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Phase evolution and photoluminescence in as-deposited amorphous
silicon nitride films
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A systematic study of hydrogenated amorphous silicon nitride films deposited by varying gas flow rate ratio (R = SiH4/NH3)
using Photo-Chemical Vapour Deposition reveal that as R is increased, dominant phase changes from silicon oxynitride to silicon
nitride with embedded silicon nanoclusters. The change in photoluminescence spectral features in these films is attributed to quan-
tum confinement effect. The results suggest that hydrogen plays a crucial role in overall phase evolution and in-situ formation of Si
nanoclusters embedded in silicon nitride matrix.
� 2010 Acta Materialia Inc. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Amorphous and crystalline silicon nanoclusters
are of great interest in silicon photonics due to their effi-
cient light emission as compared to bulk silicon [1]. Post-
deposition thermal treatment of silicon-rich silicon diox-
ide (SiO2) or Si3N4 films, which are mostly deposited
using the CMOS-compatible plasma-enhanced chemical
vapour deposition (PECVD) technique [2–5], is tradi-
tionally used to grow silicon nanostructures.

Although the SiO2 matrix has been used as a typical
matrix for silicon nanocrystals (Si-NC), Si3N4 has re-
cently been the object of attention as an attractive alter-
native, especially for optoelectronic applications [6–8].
a-SiNx:H generally exhibits strong room-temperature
photoluminescence (PL) and electroluminescence, both
in the visible as well as in the ultraviolet spectral regions
[9–12]. Although the origin of PL is still not unambigu-
ously understood, many reports separately attributed
observation of violet to red PL to either a quantum con-
finement related effect of Si-NC or to radiative recombi-
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nation between localized band-tail states caused by
defects [13–16].

However, complete control over PL, to establish a Si-
based full-color emitter, is far from being established
due to the lack of information available to correlate
PL to influential factors such as the presence of different
phases (SiOxNy, SiO2, SiNx and Si) and the inadvertent
presence of hydrogen (H) especially in a-SiNx:H films.
In addition, recent studies have attributed growth of
Si-NC in silicon nitride matrix to H incorporation due
to using ammonia instead of nitrogen [8,17]. The inter-
actions between H atoms originating during the deposi-
tion process and various phases in a-SiNx:H matrix can
control the microstructure of the film structure and crit-
ically influence optical properties. Therefore in the pres-
ent work the relevance of H concentration to evolution
of various phases and the in-situ growth of Si-NC in as-
deposited a-SiNx:H thin films, deposited by the Hg-sen-
sitized photo-CVD technique for different gas flow rate
ratios, i.e. (R = SiH4/NH3), is presented.

The a-SiNx:H films were deposited on n-type (1 0 0)
crystalline Si substrates at 200 �C by photo-CVD (SAM-
CO UVD-10, Japan). In this set-up mercury vapour was
introduced into the reaction chamber by passing the
reactant gases through a mercury reservoir located out-
sevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Figure 2. Representative XPS spectra for the as-deposited films
corresponding to R = 0.04 and 0.50. (a) Deconvoluted Si 2p XPS
spectra: peaks 1 and 2 correspond to elemental Si, whereas peaks 3, 4
and 5 represent Si in Si3N4, SiOxNy and SiO2 networks, respectively.
(b) Variation of hydrogen concentration (CH) with fluence: solid lines
(red) are linear fits.
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side the chamber with provision for heating up to
200 �C. The UV radiation at 254 nm emitted from a
low-pressure mercury lamp is resonantly absorbed by
mercury vapour and hence transfers energy to the reac-
tant gases [18]. Argon-diluted SiH4 (4%) and NH3 were
used as the precursor, and the gas flow rate ratio,
R = (SiH4/NH3), was varied from 0.04 to 0.57. Spectro-
scopic ellipsometry was carried out at an incidence angle
of 75o in the range 400–900 nm and the corresponding
ellipsometric angles; psi (W) and delta (D) were fitted
using a spline model to obtain optical constants, i.e.
refractive index (n) and extinction coefficient (k). X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) measurements were
carried out to evaluate surface composition, using a
SPECS system, equipped with a Mg Ka (1253.6 eV)
source. Binding energy corrections were done using the
carbon peak (284.6 eV) as a reference. All spectra were
recorded after sputtering the samples for 3 min with
5 keV Ar ions. Elastic recoil detection analysis (ERDA)
technique was used to determine the hydrogen concen-
tration (CH) in the as-deposited a-SiNx:H samples using
Ag7+ (100 MeV) ions from a 15 MV Pelletron accelera-
tor. PL measurements at room temperature were carried
on these films with 405 nm (CW) diode laser with a
power density of �1 W cm�2 as an excitation source.
High-resolution transmission electron microscopy
(HRTEM) was used to confirm the formation and deter-
mine the of Si-NC.

Figure 1a and b shows typical ellipsometric data and
corresponding optical constants, i.e. refractive index (n)
and extinction coefficient (k), as a function of wave-
length. The inset of Figure 1b shows a monotonic in-
crease in the refractive index with an increase in R-
value, suggesting formation of non-stoichiometric a-
SiNx:H films. An increase in the value of refractive index
of a-SiNx:H films is due to an increase in the chemical
bonds in the order Si–Si > Si–H > Si–N > N–H [19].
However, reported n-values may be slightly different
from actual ones due to process-induced H incorpora-
tion [20]. Furthermore, the non-zero k-values (0.02–
0.034) are a consequence of strongly absorbing weak
Si–Si bond formation as revealed by an increase in the
value of the refractive index [21].

To demonstrate the change in surface composition,
Figure 2a and b show XPS data for the films of two ex-
treme R-values: 0.04 and 0.50. Figure 2a shows Si 2p
Figure 1. (a) Ellipsometer parameters W and D experimental and fitted
values using a spline model for the film R = 0.50. (b) Optical constants:
refractive index (n) and extinction coefficients (k) vs. wavelength plot
obtained from ellipsometric analysis. Inset shows n and k (at 633 nm)
values plotted as a function of R.
core level spectra, which spans from 98 to 105 eV. It is
an indication for the coexistence of varying ionic states
of Si atoms, thus fitting was done as adopted by Kärcher
et al. [22]. As seen from Figure. 2a, the binding energy
spectra are typically composed of various Si phases,
i.e. unreacted Si, Si3N4, SiOxNy and SiO2.

For the lower R-value, the surface composition is typ-
ically dominated by SiOxNy and SiO2 phases, and as R
increases, the Si3N4 phase becomes stabilized. In addi-
tion, the peak around 99.5 ± 0.1 eV, which is a finger-
print of elemental Si, is clearly observed for the film
corresponding to the higher R-value. This result unam-
biguously suggests that phase separation is already un-
der way, with nearly stoichiometric Si3N4 as the
dominant phase. One can also observe that the peaks
of intermediate energies that correspond to sub-nitride
species are progressively disappearing as R increases.
Therefore, XPS results clearly demonstrate that c-Si/a-
Si and phases approximating Si3N4 are dominant in
films with higher R-values, which is in accordance with
the ellipsometry measurements. In addition to this, the
O 1s XPS spectrum (not shown here) clearly reveals
O- and H-deficient structure in R = 0.50 as compared
to R = 0.04 films.

In our previous study it was speculated that that a
mere increase in R would not result in Si-rich a-SiNx:H
films, but that the H content during deposition plays a
vital role in the overall phase evolution of the host ma-
trix. It was proposed that less incorporation of H in as-
deposited films with moderate Si content helps in the
stabilization of silicon nitride (Si3N4) phase and may
also enable unreacted Si atoms to cluster [20]. Since it
not possible to quantify H concentration using O 1s
XPS spectra, ERDA measurements were used to esti-
mate H concentration (CH), adopting the method dis-
cussed in our earlier work [20]. Figure 2b shows the
variation in CH for R = 0.04 and 0.50 films as a function
of fluence. The estimated H concentration (CH divided
by film thickness) for R = 0.04 and 0.50 films are 3.58
and 2.40 (�1022 atoms cm�3), respectively. By compar-
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ing XPS and ERDA measurements, one may conclude
that lower H content favors phase stabilization and Si
nanocluster formation, which corroborates our earlier
and present experimental findings [20].

We have performed HRTEM analysis for as-depos-
ited a-SiNx:H films to validate our results. Figure 3a is
the typical HRTEM image along with the selected-area
electron diffraction (SAED) pattern, suggesting the for-
mation of silicon clusters. Although Si-NC were not uni-
form in shape/size, the typical size of Si-NC was found
to be �5 nm. The enlarged view of the HRTEM image,
notably the fringe contrast from (111) lattice planes
(with d(111) = 0.23 nm of Si) further confirms the Si crys-
talline phase formation. The PL spectra of all as-depos-
ited films are displayed in Figure 3b. While the PL peak
shows a marked red shift as R-value increases, films of
R = 0.04 and 0.06 do not exhibit any PL within the
detectable (500–1100 nm) range. Figure 3c shows that
PL peak energies (solid circles) correspond to the Si-
NC obtained from HRTEM analysis; a plot of the quan-
tum confinement empirical model given in Ref. [17] is
also used for comparison (dashed line). Assuming the
above empirical model is completely applicable, correla-
tion between PL peak energy and Si-NC size are in turn
used to evaluate the Si-NC sizes (ranging between 3 and
5 nm) and the same are plotted as open circles.
Figure 3. (a) HRTEM image along with SAED pattern for R = 0.50
film. (b) Room-temperature PL spectra for different R-values. (c) A
plot of PL energy vs. Si-NC size: open circles represent the estimated
Si-NC size [17] from the experimentally observed PL peak energies and
solid circles are PL energies corresponding Si-NC sizes, obtained from
HRTEM data. Dotted line is model plot [17] as a guide to eye.
To understand more about the PL data for R = 0.04
and 0.06 films, where the PL is at the blue side, let us re-
visit the phase evolution of as-deposited a-SiNx:H.
According to XPS data (Fig. 2a) for lower R-value,
the films are predominantly SiOxNy with nominal
phases of Si3N4, and SiO2 and no signature of elemental
Si, suggesting incorporation of oxygen into the films.
Some oxygen incorporation is process induced as films
are not deposited at very low pressures, however, such
a large amount of oxygen incorporation could be due
to presence of voids in these nitrogen-rich films. On fur-
ther increasing the R-value, the probability of Si3N4

phase formation increases in accordance with secondary
reactions of the photo-CVD. As the ammonia flow rate
is decreased (in the ratio R = SiH4/NH3), the nitrogen is
dispersed within the amorphous matrix, forming a more
homogeneous silicon nitride phase, while the excess Si is
clearly phase-segregated. Moreover, at higher R-values,
the formation of SiO2 phase (Fig. 2a) is minimal because
of the strong diffusion barrier created by the more dom-
inating Si–N bonding, which in turn prevents further
oxidation [23]. Therefore, one may propose that appear-
ance of unreacted Si in higher R-value films is a result of
gradual evolution and modification of individual phases,
i.e. Si3N4 and SiOxNy. One can further suggest that as R
increases, the film becomes Si-rich because the forma-
tion of more stabilized silicon nitride phase creates more
disorder since the nitrogen takes 3-fold coordination
with silicon [24]. In addition to this, under thermody-
namic equilibrium, the formation of Si–NH–Si bonds
instead of N–Si3 bonds by active H leads to stress relax-
ation in a-SiNx:H films [25]. Several model mechanisms,
including the partial equilibrium model, the surface dif-
fusion model, the selective etching model and the chem-
ical annealing model, have been proposed to discuss the
role of H in chemically induced disorder-to-order struc-
tural transformations and crystallization in a-Si:H films
at temperatures much lower than those required for
thermal annealing [26,27]. The aforementioned experi-
mental observations indicate that the strain produced
by the formation of silicon nitride phase and excess sil-
icon undergoes disorder-to-order structural relaxation
via the insertion of H into the matrix. Subsequently,
during the deposition process as H moves away, the
bonds are broken, leading to rearrangements in the net-
work resulting in equilibrium bond lengths and bond
angles close to those of c-Si [28]. Therefore in-situ for-
mation of the Si-NC can be understood as a result of
a combination of the release of disorder-induced stress
and the phase transition from amorphous Si to Si-NC
induced by active H under suitable conditions.

Finally, let us discuss the origin of PL from the phase
evolution point of view. Kato et al. have reported that a-
SiOxNy:H and a-SiNx:H films exhibit a similar broad PL
with a peak energy around 2.2–2.9 eV due to radiative
recombination between localized band-tail states associ-
ated with Si–N bonds [23]. According to theoretical cal-
culation, the PL peak at 2.3 eV originates from �
Si0? = N� transitions, and it has also been reported
to exist at 2.4 eV due to oxygen defects [29,30]. A peak
at 1.75 eV has been reported due to the luminescence
from Si-NC, and band-tail-related PL generally occurs
between 2.6 and 2.9 eV [31,32]. Furthermore, Wang et
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al. empirically proposed that the PL observed using a
325 nm excitation would be preferentially due to N-
and Si-related defects [33]. In addition, it is well known
from the theoretical model that PL position of the de-
fects is almost fixed and cannot be controlled [34].
Therefore, considering all aforementioned possibilities,
the PL variation for the films above R = 0.24, where
the peak is systematically red-shifting from 1.67 to
2.30 eV, could be attributed to quantum confinement-re-
lated effects [17]. Moreover the observed PL at room
temperature without annealing the as-deposited a-
SiNx:H films is due to the formation of Si-NC in silicon
nitride matrix and thereafter passivation of dangling
bonds by H as revealed by the presence of H in the as-
deposited a-SiNx:H films by ERDA. However, further
studies are needed to rule out completely the presence
of non-radiative defect centres.

In summary, we have demonstrated in-situ growth of
Si-NC in a-SiNx:H film deposited by photo-CVD. The
tunability of emission observed in as-deposited a-SiNx:H
film strongly indicates that the origin of light emission is
determined by size-dependent quantum confinement ef-
fects as well as by the phases present. The ammonia flow
rate served to modulate the structural evolution of the sil-
icon nitride film containing Si-NC and eventually its size.
The present experimental findings suggest that for phase
separation to occur, the amount of incorporated H
should be least in the as-deposited a-SiNx:H film. The
formation of in-situ Si nanoclusters embedded in as-
deposited a-SiNx:H films and the amorphous-to-nano-
crystalline transformation is driven by a combination of
chemical annealing and disorder-to-order structural
relaxation through active hydrogen.
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