¼ 3.25� 1021�me cm
�2 s�1

K�2,me being the effective electron mass for GaN.
Figure 2(c) shows Arrhenius plots with excellent linearity for the

extracted peaks for the three defect energies:�0.6 eV (highest density),
�0.27 eV (lowest density), and �45meV (likely the dopant level)
(Table I).

To calculate the trap densities, it is necessary to know the effec-
tive doping of the drift region, since the trap density is given by

NT ¼ 2rNdDC=C0; (3)

where r is a function of t1 and t2 (the two boxcar sampling times),
given by

r¼ exp ln t1=t2ð Þ= t2=t1 � 1ð Þ
� �

� expf ln t1=t2ð Þ= 1 � t1=t2ð Þg
� ��1

:

(4)

C0 is the equilibrium capacitance and Nd is the effective doping of the
drift region. To find the effective dopant density, we use the standard
method of extraction from 1/C2 vs V slope in the reverse bias regime.18

Figure 3(a) shows the d(1/C2)/dV slope over a temperature range of
�–25 �C to 23 �C (room temperature) used to extract n-drift layer
doping per the following equation:

Nd ¼
2
qe

d A2=C2
� �
dV

� 	�1
; (5)

where e is the permittivity of GaN, q is the electronic charge, and A is
the device area¼ 0.72mm2. The method yields a value of Nd¼ 8.8
� 1015 cm�3, which implies a trap density of 1.2� 1015 cm�3 for the
�0.6 eV energy level (D1) and a much lower density of 4� 1013 cm�3

for the�0.27 eV energy level (D3).
For level D2, the peaks appear in the 20–30K range. As Fig. 3(b)

shows, at low temperature, starting from �30 to �20K, the capaci-
tance drops drastically to almost zero, indicating carrier freeze out
dominating the D2 DLTS peaks. Since the effective value of Nd

changes throughout the range of D2 peaks, Eq. (3) cannot be used to
evaluate the density of D2. The low value of the activation energy and
the carrier freeze out signature from the C–V characteristics are con-
sistent with D2 being the donor level, and its density is best extracted
through Eq. (5).

A �0.6 eV trap has been detected consistently in AlGaN/GaN
HEMTs by several groups employing a variety of different growth
and passivation methods.19–23 The ubiquitous nature of the trap
regardless of the nature of the barrier layer in the HEMT hetero-
structures has led some researchers to speculate that the defect
belongs to the epitaxially grown GaN, rather than to a specific bar-
rier or passivation layer material. More recently, MOCVD grown
GaN on native substrates has demonstrated the �0.6 eV trap (and
also the �0.27 eV trap) and has been correlated with Fe contamina-
tion, with the wafer cleaning process and wafer susceptor being
identified as the sources. The trap is also shown to have an inverse
correlation with C impurity levels.24,25

FIG. 1. Schematic of a vertical GaN (v-GaN) p–n diode on native GaN substrate.
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The significance of the D1 energy level in device operation in a
power converter is understood by analyzing the reverse bias leakage
over a range of temperatures (323–423K).

Figure 4 shows the reverse bias current in a v-GaN diode over a
temperature range of 323–423K (�5 to �1400V). At the lower vol-
tages (and hence lower currents), the data are noisy, but in the higher
voltage range (�800 to �1400V), it is possible to do an Arrhenius
analysis [Fig. 5(a)]. The plot for lnjIj vs 1000/T shows good linearity.
At higher voltages [Fig. 5(b)], the extracted activation barrier is low,
but increases as the voltage is reduced. For reverse biases below
1000V, the activation barrier increase flattens out and approaches
�0.6 eV, which is extremely close to the D1 activation energy.

The similarity between the D1 activation energy and the activa-
tion barrier extracted from high temperature I–V provides insight into
the conduction mechanism under reverse bias at high temperatures.
For semiconductors with lower bandgaps (e.g., silicon), the reverse
bias regime could be dominated by Shockley–Read–Hall (SRH)

FIG. 2. Raw DLTS capacitance delta transients in (a) linear and (b) log scales over a temperature range of 15–400 K. A fill pulse of 0 V is used to populate traps in the lightly
doped n� drift region, and the capacitance transient is measured at a reverse bias of �9 V, 100 kHz small signal frequency. Three peaks, D1, D2, and D3 are visible. (c)
Arrhenius plots for the extracted peaks demonstrate three defect energies: �0.6 eV (highest density), �0.27meV (lowest density), and �45meV (most likely a dopant level).

TABLE I. Summary of defect energies, cross sections, and densities for the defect
peaks in Figs. 2(a) and 2(b).

Level Tpeak@ 2000 s�1 RW Ea (meV) r (cm2) NT (cm
�3)

D1 351K 593 0.8 � 10�17 1.2 � 1015

D2 30.5 K 47.9 2.2 � 10�16 � � �
D3 173K 268.7 0.6 � 10�17 4 � 1013
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generation. If the reverse current in v-GaN diodes were dominated by
SRH generation, one could have expected (i) minimal dependence on
voltage or field on the extracted activation barrier, and (ii) an activa-
tion barrier representative of the defect’s energy difference from the
valence band, since the larger energy difference would make hole emis-
sion the rate limiting process (assuming similar emission cross sections
for electrons and holes). We observe that neither of the above two cri-
teria are satisfied by the reverse leakage characteristics, which is not
surprising considering the very low intrinsic carrier density of GaN
(10�10cm�3), which might cause mechanisms different from SRH to
dominate the reverse leakage.

The combination of field and temperature dependent elements of
the effective activation barrier indicates an effect like Pool–Frenkel
emission,26 which usually dominates transport in insulators that also
have very low intrinsic or trap assisted generation due to their wide
bandgaps. In its simplest form (no electric field dependence of mobil-
ity and no diffusion based transport), the Pool–Frenkel current is
given by

J a Ee
�qf/b� qE=peð Þ1=2g

kBT ; (6)

where E is the electric field, T is the temperature, and /b is the thermal
barrier for the emission of trapped electrons. At higher electric fields,
the expectation would be one of increased barrier lowering, which we
also observe [Fig. 5(b)]. The model described in Eq. (6) is ideal and
according to it,

@ ln jJjð Þ=@ 1=kTð Þ ¼ �qf/b � ðqE=peÞ1=2g; (7)

which means that ideally the slope of lnjJj vs 1/T at zero electric field
should give the true barrier height in Pool–Frenkel conduction. Under
such a scenario, the reverse current should exhibit continuous barrier
lowering up to zero electric field. The analysis close to zero electric
field is inhibited by the noisy currents at low voltages. It should also be
noted that even drift based conduction should have mobility reduction
at high electric fields, making the prefactor to the exponential term in
Eq. (6) different from E. Also, at high electric field, the carrier tempera-
ture can be expected to deviate somewhat from the lattice temperature,
introducing an electric field dependence of T itself, which means that

FIG. 3. (a) d(1/C2)/dV slope over a temperature range of � �23 �C to 25 �C (room
temperature) used to extract the n-drift layer doping per Eq. (5). Nd¼ 8.8
� 1015 cm�3. (b) At low temperature, starting from �30 to �20 K, the capacitance
drops drastically to almost zero, indicating carrier freeze out dominating the D2
DLTS peaks.

FIG. 4. Reverse bias current in a v-GaN diode over a temperature range of
323–423 K (�5 to �1400 V).

FIG. 5. (a) Arrhenius plots for reverse bias current in the �1400 to �800 V range.
(b) At higher voltages, the activation barrier is low, but increases as voltage is
reduced. For reverse biases below 1000 V, the activation barrier increase flattens
out and closely approaches �0.6 eV. (c) The reverse bias current in the �1400 to
�800 V shows the linear relationship between lnjI/Vj and V1/2 that characterizes
Pool–Frenkel conduction.
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the conduction mechanism over the full reverse voltage range might
deviate from an ideal Pool–Frenkel description. Regardless of what
the exact model is, if any of the variations of Pool–Frenkel conduc-
tion (such as re-trapping, combined re-trapping and drift, hopping,
or diffusion transport) were to represent the reverse bias conduc-
tion in the v-GaN diodes, at lower electric fields, one could expect
the effective activation barrier to approach the actual thermal bar-
rier (defect D1 to conduction band energy �0.6 eV), which is
indeed what Fig. 5(b) demonstrates. Also as Fig. 5(c) shows, the
reverse bias current in the �1400 to�800V exhibits the linear rela-
tionship between lnjI/Vj and V1/2 that characterizes Pool–Frenkel
conduction. Thus, a combined analysis of the DLTS spectra and reverse
currents over temperature in the v-GaN diodes indicates a predominant
role of the�0.6 eV defect in determining reverse leakage current at high
temperatures and high reverse voltage ranges, which could potentially
reduce switching efficiency.

The results indicate the need for identifying the physical
origins of the �0.6 eV defect and determining process vectors that can
control the concentration of the defect during epitaxial growth to max-
imize the potential performance of v-GaN diodes in high power
conversion.
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