
International Journal of Nanoelectronics and Materials 
Volume 13, No. 3, July 2020 [483-492] 

 

 
 

Effect of Discharge Power on the Properties of GaN Thin Films on  
AlN-(002) Prepared by Magnetron Sputtering Deposition 

 
Muliana Tahan1*, Nafarizal Nayan1, Siti Noraiza Abd Razak1, Anis Suhaili Bakri1, Zulkifli Azman1, Mohd 

Zainizan Sahdan1, Nur Amaliyana Rahip2, Ahmad Shuhaimi Abu Bakar3, and Mohd Yazid Ahmad4. 
 

1Microelectronics and Nanotechnology-Shamsuddin Research Centre (MiNT-SRC),  
Institute for Integrated Engineering, Universiti Tun Hussein Onn Malaysia, Batu Pahat, 86400 Johor, 

Malaysia. 
2Department of Electrical and Electronic Engineering, National Defense University of Malaysia,  

57000 Kem Sungai Besi, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 
3Low Dimensional Materials Research Centre, Department of Physics, Faculty of Science, University of 

Malaya, 50603 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 
4Nanorian Technologies Sdn Bhd, 40 & 40, 1, Jln Kajang Perdana 3/2, Taman Kajang Perdana, 43000 

Kajang, Selangor. 

 
 

Received 29 June 2020, Accepted 21 July 2020 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Aluminum nitride (AlN) and gallium nitride (GaN) thin films were grown on silicon (Si) 
substrates using the conventional RF magnetron sputtering plasma deposition system. The 
growth rate of GaN increased as the deposition power of GaN increased. There was no 
crystalline peak of GaN observed, since there was no additional substrate heating. However, 
a highly crystalline AlN was observed and its peak orientations of (001) and (002) changed 
with the growth of GaN films at various RF discharge powers. The film’s composition analysis 
using energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) confirmed the existence of Ga and N in the 
thin films. AFM results showed that the surface roughness (Ra) of the GaN/AlN thin films 
increased with increased RF discharge power. FESEM images showed a good agreement 
with the AFM results, since the grain size increased as the surface roughness increased. The 
electrical properties studied using Hall effect showed that a low discharge power of GaN led 
to low resistance, high carrier concentration and low Hall mobility, which are good for 
devices in optoelectronic applications. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION  
 
Aluminum gallium nitride (AlGaN)-based optoelectronic devices for light-emitting diodes (LEDs) 
operating in the ultraviolet (UV) wavelength are usually grown on sapphire substrates by using 
the metal-organic chemical vapor deposition (MOCVD) technique [1]–[3]. Compared to sapphire 
substrates, silicon substrates have several advantages, such as lower cost, availability in various 
sizes and good thermal and electrical conductivity [4]. There have been reports on the successful 
growth of GaN on silicon [5], [6]. However, there are some issues in developing GaN thick films 
on Si substrates, such as cracking, high-density threading dislocations and a cloudy surface 
morphology [7]. These issues are said to be the cause of decreasing quality, performance and 
emission in AlGaN-based devices.  
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The reactive frequency (RF) magnetron sputtering plasma deposition technique could produce 
good structural, electrical and optical properties of AlN and GaN thin films [8]–[11]  The 
advantages of the RF magnetron sputtering method are it produces thin films at high growth 
rates, with a uniform and large coating area and strong adhesion, at low temperature and low 
production cost [12], [13]. Due to these reasons, the RF magnetron sputtering method is very 
promising for industrial applications. 
 
The deposition technique using RF magnetron sputtering on GaN directly on Si substrates gives 
several challenges, such as the formation of the SiN amorphous layer at the interface due to the 
strong reaction of nitrogen atoms with the Si substrate [14].  Other than that, there are also 
thermal expansion coefficient mismatch (57%) and the large lattice mismatch (16.9%) in the 
lattice constant between GaN and Si [4], [7], [15]. To overcome these issues, an AlN buffer layer 
was introduced between the substrate and the nitride film [16]. According to previous reports, 
the AlN buffer layer helps to improve the structure, crystal quality, electrical properties and 
optical properties of GaN thin films, as well as in reducing cracks [17]–[19]. 
 
In this study, a GaN thin film was deposited on an AlN buffer layer on a Si substrate. Both layers 
were deposited using the RF magnetron sputtering plasma deposition system. The GaN/AlN thin 
films were characterized using Filmetrics, X-ray diffraction (XRD), atomic force microscope 
(AFM), field-emission scanning electron microscope (FESEM), energy-dispersive X-ray 
spectroscopy (EDS) and Hall effect to study the films’ morphological, topographical, elemental 
and electrical properties. These thin films may have the potential to be used as a key material for 
the production of high-quality III-nitrate semiconductors in power electronic and optoelectronic 
devices. 
 
 
2. MATERIAL AND EXPERIMENTAL SETUP  
 

The GaN/AlN thin films were grown on Silicon (100) (Si) substrate using a magnetron sputtering 
system from SNTEK PSP 5004 (09SN70) and RF power supply from Advance Energy. Figure 1 
shows the schematic of AlN and GaN depositions on Si substrate. First, the AlN buffer layer was 
deposited on silicon (Si) (100) substrate for 2 hours. The sputtering conditions for the growth of 
AlN layer were 5 mTorr working pressure, and 200 W RF discharge power. Then, GaN layer was 
grown on top of the AlN thin films, for 2 hours using 10 mTorr working pressure. The GaN 
discharge power was varied at 40 W, 60 W and 80 W. The argon (Ar) gas and nitrogen (N2) gas 
flow rates for both ALN and GaN films sputtering were fixed at 100 sccm and 50 sccm, 
respectively. Prior to the deposition, pre-sputtering using Ar gas was performed on AlN target 
with 99.999% purity, and GaN target with 99.99% purity, to remove the natural oxide layer on 
the target surface for 10 minutes. The size for each AlN and GaN sputter targets was 3 inches in 
diameter. The chamber background pressure was maintained below than 1x10-6 Torr. 
 
The thicknesses of GaN/AlN thin films were measured using Filmetrics (FILM Measure). The 
structural of GaN/AlN thin films were characterized using XRD (Panalytical Xpert3 Powder). 
Surface morphology was studied using AFM (Hitachi, XE- Series SPM Controller).  Topographical 
and elemental information of AlN thin films were studied using FESEM (Jeol JSM-1763) and EDS 
(X-Max, Oxford Instrument). The electrical properties were investigated using Hall effect 
measurement. 
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Figure 1. Schematic of GaN/AlN films grown on Si (100) substrate. 

 
 
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

3.1 Thin Film Thickness and Composition  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Since the condition for AlN layer deposition were fixed at 200 W, 5mTorr and had the same 
background pressure, the thickness of AlN layer should be consistent, and it is reasonable to 
assume that the sputtering process rates for all AlN growth for all samples were same. The growth 
rate of AlN that was 1.68 nm/min, which yielded AlN thickness of 200 nm at 120 min. Then, the 
GaN thin film was deposited on AlN film. Table 1 shows the thickness of GaN thin films evaluated 
from the ellipsometry technique using Filmetrics. Figure 2 shows a graph thickness of GaN/AlN 
thin film on the Si substrate. From the graph, the GaN/AlN thin films thickness increased with the 
increasing of GaN deposition power. The growth rates of GaN thin film were 0.96, 1.32, 2.33 
nm/min for 40, 60 and 80 W, respectively. This happened due to the increase in the kinetic energy 
of the ions accelerating towards the target. 
 

Table 1 Result of thickness by using Filmeasure 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Thickness of GaN thin film at different GaN deposition powers. 
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Figure 3. XRD peaks of deposited AlN and GaN on silicon (100) substrate. 
 

Figure 3 shows the XRD patterns obtained from the deposition of GaN/AlN on Si substrates. In 
order to determine the influence of GaN discharged power on the GaN/AlN crystal formation, the 
sputtering power during deposition of GaN layer was varied, while the deposition of AlN layer 
was fixed for all samples. From the XRD analysis, at 40 W of GaN input power, the AlN peak 
orientation tended towards a-axis (100) . As the power of GaN increase, the AlN peak orientation 
slowly shifted to c-axis 002. The peak intensity of (100) decreased as the discharged power of 
GaN increase. At the same time, the peak intensity at (002) was increasing. The reason behind 
this phenomena is that during the bombardment of the surface of the growing film on the 
substrate with increasing discharge power, the energised electrons provided thermal energy to 
the existing AlN thin film. This energy acted as additional energy to promote the growth of AlN 
towards the c-axis crystal structure. Therefore, it can be concluded that a high discharge power 
of GaN gave additional energy in the form of thermal energy which helped the AlN crystal 
structure to be organised towards the preferred orientation. However, no peak of GaN was 
detected on the GaN/AlN thin films. This indicated that the GaN films depositeded was in an 
amorphous structure.  Based on [1], GaN crystal quality was greatly affected by the growth 
methods and conditions. Conventionally, a high crystalinity of GaN can be easily obtained using 
the MOCVD method, as the flow rate of gases and high temperature condition can be controlled 
easily [20]. Thus, the sputtering method and temperature condition in this study were not 
suitable and must be improved to produce high-quality crystallinity of GaN.  
 

 
 

Figure 4. EDX spectrum traces of the GaN films grown on AlN layer using Si substrates. 
Table 2.  Atomic percentages of GaN/AlN thin films. 
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Element/ Power 40 W 60 W 80 W 

Nitrogen 47.41% 40.95% 34.61% 

Aluminium 36.57% 31.55% 2.76% 

Gallium 16.02% 27.50% 62.64% 

 
To evaluate the elemental composition of the thin film, a quantitative analysis of the energy 
dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) spectra was performed using an accelerating voltages 15 kV. 
The EDS spectrum in Figure 4 obviously showed the presence of Ga, Al and N elements. These 
indicated that the Ga compound was actually deposited on the top of AlN layer but do not form a 
crystalline structure.  Table 2 shows the atomic percentages of GaN/AlN thin films on Si 
substrates. It was found that atomic percentages of Ga elements increased as the power increase. 
At the same time, the results show that Al atomic percentages are decreased. The reason that 
caused the atomic percentages of Al and Ga to change is because of the increased thickness of GaN 
layer on the top of AlN layer. These EDS results proved that the deposition of GaN/AlN thin films 
on the Si substrates was successful.  
 
3.1 Morphology Properties of GaN Thin Films 
 
The AFM images of GaN/AlN on Si (100) substrates are shown in Figure 5 to study the 
morphological properties of the thin films. Based on the line profiler results retrieved from the 
AFM results, the highest peak-to-valley (P-V) obtained was 1.208 x 101 nm corresponding to 80 
W and follow by 7.900 nm corresponding to 60 W. The lowest (P-V) is 6.809E+00 corresponding 
to 40W GaN power from the AFM. The highest average absolute slope (Δa) obtained was 5.937° 
corresponding to 80 W GaN power, follow by 3.569° corresponding to 60 W. The lowest average 
absolute slope was 3.167° corresponding to 40 W. Normally, for optoelectronic devices 
application, GaN thin films must have low roughness value, which is not more than 20 nm 
[21][22]. This is to prevent the GaN materials to be heavily dislocated which will cause a crack 
and cloudy surface morphology, which can reduce performance quality emission in AlGaN based 
devices [7][23].  
 
Hyoun Woo Kim and Nam Ho Kim in their study analyzed that the average roughness of GaN thin 
films ranged from 0.7 to 20 nm [22] which is within this experiment's results. The surface 
roughness (Ra) of GaN/AlN thin films during 40 W was 0.7421 nm, 60 W was 0.9291 and 80W 
are 1.495 nm, respectively. Since all the samples were homogeneous and had low roughness, it is 
concluded that using the GaN with deposition power ranging between 40 W- 60 W gave a 
homogenous and smooth surface morphology for GaN/AlN thin films.  
 
Figure 6 shows the morphology of different thicknesses of GaN film grown on AlN layer and 
silicon substrate as analyzed by FESEM using a magnification of 50, 000. It can be seen that the 
particle size of GaN grains had homogenous grain boundaries and have a granular structure. The 
granular size of GaN was approximately 20-40 nm. In addition, no film crack is found, which 
exhibited an excellence deposition of AlN and GaN using a conventional RF magnetron sputtering 
system. Based on rough observation, the granular particles of GaN is increasing homogeneously 
as the power of GaN increase. According to [21], [24], these may be attributed to the Van der 
Waals forces between particles. The FESEM analysis also revealed that the grain boundaries sizes 
of the thin films increased with various GaN deposition power. Since the larger grain boundary 
size may cause the rougher surface, the AFM measurements agree with FESEM images.   
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Figure 5. AFM images of GaN/AlN on Si (100) substrates using same parameter of AlN but different 
power of GaN. 
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Figure 6. FESEM image of GaN/AlN film grown on silicon substrate. 

 
3.3 Electrical properties of GaN / AlN thin films 
 

Table 3 Hall effect measurements for GaN/AlN thin films grown on silicon substrate at different GaN 
sputtering power 

 

 
The electrical properties of GaN/AlN thin films using different deposition powers of GaN were 
measured using Hall effect measurement system at room temperature. GaN/AlN thin films on Si 
substrate are usually implemented in optoelectronic devices such as LED. For such applications, 
the most important things is to have is low resistivity so that the electrical current easily flow 
through this material [25]. In addition, for the diode current in LED, there is substantial carrier 
concentration gradient across p-n junction, hence, the GaN/AlN thin films must have an n-type 
carrier behavior, low resistivity,  high carrier concentration and low Hall mobility [14] [26] [14], 
[27]. The carrier type, resistivity ρ, carrier concentration n, and Hall mobility µH, are shown in 
Table 4.10. It can be seen that the deposition of GaN layers exhibited a larger charge carrier 
concentration and a lower electrical resistivity and this agree with previous report for GaN [14] 
[28].  

 
All sample shows N- type material behavior which is the correct type for building n-GaN, a part 
of the materials for the n-juction of LED devices. Based on the results, the lowest resistivity ρ, 
which is 1.025x10-5 Ω∙m corresponding to 40W of GaN deposition power, followed by 1.574x10-5 
Ω∙m corresponding to 60W and the highest was 6.168x10-5 Ω∙m corresponding to 80W. The value 
from the other literature usually around (∼10−4 Ω ·m) for GaN resistivity for development of LED 
[26] [14]. Recent report by M. Veneges ( ~ x1024 m-³) on deposition of GaN by using MBE [14]. 
The highest carrier concentration n, was 1.068x1025 m-³ corresponding to GaN power of 60 W, 
follow by 2.330x1024 m-³ corresponding to 40 W and the lowest is 1.244x1024 m-³ corresponding 
to 80 W. This shows that all the samples exhibited a large carrier concentration which is normally 
around  (~ 1021 m-3 to ~1024 m-3) [26], [30]. Meanwhile, for the Hall mobility, µH, the lowest was 
2.613x10-1 m²/V∙s corresponding to GaN power of 40W, followed by 3.713x10-2 m²/V∙s 
corresponding to GaN power of 60W and 8.133x10-2 m²/V∙s corresponding to GaN power of 80W. 
Therefore, it was found that using low deposition power of GaN led to low resistance, high carrier 
concentration and low Hall mobility, which are good for optoelectronic devices. 

 
 
 

Power 40 W 60 W 80 W 

Carrier type N N N 
n,  Carrier concentration [1/m³] 2.330 x1024 1.068 x1025 1.244x1024 
ρ,  Resistivity [Ω∙m] 1.025  x10-5 1.574 x10-5 6.168 x10-5 
µH, Hall mobility [m²/V∙s] 2.613 x10-1 3.713  x10-2 8.133  x10-2 
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4. CONCLUSION 
 

In summary, GaN/AlN thin films were successfully prepared using the conventional RF 
magnetron sputtering plasma deposition technique on a Si substrate. The structural and electrical 
properties of GaN/AlN thin films were analyzed using ellipsometry, XRD, EDS, AFM, FESEM and 
Hall effect measurement. The XRD data demonstrated that high-quality crystals of AlN (002) can 
be achieved. However, the structure of GaN did not form a crystalline structure; in other words, 
it was in amorphous form.  Therefore, an EDS analysis was performed by analyzing the 
composition and elemental analyses of the GaN/AlN thin films in order to check whether GaN was 
successfully deposited. Based on the EDS spectrum, there was a presence of the Ga element, and 
the spectrum’s intensity increased as the deposition power of GaN was increased. This revealed 
that a GaN layer was actually deposited on the AlN thin film, but due to the very low temperature, 
the GaN thin film did not form a crystalline structure, which was the main cause that no GaN peak 
was detected on the XRD analysis. AFM surface morphology showed that the GaN/AlN thin films 
had a smooth surface, with Ra of 0.7421 nm, 0.9291 and 1.495 nm at 40 W, 60 W and 80 W of 
deposition power, respectively. FESEM analysis also agreed with the AFM results, as smaller grain 
sizes were obtained when the surface roughness was low. A change in the GaN deposition power 
slightly changed the electrical properties of the thin films. It was found that using a lower 
deposition power of GaN, the resistivity of the GaN/AlN thin films decreased, their carrier 
concentration increased, and their Hall mobility decreased, which are good for devices in 
optoelectronic applications. The conventional RF-magnetron sputtering technique has been 
proven to be easy to control and is a convenient and low-cost manufacturing technique to deposit 
GaN/AlN thin films on Si substrates. Therefore, these thin films have the potential to be used as a 
key material for the production of high-quality III-nitrate semiconductors in power electronic and 
optoelectronic devices.  
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