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ABSTRACT Individual silicon nanowires (NWs) doped either by ion implantation or by in situ dopant incorporation during NW growth
were investigated by scanning spreading resistance microscopy (SSRM). The carrier profiles across the axial cross sections of the
NWs are derived from the measured spreading resistance values and calibrated by the known carrier concentrations of the connected
Si substrate or epi-layer. In the case of the phosphorus ion-implanted and subsequently annealed NWs, the SSRM profiles revealed a
radial core-shell distribution of the activated dopants. The carrier concentration close to the surface of a phosphorus-doped NW is
found to be by a factor of 6-7 higher than the value in the core and on average only 25% of the implanted phosphorus is electrically
active. In contrast, for the in situ boron-doped NW the activation rate of the boron atoms is significantly higher than for phosphorus
atoms. Some specific features of SSRM experiments of Si NWs are discussed including the possibility of three-dimensional
measurements.
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Because of their unique physical properties, silicon
nanowires (NWs) attracted major research interest
in the past years.1,2 One of the most promising

applications of Si NWs is their integration in future CMOS
circuits to scale down the microelectronics further to nano-
electronics.3 Two key requirements for applying the NWs
in electronic devices and circuits are controlled doping and
precise carrier concentration profiling. Controlled doping of
NWs has been demonstrated both by in situ doping4-7 as
well as by ion implantation.8,9 However, in most cases only
electrical transport measurements have been used to esti-
mate the active carrier concentrations in the NWs.4,5,7,9-11

Because of their nanometric size there is a lack of suitable
characterization procedures for direct measurement of the
active carrier concentration profiles in the NWs. Recently,
atom probe tomography12 was applied to quantify the total
concentration distribution of the doping atoms in the NWs.
Accumulation of the doping atoms toward the nanowire
surface was reported, which shed some light on the dopant
incorporation mechanism during in situ doping of vapor-
liquid-solid NW growth. However, this method could not
quantify the profile of the electrically active dopants in the
NWs. Because of its cylindrical geometry and the high
surface to volume ratio, the surface of a nanowire plays an
important role in determining its electrical properties. One
of the most critical surface effects for an unpassivated
surface is the segregation of dopant atoms13 at the Si/SiO2

interface, which may modify the number of activated dopants
in the volume.13-17 The surface segregation of the active
boron dopant in the NWs was reported by Raman scatter-
ing18 and recently by electrical transport measurements in
connection with surface etching.19 Very recently the capa-
bilities of mapping the active dopant concentration in Si NWs
were demonstrated by using electron holography.20 There
is clearly an increasing need for direct measurements of the
active dopant profile along the cross section of a single NW.
In this paper, a direct visualization and quantification of the
two-dimensional carrier concentration profiles is demon-
strated for doped (both n- and p-type) individual vertical Si
NWs of diameter ∼100 nm with scanning spreading resis-
tance microscopy (SSRM).

SSRM21,22 is based on the contact mode atomic force
microscope. A constant force in terms of the deflection
voltage is maintained between a conductive tip and the
sample, measuring the local spreading resistance in the
material in a nanoscale volume. This local spreading resis-
tance is directly proportional to the local resistivity that can
be converted to local carrier concentration using the stan-
dard carrier concentration versus resistivity curve.23 The
spatial resolution of SSRM mainly depends on the effective
contact area between the tip and the sample that is deter-
mined by the radius of the tip (several tens of nanometers),
the penetration depth into the sample and the nanorough-
ness of the tip (below 10 nm). Typically, SSRM can achieve
a spatial resolution of about 10 nm21 for a perfectly sharp
and fresh tip and has a dynamic range of carrier concentra-
tion measured of 1015-1020 cm-3.22
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The NWs of 50 to 250 nm in diameter and 100 to 400
nm in length were grown under ultrahigh vacuum (10-10

mbar) in a Riber SiVa45 MBE chamber using Au as the
growth-initiator.24 Doping of the NWs was carried out either
by phosphorus ion implantation (for n-type) and subsequent
rapid thermal annealing at 1100 °C for 30 s or by boron in
situ incorporation during the growth of the NWs at 525 °C
(for p-type). The substrate for the n-type NWs was n+-Si (111)
(resistivity ∼ 0.001 Ω-cm) and for the p-type NWs p-Si (111)
(resistivity ∼ 10 Ω-cm). Details of the doping processes
including the phosphorus implantation doses and energies
are reported elsewhere.5,9 The expected carrier concentra-
tion in the n-type NW was 1019 cm-3 (see Supporting
Information) and in the p-type NW 1018 cm-3.5 Both of the
NWs remained fully single-crystalline after doping as con-
firmed by transmission electron microscopy imaging (see
Supporting Information). Figure 1a shows the typical mor-
phology of the vertical Si NWs after removal of the Au droplet
(remnants from the Au used for growth initiation) from the
top of the NWs by wet etching. Generally, the columnlike
NWs stand on an epitaxial layer of thickness of about 300
nm.24 The grooves observed at the base of the NWs (Figure
1a) are formed due to surface diffusion of Si during the NW
growth.24

To fabricate the specimen for cross sectional SSRM
measurement without removing the NWs from the sub-
strate, a layer of about 400 nm SiO2 was deposited on the
sample by magnetron sputtering to cover the NWs. Subse-
quently, the specimen was cut and glued by using the same
preparation procedures as for the cross sectional transmis-

sion electron microscopy except for the Ar ion milling step.
The specimen surface was lapped and ground with SiC
powder and finally polished with diamond powder. A scan-
ning electron microscopy (SEM) image of an SSRM specimen
is shown in Figure 1b.

The scheme of the SSRM measurement is illustrated in
Figure 2. An electrical circuit (Figure 2a) consists of the tip,
the specimen including the NW embedded in the oxide
matrix and the bulk substrate, and of a logarithmic current
amplifier to read out the signal. The SSRM measurements
were performed using a Veeco multimode atomic force
microscope equipped with a conductive diamond coated Si
tip. A constant bias voltage of -2.5 V was applied between
the tip and the specimen to achieve a reasonable signal-to-
noise ratio. The spreading resistance (RS) comes from a very
small volume underneath the tip (Figure 2b), and for an ideal
Ohmic contact between a cylindrical tip and a flat sample
surface it can be estimated by the formula RS ) F/4a,25

where F is the resistivity and a is the “electrical radius”, that
is, the radius of the effective contact area between the tip
and the sample. Please note that a can be orders of magni-
tude smaller than the physical radius of the tip.26 SSRM is
based on the assumption that the spreading resistance RS is
the dominating term in the measured serial resistor R

where RTip is the resistance of the probe tip, RNW is the
resistance of the Si NW, and RBulk is the resistance of the

FIGURE 1. (a) SEM image of doped Si NWs with their Au caps
removed by wet etching.(b) SEM image of the cross section of a SSRM
specimen. The top part denoted as a dummy (Dum) wafer is glued
to the sample containing the Si substrate (Sub) and NWs embedded
in the SiO2 matrix.

FIGURE 2. (a) Illustration of a SSRM measurement as applied for the
investigation of a cross sectional specimen with Si NWs. Log(I)
denotes the current amplifier. (b) Different resistors contributing to
the electrical circuit.

R ) RTip + RBulk + RNW + RS (1)
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substrate (including the epi-layer). RBulk can be neglected due
to its very large cross section area as compared to the
nanowire. In this case RS . RNW holds R ≈ RS in eq 1, that
is, we can attribute the measured resistance entirely to the
spreading resistance. The ratio RNW/RS only depends on the
dimensions of the NW (see Supporting Information). It is
worth noting that the SSRM images of the Si NW profiles
shown in this paper are obtained for the condition of RS .
RNW due to the size of the investigated NW cross sections.

Figures 3 presents the SEM images and the corresponding
SSRM image of the same phosphorus-doped NW. The con-
sistence of the cross sections of the NW shown by the SEM
images before (a) and after (c) the SSRM measurement and
of the SSRM image demonstrates the high areal sensitivity
of this SSRM measurement. The dark area surrounding the
NW indicates the SiO2 layer with high resistance (HR), and
the brighter color shown in the substrate indicates a lower
resistance (LR) there due to the high carrier concentration
of 7.4 × 1019 cm-3 corresponding to its resistivity of 0.001
Ω-cm. The uniform medium dark color shown both in the
epi-layer and in the bulk of the NW demonstrated their
homogeneous doping to a similar level. This is in agreement
with the transport of ions in matter (TRIM) calculations (see
Supporting Information). Evidently, there is a brighter col-
ored band at the side wall of the NW shown in Figure 3b.
This indicates a lower resistance or higher conductivity there
as compared to the bulk of the NW.

Averaged profiles of the spreading resistance (RS) and
carrier concentration in axial (AS) and radial (RS) directions
are shown in Figure 4a,b. The RS data were taken as a 512
× 512 data matrix from a 800 × 800 nm2 area. RS was
converted to carrier concentration by an appropriate scaling
(see Supporting Information) with the known resistivity of
the substrate and using the standard carrier concentration
vs resistivity curve for silicon.23 The carrier concentrations
along the axial and radial directions to the NW are shown
by the right Y axis of Figure 4a,b, respectively. Figure 4a
indicates, as expected, that the epi-layer and the bulk of NW
are more than 1 order of magnitude less highly doped than
the substrate. Figure 4b confirms a higher doping level close
to the surface in comparison to the core region of the NW.

The more highly doped region extends from the surface to
about 30 nm inside the NW, and the difference between the
levels of this shell and the core is about a factor of 6-7. The
significant discrepancy between the carrier concentrations
of 2.5 × 1018 cm-3 average over the whole NW (Figure 4)
and the expected average doping level of 1019 cm-3 is in
agreement with recent current-voltage measurements.9

The unpassivated outer surface of a NW is normally
covered by a thin layer of native SiO2, and the dopants tend
to be segregated at the Si/SiO2 interface. Phosphorus gener-
ally piles up13,27-31 at the Si/SiO2 interface. After ion im-
plantation, the redistribution of the phosphorus toward the
Si/SiO2 interface mainly occurs during the rapid thermal
annealing and may be enhanced by the implantation dam-
age induced transient enhance diffusion (TED).28 This redis-
tribution is responsible for the phosphorus loss in the core
of the NW. The concentration of the phosphorus atoms in
the shell close to the Si/SiO2 interface can roughly be

FIGURE 3. (a) SEM image of an individual phosphorus-doped NW before the SSRM measurement. The scratch indicated by an arrow was
formed during the sample preparation. (b) Cross sectional SSRM image of the NW shown in (a). Dark and bright colors indicate high (HR) and
low (LR) resistance which are scaled on the right side. The NW is connected to the Si substrate (Sub) via a Si epi-layer (Epi). The dark area
surrounding the NW is the SiO2 in which it is embedded. The scanning size is 800 × 800 nm2. (c) SEM image taken after the SSRM measurement.
This NW is the same as the one visible on the left side in Figure 1b.

FIGURE 4. RS profiles extracted from the SSRM image shown in
Figure 3b. The profiles in axial direction (AS) and in radial direction
(RS) are averaged over the whole Si NW. The carrier concentration
(right scale) was converted from RS values by calibration from the
known resistivity (0.001 Ω-cm) of the Si substrate and using the
standard carrier concentration vs resistivity curve (ref 23).
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estimated to be 1.9 × 1019 cm-3 by the assumption that
phosphorus in the NW core is fully activated and the
phosphorus concentration there is equal to the carrier
concentration of 1.4 × 1018 cm-3 (Figure 4b). On the basis
of this value only about 20% of the phosphorus atoms in
the shell close to the surface are electrically active and
detected by the SSRM. There is evidently an even stronger
dopant deactivation directly at the NW surface. The phos-
phorus deactivation is due to (i) clustering of segregated
dopant in the high concentration region,31 (ii) dielectric
mismatch,14 and (iii) the surface states existing at the Si/SiO2

interface of the NW.11,16 The thickness of the surface region
fully depleted by the interface states is calculated according
to Seo’s model11 to be 2 nm. However, this thickness cannot
be resolved by the present SSRM measurement since the
distance between the neighboring data points is 1.6 nm and
the spatial resolution is determined to be 4 nm by the
measured width of a sharp thermally grown Si/SiO2 interface.

Another important factor that can influence the dopant
profiles in the Si NWs is the existence of the Au remaining
from the growth-initiating phase. Au incorporated into the
NW may serve as a p-type dopant forming an acceptor state
at Ec-0.53 eV in Si and thereby can compensate the n-type
carriers induced by phosphorus.32 Although Au can be found
on the surface of the NWs (see the TEM image in Supporting
Information), Au incorporated during NW growth is negli-
gible due to the very low Au solubility in Si which is below
1015 cm-3 at the growth temperature of 525 °C.33 The Au
in-diffusion into the NW during the postimplantation an-
nealing is also limited by the low Au solubility in Si of 2 ×
1016 cm-333 at that temperature. Such level of Au was
detected by Putnam et al.34 in the volume of the Si NWs
grown at 1000 °C by secondary ion mass spectrometry
(SIMS). The low concentration restricts the role of Au in
carrier compensation in the bulk of the NW by considering
the level of the measured carrier concentration. However,
the high concentration of the residual Au at the NW surface
may contribute the phosphorus deactivation there, for in-
stance, by forming of Au-P complexes.32

Figure 5 shows the SSRM image of an in situ boron-doped
NW. The respective averaged RS and carrier concentration
profiles (see Supporting Information) in axial and radial
directions are given in Figure 6a,b. In this case, the darker
substrate implying a higher resistance as compared to the
epi-layer and the NW is due to its lower doping level (1.3 ×
1015 cm-3 corresponding to the resistivity of 10 Ω-cm) as
compared to the expected doping level of 1018 cm-3 in the
NW and epi-layer.5 The dark lines in the epi-layer result from
scratches and surface defects induced by mechanical polish-
ing during the specimen preparation. Therefore, there is a
strong fluctuation in the carrier concentration of the epi-layer
(Figure 6a). It indicates the importance of a highly perfect
specimen polishing without mechanical surface defects. In
general, the extracted carrier concentrations in the NW
(Figure 6) are approaching the expected doping level of 1018

cm-3. The carrier profile along the radial direction in Figure
6b is relatively flat as compared to the one shown in Figure
4b indicating that the segregation effect for this investigated
boron-doped NW is not as significant as for the phosphorus-
doped one. This may result from the 1 order of magnitude
lower doping level as compared to the phosphorus-doped
NW, from the different doping process, and from the lower
segregation coefficient of boron compared to phosphorus.13

In addition, in contrast to the Figures 3b and 4b, the size of
the scanning area in Figure 5 is increased to 2 × 2 µm2 and
thereby the distance between the data points is increased

FIGURE 5. Cross sectional SSRM image of an in situ boron-doped
NW. Note that the dark lines in the substrate and epi-layer are
scratches resulting from the mechanical polishing. The image is
taken from a scanning area with a size of 2 × 2 µm2.

FIGURE 6. RS profiles extracted from the SSRM image shown in
Figure 5. The profiles in axial direction (AS) and in radial direction
(RS) are averaged over the whole NW. The carrier concentration
(right Y axis) was converted from RS values by calibration from the
known resistivity (0.04 Ω-cm) of the epi-layer and using the standard
carrier concentration vs resistivity curve (ref 23).
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to 7.8 nm. This reduces the visibility of the effects of dopant
segregation and deactivation directly at the NW surface.
Nevertheless, the activation rate for boron atoms incorpo-
rated in situ during the NW growth is estimated to be
65-70%, which is much higher than for the implanted
phosphorus atoms.

Although the investigated NWs here are of larger diam-
eter (∼180 nm) compared to the preferable size for the
future logic application. SSRM can be applied for carrier
profiling in small diameter NWs (∼10 nm) as well. However,
one has to carefully interpret the data as the smaller diam-
eter NWs will have a higher resistance (RNW) that may lead
to an overestimation of RS and affect the accuracy of the
extracted carrier concentration from the SSRM measure-
ment. Nevertheless, this effect can be quantitatively consid-
ered (see Supporting Information) by a correction approach.
It was reported that a spatial resolution as high as 1 nm was
achieved in carrier profiling of the ultrashallow junctions by
the SSRM characterization in vacuum ambient.35

By repeated scanning of the same NW with a controlled
force, the tip can abrade some material from the surface of
the measured NW cross section. In Figure 3c, the change of
the surface after the SSRM investigation is well visible in
comparison to the status before (Figure 3a). In this way, the
tip gradually moves deeper through the volume of the NW.
By measuring the cross sections at different depths of the
same NW in succession a three-dimensional (3D) carrier
profiling of the NW can potentially be obtained by using an
appropriate projection of the two-dimensional profiles along
the depth scale. Further investigations regarding 3D SSRM
are in progress.

In summary, the electrical properties of cross sections of
individual NWs were investigated by SSRM. The carrier
profiles of the NWs were determined from the measured
spreading resistance with an appropriate calibration by the
known resistivity of the underlying Si substrate or the epi-
layer. Close to the surface region of a phosphorus-doped NW
the carrier concentration was found to be higher than in the
core. In comparison, the concentration profile of the inves-
tigated boron-doped NW shows a higher electrical activation
rate of the boron atoms as compared to the phosphorus
atoms.
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