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Abstract — This article reports trap-related forward conduction instability of GaN quasi-vertical p-i-n diodes grown
on a Si substrate. Three hole traps with activation energies
of 0.38, 0.60, and 0.70 eV together with one electron trap
with an energy level of 0.26 eV under the conduction band
were revealed by deep-level transient spectroscopy (DLTS).
Pulsed I–V measurements were performed on a device
whose traps were prefilled. The rest time durations and
OFF-state bias levels and periods were varied to investigate
the forward I–V recovery phenomenon, which was highly
correlated with the carrier detrapping process inside the
device. The detrapping process could be greatly accelerated
by a reverse bias or a lifted temperature. An “on-the-fly”
resistance characterization was carried out to study the
time-dependent carrier release process using short positive voltage pulses. The device was further submitted to
switch-on transient assessment to investigate the timeresolved dynamic RON evolution. The initial dynamic RON
ratio was proportional to the reverse bias level and duration and was gradually decreased after continuous carrier
injection until the trapping effects were overwhelmed. With
a forward voltage slightly higher than the threshold voltage,
it took dozens of milliseconds for the dynamic RON to be
equal to its static counterpart. It was found that at 350 K,
the ON-resistance ratio could reach unit more rapidly than
the room temperature case, indicating mitigation of current
collapse of p-i-n diodes and their great potential for hightemperature switching applications.
Index Terms — Conduction instability, deep-level transient spectroscopy (DLTS) measurement, dynamic RON ,
GaN quasi-vertical p-i-n diodes, pulsed measurements, trap
effects.

I. I NTRODUCTION

W

URTZITE GaN semiconductors have attracted
considerable research interest for next-generation
optoelectronic [1], [2] and electronic devices [3]–[5], due to
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their large energy bandgap, high critical electrical field, and
high electron mobility [6], [7]. For example, AlGaN/GaNbased HEMTs have been regarded as a promising candidate
for high-power high-frequency switching applications. In the
past decade, there have also been extensive research efforts
in the development of GaN p-i-n diodes which feature high
breakdown voltage with a small device footprint, outstanding
forward conduction capability, and low reverse leakage
current [8]–[16].
So far, GaN-based p-i-n diodes have been successfully
reported for a variety of substrates, including GaN [8],
[10], [14]–[16], SiC [17], sapphire [18], [19], and Si substrates [9], [11]–[13], [20]. GaN p-i-n diodes with excellent breakdown voltage of up to several kilovolts have been
demonstrated using a thick drift layer [15]. Recently, a steady
progress has been reported for GaN p-i-n diodes grown on Si
substrates as the improvement of material growth techniques,
particularly the capability of growing thick GaN epitaxial
layers on Si substrates. With a 4-μm-thick drift layer, a breakdown voltage of 823 V has been demonstrated using GaN-onSi epitaxial layers [9]. Repeated breakdown capability has also
been reported for GaN p-i-n diodes on Si, suggesting their high
reliability and great potential for protection applications [21].
However, previous studies on GaN p-i-n diodes mostly
focused on reporting the steady-state performance of GaN
p-i-n diodes, while a systematic investigation of the dynamic
performance of GaN p-i-n diode is still missing. The
dynamic stability issue induced by carrier trapping/detrapping
process may lead to threshold voltage instability, dynamic
ON -resistance degradation, and so on. The dynamic stability
including current collapse phenomenon has been extensively
researched for GaN metal–insulator–semiconductor (MIS)
HEMT and could be a practical issue for real use of GaN
devices [22]–[34]. Different from the dynamic study of (MIS)
HEMT which was typically associated with the trapping
effects at the device surface, along the interface of AlGaN
and dielectric layer, or about electron injection from the
substrate [22], [24], [32]–[36], the study of GaN p-i-n diode
dynamic performance opened a path for directly pinpointing
the trap effects inside the GaN drift layer.
In this study, pulsed I –V measurements and deep-level
transient spectroscopy (DLTS) were performed on GaN p-i-n
diodes grown and fabricated on Si substrates. The impact
of idle time duration, reverse bias stress level, and period
on device forward conduction capability was quantitatively
investigated. Three hole trap levels and one electron trap level
were extracted from the capacitance-transient-based DLTS
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Fig. 2. (a) Forward and (b) reverse I–V characteristics of GaN-on-Si
quasi-vertical p-i-n diodes by the first scan and a follow-up second scan.

Fig. 1. (a) Schematic cross section of GaN-on-Si quasi-vertical p-i-n
diodes. (b) Forward and (c) reverse I–V characteristics of quasi-vertical
p-i-n diodes. Inset: an optical image of device under test with a mesa
diameter of 500 µm.

measurements. The measurement methods reported here could
also be useful for direct identification of traps in GaN layers
on Si without involvement of conductive substrate or dielectric
layers.

plasma (ICP) etching. A Ni/Au stack was deposited and
annealed to form ohmic contacts to the p-GaN. Subsequently,
a SiO2 layer was deposited by plasma-enhanced chemical
vapor deposition (PECVD) for device sidewall passivation and
the quasi-vertical device was finished by depositing Cr/Albased metal as electrodes.
DLTS measurements were directly performed on the diodes
on wafer from 150 to 350 K. Pulsed I –V measurements
were applied onto the device with various rest time durations,
OFF -state bias levels, and periods to investigate the carrier
detrapping process, in addition to “on-the-fly” resistance characterization. The device was further submitted to switch-on
transient assessment to investigate the role of trapping process
on dynamic RON . The above experiments were also implemented at 350 K to discuss the forward conduction instability
at a relatively higher temperature.

II. E XPERIMENTAL

III. R ESULTS AND D ISCUSSION

The sample used in this study was a GaN-based quasivertical p-i-n diode grown on a Si substrate by metal–organic
chemical vapor deposition (MOCVD) phase epitaxy. Fig. 1(a)
illustrates a schematic cross section of a fabricated p-i-n
structure on Si which starts from a 1.6-μm-thick graded
AlGaN and GaN buffer, followed by a 500-nm-thick Si-doped
n-GaN layer (electron concentration n = 1 × 1019 cm−3 ),
a 2-μm-thick undoped i-GaN layer (carrier concentration
on the order of 1016 cm−3 ), and a 500-nm-thick Mg-doped
p-GaN layer (hole concentration p = 2×1017 cm−3 at 300 K).
The device fabrication process began with mesa etching to
expose the n-GaN layer using Cl2 -based inductively coupled

Fig. 1(b) shows the forward current–voltage (I −V ) characteristics of the p-i-n device (mesa diameter = 500 μm) in
linear and log scales. Using the 1-A/cm2 standard, a typical
turn-on voltage was determined to be 3.3 V under dc condition
and an ideality factor n of 5.9 was extracted. Before the
turn-on voltage, a current ledge was observed due to relatively
short injected carrier lifetime, thus short diffusion length and
insufficient number of carriers stored in the drift layer, leading
to a gradual slope of the J –V graph. Beyond the turn-on
voltage, the forward current density was increased rapidly due
to the carrier injection into the drift layer, where conductivity
modulation was observed. When reverse biased, the leakage
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current was only −2 × 10−3 A/cm2 at −200 V. With a 2-μmthick undoped i-GaN layer, the quasi-vertical p-i-n rectifier
demonstrated a breakdown voltage (Vbr ) of about 380 V [see
Fig. 1(c)] using −1 A/cm2 as the breakdown criteria. It is
noted that the 500-μm device had nearly identical leakage
current density and breakdown voltage as those with smaller
dimensions, indicating uniform GaN crystalline quality and
leakage current originating from GaN thin film rather than the
sidewall surfaces [37].
Fig. 2(a) shows the forward characteristics of the GaN p-i-n
diodes upon two consecutive pulsed I –V sweep scans. The
first scan (from 0 to 4.5 V) was performed for a device which
had been rested for several hours; next, a follow-up second
scan was conducted on the same device. One may find the
threshold voltage was negatively shifted from 3.82 V in the
first scan to 3.52 V in the second scan.
Starting from the second scan, the consecutive I –V curves
were typically overlaid with each other. However, if the device
was rested for a sufficiently long time, for example, several
minutes, the I –V curve would be reversed to the one labeled as
the first scan in Fig. 2(a). The phenomenon suggested a carrier
trapping/detrapping process that the traps were filled in as the
injection of carriers (forward bias in the first scan), whereas
it took some time to detrap the carriers. Thus, in the second
scan, the injected carriers did not have to fill the traps before
they can contribute to the conduction that a smaller threshold
voltage was observed, compared with the virgin device status.
Fig. 2(b) shows that the reverse I –V characteristics were
kept unchanged for consecutive scans, with a leakage current
density of 10−4 A/cm2 at a reverse bias of −100 V.
The forward conduction curve shift suggested interaction between traps and injected carriers (both electrons and
holes) inside the diode, so the p-i-n diode was sent for
capacitance-transient-based DLTS measurements from 150 to
350 K. A representative DLTS spectrum recorded for a
500-μm-sample is displayed in Fig. 3(a). The DLTS signals [38], [39] revealed one majority carrier trap (electron
trap) labeled as E 1 with an activation energy of 0.26 eV at
200 K, and three minority carrier traps (hole traps) labeled
as H1 , H2 , and H3 with an activation energy of 0.38,
0.60, and 0.70 eV at 230, 310, and 340 K, respectively,
[see Fig. 3(b)]. Table I summarized the detailed information of four traps mentioned above. A separate capacitancetransient-based measurement indicated that the space charge
region width was slightly larger than 2 μm, suggesting that
the electrically active traps were mainly distributed in the
2-μm-thick drift layer. The extracted trap properties indicated
that both the electrons and the holes could be captured
simultaneously at forward conduction. The origin of traps
was probably related to the nitrogen vacancies existed in the
GaN-on-Si epitaxial layer [40], [41].
To investigate the overall influence of the carrier detrapping
process on forward conduction capability of the GaN p-i-n
diode, multiple consecutives pulsed I –V measurements with
various “rest time” durations in between were carried out,
as summarized in Fig. 4. In this experiment, the device was
preforward biased to inject carriers to the traps that the initial
state refers to a “filled” trap state. As shown in Fig. 4(a),

3

Fig. 3. (a) Typical capacitance-based DLTS spectrum for GaN-on-Si
quasi-vertical p-i-n diodes with the following parameters: Vp = 1.2 V, Vr =
−3 V, and tp = 100 ms, where Vp is the pulse voltage, Vr is the reverse
bias voltage, and tp is the pulsewidth. (b) Arrhenius plot of log(tau∗Vth ∗
Nc ) versus 1000/T for obtained majority and minority carrier traps of
GaN-on-Si quasi-vertical p-i-n diode.
TABLE I
E NERGY L EVELS , C APTURE C ROSS S ECTION , AND T RAP
C ONCENTRATION FOR THE D EVICE U NDER T EST

pulse-based I –V measurements were performed after a certain
amount of rest time from 2 to 25 s. The pulse voltage for
each measurement was set to increase from 0 to 4.5 V, with
pulsewidth and period of 1 and 5 ms, to minimize the thermal
influence.
In Fig. 4(b), it was found that with a 2-s rest time, the
forward I –V was positively shifted by 0.2 V, suggesting
the occurrence of carrier release from trapped states inside
the drift layer due to thermal emission. As the rest time
was extended, the threshold voltage was further positively
shifted continuously. When the rest time was set as 25 s,
a nearly complete natural recovery of I –V characteristic was
achieved, indicating that the detrapping process may take
dozens of seconds to finish.
In addition to the study on zero-volt rest time duration
effects, the influence of reverse bias on the recovery of forward
I –V characteristics to achieve fresh unfilled state has also
been studied [see Fig. 5(a)]. Again, the device was prebiased
to inject carriers to the traps that the initial state refers to a
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Fig. 4. (a) Schematic pulsed I–V measurement waveforms with various
rest time durations between each measurement session. (b) Forward I–V
characteristics at 300 K with various rest time durations.

Fig. 6. Voltage dependence of carrier emission time constants at 300 K,
obtained using the isothermal DLTS analysis mode with variable reverse
bias at (a) small reverse bias range from 0 to −20 V and (b) large
bias range from −90 to −100 V. (c) Schematic of the nonequilibrium
energy band diagram under reverse bias and related detrapping process
mechanism.

Fig. 5. (a) Schematic waveforms used in reverse bias/time-dependent
measurements. (b)–(d) Forward bias I–V characteristics at 300 K upon
application of −20, −60, and −100 V quiescent base voltage for various
time; the initial state refers to a “filled” trap state. (e) Forward bias I–V
characteristics upon applied reverse bias of −20, −60, and −100 V while
keeping OFF-state time 2 s.

“filled” trap state. As shown in Fig. 5(b)–(d), as the reverse
bias applied on the device after each injection period was
increased, the time it took for the p-i-n diode to complete the
recovery process to a fresh state was shortened. It suggested
that the carrier detrapping process could be accelerated as the
OFF -state bias level was enhanced.
The phenomenon is also illustrated in Fig. 5(e) that given a
fixed 2-s OFF-state duration, a reverse bias of −100 V resulted
in a further threshold voltage shift than the cases of −20 and
−60 V. In addition to a further positively shifted threshold
voltage, the forward current density of the “−100 V case” in

the high-level injection region was also slightly lower than the
other two cases, also indicating greater extent of trap depletion
assisted by the electrical field [42].
The electrical-field-dependent carrier release time constant
was also extracted by the capacitance-transient-based measurements, as shown in Fig. 6. It was found that the time constant
at relatively low reverse bias, namely, under −20 V, was 4.0 s
± 0.5 s [see Fig. 6(a)]. This agrees well with Fig. 5(b) that
the recovery process under low reverse bias was typically the
same as those without reverse bias [Fig. 4(b)].
The carrier detrapping time constant dropped with the
increase in the reverse bias. When VR was in the range of
−90 to −100 V, the time constant was measured to be 2.0 s
± 0.3 s, which matched well with the phenomenon shown in
Fig. 5(d) and (e).
Fig. 6(c) shows the nonequilibrium energy band diagram
under reverse bias, with three hole traps H1 (0.38 eV), H2
(0.60 eV), and H3 (0.70 eV) and one electron trap E 1 (0.26 eV)
illustrated. In the reverse bias condition, E Fn and E Fp were
separated from their equilibrium states that the electrons and
holes’ release process become a dominating mechanism. Once
the traps were depleted, when the diode was forward biased,
a portion of injected carriers have to fill the traps before
contributing to the conductive current.
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Fig. 7. (a) Comparison of the initial states at 350 and 300 K. (b) Forward
bias I–V characteristics upon applied reverse bias of −20 V quiescent
base voltage for various time at 350 K.

The forward conduction at a lifted temperature is shown
in Fig. 7. Fig. 7(a) shows a comparison of the initial states
at 350 and 300 K. At 350 K, the diffusion current ledge
level was slightly higher than the one at 300 K due to higher
intrinsic background carrier density inside the drift layer. Also,
the threshold voltage was 0.14 V lower than that at 300 K.
As shown in Fig. 7(b), at 350 K, only 0.15 V threshold voltage
shift was observed with a reverse bias of −20 V, and full
recovery could be achieved within 2 s. This phenomenon
demonstrated that higher temperature would accelerate the
detrapping process of the captured electrons and holes.
To further investigate the electrical field and temperatureassisted detrapping process, an “on-the-fly” ON-resistance
measurement was performed, as shown in Fig. 8. In this
measurement, the device was subject to the reverse stressing
conditions in a quasi-continuous manner that a short 3-V
positive-bias pulse (pulsewidth = 1 ms) was periodically
applied to switch the diode on and pin-point the ON-resistance
at that moment. Thus, a time-resolved dynamic ON-resistance
graph can be revealed. With a reverse bias of −20 V at room
temperature, the dynamic RON /static RON ratio extracted at
a forward voltage of 3 V was increased to 1.1 after 30 s
stressing. As the reverse stress voltage was increased, the time
that the ON-resistance ratio got saturated was shortened and
a larger ON-resistance ratio was observed. For the −100 V
case, the ratio hit 1.9 from the beginning of the measurement
time span. This could be understood as that deep-level traps
can only be depleted to release carriers by large electrical field
and/or long stressing time, and thus more severe current degradation was observed [36]. At 350 K, the ON-resistance ratio
was further degraded for all the reverse bias steps, indicating a

Fig. 8. (a) Schematic waveforms of “on-the-fly” ON-resistance measurement. (b) and (c) Dependence of dynamic RON /static RON on reverse bias
duration with various reverse voltages at 300 and 350 K, respectively.

greater extent of trap depletion and a shorter carrier emission
time constant at a higher temperature of 350 K.
Fig. 9 presents the transient performance of GaN p-i-n
diode when being switched on after exposure to large
OFF -state bias to investigate the carrier trapping process. The
current-time dependence was recorded and the dynamic RON
was normalized with respect to the static RON extracted from
the I –t sampling test in which the traps were already filled.
As the forward bias was as low as 3 V, the initial dynamic
RON /static RON ratio was found to be increased with the
increase in the reverse bias duration, and reverse bias level,
as shown in Fig. 9(a) and (b), respectively. With increased
reverse bias level from −20 to −100 V, the initial dynamic
RON ratio went from 1.07 to 1.57, indicating that larger portion
of the trap states have been emptied with higher electrical field
applied, which was in good agreement with the observation
in Fig. 5. In all the cases, the dynamic RON was gradually
decreased as the forward bias was continuously applied on
the device. As the injection level was quite low due to small
forward bias of 3 V, the ratio could not reach unit even when
the measurement time scale was set as 200 ms.
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Fig. 9. (a) and (d) Time-resolved dynamic RON /static RON at 300 K with reverse bias varying from −20 to −100 V at 3 and 3.85 V positive bias,
respectively. (b) and (e) Time-resolved dynamic RON /static RON at 300 K with OFF-state time varying from 5 to 35 s at 3 and 3.85 V positive bias,
respectively. (c) and (f) Time-resolved dynamic RON /static RON at 300 and 350 K.

The same measurements were also implemented using a
relatively larger forward bias of 3.85 V (slightly higher than
the threshold voltage). As shown in Fig. 9(e), with a reverse
bias of −60 V for a period of 5–35 s, an initial dynamic RON
ratio of 1.8–2.8 was observed and quickly reduced to unit after
100 ms injection at 3.85 V, indicating that the E-field-induced
depleted trap states could be quickly filled upon numerous
carrier injection using a voltage beyond the threshold voltage.
Moreover, the switch-on experiment was repeated at 350 K,
as summarized in Fig. 9(f). With a reverse bias of −100 V
applied on the diode for 20 s, it took 6 ms to drop the
ON -resistance ratio to 1.2 and 40 ms to reach unit. Overall,
the dropping of ratio was much speeded up at 350 K, compared
with the results at 300 K, indicating promotion of the carrier
trapping process at a high temperature as well, in addition
to the acceleration of the carrier release process at 350 K,
as demonstrated in Fig. 8(c). These findings proved that p-i-n
diodes on Si held limited current collapse upon off–on switch
at 350 K, showing their great potential for high-temperature
high-voltage switching applications.
IV. C ONCLUSION
In summary, the forward conduction instability and the
dynamic ON-resistance performance of GaN-on-Si quasivertical p-i-n diodes have been evaluated using pulsed I –V
methods and DLTS. It was found that the traps inside the
GaN diode captured carriers during the injection process and
released carriers w/wo reverse bias, resulting in current density
degradation and threshold voltage instability. From the DLTS
analyses, one electron trap at 0.26 eV below the conduction
band and three hole trap levels at 0.38, 0.60, and 0.70 eV
above the valance band were observed, indicating that both
the electrons and holes were responsible for the conduction
instability. Larger reverse bias and/or longer OFF-state time
could promote drop of forward conductivity. Both the pulsed
I –V measurements and DLTS capacitance transient results
indicated that the detrapping time constant was about 4 s under

−20 V and 2 s at a voltage of −100 V. Time-dependent “onthe-fly” ON-resistance sampling test without perturbing the
device reverse biased state was implemented to investigate the
electrical field and temperature-assisted detrapping process.
Diode transient performance was studied using two different
positive bias voltages. At 3.85 V, it took nearly 100 and
40 ms to recover the dynamic ON-resistance to be equal to its
static counterpart at 300 and 350 K, respectively. At a higher
temperature, both the trapping and detrapping processes are
accelerated. The characteristics obtained in this article provide
an understanding of the trapping/detrapping process in the
GaN p-i-n diodes on Si and show that the current collapse
of the p-i-n diode could be mitigated at 350 K, suggesting the
great potential of p-i-n diodes for high-temperature switching
applications.
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