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Abstract: Herein, the performance of AlGaN/GaN high-electron-mobility transistor (HEMT) devices
fabricated on Si and sapphire substrates is investigated. The drain current of the AlGaN/GaN HEMT
fabricated on sapphire and Si substrates improved from 155 and 150 mA/mm to 290 and 232 mA/mm,
respectively, at VGS = 0 V after SiO2 passivation. This could be owing to the improvement in the
two-dimensional electron gas charge and reduction in electron injection into the surface traps. The
SiO2 passivation resulted in the augmentation of breakdown voltage from 245 and 415 V to 400 and
425 V for the AlGaN/GaN HEMTs fabricated on Si and sapphire substrates, respectively, implying the
effectiveness of SiO2 passivation. The lower transconductance of the AlGaN/GaN HEMT fabricated
on the Si substrate can be ascribed to the higher self-heating effect in Si. The X-ray rocking curve
measurements demonstrated that the AlGaN/GaN heterostructures grown on sapphire exhibited a
full-width half maximum of 368 arcsec against 703 arcsec for the one grown on Si substrate, implying
a better crystalline quality of the AlGaN/GaN heterostructure grown on sapphire. The AlGaN/GaN
HEMT fabricated on the sapphire substrate exhibited better performance characteristics than that on
the Si substrate, owing to the high crystalline quality and improved surface.

Keywords: AlGaN/GaN HEMT; defects; silicon; sapphire; breakdown voltage; passivation

1. Introduction

Group III nitride-based heterostructures have attracted considerable interest for their
promising applications in the development of high-performance high-electron-mobility
transistors (HEMTs), ultraviolet light-emitting diodes, optical data storage, and related de-
vices because of their large band gap, high bulk mobility, and high critical field strength [1–5].
In particular, AlGaN/GaN heterostructures are extensively employed in HEMTs for high-
frequency and high-power devices, as well as in biological and chemical sensors and
piezotronics [6,7]. In AlGaN/GaN HEMTs, the two-dimensional electron gas (2DEG) is
originated due to the spontaneous and piezoelectric polarization induced sheet charge
formed at the AlGaN/GaN heterojunction [8,9]. Owing to the high-cost and availability lim-
itation of III-nitride bulk substrates, the epitaxial layers were grown on foreign substrates
such as SiC, diamond, Si, and sapphire for GaN-based HEMT devices fabrication [10,11].
However, the specific substrates used for the growth of epitaxial nitride structures rely on
specific applications. Sapphire substrate suffers from a low thermal conductivity and higher
defect density owing to its large lattice mismatch degrading the high-power operation
of transistor devices. SiC exhibits a lesser lattice mismatch to GaN and a higher thermal
conductivity than sapphire, however, it is hindered due to its expensiveness and availability
limitation particularly for the electrically insulating 4H-SiC [6]. Si is a promising alternate
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for the growth of III-nitrides due to its inexpensiveness, high-quality, large-area obtainabil-
ity, and the opportunity of integrability of GaN-based high-power devices with Si-based
devices [12,13]. Silicon exhibits a higher thermal conductivity than sapphire and similar
to that of GaN, and the well-developed processing techniques make Si a very attractive
substrate for high-power III-nitride applications [12,13]. However, the main challenge with
using Si is the high thermal expansion and lattice mismatch coefficients as compared with
the III-nitrides that necessitate the use of thick buffers prior to the growth of GaN so as
to decrease the threading dislocations density. The lattice mismatch amid GaN and the
substrates used for GaN growth is a key concern. This mismatch might affect crystallization,
resulting in the generation of defects/threading dislocations causing a large surface leakage
current thereby consequently degrading the device performance. Nevertheless, the GaN
buffer layer growth with high-structural-quality that enables good crystallization with min-
imum defects and a smooth film surface is crucial for the development of high-performance
GaN-based devices [1]. Several methods have been proposed to enhance the GaN material
growth with regard to dislocation density such as the insertion of interlayers, optimization
of nucleation layers, annealing step growth in silane, two-step growth, and epitaxial lateral
overgrowth and its modifications [11,14–16]. Furthermore, considerable research has been
performed to optimize the GaN buffer layer thickness, AlGaN active layer thickness, and
the composition of Al in the AlGaN layer towards achieving an improved performance in
AlGaN/GaN HEMTs [17–19].

Although there have been several reports on large-current and high-voltage Al-
GaN/GaN HEMTs, the surface leakage current is still high and the on–off current ratio
is inadequate for high-efficiency power devices. The electrons injection from the channel
to the surface states of the AlGaN/GaN heterostructure degrades the electrical properties
of AlGaN/GaN HEMTs, such as the forward drain current (IDS), leakage current, and
breakdown voltage [20,21]. Several surface passivation methods for these surface states
using SiO2, Si3N4, Sc2O3, and benzocyclobutene have been investigated [21–26]. The pas-
sivation enhances the DC characteristics and reduces the RF dispersion of AlGaN/GaN
HEMTs. SiO2 passivation has been reported in voltage-switching GaN devices and it
reduced the current leakage in GaN Schottky barrier detectors and the AlGaN/GaN metal-
oxide-semiconductor field-effect transistor [27,28]. Although, there are several reports
available on the SiO2 passivation mechanism for high-voltage switching in AlGaN/GaN
HEMTs [28–30], to the best of our knowledge, the reports available on a comparison of SiO2
passivation of AlGaN/GaN HEMTs on Si and sapphire substrates are scarce.

In this work, a systematic investigation was performed to study the effects of sapphire
(Al2O3) and Si substrates on the growth of AlGaN/GaN HEMT structures with an explo-
ration on the influence of SiO2 passivation of the surface on the electrical characteristics
of AlGaN/GaN HEMTs grown on Si and sapphire substrates and compared with those of
unpassivated HEMTs. The electrical characteristics of unpassivated AlGaN/GAN HEMTs
were studied and correlated with their structural properties. The AlGaN/GaN HEMT
grown on sapphire exhibited better DC performance with improved drain current density
compared with the HEMT on Si substrate. Moreover, the performances of the HEMTs
fabricated on both Si and sapphire substrates enhanced after passivation. The breakdown
voltage (VBR) of the AlGaN/GaN HEMTs enhanced after SiO2 passivation. However, a
significant improvement in VBR was observed in the HEMT fabricated on Si substrate.
The X-ray diffraction rocking curve results further demonstrated that the heterostructure
deposited on the sapphire substrate exhibits good crystalline quality with a 002 reflection
peak with a full-width half maximum (FWHM) of 0.13◦ against an FWHM of 0.20◦ for the
heterostructure grown on a Si substrate. The outcomes of this work could indeed provide a
better insight for the implementation of AlGaN/GaN HEMTs with improved performance.

2. Materials and Methods

In this work, the metal organic chemical vapor deposition (MOCVD) grown epitaxial
wafers on Si and sapphire substrates were purchased from Nippon Telegraph and Tele-
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phone Advanced Technology Co. (NNT-AT), Japan. The epitaxial wafers comprised, a
2-µm-thick GaN buffer layer with carbon-doping, a 300-nm-thick undoped GaN (i-GaN)
layer, and a 23-nm-thick AlGaN barrier layer with aluminum composition of 25%. A
2DEG channel with an electron mobility of 1700 cm2/V-s and a sheet electron density of
1.1 × 1013 cm−2 was formed at the polarized AlGaN/GaN heterostructure interface. The
choice of 25% aluminum, 300-nm-thick GaN channel, and 23-nm-AlGaN layer thickness
are considered for the growth of AlGaN/GaN heterostructure to obtain high-performance
AlGaN/GaN HEMTs through maintaining a trade-off between the on-current and the
channel breakdown based on the 2DEG and the energy band gap. Further, the thickness of
the layers is selected to obtain reduced deep traps, reduced threading dislocations, and re-
duced electron capture probability by the deep traps [31]. Both AlGaN/GaN HEMT device
structures were processed under the same processing conditions, as exhibited in flow chart
in Figure 1a. First, the wafers were cleaned using acetone followed by isopropyl alcohol
for a duration of 3 min each. All cleanings were performed using ultrasonic agitation for
the removal of organic contaminants from the surface. Later, the wafers were dipped in a
H2SO4 + H2O2 (1:1) solution for 20 min and then in a buffer oxide etch (BOE) solution for 2
min. The cleaning procedure is an important step in preparing a surface for the formation
of intimate electrode contact with the semiconductor. Mesa etching of the AlGaN/GaN
layer was accomplished using an inductively coupled plasma (ICP) plasma-therm system
defined by a photoresist hard mask with Ar/Cl2/BCl3 gas mixtures at an RF/bias power of
200/50 W and a chamber pressure of 3 mTorr. Ti/Al/Ni/Au (200/800/500/1000 Å) ohmic
electrodes were formed as source and drain contacts by electron-beam evaporation tracked
by rapid-thermal-annealing at 850 ◦C for 1 min in N2 flow. The sheet resistance and contact
resistance values of 400.21 Ω/cm2 and 24.5 Ω, 666.84 Ω/cm2, and 20.97 Ω were obtained
from the transmission line models (TLM) on Si and sapphire substrate, respectively. Fi-
nally, a Schottky gate contact was fabricated by the electron-beam evaporation of Ni/Au
(200/1000 Å) films, defined by the pattern using standard UV lithography. To investigate
the surface passivation effect using SiO2 on the AlGaN/GAN HEMT characteristics, a
200 nm thick SiO2 passivation layer was deposited on the fabricated HEMT structures via
plasma-enhanced chemical vapor deposition. Prior to oxide passivation, the devices were
cleaned by a BOE surface treatment for 1 min. The deposited SiO2 is sufficiently thick to
create an electric field in the channel to reach the drain. Later, the source/drain and gate
contact regions were opened by BOE etching. Schematics of the fabricated AlGaN/GaN
structures with and without SiO2 passivation are exhibited in Figure 1b,c, respectively. The
output and transfer characteristics of the fabricated AlGaN/GaN HEMTs were measured
with a precision semiconductor parameter analyzer (Agilent 4156 C). The structural charac-
terization of the AlGaN/GaN heterostructures grown on Si and sapphire substrates were
performed employing high-resolution X-ray diffraction (HR-XRD, PANalytical X’ Pert Pro
MRD). The root-mean-square surface roughness of the structures was measured by atomic
force microscope (AFM; n-tracer, NanoFocus, Oberhausen, Germany).
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Figure 1. (a) Flow chart showing the device fabrication process, schematic of the fabricated Al-
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3. Results and Discussion

Figure 2a,b exhibit the output (IDS-VDS) curves of AlGaN/GaN HEMTs grown on
Si and sapphire substrates at various VGS values varying in the range of –4 to 0 V with
and without SiO2 passivation, respectively. The AlGaN/GaN HEMT grown on sapphire
without any passivation shows better DC performance with a high drain current density of
155 mA/mm at VGS = 0 V than the HEMT grown on Si, which displayed a high drain current
density of 150 mA/mm. However, the performance of the AlGaN/GaN HEMT fabricated
on the passivated surfaces of both sapphire and Si substrates improved with drain current
densities of 290 and 232 mA/mm at VGS = 0 V, respectively. The low drain current for
low gate voltages (VGS) is associated with the reduced carriers in the heterojunction. The
improvement in the drain currents after SiO2 passivation could be ascribed to the increase in
the 2DEG charge and decrease in the electron injection to the surface traps [28]. Passivation
decreases the surface effects that in turn augments the carriers in the channel leading to
an increase in the drain current [32]. It can be noted that the drain current is higher for
the AlGaN/GaN HEMTs fabricated on the sapphire than on the Si substrate that were
identically processed and is mainly the effect of the substrates. Owing to the fact that
both the devices have identical active layers, this higher drain current for the AlGaN/GaN
HEMT on sapphire could be due to the better crystallinity than the Si sample that will
be shown in the later sections [33]. The AlGaN/GaN HEMT fabricated on a passivated
sapphire exhibited maximum values of IDS at VDS = 5 V and VGS = 0 V. It is to be noted that
IDS decreased with increasing VDS owing to the self-heating effect of the sapphire because
of its low thermal conductivity that limits the output power of the fabricated AlGaN/GaN
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HEMT [10,34,35]. Self-heating results in an increase in channel temperature that not only
decreases the electron mobility and saturation velocity but also reduces the median time of
power devices failure [35,36]. However, for AlGaN/GaN HEMT fabricated on passivated
silicon, the decrease in IDS is negligible, implying a higher thermal conductivity of the Si
than that of the sapphire substrate [10,34].

Electronics 2023, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW  5  of  11 
 

 

HEMT [10,34,35]. Self‐heating results in an increase in channel temperature that not only 

decreases the electron mobility and saturation velocity but also reduces the median time 

of power devices failure [35,36]. However, for AlGaN/GaN HEMT fabricated on passiv‐

ated silicon, the decrease in IDS is negligible, implying a higher thermal conductivity of the 

Si than that of the sapphire substrate [10,34]. 

   

(a)  (b) 

Figure 2. On‐state IDS–VDS curves of AlGaN/GaN HEMTS on Si and sapphire substrates (a) without 

and (b) with SiO2 passivation. 

Figure 3a,b exhibit the breakdown voltage (VBR) curves of the AlGaN/GaN HEMTs 

fabricated on Si and sapphire substrates with and without SiO2 passivation, respectively. 

VBR is defined as VDS at IG = 1 mA at a gate bias VGS = –10 V. The drain‐gate leakage current 

limits the VBR in these devices. For the AlGaN HEMTs fabricated on Si and sapphire sub‐

strates without any surface passivation, the VBR is obtained as 245 and 415 V, respectively, 

at corresponding gate leakage currents (IG) of 10 μA and 10 nA. The VBR values increased 

to 400 and 425 V after SiO2 passivation of the Si and sapphire substrates, respectively. The 

increase was owing to the decreased surface leakage current associated with electron in‐

jection suppression to the surface traps, implying the effectiveness of the SiO2 passivation 

[28]. It is worth noting that the VBR increased about 40% and by only 4%, respectively, for 

the AlGaN/GaN HEMTs fabricated on Si and sapphire substrates with SiO2 passivation. 

The VBR increased only slightly after SiO2 passivation for the AlGaN/GaN HEMT on sap‐

phire substrate as compared with the one on Si that were processed identically. This slight 

increase in VBR could be due to the poorer thermal conductivity of sapphire. Self‐heating 

happens as the applied power to the device produces heat that is not effectively conducted 

away  letting the device to remain at  the substrate’s ambient temperature. As the drain 

voltage is increased, the self‐heating effects increases the device’s lattice temperature de‐

grading the physical properties thus limiting the device VBR. As shown in Figure 3b, IG 

increased slightly after SiO2 passivation, particularly in the case of the HEMT fabricated 

on the Si substrate. This could be associated with the screening of traps, thereby enhancing 

the 2DEG [28,37]. 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12
-50

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

VGS= -4V 

VGS= -3V 

VGS= -2V 

VGS= -1V 

VGS= -4V 

SiO2 Passivation

I D
S
 (

m
A

/m
m

)

VDS (V)

 Si Substrate
 Sapphire Substrate

VGS= 0V 

VGS= 0V 

VGS= -1V 

VGS= -2V 

VGS= -3V 
         

Figure 2. On-state IDS–VDS curves of AlGaN/GaN HEMTS on Si and sapphire substrates (a) without
and (b) with SiO2 passivation.

Figure 3a,b exhibit the breakdown voltage (VBR) curves of the AlGaN/GaN HEMTs
fabricated on Si and sapphire substrates with and without SiO2 passivation, respectively.
VBR is defined as VDS at IG = 1 mA at a gate bias VGS = –10 V. The drain-gate leakage
current limits the VBR in these devices. For the AlGaN HEMTs fabricated on Si and
sapphire substrates without any surface passivation, the VBR is obtained as 245 and 415 V,
respectively, at corresponding gate leakage currents (IG) of 10 µA and 10 nA. The VBR
values increased to 400 and 425 V after SiO2 passivation of the Si and sapphire substrates,
respectively. The increase was owing to the decreased surface leakage current associated
with electron injection suppression to the surface traps, implying the effectiveness of the
SiO2 passivation [28]. It is worth noting that the VBR increased about 40% and by only 4%,
respectively, for the AlGaN/GaN HEMTs fabricated on Si and sapphire substrates with SiO2
passivation. The VBR increased only slightly after SiO2 passivation for the AlGaN/GaN
HEMT on sapphire substrate as compared with the one on Si that were processed identically.
This slight increase in VBR could be due to the poorer thermal conductivity of sapphire.
Self-heating happens as the applied power to the device produces heat that is not effectively
conducted away letting the device to remain at the substrate’s ambient temperature. As the
drain voltage is increased, the self-heating effects increases the device’s lattice temperature
degrading the physical properties thus limiting the device VBR. As shown in Figure 3b, IG
increased slightly after SiO2 passivation, particularly in the case of the HEMT fabricated on
the Si substrate. This could be associated with the screening of traps, thereby enhancing
the 2DEG [28,37].

Figure 4a,b exhibit the transfer and transconductance curves at VDS = 10 V for the
AlGaN/GaN HEMTs fabricated on Si and sapphire substrates with and without SiO2 passi-
vation. It is to be noted that the threshold voltage (Vth) decreases after oxide passivation
with a shift towards the negative side from –3.0 to –3.5 V and from –3.0 to –3.8 V for the
AlGaN/GaN HEMTs fabricated on Si and sapphire substrates, respectively. The decrease
in Vth after SiO2 passivation could be due to reduction of electron trapping in the surface
states [38,39]. Furthermore, from the figures, it can be noticed that a high transconductance
(gm.max) of 50 and 58 mS/mm for the AlGaN/GaN HEMTs fabricated on Si and sapphire
substrates increases to 80 and 86 mS/mm after SiO2 passivation, respectively, at VDS = 10 V.
This increase in gm.max is associated with an increase in IDS. It can be noticed that the
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gm of the AlGaN/GaN HEMT on sapphire substrate is larger than that of the HEMT on
Si for lower VGS till −2 and −0.9 V, respectively, for the HEMTS without and with SiO2
passivation at which the gm crosses each other. The behavior of gm changes after this
crossing such that the gm of the AlGaN/GaN HEMT on sapphire is lower than the one
fabricated on Si substrate. Further, the gm of the AlGaN/GaN HEMT decreases rapidly
after this crossing particularly in the case of the HEMT fabricated on sapphire substrate
owing to the self-heating effect as discussed earlier.
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Figure 5 exhibits the linear output (IDS–VDS) curves of AlGaN/GaN HEMTs fabricated
on Si and sapphire substrates with and without SiO2 passivation at VGS = 0 V, with which
the dynamic resistance (RON) was determined. The RON reflects charge trapping in the
material and is accredited to the interface trap states, barrier, surface, and buffer layer [40].
The values of RON are 4.44 and 4.33 Ω.mm for the AlGaN/GaN HEMTs fabricated on Si
and sapphire substrates without SiO2 passivation and obtained as 0.64 Ω.mm and 1.26
Ω.mm for the HEMTs fabricated on SiO2 passivated surfaces. It was clearly observed
that RON decreased after SiO2 passivation. This decrease in RON possibly indicates the
effectiveness of the passivation and could be associated with the increase in the 2DEG and
the suppression of electron injection into the surface traps [28].
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The structural quality of the AlGaN/GaN epilayers grown on Si and sapphire sub-
strates was investigated in the 2θ/ω scan mode using high-resolution X-ray diffraction
(HR-XRD) to elucidate its effect on the device behavior of AlGaN/GaN HEMT. Figure 6a,b
show the XRDω -scan rocking curves of the (002) and (004) planes. The full width at half
maximum (FWHM) values of the 002 and 004 diffraction peaks of AlGaN/GaN grown
on both Si and sapphire substrates are presented in Table 1. From the measurements, the
heterostructure deposited on the sapphire substrate exhibited good crystalline quality with
a 002 reflection peak with an FWHM of 368 arcsec against an FWHM of 720 arcsec for the
heterostructure grown on the Si substrate. The difference in the quality of the material
depends mainly on the lattice mismatch and the crystal structure between the substrates
and nitrides. In addition, the thermal expansion coefficient mismatch limits the material
quality, resulting in residual strain with regard to epitaxy and dislocations [6,41]. Tensile
stress is created in the heterostructures grown on Si and sapphire substrates owing to the
variance in the thermal coefficients of the substrate materials and GaN. From the XRD
results, it was noticed that the GaN grown on the sapphire substrate had a good crystalline
quality. Figure 6c,d depict the optical force microscope images displaying the topography
of the AlGaN/GaN epilayers grown on the Si and sapphire substrates. It is clearly observed
from Figure 6c that the AlGaN epilayer grown on the Si substrate exhibits a large number
of surface pits that may arise because of the threading dislocations intersection with the
surface [1,42]. Furthermore, the surface topography of the GaN epilayers grown on Si
and sapphire substrates was examined using atomic force microscopy (AFM) (Figures
not shown here). A root-mean-square surface roughness of 2.96 and 0.88 nm is obtained
from the AFM measurements for the GaN epilayers grown on Si and sapphire substrates,
respectively, implying the GaN epilayer grown on sapphire exhibited a smooth surface.
From the XRD and AFM results obtained, the AlGaN/GaN grown on the sapphire substrate
exhibits better quality than that on a Si substrate owing to the larger lattice mismatch of
GaN with Si compared with the sapphire substrate [41,43]. Lattice mismatch leads to high
defect density and structural defects. Structural properties such as crystal quality, defects,
and traps of the substrates affect the electrical properties of the fabricated devices. Owing
to its better structural properties, the AlGaN/GaN HEMT grown on a sapphire substrate
exhibited better electrical properties than those grown on a Si substrate.
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Table 1. Parameters of the AlGaN/GaN grown on different substrates.

Substrates Ra
(nm)

HR-XRD
002 FWHM

(Degree)

HR-XRD
004 FWHM

(Degree)

XRC
002 FWHM

(Arcsec)

XRC
102 FWHM

(Arcsec)

AlGaN/GaN-on-Silicon 2.96 0.20 0.23 720 1312
AlGaN/GaN-on-sapphire 0.88 0.13 0.12 368 647

Ra is roughness average.

4. Conclusions

The performance characteristics of the AlGaN/GaN HEMT structures fabricated on
sapphire and Si substrates with and without SiO2 passivation were investigated. SiO2
passivation of the AlGaN/GaN HEMT led to an augmentation in the drain current IDS
which could be attributed with an enhancement in the 2DEG charge and a decrease in the
electron injection into the surface traps. The breakdown voltage of the HEMT increased
on SiO2 passivation because of a reduction in the surface leakage current, indicating
the effectiveness of SiO2 passivation. This implies that SiO2 passivation provides an
effective approach for enhancing the electrical behavior of AlGaN/GaN HEMTs. The
AlGaN/GaN HEMT device grown on a sapphire substrate displayed improved electrical
performance compared with that grown on a Si substrate, which could be associated with
the better crystallinity of the AlGaN/GaN heterostructure on sapphire. The outcomes of
this work could indeed deliver an approach for the selection of the substrates for III-nitride
epitaxial layers growth and surface passivation for the implementation of high performance
AlGaN/GaN HEMTs on the basis.
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