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INDIUM GALLIUM NITRIDE SMOOTHING 
STRUCTURES FOR III-NITRIDE DEVICES 

BACKGROUND 

[0001] Semiconductor light-emitting diodes (LEDs) are 
among the most efficient light sources currently available. 
Materials systems currently of interest in the manufacture of 
high-brightness LEDs capable of operation across the visible 
spectrum are Group III-V semiconductors, particularly 
binary, ternary, and quaternary alloys of gallium, aluminum, 
indium, and nitrogen, also referred to as III-nitride materials. 
Typically, III-nitride layers are epitaxially groWn on sap 
phire, silicon carbide, or gallium nitride substrates. Sapphire 
substrates are often used, despite their poor structural and 
thermal match With III-nitride layers, because of sapphire’s 
Wide availability, hexagonal symmetry, and ease of handling 
and pregroWth cleaning. See, for example, S. Strite and H. 
Morkoc, GaN, AIN, and MN. A review, J. Vac. Sci. Technol. 
B 10(4), July/August 1992, p. 1237. 

[0002] To ensure LEDs With good performance, e.g., high 
brightness, high efficiency, or high reliability devices, the 
properties of layer interfaces must be carefully considered. 
Of particular interest are the layer interfaces beloW and 
Within the active region. The quality of layer interfaces is 
controlled by the condition of the groWth surface on Which 
successive layers are deposited. Among conditions that lead 
to poor groWth surface quality are substrate surface clean 
liness, substrate surface misorientation, poor groWth condi 
tions, and impurities. 

[0003] One method to achieve smooth GaN surface mor 
phology is to groW a thick layer of GaN at high temperature 
(approximately 1100° C.) and high group-V-to-group-III 
molar gas phase concentration ratios. GaN layers groWn in 
such a manner have a high lateral-to-vertical groWth rate 
ratio compared With GaN layers groWn under standard 
groWth conditions, alloWing the GaN layers to overgroW 
rough surfaces and provide a smooth surface for the groWth 
of subsequent device layers groWn on the GaN layer. HoW 
ever, in order to achieve a smooth, planar surface, GaN 
layers groWn in this manner must be thick and require a long 
groWth time. Further, In-containing active regions in an LED 
or laser diode may require surface smoothness conditions 
that differ from conditions that can be provided by the 
above-described method. 

SUMMARY 

[0004] In accordance With the invention, a smoothing 
structure containing indium to prepare for active region 
groWth is formed betWeen the substrate and the active region 
of a III-nitride light emitting device. In some embodiments, 
the smoothing structure is separated from the active region 
by a spacer layer, and the smoothing structure is at least 200 
angstroms thick and Within 0.5 microns of the active region. 
In a ?rst embodiment, the smoothing structure is a single 
layer that is more heavily doped than the spacer layer. In a 
second embodiment, the spacer layer is thinner than a barrier 
layer in the active region of the device. In a third embodi 
ment, a smoothing layer is used in combination With a 
misoriented substrate. The smoothing structures of the 
present invention may improve the surface characteristics of 
the layers groWn over the smoothing structure, particularly 
the active region. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0005] FIG. 1 illustrates an LED With a smoothing layer 
and a spacer layer in accordance With the present invention. 

[0006] FIG. 2 illustrates an LED With the n-contact 
formed on the smoothing layer. 

[0007] FIG. 3 illustrates the conduction band edge energy 
of the layers of the device illustrated in FIG. 1. 

[0008] FIG. 4 illustrates the active region, spacer layer, 
and smoothing layer of one embodiment of the invention. 

[0009] FIG. 5 illustrates an LED With a graded smoothing 
region. 
[0010] FIG. 6A illustrates the indium composition of 
devices With and Without compositional grading in the 
smoothing region. 
[0011] FIG. 6B illustrates the dopant concentration of 
devices With and Without dopant concentration grading in 
the smoothing region. 

[0012] FIG. 6C illustrates six examples of grading pro 
?les. 

[0013] FIG. 7 illustrates a compositional superlattice 
smoothing structure. 

[0014] FIG. 8 illustrates an example of the n-type region 
of FIGS. 1, 2 and 5. 

[0015] FIG. 9 illustrates the relative external quantum 
ef?ciency of devices With and Without a smoothing layer. 

[0016] FIG. 10 illustrates the relative external quantum 
efficiency of devices With and Without a smoothing layer. 

[0017] FIGS. 11A and 11B illustrate atomic force micro 
scope surface micrographs of III-nitride LED multiple quan 
tum Well active regions. 

[0018] FIG. 12 illustrates a display device incorporating 
LEDs according to embodiments of the present invention. 

[0019] FIG. 13 illustrates the relative external quantum 
efficiency of devices With a smoothing layer combined With 
an intentionally misoriented substrate. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[0020] According to the present invention, a smoothing 
structure containing indium is incorporated into a III-nitride 
device in order to groW III-nitride epitaxial layers With 
desirable surface characteristics. In some embodiments, a 
spacer layer separates the smoothing structure from the 
active region. III-nitride semiconductor layers as used herein 
refers to compounds represented by the general formula 
AlXGayIn1_X_yN (Oéxé 1, Oéyé 1, 0§x+y§ 1), Which may 
further contain group III elements such as boron and thal 
lium and in Which some of the nitrogen may be replaced by 
phosphorus, arsenic, antimony, or bismuth. 

[0021] FIG. 1 illustrates a cross section of a III-nitride 
LED including a smoothing structure that is a single layer. 
An n-type region 12 is formed on a substrate 11 such as 
sapphire. The smoothing layer 14 is formed over n-type 
region 12. The smoothing layer is typically an n-type layer 
located beneath the active region, When vieWing the LED 
With the substrate as the loWest layer, Within 5000 angstroms 
of the active region. The smoothing layer can have a 
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thickness ranging from about 200 angstroms to several 
microns. Smoothing layer 14 has a loWer indium composi 
tion than active region 16. Typically, smoothing layer 14 is 
an InGaN layer containing 2-12% indium. In a preferred 
embodiment, the smoothing layer contains 2 to 6% indium. 

[0022] A spacer layer 15 separates active region 16 from 
smoothing layer 14. Spacer layer 15 typically does not 
contain In and may be, for eXample, GaN or AlGaN. Active 
region 16 is typically a multiple quantum Well structure of 
AlInGaN or InGaN, With an indium composition betWeen 5 
and 50% and an aluminum composition betWeen 0 and 50%. 
Ap-type region 17 is formed over the active region. P-con 
tact 19 is formed on the upper surface of p-type region 17, 
and an n-contact 18 is formed on an exposed portion of 
n-type region 12. Alternatively, n-contact 18 is formed on an 
eXposed portion of smoothing layer 14, as illustrated in FIG. 
2. 

[0023] FIG. 3 illustrates the relative position of the con 
duction bandedge energy of the layers of the device illus 
trated in FIG. 1. As illustrated in FIG. 3, since smoothing 
layer 14 contains indium, it has a bandgap that is less than 
n-type region 12 and spacer layer 15. The bandgap of 
smoothing layer 14 is greater than the bandgap of active 
region 16. The high bandgap and small thickness of spacer 
layer 15 minimiZes absorption in the spacer layer of light 
emitted from the active region. The higher bandgap of the 
smoothing layer 14 than the active region reduces absorption 
of light emitted from the active region in the smoothing 
layer. 

[0024] In a ?rst embodiment of the invention, the smooth 
ing layer is more heavily doped than the spacer layer. The 
smoothing layer is doped With, for example, Si to a con 
centration betWeen 2e17 cm-3 and 2e19 cm_3. In the ?rst 
embodiment, the spacer layer is n-type and doped With, for 
eXample, Si to a concentration betWeen undoped and 2e18 
cm_3. In the ?rst embodiment, the spacer layer has a 
thickness ranging from about 10 angstroms to 1 micron, With 
a typical thickness of 150 to 200 angstroms. GroWth of the 
spacer layer alloWs the groWth conditions, eg temperature, 
to be adjusted from the groWth conditions of the smoothing 
layer to the groWth conditions of the active region. The 
thickness of the spacer layer is optimiZed to be thick enough 
to stabiliZe groWth conditions during fabrication for groWth 
of the active region, and thin enough to not diminish the 
bene?cial effects of the smoothing layer on the surface 
characteristics of the semiconductor layers groWn over the 
smoothing layer. 

[0025] The spacer layer of the ?rst embodiment has a 
dopant concentration loWer than n-type region 12, thus the 
spacer layer is a more resistive layer that can help to spread 
current evenly into the active region, preventing current 
from croWding in the shortest paths betWeen the n-contact 
and the p-contact. The thickness of the spacer layer is 
selected based on the dopant concentration in the spacer 
layer such that the spacer layer does not signi?cantly add to 
the forWard voltage of the device. 

[0026] FIG. 4 illustrates the active region, spacer layer, 
and smoothing layer of a second embodiment of the inven 
tion. The active region 16 of the device is typically a 
multiple quantum Well structure, With at least one barrier 
layer 51 separating tWo or more Well layers 50. Though four 
Wells and three barriers are illustrated, the active region can 
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have more or feWer Well layers and barrier layers, or be a 
single quantum Well active region. In the second embodi 
ment, the spacer layer 15 is thinner than the thickness of a 
barrier layer. Barrier layers 51 can range in thickness from 
25 angstroms to one micron, and are typically about 100 to 
150 angstroms thick. Thus, in the second embodiment, the 
spacer layer typically has a thickness ranging from about ten 
angstroms to about 150 angstroms. Forming a spacer layer 
that is thinner than the barrier layers in the active region is 
bene?cial because as the spacer layer gets thicker, the 
smoothing layer underlying the spacer layer may be less able 
to in?uence the surface characteristics of layers groWn over 
the smoothing layer. 

[0027] In a third embodiment, a smoothing structure is 
incorporated into a device groWn on a miscut substrate. Such 
devices may shoW a further improvement in device perfor 
mance. Miscut substrates are prepared such that the ?rst 
surface upon Which groWth is initiated deviates in orienta 
tion by a small angle from a major crystallographic plane, 
for eXample the (0001) c-plane of sapphire. Miscut sub 
strates have been used in several materials systems, includ 
ing III-nitrides, for different purposes. HoWever, in accor 
dance With the present invention, the combination of miscut 
substrates With a smoothing layer may result in a larger 
improvement in device performance than either taken alone, 
as illustrated in FIG. 13. The magnitude of the miscut is 
important When the combination of smoothing layers and 
miscut substrates is implemented. In general, We anticipate 
that there is an optimal miscut angle, Which depends on the 
smoothing layer thickness, composition, and the dopant 
concentration of the n-type region. The optimal miscut angle 
may also depend on groWth conditions. In principle, the 
combination of smoothing layers With miscut substrates is 
effective for all substrates, including sapphire, silicon car 
bide, and GaN. Improved device performance has been 
observed in devices groWn on miscut sapphire substrates 
ranging from 0.2 to 2 degrees off the (0001) c-plane of 
sapphire. 
[0028] A fourth embodiment of the device is illustrated in 
FIG. 5. In the fourth embodiment, the smoothing structure 
is a graded smoothing region 60. Graded smoothing region 
60 may have a graded composition, such as indium com 
position or aluminum composition, a graded dopant concen 
tration, or both a graded composition and a graded dopant 
concentration. Devices incorporating a graded smoothing 
region 60 may or may not include a spacer layer of constant 
composition and constant dopant concentration betWeen the 
graded smoothing region and the active region. In combi 
nation With a graded smoothing region, the spacer layer may 
be, for eXample, doped or undoped GaN, AlGaN, InGaN, or 
AlInGaN. Typically, some portion of the graded smoothing 
region contains indium. 

[0029] As used herein, the term “graded smoothing 
region” is meant to encompass any structure that achieves a 
change in composition and/or dopant concentration in any 
manner other than a single step in composition and/or 
dopant concentration. In one eXample, the graded smoothing 
region is a stack of layers, each of the layers having a 
different composition and/or dopant concentration than 
either layer adjacent to it. If the layers are of resolvable 
thickness, the graded smoothing region is knoWn as a 
step-graded or indeX-graded region. In the limit Where the 
thickness of individual layers approaches Zero, the graded 
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smoothing region is known as a continuously-graded region. 
The layers making up the graded smoothing region can be 
arranged to form a variety of pro?les in composition and/or 
dopant concentration versus thickness, including, but not 
limited to, linear grades, parabolic grades, and poWer-laW 
grades. Also, graded smoothing regions are not limited to a 
single grading pro?le, but may include portions With differ 
ent grading pro?les and one or more portions With substan 
tially constant composition and/or dopant concentration 
regions. 
[0030] FIG. 6A illustrates the indium composition of the 
layers of a device With no compositional grading and ?ve 
devices having indium-composition grading in graded 
smoothing region 60 of FIG. 5. Device A is the device 
illustrated in FIGS. 1 and 2. In device A, n-type region 12 
has no indium, smoothing layer 14 contains some indium, 
spacer layer 15 has no indium, and the active region has 
several indium rich Well layers. 

[0031] Devices B, C, and D each have a graded indium 
composition in the smoothing region and a spacer layer of 
constant composition separating the graded smoothing 
region from the active region. In device B, n-type region 12 
contains no indium. In graded smoothing region 60, the 
indium composition is gradually increased through smooth 
ing region 60. The indium composition can be increased, for 
eXample, by gradually increasing the ratio of the How rate of 
indium-containing precursor gases to the How rate of gal 
lium-containing precursor gases during groWth, or by gradu 
ally loWering the groWth temperature While keeping the ratio 
of the flow rates of indium- and gallium-containing precur 
sor gases constant. In device C, the indium composition is 
?rst abruptly increased, then gradually decreased through 
graded smoothing region 60. The indium composition can be 
decreased, for eXample, by gradually decreasing the ratio of 
the How rate of indium-containing precursor gases to the 
How rate of gallium-containing precursor gases during 
groWth, and/or by gradually raising the groWth temperature. 
The indium composition may vary in devices B and C, for 
eXample, from 0% to about 12%. Spacer layer 15 is adjacent 
to the active region and contains little or no indium. In 
device D, the indium composition is increased in a ?rst 
portion of graded smoothing region 60, then held constant 
through a second portion of the graded smoothing region. 

[0032] Devices E and F do not have a constant composi 
tion and dopant concentration spacer layer adjacent to the 
active region. Devices that do not incorporate a spacer layer 
do not necessarily have thicker graded smoothing regions 60 
than devices that do incorporate spacer layers. In device E, 
a loWer portion of graded smoothing region 60 has a 
constant indium composition. The composition of indium in 
the upper portion of the smoothing region is then reduced, 
for example, from about 12% in the loWer portion of the 
smoothing region to about 0% in the portion of the smooth 
ing region adjacent to the active region. As described above, 
the composition of indium in the graded smoothing region is 
reduced by decreasing the ratio of the How rate of indium 
containing precursor gases to the How rate of gallium 
containing precursor gases during groWth and/or by raising 
the temperature during groWth. In device F, a ?rst portion of 
the graded smoothing region has an increasing composition 
of indium, a second portion has a constant indium compo 
sition, then a third portion has a decreasing composition of 
indium. 
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[0033] The devices illustrated in FIG. 6A are merely 
eXamples of compositional grading possible in graded 
smoothing region 60, and are not intended to represent all 
the Ways that the composition in these layers may be graded 
in accordance With the invention. Many other compositional 
grading schemes are possible, as is apparent to one skilled 
in the art. For example, compositional grading need not be 
linear, it can be, for eXample, parabolic. Further, any of the 
compositional grading schemes described above can be 
implemented With or Without spacer layers, and With or 
Without dopant concentration grading or composition grad 
ing of group III elements other than indium. 

[0034] Compositional grading as described above in ref 
erence to FIG. 6A may offer several advantages. Graded 
composition regions can be used to engineer the band 
structure of the device, both by grading band gap and 
pieZoelectric charge betWeen adjacent layers. Graded com 
position regions also eliminate the need for groWth inter 
ruptions to change process conditions betWeen adjacent 
layers, since the process conditions such as reactor tempera 
ture and precursor gas ?oW rate can be adjusted gradually 
through the graded region. GroWth interruptions may cause 
impurity accumulation, crystal defect formation, and surface 
etching at the interfaces betWeen layers, so the removal of 
groWth interruptions via graded regions not only simpli?es 
the groWth process, but improves device performance by 
eliminating problems at interfaces that can reduce carrier 
con?nement and ef?ciently trap carriers. The composition 
ally graded smoothing region should be designed for mini 
mal absorption of light emitted by the active region. Pref 
erably, the minimum bandgap energy Within the smoothing 
region should be larger than the photon energy of light 
emitted from the active region. 

[0035] In addition to or instead of grading composition, 
the dopant concentration in smoothing region 60 may be 
graded. FIG. 6B illustrates a device With no dopant con 
centration grading and ?ve devices With dopant concentra 
tion grading. Device A is a device such as that described in 
the ?rst embodiment. N-type region 12 is highly doped, 
smoothing layer 14 is doped less than n-type region 12, and 
spacer layer 15 is doped less than smoothing layer 14. Each 
of n-type region 12, smoothing layer 14, and spacer layer 15 
have a substantially uniform dopant concentration. 

[0036] In device B, n-type region 12 has a uniform dopant 
concentration, then the dopant concentration is gradually 
reduced through graded smoothing region 60. Device B 
includes a spacer layer 15 of constant dopant concentration 
betWeen the graded smoothing region 60 and the active 
region (not shoWn). In devices C, D, E, and F, no spacer 
layer separates graded smoothing region 60 from the active 
region (not shoWn). In device C, the concentration of dopant 
is abruptly reduced, then gradually increased through graded 
smoothing region 60. In device D, the concentration of 
dopant is ?rst gradually reduced in a ?rst portion of the 
smoothing region, then held constant through a second 
portion of the graded smoothing region adjacent to the active 
region. In device E, the dopant concentration is ?rst abruptly 
reduced, then held constant in a ?rst portion of the smooth 
ing region, then gradually increased through a second por 
tion of the smoothing region adjacent to the active region. In 
device F, the dopant concentration is gradually reduced in a 
?rst portion of the smoothing region, then held constant in 
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a second portion of the smoothing region, then gradually 
increased in a third portion of the smoothing region adjacent 
to the active region. 

[0037] The devices illustrated in FIG. 6B are merely 
examples of dopant concentration grading possible in graded 
smoothing region 60, and are not intended to represent all 
the Ways that the dopant concentration in these layers may 
be graded in accordance With the invention. For example, 
the dopant concentration need not be linear as illustrated in 
FIG. 6B. Also, any of the dopant concentration grading 
schemes described above can be implemented With or With 
out spacer layers, and With or Without compositional grad 
ing. Grading the dopant concentration in graded smoothing 
layer 60 may offer advantages, such as process simpli?ca 
tion or compensation of pieZoelectric charge to reduce the 
forWard voltage of the LED or laser diode. 

[0038] FIG. 6C illustrates six examples of possible grad 
ing pro?les. The grading pro?les illustrated in FIGS. 6A 
and 6B need not be linear, as shoWn in grading pro?le A of 
FIG. 6C. The grading pro?les can also be nonlinear mono 
tonic pro?les, such as the parabolic pro?le illustrated in 
grading pro?le B or the stepped pro?le illustrated in grading 
pro?le C. 
[0039] Alternatively, the grading pro?les can be superlat 
tice structures that are not monotonic, as illustrated in 
grading pro?les D, E, and F. In graded superlattices, the 
layers making up the graded smoothing region alternate 
systematically in a fashion such that the moving average 
composition and/or dopant concentration of the layers varies 
along the thickness of the graded smoothing region in a 
manner similar to that described above for non-superlattice 
regions. Superlattice grading pro?les E and F are appropri 
ate for composition grading, and pro?les D, E, and F are 
appropriate for dopant concentration grading. In superlat 
tices D, E, and F, sets of layers With different grading pro?les 
alternate. The layer sets are arbitrarily named “1” and “2” in 
grading pro?les D, E, and F. In pro?le D, the dopant 
concentration increases in the ?rst set of layers (labeled “1”). 
The layers in the ?rst set alternate With layers in the second 
set of layers (labeled “2”) Which have a constant dopant 
concentration. In pro?le E, the dopant concentration or 
indium composition increases in both the ?rst and second set 
of layers. HoWever, the layers in the ?rst set increase over a 
different composition or dopant concentration range than the 
layers in the second set, thus the overall structure is not 
monotonic. In pro?le F, the dopant concentration or indium 
composition decreases in the ?rst set of layers, and increases 
in the second set of layers. 

[0040] In a ?fth embodiment of the invention, the smooth 
ing structure is a compositional superlattice, ie a stack of 
alternating thin layers of GaN-based materials With different 
compositions. FIG. 7 illustrates a smoothing superlattice in 
accordance With the ?fth embodiment. The superlattice is 
made up of alternating layers 14a and 14b of high indium 
composition materials and loW indium composition materi 
als. High In composition layers 14a are, for example, about 
10 to about 30 angstroms thick and have an indium com 
position betWeen about 3 and 12%. LoW In composition 
layers 14b are, for example, about 30 to about 100 angstroms 
thick and have an indium composition betWeen about 0 and 
6%. 

[0041] In some embodiments, a device may incorporate 
several smoothing layers in order to achieve the desired 
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surface smoothness. FIG. 8 illustrates one example of 
n-type region 12 of FIGS. 1, 2, and 5 in more detail. N-type 
region 12 can include a nucleation layer 12a formed over 
substrate 11. An undoped GaN layer 12b With a thickness of 
about 0.5 pm overlays nucleation layer 12a. Doped GaN 
layers 12c and 12d overlay undoped layer 12b. Layer 12c is 
a moderately doped GaN layer With a thickness of about 1 
pm and an n-type dopant concentration of about 1e18 cm_3. 
Layer 12d is a more heavily doped layer contact layer With 
a thickness of about 2 pm and an n-type dopant concentra 
tion of about 1e19 cm_3. Additional indium-containing 
smoothing structures may be positioned betWeen layers 12a 
and 12b, betWeen layers 12b and 12c, and betWeen layers 
12c and 12d, or Within any of the layers. In embodiments 
incorporating multiple smoothing layers at interfaces 
betWeen layers or Within the layers of the device, at least 100 
angstroms of III-nitride material preferably separates the 
smoothing layers. 

[0042] The device illustrated in FIG. 1 may be fabricated 
by ?rst polishing substrate 11, such as SiC, sapphire, GaN, 
or any other suitable substrate, on one or both sides then 
preparing the substrate for groWth With various cleans. 
GaN-based semiconductor layers 12, 14, 15, 16, and 17 are 
then epitaxially groWn on substrate 11 through metal-or 
ganic chemical vapor deposition, molecular beam epitaxy, or 
another epitaxial technique. The substrate is placed in a 
reactor and precursor gases, such as tri-methyl gallium and 
ammonia, are introduced Which react at the surface of the 
substrate to form GaN. First, a III-nitride nucleation layer 
such as Al, GaN, or InGaN may be groWn over substrate 11. 
N-type region 12 doped With, for example, Si, Ge, or O, is 
then fabricated over the nucleation layer. N-type region 12 
is typically formed at about 1050° C. 

[0043] Smoothing layer 14 according to the ?rst, second, 
or third embodiment may be formed by, for example, 
removing the tri-methyl gallium from the reactor, then 
introducing tri-methyl indium, tri-ethyl gallium, and ammo 
nia into the reactor. Smoothing layer 14 is groWn at a loWer 
temperature than the n-type region (groWn at about 1050° 
C.) and at a higher temperature than the active region (groWn 
betWeen 700 and 900° C.), for example 960° C. Formation 
of the smoothing layer at a higher temperature than the 
active region typically results in better surface characteris 
tics of the smoothing layer, and therefore of the layers groWn 
over the smoothing layer. After smoothing layer groWth is 
?nished, the indium-containing gas is removed, and GaN or 
AlGaN spacer layer 15 is formed. The ?rst part of spacer 
layer 15 is fabricated While loWering the temperature from 
the smoothing layer groWth temperature to the active region 
groWth temperature, typically betWeen 700 and 900° C. The 
second part of spacer layer 15 is fabricated at the active 
region groWth temperature to stabiliZe the groWth tempera 
ture for active region groWth. 

[0044] Graded smoothing regions according to the fourth 
embodiment of the invention are groWn by altering the 
process conditions described above, as described in refer 
ence to FIGS. 6A and 6B. For example, an indium-com 
position graded smoothing region can be groWn by gradually 
changing the temperature and/or the ratio of the How rates of 
the indium-containing precursor gas to gallium-containing 
precursor gas during groWth. A dopant concentration graded 
region can be groWn by gradually changing the ratio of How 








