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Abstract: While GaN nanowires (NWs) offer an attractive architecture for a variety of nanoscale
optical, electronic, and mechanical devices, defects such as crystal polarity inversion domains (IDs)
can limit device performance. Moreover, the formation of such defects during NW growth is not
fully understood. In this study, we use transmission electron microscopy (TEM) and atom probe
tomography (APT) to investigate the effects of sub-monolayer contamination at the regrowth interface
in GaN NWs grown by selective-area molecular beam epitaxy (MBE). TEM energy dispersive X-ray
spectroscopy (EDS) and APT independently identified Al and O contamination localized at the
regrowth interface in two of the three growth runs examined. The Al and O concentrations were each
estimated to be on the order of 11% of an ideal c-plane monolayer in the most severely contaminated
case. The amount of contamination correlated with the number of crystal polarity inversion domain
defects (IDs) across the growth runs. A growth run in which the pre-regrowth HF vapor etch
step was replaced by HCl immersion showed the smallest quantity of O and no measurable Al.
In addition, many of the NWs examined from the HCl-treated growth run turned out to be free of IDs.
These results suggest that sub-monolayer contamination introduced during processing contributes to
defect formation in MBE-grown GaN NWs.
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1. Introduction

Recent advancements in selective-area growth of GaN nanowires (NWs) grown by molecular
beam epitaxy (MBE) have yielded unprecedented control over NW morphology and placement [1–6],
enabling new and improved device applications [7–10]. However, because selective-area growth
requires ex-situ processing of the substrate in order to pattern features in the growth mask, there is a
risk of introducing contamination at the substrate-NW regrowth interface. In this study, we investigate
such contamination and its possible effects on the formation of crystal polarity inversion domains
(IDs) in GaN NWs. When present, IDs in GaN may induce unintentional defect-related doping,
reduce the free carrier mobility, and change the incorporation of alloy materials such as indium during
growth [11], all of which can inhibit the performance of electronic and optoelectronic devices.
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2. Materials and Methods

The GaN NWs studied here were grown by N-polar selective-area MBE [1]. Starting with a Si (111)
substrate, a GaN thin-film buffer layer was grown with the following approximate structure: (1) 50 nm AlN;
(2) 100 nm GaN; (3) 5× alternating AlGaN/GaN layers of 5 nm thickness each; (4) 150 nm GaN.
After buffer layer growth, the substrate was removed from the MBE system, and an approximately
70 nm-thick SiN mask was deposited by PECVD on the GaN buffer surface. Arrays of holes in the
SiN mask were created via electron-beam lithography and reactive ion etching (RIE), followed by a
solvent rinse and an O2 RIE plasma treatment to remove organic residue. Next, the substrate was
subjected to an acid etch consisting of either exposure to HF vapor or immersion in HCl:H2O (1:1)
before returning to the MBE growth chamber. Finally, GaN nanowires were grown from the holes in
the SiN mask. Among the NWs that were characterized here, lengths were on the order of 5 µm to
6 µm, with diameters between about 150 nm and 250 nm. Three separate NW growth runs, referred to
as samples S1, S2, and S3, were considered in this experiment.

In order to evaluate the crystalline quality of the selectively-grown nanowire arrays,
cross-sectional transmission electron microscope (TEM) lamellae were prepared directly from the
as-grown substrates by focused ion beam (FIB) lift-out techniques [12]. Each lamella was positioned
such that it cut through several neighboring NWs, resulting in 4 or 5 axially cross-sectioned NWs per
lamella, each with an intact regrowth interface.

To further characterize the apparent contamination at the NW/ buffer regrowth interface,
laser-assisted atom probe tomography (L-APT) was performed on samples of material containing the
NW regrowth interface from growth runs S1, S2, and S3. In order to preserve the intact interface
in each sample, a small piece of the growth substrate containing a single NW was extracted and
transferred to a pre-fabricated silicon micropost using a procedure similar to the typical FIB lift-out
technique [13]. Annular FIB milling with simultaneous SEM imaging was then used to carefully
shave away material until the remaining cone-shaped sample had an apex diameter on the order of
40 nm, with the NW regrowth interface located within a few hundred nm of the apex, as shown in
Figure 2a. L-APT measurements were carried out on a straight-flight-path system with 355 nm
pulsed laser illumination. The operating conditions were as follows: flight length = 90 mm;
laser pulse energy = 300 fJ; sample temperature ≈ 54 K; laser pulse repetition rate = 250 kHz; target
detection rate = 0.5%. Previous work has shown that L-APT operating conditions similar to these yield
approximately the correct aluminum mole fraction in bulk thin-film AlxGa1−xN samples [14].

3. Results

3.1. TEM Imaging

Direct lattice imaging via annular bright field scanning TEM (ABF STEM) on a JEM-ARM200F
system (JEOL, Peabody, MA, USA; reference to a commercial product is included for informational
purposes only, and does not constitute endorsement by NIST) [15] confirmed that the primary growth
direction of the NWs was along the N-polar wurtzite c-axis. ABF imaging also revealed polarity inversion
domain defects within some of the NWs, as shown in Figure 1. These Ga-polar inversion domains (IDs)
typically appear to nucleate at the regrowth interface and propagate along the entire length of the NW
c-axis. Growth run S1 showed by far the largest number of IDs, with dozens visible in each cross-sectioned
NW. S2 had fewer IDs, with between two and four visible per NW. S3 showed the fewest IDs; of the four
S3 NWs inspected, two showed no visible IDs, and the other two showed one ID each.

To look for possible contamination at the NW/buffer regrowth interface in these growth runs,
STEM energy dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) was performed. Here, the electron beam was
scanned in a vertical line across the regrowth interface to create a relative concentration profile,
as shown in Figure 1. Several EDS scans were performed in different positions across each NW
cross-section, with similar results. The average results from each growth run are summarized in Table 1.
Growth run S1 showed EDS signals associated with Al and O, each reaching its maximum at the regrowth
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interface. S2 also showed evidence of interfacial Al and O, but at lower levels than S1. S3 showed no EDS
signals above the background for either Al or O. There was no apparent difference between the Al and O
levels in EDS scans performed at the root of IDs and those performed in non-ID interface regions.

In addition to EDS scans of the NW/ buffer regrowth interface, similar measurements were
performed across the interface between the SiN mask and the GaN thin film buffer layer in growth
runs S1 and S2. Interestingly, each of these measurements showed a substantial EDS signal from O,
but did not show measurable Al under the SiN mask to within the EDS chemical sensitivity (which is
on the order of 1 to 2 atomic %). Note that the EDS measurements performed here are not referenced
to a composition standard and should be treated as qualitative.
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Figure 1. Typical bright-field STEM images and EDS line scan data from the regrowth interface of nanowires
in growth runs S1, S2, and S3. The scale bars are 100 nm. The vertical lines running through the NWs are
polarity inversion domains, as verified by direct lattice imaging. The arrow overlaying each STEM image
depicts an example EDS line scan location. Data from one such EDS scan are plotted below each image;
additional scans with similar results were taken at multiple positions across each NW.

Table 1. Summary of TEM and L-APT measurements of the regrowth interface in three different
selective-area nanowire growth runs, plus the SiN mask region from sample S1. Each acid treatment
was applied prior to NW growth. The TEM EDS counts per second above background represent
an average of the maximum background-corrected counts in several EDS line scans of 4 or 5 NWs
(or multiple locations in the SiN mask region). The L-APT ideal c-plane monolayer fraction (fML) results
are from one regrowth interface sample each.

Sample Description Acid
Treatment

Approximate # of Visible
Inversion Domains per

NW Cross Section

TEM EDS
Counts per

Second

Estimated fML
by L-APT

Al O Al O

S1: NW/GaN buffer
interface

HF
vapor 25+ 11 6 0.11 0.12

S2: NW/GaN buffer
interface

HF
vapor 2 to 4 3 3 0.05 0.09

S3: NW/GaN buffer
interface HCl dip 0 to 1 0 0 0 0.05

S1-m: SiN mask/GaN
buffer interface – – 0 5 0 0.14
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3.2. Atom Probe Tomography Characterization

The L-APT reconstruction from a region of interest (ROI) around the regrowth interface in a
S1 NW is shown in Figure 2b. As is typical in a GaN L-APT spectrum [16], peaks due to H, Ga, N,
and related molecules are present. In addition, mass spectrum peaks associated with Al in the 1+, 2+,
and 3+ charge states are present, as well as a peak at 16 Da that is likely due to O+. Peaks consistent
with AlN+, AlO2+, and NO2+ were also identified, as shown in Figure 2c. It is worth noting that there
is no evidence of carbon or hydrocarbon compounds. Along the c-axis, the likely Al and O-related
species are highly localized near the regrowth interface. The radial distributions, by contrast, appear
to be random and uniform, with no evidence of significant clustering in the {0001} plane.
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Figure 2. (a) FESEM image of L-APT nanowire regrowth interface sample from growth run S1 after
FIB lift-out and annular milling; (b) Reconstructed positions of L-APT detector hits from mass
spectrum peaks hypothesized to be due to Al, O, and related molecular species in the S1 sample.
The reconstruction is limited to a region of interest (ROI) near the regrowth interface. The reconstructed
positions of likely Ga atoms are also shown for comparison; (c) Accumulated mass spectrum histogram
from the ROI (including background signal), showing the peaks hypothesized to be related to Al and O.

In order to estimate the magnitude of the contamination, it is useful to express the approximate
quantities of Al and O in each sample as fractions of an ideal c-plane monolayer. It should be
emphasized that calculating the ideal monolayer fraction neither implies nor requires that the regrowth
interface is actually a single pristine c-plane. In fact, there is a spread of approximately 2 nm in the
reconstructed axial positions of Al, O, and related species near the interface, which may be due to
non-zero roughness of the GaN buffer surface, to diffusion of Al and O during nanowire growth,
or simply to artifacts introduced by the atom probe reconstruction process. Because it ignores these
ambiguities in the actual spatial distributions of the contaminants, the ideal monolayer fraction fML is
a useful metric for comparing contamination levels across samples. It is estimated by

fML ≈ NAPT a2 cos(30◦)
ηAPT π r2n

, (1)

where NAPT is the total number of Al or O atoms detected in the reconstructed interface region
(including those that are part of molecular species), ηAPT is the approximate ion detection efficiency in
L-APT (assumed here to be 50%), a is the wurtzite GaN a lattice parameter (~0.319 nm), r is the radius
of the cone-shaped L-APT specimen at the regrowth interface (measured by SEM), and n is the number
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of Ga (or N, depending on the terminating layer) c-plane surface atoms in one primitive unit cell (n = 1).
Here, the “reconstructed interface region” was defined to be within ± 5 nm along the c-axis from the
approximate center of the visible interface layer. All atomic counts were background-corrected by
use of the default local range-assisted model in the IVAS™ reconstruction software, version 3.6.14
(Cameca, Madison, WI, USA; reference to a commercial product is included for informational purposes
only, and does not constitute endorsement by NIST).

The estimated ideal monolayer fractions for Al and O are summarized in Table 1, and are consistent
with the STEM EDS data. The NW regrowth interface in growth run S1 showed significantly more Al
and O than S2. S3 showed no evidence of Al, and showed substantially reduced O compared to the
other two growth runs. In addition to the nanowire regrowth interface measurements, an additional
set of L-APT measurements was collected from the interface between the SiN mask and the GaN
thin film buffer from growth run S1. L-APT showed significant O at the SiN/GaN interface, but no
evidence of Al contamination.

It should be emphasized that the uncertainty in these L-APT fML estimates has not been quantified,
but is undoubtedly large. One significant source of uncertainty is the ambiguous identification of
L-APT mass spectrum peaks. For example, some or all of the ions attributed to O+ at 16 Da could
alternatively be attributed to NH2

+. O+ was chosen as the most likely identity of ions detected at
16 Da because of their highly localized location near the regrowth interface, and because TEM EDS
independently detected oxygen at the regrowth interfaces in all cases except for S3. However, it is
possible that the oxygen fML has been substantially overestimated due to contributions from complexes
such as NH2

+; in the limiting case where all of the O+ is reassigned to NH2
+ and all of the NO+ is

reassigned to N2H2
+, the oxygen fML becomes 0.01 in S1, 0.004 in S2, and 0.0 in both S3 and S1-m

(the SiN mask region). Other sources of error, such as detector dead time effects [17], may also influence
the relative compositional measurements. As such, the L-APT fML estimates should be viewed as
somewhat qualitative.

4. Discussion

There are several important caveats to keep in mind before drawing any firm conclusions from
these results about the relationship between regrowth interface contamination and the formation of
IDs. First of all, the sample size is small, due to the time-intensive nature of L-APT and TEM EDS.
Secondly, the uncertainty in each of these L-APT and TEM EDS composition measurements has not
been quantified. Finally, there are many different factors besides contamination that can influence
inversion domain formation [18–20].

Nevertheless, the data summarized in Table 1 show an apparent correlation between the number
of inversion domains and the amount of Al and/or O contamination at the regrowth interface.
This suggests a causal relationship; indeed, Al2O3 has been used in the past to intentionally switch
the polarity of GaN [21]. Here, the Al and O contamination constitutes much less than a complete
monolayer, suggesting that even a relatively minor quantity of interface contamination can influence
the formation of IDs. Al and O were the only contaminants observed in this study, so it is not clear
whether ID formation is particular to these species, or whether sub-monolayer contamination by
species such as Si or C would have a similar effect.

Achieving a pristine regrowth interface is challenging in a selective-area-growth process due to
the numerous opportunities for contamination during ex-situ substrate processing. In our case, oxygen
contamination may be due to air exposure and/or to the O2 RIE plasma cleaning step. The source
of the Al contamination is less obvious. However, the fact that Al is not present at the SiN/GaN
interface in the S1 and S2 mask regions narrows down the possibilities, because it shows that the Al
contamination must have occurred after the SiN mask was deposited and etched. As such, we can rule
out Al contamination during the GaN buffer growth process. One possible culprit is the O2 RIE plasma
cleaning step; the RIE chamber has an aluminum electrode, and it is possible that a small amount of
unintentional sputtering of Al onto the substrate occurred.
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It is curious that S1 and S2 show substantially different levels of contamination, despite the fact
that the growth runs were subjected to nominally identical ex-situ processing steps. This indicates
that some subtle variation in processing conditions was sufficient to substantially impact the relative
contamination level. Uncontrolled factors, such as the aggregate effect of processes performed by
other users of the O2 RIE system over time or the precise placement of the wafer in the RIE chamber,
may play a role in determining the amount of contamination. Hence, while the absence of Al and the
reduced O in S3 suggest that an HCl-based treatment may be effective at removing such contamination
prior to regrowth, we cannot rule out the possibility that the reduction in contamination in S3 is due to
an unknown fluctuation in a prior processing step.

5. Conclusions

In summary, we have used L-APT and TEM to characterize the NW regrowth interface in NWs
grown by selective area MBE. TEM imaging revealed inversion domain defects in the NWs, the number
of which varied substantially between growth runs. Both STEM EDS and L-APT independently
identified Al and O contamination localized at the regrowth interface in two of the three growth runs
examined, with no evidence of C or other contaminants. The Al and O concentrations were each
estimated to be on the order of 11% of an ideal c-plane monolayer in the most severely contaminated
growth run, which was also the growth run with the highest density of inversion domain defects.
The growth run in which the pre-regrowth HF vapor etch was replaced by HCl showed no measurable
Al, and the lowest level of O contamination. In addition, some of the NWs in the HCl-treated growth
run turned out to be free of inversion domain defects. These results are consistent with the hypothesis
that sub-monolayer Al and O contamination at the regrowth interface contribute to the formation of
inversion domain defects.
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