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ABSTRACT

We report low-frequency noise characteristics of vertical GaN PIN diodes, focusing on the effects of the diode design, current, and tempera-
ture. The as-grown and regrown diodes, with and without surface treatment, have been studied. The noise in most of the GaN devices had a
characteristic 1/f spectrum at high and moderate currents, while some devices revealed generation-recombination bulges at low currents (f is
the frequency). The predominant trend of the noise spectral density, SI, dependence on the current was SI � I. All tested GaN PIN diodes
had rather low normalized noise spectral densities of 10�18–10�16 cm2/Hz (f¼ 10Hz) at the current density J¼ 1 A/cm2 at room tempera-
ture. The noise temperature dependences at different currents revealed peaks at T¼ 375–400K. Temperature, current, and frequency
dependences of noise suggest that the noise mechanism is of the recombination origin. We argue that the noise measurements at low currents
can be used to efficiently assess the quality of GaN PIN diodes.

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0075498

Development of the next generation of GaN PIN diodes for high-
power electronics requires effective methods for assessing materials
and device quality. Low-frequency noise measurements have been
widely used for the characterization of defects in various semiconduc-
tor devices and for testing their reliability.1–14 The noise level and its
current or gate voltage dependence in the field-effect transistors can be
used to compare the quality of the device structures. Temperature
dependence of the low-frequency noise is often used to determine its
origin and physical mechanism. Accurate knowledge of the specific
semiconductor devices’ noise characteristics is also required for circuit
level modeling. The information on the low-frequency noise character-
istics of GaN PIN diodes is limited.15 No direct comparison between
different technologies is available. There are no detailed studies of how
chemical treatment and etching, used in device fabrication, affect the
noise level of GaN PIN diodes.

Selective-area doping is a key to the fabrication of high-
performance advanced GaN power devices.16 Epitaxial regrowth is the

preferable method for GaN PIN diodes fabrication compared to diffu-
sion and ion implantation for selective-area doping.16–19 Some of us
have previously reported selective p-doping by regrowth technologies
that included dry etching before the regrowth.16–18 Optimization of
the etch-then-regrow process is important for further development of
GaN high-power electronics. The regrowth often results in a high con-
centration of impurities, including silicon, carbon, and oxygen; the dry
etching process can also introduce surface damage.16–18 The impurity
atoms and surface defects can act as trapping and recombination cen-
ters, potentially leading to a substantial increase in low-frequency
noise. In this Letter, we report an investigation of noise characteristics
of GaN PIN diodes and demonstrate that the low-frequency noise at
low currents is a convenient and useful figure-of-merit for the quality
of GaN PIN diodes.

The GaN layer was grown on c-plane n-GaN free-standing con-
ducting substrates by metalorganic chemical vapor deposition
(MOCVD). Several different technologies have been considered: the
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etch-then-regrow structures with relatively high interface quality
obtained by the low RF power etching and UV-Ozone and chemical
treatment (type I); etch-then-regrow structures with lower interface
quality obtained without the UV-Ozone or chemical treatment (type
II); as-grown devices with the guard rings (type III). In type I devices,
the low-power RF dry etching along with UV-Ozone and chemical
treatments were used to form high-quality regrowth interfaces. The
type II devices have the same regrown structure as type I but were fab-
ricated using a higher etching RF power (70W) without the surface
treatment. The type III devices were based on as-grown structures
without a regrowth interface. A guard ring structure was made on type
III devices to improve the breakdown voltage.19 Metal contacts were
deposited using electron-beam evaporation to form the anode and
cathode contacts for all the devices. Additional details of the fabrica-
tion process, including the geometry of the etched regions, chemical
treatment recipes, have been reported elsewhere.16–19 In order to better
correlate the noise level with the leakage current, we selected an addi-
tional regrown device, fabricated without etching or chemical treat-
ment, which had relatively large leakage current. We refer to this
reference device as type IV. The layered structures for studied devices
are shown in Fig. 1.

The current–voltage (I–V) and low-frequency noise characteris-
tics for all types of the PIN diodes were measured at room temperature
in vacuum (Agilent B1500; Lake Shore TTPX). The noise spectra were
acquired with a dynamic signal analyzer (Stanford Research 785). The
signal analyzer was used to measure the absolute voltage-referred noise
spectral density, SV, on a load resistor, RL, in series with the device
under test, RD. The load resistor was grounded in our configuration. A
potentiometer was used to control the voltage supplied with a low
noise battery. During the noise measurements, the voltage fluctuations
were transferred to a low-noise preamplifier; then, the amplified time
domain signal was transformed to its corresponding frequency
domain using a dynamic signal analyzer. The spectral density, SV, was
recalculated to the current spectral density SI, and then normalized by
the current squared, I2, and the cross section area of the PIN diodes.

Details of the noise measurements procedures, in the context of other
material systems, have been reported by some of us elsewhere.20–23

We start by comparing I–V and noise characteristics of different
PIN diodes belonging to the same type. Figure 2(a) shows I–V s for
three representative devices of type I. At the forward voltage, VF, in the
range 3V>VF> 2.5 V, the I–V characteristics are exponential with
the ideality factor�2 for all devices. At VF> 3V, the characteristics in
the semi-logarithmic scale tend to saturate indicating the dominant
contribution of the series resistance. At low bias VF < 2.5V, the devi-
ces of the same type behave differently demonstrating the different lev-
els of the leakage current. The leakage current is the highest for device
A, followed by devices B and C. Among these three tested diodes,
device C demonstrated the best performance. Figure 2(b) shows the
bias points for the noise measurements in device A. The device with
the higher leakage currents was selected intentionally to illustrate the
correlation between I–Vs and noise characteristics. In Fig. 2(c), we pre-
sent the current noise spectral density, SI, for device A as a function of
frequency, f, at different currents. One can see that the noise is of the
general 1/f type, particularly at higher currents, i.e., at I ¼ 0.01 and
0.005A. At lower currents, I� 50lA, the noise spectra reveal the gen-
eration–recombination (G–R) bulges. From analysis of the data, we
concluded that devices with larger leakage currents are typically those
that have G–R features in their noise spectra (see the supplementary
material for more data). The noise in device C, with the lowest leakage
current, was of the 1/f type. These data suggest that G–R noise is
caused by the defects acting as the recombination centers, which are
responsible for the higher leakage currents at low bias.It is interesting
that the noise at the intermediate current of I¼ 5� 10�5 A is the
smallest, i.e., G–R noise depends on current non-monotonically, and it
has a minimum at some current. Similar behavior was reported previ-
ously for SiC p–n junction.24 The model of the G–R noise developed
in Ref. 24 confirms this kind of non-monotonical dependence.
Therefore, we can conclude that the high leakage current in this device
is not due to some parasitic channel leakage but rather due to the
recombination in the space charge region. The current and area nor-
malized noise spectral densities vs current density, at a fixed frequency
f¼ 10Hz, are presented in Fig. 2(d) for all three devices. One can see
that in all devices, the normalized noise spectral density decreases with
the current density. The noise characteristics at low current density,
i.e., J< 1 A/cm2, correlate perfectly the GaN PIN diode performance,
i.e., the devices with the lowest leakage current have the lowest noise
level. The low-frequency noise and the leakage current are defined by
the nature and concentration of the defects introduced during the proc-
essing steps, which act as recombination centers. Therefore, the noise
measured at low bias can be a sensitive metric of the device quality.

Figure 3(a) shows forward I–V characteristics of all four types of
GaN PIN diodes. We selected device C from the three previously mea-
sured type I devices owing to its performance and low noise level. In
Fig. 3(b), we present the I–V of a representative type III as-grown
device that had the best rectifying performance. Note that this I–V
characteristic is close to a classical one. At low currents, the ideality
factor n1 ¼ 2.1, which is close to the ideal recombination current, as it
should be at low bias. At the current density J > 10�2 A, the diffusion
current starts to contribute, leading to the ideality factor decrease to n2
¼ 1.6. Figure 3(c) shows the current noise spectral density as a func-
tion of the current density at a fixed frequency f¼ 10Hz for all types
of the devices. The data are plotted for each type of GaN PIN diodes

FIG. 1. Schematics of the GaN PIN diode structures. (a) The layered structure of
the regrown devices of type I, II, and IV. Type I is the regrown devices with the low
RF power dry etching and UV chemical treatments; type II is the regrown devices
with the high RF power dry etching without any chemical treatment; type IV is the
regrown device without chemical treatment with a relatively large leakage current,
intentionally selected as a reference structure. (b) The layered structure of the type
III as-grown devices with guard rings. (c) Optical microscopy images of a regrown
type II device with a mesa (top) and as-grown type III device (bottom).
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FIG. 2. Electrical and noise characteristics
of three different devices of the same type
I. (a) Current–voltage characteristics of
the type I devices, A, B, and C, with differ-
ent leakage currents. (b) Current–voltage
characteristics of device A with colored
dots indicating the noise measurement
data points. (c) Low-frequency noise spec-
tra for different currents indicated in panel
(b). Note G–R bulges in the noise spectra
at low currents. At high currents, the noise
is of the typical 1/f type. (d) The normal-
ized current noise spectral density, SI/I

2,
as a function of the current density for
three devices measured at f ¼ 10 Hz.

FIG. 3. Electrical and noise characteristics
of GaN PIN diodes of different types. (a)
Current–voltage characteristics of repre-
sentative devices of each type. (b) The
forward bias current density for type III as-
grown PIN diode clearly showing the ide-
ality factor. Note that the ideality factor
takes values of 2.1 and 1.6 in the recom-
bination and diffusion regions, correspond-
ingly. (c) The current noise spectral
density, SI, as a function of the current
density, J, at f¼ 10 Hz. (d) The normal-
ized current noise spectral density, SI/I

2,
as a function of the current density at
f¼ 10 Hz. The normalized noise level is
correlated with the respective electrical
properties at low currents.
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with the corresponding I–Vs shown in Fig. 3(a). There are several
important observations. The SI vs J (SI vs I) relation follows the trend
SI � J (SI � I), observed in many different p–n and Schottky diodes.
At low currents, one can notice the deviation from this trend, particu-
larly for the type II and type IV devices. We attribute this deviation to
the appearance of the G–R bulges in these devices at low currents.
This is in line with the explanation of a higher concentration of some
specific defects, acting as recombination centers, which result in higher
leakage current and noise level. One should note that noise with 1/f
spectrum can also be a superposition of G–R noise bulges from several
distinctive defects, which are characterized by different time con-
stants.25 A prior study of GaN/AlGaN PIN diodes of a different design
on a sapphire substrate reported SI � I2, similar to a linear resistor.26

However, there have been reports for AlGaN PIN photodetector
diodes with SI � I.27 It is interesting to note that noise in the studied
diodes is at least four to seven orders of magnitude lower than that
reported for GaN/AlGaN PIN diodes in Ref. 15 and comparable to
those in the lateral GaN/AlGaN Schottky diodes.28

For a more accurate and direct comparison of the noise level in
each GaN PIN technology, in Fig. 3(d), we plot the current noise spec-
tral density normalized by the current squared and device area, SI/
I2�X, vs current density, J, at fixed f¼ 10Hz (X is the area of the top
contact). One can see that at the small currents, J < 0.1A/cm2, the
lowest noise is in the diodes of type I and type III, while the highest
level of noise is in the reference type IV PIN diode, which is character-
ized by the high leakage current. This observation suggests that the
chemical treatment and etching in our devices did not result in the
strongly increased noise. We also note that the noise characteristics at
low currents are the most informative since they are defined by the

carrier recombination with participating of slow processes that con-
tribute to the low-frequency noise. For all devices, the normalized
noise spectral density decreases with the increasing current density. At
higher currents, the noise SI/I

2 tends to be independent of the current,
which is typical behavior for the noise from a linear resistor. This noise
is due to the series resistance of the devices.

To shed light on the physical mechanism of noise in these devi-
ces, we measured noise as a function of temperature. Measurements at
elevated, rather than low temperatures, have proven to be informative
for devices based on wide bandgap semiconductors.29–32 The elevated
temperatures are also more relevant to the intended high-power appli-
cations of GaN PIN diodes. In Fig. 4, we present the temperature
dependent electrical [Fig. 4(a)] and noise characteristics [Figs.
4(b)–4(d)] of a representative as-grown GaN PIN diode, defined above
as type III. The I–V characteristics are exponential at all studied tem-
peratures with the ideality factor only weakly dependent on tempera-
ture. It means that even at elevated temperatures and at low bias, the
current is still of recombination origin without significant contribution
of the parasitic leakage. It is interesting to note that the noise spectral
density dependences on the current density reveal peaks for the tem-
peratures in the range from T¼ 375K to T¼ 450K. Three regions
with the changing as a function of temperature, SI � If, dependence
can be distinguished in Fig. 4(c). In region I, f changes approximately
from �1 to �2; in region II, it varies between �1 and some negative
values; and in the high-current region III, f stabilizes to around�2, as
one observes in linear resistors (see the supplementary material). The
noise dependence on temperature [Fig. 4(d)] reveals peaks for the cur-
rent levels that correspond to the transition from region I to II [in
Fig. 4(c)]. The current dependences of noise at elevated temperatures

FIG. 4. Temperature dependent electrical
and noise characteristics of GaN PIN
diode of type III. (a) Current–voltage char-
acteristics of a representative GaN PIN
diode at elevated temperatures. (b) The
current noise spectral density, SI, as a
function of frequency measured at differ-
ent currents. (c) The current noise spec-
tral density, SI, as a function of the
forward current density at f¼ 10 Hz
shown for different temperatures. The col-
ors of the curves correspond to the tem-
peratures indicated in the (a) panel. (d)
The current noise spectral density, SI, as
a function of the temperature T, shown for
different current densities at f¼ 10 Hz.
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resemble those observed for the devices with the elevated leakage cur-
rent and G–R noise spectra (Fig. 2). Temperature and current depend-
ences of noise, which demonstrate maxima, are characteristic features
of G–R origin of noise.24 The latter suggest that the 1/f noise in the
devices of type III is still of the G–R origin. The increase in the recom-
bination current at elevated temperatures helps to reveal this noise
mechanism. Since the noise spectra shapes are still 1/f-like, we have to
conclude that at least several levels with different characteristic times
contribute to noise within the studied frequency band.

In conclusion, we reported on a study of low-frequency noise in
vertical GaN PIN diodes of different designs and process technologies.
The noise characteristics were measured at different current densities
and elevated temperatures relevant to the high-power switch applica-
tions. The noise in all considered device types has a characteristic 1/f
spectrum at high currents. Some devices with the largest leakage cur-
rent revealed G–R bulges at low currents. The noise spectral density,
SI, predominantly scales with the current, I, as SI� I. Our data indicate
that the noise measurements at low currents can be used to efficiently
assess the quality of GaN PIN diodes.

See the supplementary material for additional low-frequency
noise data.
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