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engineering of impact ionization 
characteristics in  in0.53Ga0.47As/
Al0.48in0.52As superlattice avalanche 
photodiodes on inp substrate
S. Lee1, M. Winslow2, C. H. Grein2, S. H. Kodati1, A. H. Jones3, D. R. Fink1, p Das4, 
M. M. Hayat4, T. J. Ronningen1, J. C. Campbell3 & S. Krishna1*

We report on engineering impact ionization characteristics of  In0.53Ga0.47As/Al0.48in0.52As superlattice 
avalanche photodiodes (InGaAs/AlInAs SL APDs) on InP substrate to design and demonstrate an 
APD with low k-value. We design InGaAs/AlInAs SL APDs with three different SL periods (4 ML, 6 
ML, and 8 ML) to achieve the same composition as  Al0.4Ga0.07in0.53As quaternary random alloy (RA). 
The simulated results of an RA and the three SLs predict that the SLs have lower k-values than the 
RA because the electrons can readily reach their threshold energy for impact ionization while the 
holes experience the multiple valence minibands scattering. The shorter period of SL shows the lower 
k-value. To support the theoretical prediction, the designed 6 ML and 8 ML SLs are experimentally 
demonstrated. The 8 ML SL shows k-value of 0.22, which is lower than the k-value of the RA. The 6 
ML SL exhibits even lower k-value than the 8 ML SL, indicating that the shorter period of the SL, the 
lower k-value as predicted. This work is a theoretical modeling and experimental demonstration of 
engineering avalanche characteristics in InGaAs/AlInAs SLs and would assist one to design the SLs 
with improved performance for various SWIR APD application.

Avalanche photodiodes (APDs) have been widely used for various short-wavelength infrared (SWIR, 1.5–3 
microns) applications such as optical  communication1, 3D  imaging2, single-photon  detection3 and  LIDAR4. APDs 
are preferred for these applications, relative to conventional p-i-n PDs, because of the internal multiplication gain. 
This gain significantly improves the sensitivity of a sensing and imaging system when the circuit noise limits the 
signal to noise ratio (SNR). Therefore, APDs allow one to detect a lower signal magnitude coming through any 
harsh environment that degrades the initial intensity of the input signal.

There is interest in APDs operating at 1500 nm or 2000 nm for LIDAR active sensing and imaging applica-
tions. The three critical characteristics of an APD are the multiplication gain (M), the dark current (Id), and the 
excess noise factor (F(M)). When a high electric field is applied to the materials, carriers (electrons and holes) can 
gain enough energy to impact ionize, resulting in M. However, this high electric field gives rise to large tunneling 
dark current due to relatively narrow bandgap and high excess noise caused by a stochastic process of multiplica-
tion events in the materials. This problem can be mitigated by using separate, absorption, charge, and multiplica-
tion (SACM) APDs, where a high electric field is located at a wide bandgap multiplication layer (M-layer) while 
a low electric field exists in a narrow bandgap absorption layer. To prevent strain-induced defects that reduce 
the device performance, SACM APDs need to be made from material layers that are lattice-matched to the host 
substrate. InP substrates are commonly used for commercial APD technologies because they are reasonably 
cheap and commercially available up to 4″ in diameter. Since good absorbers such as  In0.53Ga0.47As (1550 nm)5 
and  In0.53Ga0.47As/GaAs0.51Sb0.49 (2000 nm)6 on InP substrates are already well-developed, they can easily be 
combined with wide bandgap materials used for the M-layer such as  InP7,  Al0.48In0.52As8,  AlxGa1−xAs0.56Sb0.44

9 
and  AlAs0.56Sb0.44

10, potentially realizing high-performance SACM APDs.
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To minimize excess noise in an M-layer, there must be a large difference between the impact ionization coef-
ficients for electrons (α) and holes (β). The excess noise can be quantified as F(M), and is estimated by McIntyre’s 
local field  theory11, F(M) = kM + (1 − k) [2–1/M]. Here, k is the ratio of α and β impact ionization coefficients, 
specifically k = β/α when β > α and k = α/β when β < α, by convention. It should be noted that when k-value is 
low, F(M) increases slowly as M increases. Thus, a low k-value is desired to make an APD highly sensitive. A 
low k-value in an M-layer can be achieved simply by selecting a material system that has favorable α or β. For 
instance, Si has a k-value of < 0.0512, and  InAs13 and  HgCdTe14 have k-values of 0. There has been active research 
to find suitable materials for the M-layer that are lattice-matched to InP substrates. Tan and David et al. have 
developed thin  AlxGa1−xAs0.56Sb0.44 APDs (hereafter AlGaAsSb) on InP  substrates15. A 100 nm thick M-layer 
provided with a k-value of 0.1 with the assistance of dead space. However, an APD technology at least needs to 
be comparable to Si APDs, and the AlGaAsSb APDs cannot achieve such a low k-value with relatively thin layers. 
A way to attain the low k-value is to have an M-layer that is ~ 1500 nm  thick16. Unfortunately, AlGaAsSb APDs 
cannot be randomly grown with such large thicknesses due to the existence of a large miscibility gap, causing 
phase separation during the growth.

Recently, the superlattice (SL) or digital alloy (DA) growth technique has opened up a new path to growing 
materials for APDs and has unlocked a new means for reducing the k-value of an APD. The terms SL and DA 
have been used interchangeably in the APD literature. One monolayer (ML) refers to half the lattice constant 
along the (100) direction for a zinc blende structure. We use the term SL in this paper to refer to periodic 
 In0.53Ga0.47As/Al0.48In0.52As heterostructures, and specifically consider periods of three values (4 ML, 6 ML, and 
8 ML). The limiting case of a 2 ML SL is a random alloy. The important point is that engineering the periodicity 
of the lattice has a dramatic impact on the band structure and the transport of carriers. Campbell and Bank et al. 
have demonstrated an 890 nm thick  AlxIn1−xAsySb1−y SL grown on a GaSb substrate using four binary layers in a 
period as an alternative to the bulk random alloy (RA)17. Their  Al0.7In0.3As0.3Sb0.7 APD showed a k-value of 0.01, 
which is comparable to Si. Thick  AlAs0.56Sb0.44 APDs on InP substrates have also been successfully grown as AlAs/
AlSb SLs for a 1550 nm thick M-layer. The SLs exhibited an extremely low k-value of 0.00516. To investigate the 
origin of lower k-value in a SL APD, AlAs/InAs SL (compositionally the same as  Al0.48In0.52As RA) APDs were 
grown on an InP substrate. They achieved a lower k-value (k = 0.03) than an  Al0.48In0.52As RA (k = 0.24)18. The 
origin was investigated in terms of electronic band structures of the SL and RA APDs. It was found that a mini 
gap exists in the hole bands of the SL which inhibits the holes from gaining enough energy to impact ionization 
while electrons can easily reach their threshold energy for impact ionization. This demonstrates that the advan-
tage of using an SL for the M-layer is that its electronic structure can be engineered to realize a low k-value. In 
other words, one can modify material properties such as effective masses, band gaps (Eg), α, and β with various 
thicknesses of the alternating layers of the  SLs19. For example, Grein, Ghosh and Krishna have demonstrated 
electron-APD and hole-APD with InAs/GaSb type-II SLs for mid-IR applications, specifically an extremely low 
F(M) of 0.8–1.2 and k ~ 020,21. This indicates that if the electronic structure of an SL is properly designed, one can 
favorably achieve a high-performance APD.

The  AlxGayIn1−x−yAs (hereafter AlGaInAs) quaternary alloy has proven to be a useful material system for 
optoelectronic devices. For APDs, AlGaInAs alloys have only been exploited for grading and charge layers in 
SACM APDs, since they can be designed with bandgaps intermediate between the absorber and multiplication 
 layers8–10. This material has not been used solely as an M-layer since APDs with AlGaInAs RAs have a relatively 
high k-value of between 0.24  (Al0.48In0.52As)22 and 0.5  (In0.53Ga0.47As)23. A 1000 nm thick  Al0.24Ga0.24In0.52As RA 
showed a k-value of ~ 0.524. However,  In0.53Ga0.47As/Al0.48In0.52As (hereafter InGaAs/AlInAs) heterostructure 
APDs have demonstrated a promising k-value of 0.05 due to the larger conduction band offset than the valence 
band offset between  Al0.48In0.52As and  In0.47Ga0.53As25. Therefore, InGaAs/AlInAs SL may have the potential to 
achieve a reduced k-value. Also, an InGaAs/AlInAs SL facilitates more straightforward material growth of SACM 
APDs with an  In0.53Ga0.47As absorber.

In this work, we discuss theoretical modeling and experimental demonstrations of a p-i-n configuration of 
InGaAs/AlInAs SLs as M-layer candidates. The thicknesses of constituent layers in the SL were designed to have 
the same average alloy composition as  Al0.4Ga0.07In0.53As RA. The SL periods were chosen to be 4 ML, 6 ML, 
and 8 ML. As our first step, we computed the electronic band structures and impact ionization coefficients for 
those SL periods. These results were compared with the compositionally similar RA and analyzed in terms of 
avalanche threshold energies and scattering mechanism for electrons and holes. We experimentally demonstrate 
the SLs with periods of 6 ML and 8 ML and show the theoretical predictions are in good agreement with the 
experimental results.

Results
The entire theoretical computations were done at 240 K while experimental demonstrations were performed at 
300 K. The reason is that at low temperatures, band engineering features are more pronounced because thermal 
energies restrict carriers to relatively few minibands. The difference between 240 and 300 K will not create sig-
nificant inconsistency between theory and experiment.

Simulation for band structure engineering.  A realistic and reliable SL electronic band structure is the 
principal input to evaluate impact ionization rates. Our methodology follows that of ref.19, which also contains 
the employed input parameters and is summarized here for completeness. The SL electronic band structures were 
calculated employing a 14-band SL K.p  method26. It should be noted that the reliability of the SL K.p method 
becomes weaker as the wavevector deviates from the zone-center. Therefore, the SL K.p approach should be 
considered as the source of a physical explanation with the understanding that the quantitative predictions are 
approximate. The calculations use a heterostructure restricted basis formalism non-perturbatively employing 
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fourteen bulk  bands27. The heterostructure multiband Hamiltonian is then transformed into Fourier space and 
diagonalized. An envelope function  formalism28 is used to obtain the zone-center SL states. States throughout 
the zone are then evaluated using the SL K.p  method29. The highly non-parabolic band structures and momen-
tum matrix elements computed employing the 14-band SL K.p method are used directly with a mesh spacing of 
0.002 Å−1 as input for the evaluation of the impact ionization rates of hot holes and electrons. The designs of RA 
and the three SLs appear in Table 1, together with bandgaps (Eg) extracted from the electronic structures of all 
four materials. Their computed electronic structures at 240 K appear in Fig. 1.

The electronic band structures of the SLs were designed to optimize the electron-initiated to hole-initiated 
impact ionization coefficient ratio. Specifically, the conduction minibands (Ec) were engineered to promote the 
impact ionization of hot electrons, whereas valence minibands (Ev) were designed to suppress the ionization of 
hot holes. This is accomplished through choosing the SL period to permit electrons to impact ionize from the 
lowest conduction miniband, but holes must scatter among multiple valence minibands to reach their impact 
ionization threshold. Transport inhibited by zone folding reduces hole-initiated impact ionization while elec-
trons undergo impact ionization similar to that of a bulk material. This can be seen from the band structure 
appearing in Fig. 1. The  Al0.4Ga0.07In0.53As RA has its lowest conduction, and the highest valence bands that cross 
line an energy gap above the conduction band minimum (upper dotted red line) and an energy gap below the 
valence band maximum (lower dotted red line), respectively. These lines represent minimum impact ionization 
threshold energies. This contrasts with the 4 ML SL where the lowest conduction miniband just crosses the line, 
suggesting the shortest period 4 ML SL is superior in terms of the electron to hole impact ionization coefficient 
ratio differing from one. The 6 ML and 8 ML SLs do not exhibit these desirable band-structure characteristics. 
However, they still show electron-initiated APD behavior due to their much heavier hole masses compared to 
the RA and multiple valence bands scattering for holes.

Table 1.  Layer thicknesses for the three SLs, and band gaps at 240 K as predicted by the electronic structure 
calculations for all four structures.

SL periods
Thickness [nm]
(Al0.52In0.48As)

Thickness [nm]
(In0.53Ga0.47As) Eg [eV]

RA – – 1.360

4 ML 1.02 0.18 1.367

6 ML 1.53 0.27 1.372

8 ML 1.96 0.34 1.384

Figure 1.  (a) Computed electronic structures at 240 K of  Al0.4Ga0.07In0.53As RA, (b) the 4 ML InGaAs/AlInAs 
SL, (c) the 6 ML InGaAs/AlInAs SL, and (d) the 8 ML InGaAs/AlInAs SL.
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Monte Carlo simulation.  The formalism used to compute the impact ionization rates follows that of ref.19, 
and is summarized here for completeness. The total impact ionization rate is obtained from Fermi’s Golden Rule. 
K-space integrals are evaluated with an adaptive mesh Monte Carlo algorithm. The matrix elements are written 
in terms of a Slater determinant of SL states obtained from the electronic structure calculations. The Coulomb 
potential is screened by the Debye screening length. Umklapp processes are included in the summations over 
the SL reciprocal lattice vectors. First-order SL K.p perturbation theory is employed to evaluate the overlaps of 
the SL wave functions at different points in K-space. This permits the square of the screened Coulomb matrix 
element to be expressed in terms of SL momentum matrix elements, also obtained from the electronic structure 
calculations. The wave vector-dependent impact ionization rate is averaged over the entire Brillouin zone (BZ) 
and set of minibands to yield the impact ionization rate as a function of hot carrier energy. Figure 2 plots the 
240 K computed ionization rates of the  Al0.4Ga0.07In0.53As RA and the 4 ML SL. It should be noted that the plots 
were obtained under weak field conditions. Both have threshold energies of electrons (Eth,e) and hole (Eth,h) 
nearly equal to the energy gap. However, somewhat promising, the electron-initiated rate of the 4 ML SL has a 
stronger onset than that of the RA, and the hole-initiated rate of the 4 ML SL is overall lower than that of the RA. 
This promotes electron-initiated impact ionization over that of holes. The 6 ML and 8 ML SLs were not examined 
here since they are seen as possessing electronic structure features intermediate between the extremes of the bulk 
alloy and 4 ML SL.

Figure 3a shows computed electron- and hole-initiated impact ionization coefficients for the RA and the 4 
ML SL simulated via an ensemble Monte Carlo transport  kernel30–32. The α is almost the same for both the RA 
and the 4 ML SL, while the β of the 4 ML SL is lower than that of the RA in the electric field range from 100 to 
300 kV/cm. As a result, the k-value of the 4 ML SL is lower than that of the RA, and the difference of their k-value 
becomes much more significant at the lower electric field region, as shown in Fig. 3b.

experimental demonstration
In this section, we will experimentally demonstrate the APDs designed in previous section. The 4 ML SL is not 
considered here due to the limited equipment available for the difficulty of achieving low background doping. 
However, the 6 ML and 8 ML SLs are realized and appeared to be enough for the demonstration of the physical 
prediction discussed in section I. All measurements were performed at 300 K while computations were carried 
out at 240 K.

Capacitance–voltage (C–V) measurements were taken at a probe station using specialized test structures. 
These circular test structures were blind (had no aperture) and had a diameter of 300 µm, much larger than the 
photodiodes. The large area increases the device capacitance, making it easier to measure. The ratio of the junc-
tion area and surface area is proportional to the device’s diameter, so larger devices minimize surface effects. 
Phase corrections and open circuit corrections were taken prior to  measurements33.

Figure 2.  (a) 240 K computed ionization rates of the  Al0.4Ga0.07In0.53As RA and the 4 ML InGaAs/AlInAs SL 
(b). Hot holes are marked in red, and electrons in black. Both show hot electron (Eth,e) and hole (Eth,g) threshold 
energies nearly equal to the energy gap (Eg).



5

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific RepoRtS |        (2020) 10:16735  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-73810-w

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

C-V data at room temperature is shown in Fig. 4 for the 6 ML and 8 ML SLs. Both show that the depletion 
width is approximately 1 µm when fully depleted, as expected. The background doping concentration, nbg, was 
calculated to be < 1 × 1016 cm−3, indicating low residual impurities in the SL materials.

Current–voltage (I–V) characteristics were measured with a Keithley 2400 source meter. A 543 nm He–Ne 
laser was used as an optical source to illuminate the devices. To calculate M, we needed to determine the unity 
gain point of the 6 ML and 8 ML APDs. For a punch-through APD such as a SACM APD, it is not straightforward 
to determine the unity gain point because the curves of C–V and I–V under illumination are not saturated at a 
bias voltage. However, for a PIN APD the unity gain point was easily deduced due to the flat region of the I–V 
curve under illumination and the saturated region of the C–V curve. The devices are shown to be fully depleted 
at −10 V as shown in Fig. 4. Therefore, this bias was chosen as the unity gain voltage.

The I–V data for the 6 ML and 8 ML SLs are shown in Fig. 5. Both have breakdown voltages around −44 V. 
The maximum M of the 6 ML SL approached 20, but was over 25 for the 8 ML SL. The catastrophic surface 

Figure 3.  (a) Simulated impact ionization coefficients for RA and the 4 ML SL and (b) extracted k-value as a 
function of inverse electric field.

Figure 4.  The result of C–V measurements for 6 ML and 8 ML InGaAs/AlInAs SL APDs.
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breakdown which destroyed the devices occurred at slightly different biases for each device, causing their maxi-
mum M to differ. Thus, the small difference in the maximum M measured between the 6 ML and 8 ML SLs is 
not a conclusive result.

The results of the excess noise measurement are shown in Fig. 6a. Even though the gain values are small, the 
F(M) of the 6 ML SL drops below F(M) = 2 (k-value = 0, McIntyre limit), unlike the 8ML SL. This indicates that 
the gain is deterministic in nature. In order to understand the non-local effects, we undertook the modeling of 
the dead space for two different multiplication layer thicknesses (200 nm and 2000 nm) as shown by the dotted 
blue lines. The electron’s dead space is calculated by dividing the electron ionization threshold energy by the 
electric  field34. The electron ionization coefficients for AlGaInAs are obtained from Tsuji et al24. This shows that 
non-local effects are occurring in the sample with 6 ML SL, and thus deterministic multiplication event. This 
needs further investigation, especially when the gain is increased. The current tolerance of the analyzer prevented 
F(M) measurements at higher gains, indicated in Fig. 6a. When fitted to McIntyre’s  model11, the k-value of the 
8 ML SL was a close match to ~ 0.22. This value is lower than what has been previously reported for  Al0.48In0.52As 
RA and  Al0.24Ga0.24In0.52As  RA24, indicating growing this material as a digital alloy reduces the excess noise. 
The 6 ML SL data does not fit to McIntyre’s model but shows significantly lower excess noise than the 8 ML SL.

Figure 5.  I–V characteristics for 6 ML (left) and 8 ML (right). The black and red solid lines indicate dark 
current and current under illumination, respectively. The dashed blue line is calculated gain from two solid line 
curves.

Figure 6.  (a) McIntyre model cases (green), dead space predictions when k = 0 (blue), and experimentally 
observed F(M) (dotted black and red) for InGaAs/AlInAs SLs. (b) The effective masses of electron and hole as a 
function of SL period. The effective masses were extracted by parabolic approximation around the zone center.
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Discussion
We modeled one  Al0.4Ga0.07In0.53As RA and three InGaAs/AlInAs SLs (4 ML, 6 ML, and 8 ML) and briefly ana-
lyzed their electronic structures. The SLs were also experimentally realized. Here, more details on engineering 
impact ionization characteristics are discussed in terms of material and device perspectives in the SLs.

Interestingly, all SLs have almost the same Eg, as described in Table 1, due to the weak quantum confinement 
in the thin InGaAs well layer. This results in nearly the same Eth for the three SLs as ~ Eg. Due to the SL periodicity, 
the 1st BZ edge of the SLs in the growth-axis direction becomes very short compared with the RA. The 1st BZ 
width of the SLs reduces as the period of the SL increases, as shown in Fig. 1. The optimal design for an electron 
SL, such as the 4 ML SL illustrated in Fig. 1b, will allow electrons to reach their Eth,e from the lowest conduction 
miniband while holes must scatter between multiple minibands before reaching their threshold. The effective 
masses of the electron ( m∗

e ) and hole ( m∗

h
 ) for the SLs were extracted from the computed band structures, and 

their ratios to the free electron mass (m0) are plotted in Fig. 6b. All SLs have similar effective masses for both 
electron and holes, and lower electron and higher hole effective masses than the RA. The effective masses in 
the SLs help the APDs to have low-k values because the relatively light electrons can more readily reach their 
threshold energy than holes. The 6 ML and 8 ML SLs are less desirable for high-performance APDs than the 4 
ML one because the electron energy at  1st BZ edge lies below Eth,e. However, we observed in Fig. 6a that the 6 ML 
and 8 ML SLs still showed a lower k-value than the RA, although they do not satisfy the criteria of an optimal SL 
design. We here consider another design factor for the SLs, the presence of mini gaps. In Fig. 1d, there are mini 
gaps at the upper energy edge of Ec and the lower energy edge of Ev in the growth-direction (these mini gaps 
are present in all the SLs). The mini gaps are important for carrier transport in the SLs because these energies 
will either provide hot carriers with a bridge to tunnel to or with an obstacle to prevent them from tunneling to 
another higher  miniband35. The mini gaps are mostly determined by the band offset between two alternating 
layers and the strength of the interaction between adjacent energy states to perturb each other. A zero band offset 
either at conduction or valence band is highly  preferred35. In the case of the SLs, the mini gaps are not so large 
that they do not prevent electrons and holes from tunneling to the higher band energies, thus reaching impact 
ionization threshold. At the large applied electric field, the tunneling probability even increases  further36,37. We 
note that mini gaps can be a massive hindrance to the hole due to the larger m∗

h
 in the SLs, even though the hole’s 

mini gaps are smaller than the electron’s. As a result, electron-initiated impact ionization can still occur in the 6 
ML and 8 ML SLs, resulting in low k-value.

From the perspective of material design, the best SL at a given Eg can originate from three design factors; 
the 1st BZ edge along the growth direction, the effective masses, and the mini gaps, as discussed. Therefore, in 
order to make a high-performance SL, the selection of constituent materials and the thickness of their layers are 
very crucial. From the perspective of device design, we can take advantage of thick or thin M-layers. For a thin 
M-layer that is submicron, the impact ionization characteristics of carriers are highly influenced by the history 
of carrier transport due to the presence of the dead space, which is the distance where carriers need to travel 
before impact  ionization38. In this situation, the probability density function of impact ionization becomes more 
contracted, and the ionization more predictable, resulting in a highly deterministic impact ionization event. 
Therefore, F(M) can be lower than 2 and McIntyre’s local field theory no longer governs such an APD. For a 
thick M-layer, we also have the opportunity to achieve a low k-value at a low electric field  region39. Such a single 
carrier-initiated APD has a large difference between α and β at a low electric field, approaching a k-value of 0. 
Therefore, if the thickness of the M-layer is thick enough for inducing avalanche breakdown before the k-value 
significantly increases, we can achieve an APD with F(M) < 2. The 6 ML SL shows F(M) < 2, which is the limit of 
F(M) in McIntyre’s theory. It indicates that the 6 ML SL is an electron-initiated APD, and β is close to zero at the 
lower M. In other words, the F(M) of the 6 ML SL shows that multiplication process is more deterministic, and 
thus can be extremely low when it operates at the low electric field region where single carrier impact ionization 
occurs. This result is very promising, and realizing those APDs remains unfinished.

In summary, we report on the engineering of avalanche characteristics in  In0.53Ga0.47As/Al0.48In0.52As SLs. The 
InGaAs/AlInAs SLs with the SL periods of 4 ML, 6 ML, and 8 ML were designed to have the same alloy contents 
as an  Al0.4Ga0.07In0.53As RA. The electronic band structures of the SLs computed from the 14-band K.p method 
suggest that the k-value of the SLs is lower than that of the RA and become lower as the SL period shortens. The 
4 ML SL appears to achieve the lowest k-value among them. We also computed the impact ionization rates and 
coefficients of the RA and the 4 ML SL. The result shows that α of the RA and the 4 ML SL are almost the same 
while the difference between α and β for the 4 ML SL becomes larger than for the RA as the applied electric field 
decreases. The designed 6 ML and 8 ML SLs are grown by MBE and tested for the verification of the designs. 
The measured F(M) of the SLs shows that the 8 ML SL has lower k-value (~ 0.22) than the RA, and the 6 ML SL 
achieved even lower k-value than the 8 ML SL, as predicted. The discussion of the design parameters for a low 
k-value SL suggested three design considerations, the position of 1st BZ, the effective mass, and the mini gaps. 
Further reduction in the k-value of the SLs can be achieved by varying M-layer thickness, but the realization of 
it remains for future research. This work is a theoretical modeling and experimental demonstration of engineer-
ing avalanche characteristics in InGaAs/AlInAs SLs and would also assist one to design the SLs with improved 
performance for various SWIR APD application.

Methods
The p-i-n SLs with the periods of 6 ML and 8 ML were grown in a RIBER Compact 21DZ molecular beam epi-
taxy (MBE) chamber on n-type sulfur doped-InP (001) epi-ready substrates. The device structure consists of a 
500 nm  n++-Al0.48In0.52As bottom contact layer (also used for buffer layer), followed by a 100 nm  n+-SL for the 
bottom cladding layer. Subsequently, the M-layer, 1000 nm of unintentionally doped (UID)-SL, was grown to 
be sandwiched by a 300 nm  p+-SL top cladding layer and the bottom cladding layer.
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It should be noted that the thickness of the top cladding layer is chosen to be thicker than that of the bot-
tom one to ensure a single carrier (electron) injection for proper measurement of the k-value. Finally, a 20 nm 
 p++-In0.53Ga0.47As top contact layer was deposited on top of the device structure to ensure an ohmic contact. A 
detailed diagram of the epitaxial device structure appears in Fig. 7a.

Single-pixel devices, as shown in Fig. 7b, were made with a 4-steps fabrication procedure. Prior to step 1, 
the grown SL samples were cleaned with acetone, methanol, and isopropyl alcohol in an ultrasonic bath. In step 
1, photolithography was performed with a bilayer photoresist, SPR 220 and LOR5A, to open small features for 
top contact metal deposition. The SL samples were loaded in an oxygen plasma asher to remove leftover resist 
from the opened areas. The SL samples were then treated with HCl solution to remove the oxidized top layer 
before loading each into an electron beam evaporator for Ti (20 nm)/Au (150 nm) deposition. In step 2, the 
second round of photolithography was performed with SPR 220 resist to open areas for etching. A wet chemical 
etch solution, citric acid (40 g)/H3PO4 (10 mL)/H2O2 (10 mL)/H2O (240 mL), was used to form the mesa. Step 
3 repeated step 1 to form the bottom contact. In step 4, the SL sample was treated with HCl solution to remove 
the oxide layer on the mesa sidewalls before SU-8 passivation.

Prior to the growth of p-i-n SLs, the thickness and composition of each SL constituent ternary alloy were 
accurately calibrated using reflection high electron energy diffraction (RHEED) and x-ray diffraction (XRD), 
respectively. Figure 8 shows XRD results of the 6 ML and 8 ML SLs. It is seen that only one peak is found near 0 
arcsec, indicating that all layers, including the substrate, buffer, and the SL layers, are perfectly lattice-matched. 
The periods of the SLs were calculated from a distance between  0th and  1st order satellite peaks and are almost 
perfectly matched to the designed values described in Table 1.

Figure 7.  (a) Schematic device structure, and (b) its top view of microscope image.

Figure 8.  XRD rocking curves for InGaAs/AlInAs SLs with periods of 6 ML and 8 ML.
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For the F(M) measurement, the devices were biased with a Keithley 2400 source meter. A 543 nm He–Ne 
laser was used to illuminate the APDs to ensure optical absorption near the device surface and provide near-pure 
electron injection profile for the 6 ML and 8 ML SLs. A standard RF Bias-Tee was used to isolate different signals 
in the system: the AC component of the output current was measured with an Agilent 8973A noise figure analyzer 
while still supplying a DC bias to the devices. The noise figure analyzer was calibrated via an Agilent 346A noise 
source to remove background noise.

Received: 24 May 2020; Accepted: 4 September 2020

References
 1. Campbell, J. C. Recent advances in avalanche photodiodes. J. Lightwave Technol. 34, 278–285. https ://doi.org/10.1109/jlt.2015.24530 

92 (2016).
 2. Itzler, M. A. et al. in 2014 IEEE Aerospace Conference. 1–12 (IEEE). https://doi.org/https ://doi.org/10.1109/aero.2014.68364 76.
 3. Kardynał, B., Yuan, Z. & Shields, A. An avalanche-photodiode-based photon-number-resolving detector. Nat. Photonics 2, 425. 

https ://doi.org/10.1038/nphot on.2008.101 (2008).
 4. Sun, X. et al. HgCdTe avalanche photodiode detectors for airborne and spaceborne lidar at infrared wavelengths. Opt. Express 25, 

16589–16602. https ://doi.org/10.1364/oe.25.01658 9 (2017).
 5. Marc, P. H. & Douglas, S. M. in Proceedings of SPIE.https://doi.org/https ://doi.org/10.1117/12.77777 6.
 6. Uliel, Y. et al. InGaAs/GaAsSb Type-II superlattice based photodiodes for short wave infrared detection. Infrared Phys. Technol. 

84, 63–71. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.infra red.2017.02.003 (2017).
 7. Ma, C., Deen, M. & Tarof, L. Multiplication in separate absorption, grading, charge, and multiplication InP–InGaAs avalanche 

photodiodes. IEEE J. Quantum Electron. 31, 2078–2089. https ://doi.org/10.1109/3.46929 1 (1995).
 8. Kinsey, G., Campbell, J. & Dentai, A. Waveguide avalanche photodiode operating at 1.55 μm with a gain-bandwidth product of 

320 GHz. IEEE Photonics Technol. Lett. 13, 842–844. https ://doi.org/10.1109/68.93582 2 (2001).
 9. Xie, S. et al. InGaAs/AlGaAsSb avalanche photodiode with high gain-bandwidth product. Opt. Express 24, 24242–24247. https ://

doi.org/10.1364/oe.24.02424 2 (2016).
 10. Tan, C. H., Xie, S. & Xie, J. Low noise avalanche photodiodes incorporating a 40 nm AlAsSb avalanche region. IEEE J. Quantum 

Electron. 48, 36–41. https ://doi.org/10.1109/jqe.2011.21761 05 (2011).
 11. McIntyre, R. Multiplication noise in uniform avalanche diodes. IEEE Trans. Electron. Devices https ://doi.org/10.1109/t-

ed.1966.15651  (1966).
 12. Robbins, V., Wang, T., Brennan, K., Hess, K. & Stillman, G. Electron and hole impact ionization coefficients in (100) and in (111) 

Si. J. Appl. Phys. 58, 4614–4617. https ://doi.org/10.1063/1.33622 9 (1985).
 13. Marshall, A., Tan, C., Steer, M. & David, J. Electron dominated impact ionization and avalanche gain characteristics in InAs 

photodiodes. Appl. Phys. Lett. 93, 111107. https ://doi.org/10.1063/1.29804 51 (2008).
 14. Beck, J. et al. The HgCdTe electron avalanche photodiode. J. Electron. Mater. 35, 1166–1173. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s1166 4-006-

0237-3 (2006).
 15. Zhou, X. et al. Thin  Al1−xGaxAs0.56Sb0.44 diodes with low excess noise. IEEE J. Sel. Top. Quantum Electron. 24, 1–5. https ://doi.

org/10.1109/jstqe .2017.27254 41 (2017).
 16. Yi, X. et al. Extremely low excess noise and high sensitivity  AlAs0.56Sb0.44 avalanche photodiodes. Nat. Photonics 13, 683–686. https 

://doi.org/10.1038/s4156 6-019-0477-4 (2019).
 17. Woodson, M. E. et al. Low-noise AlInAsSb avalanche photodiode. Appl. Phys. Lett. 108, 081102. https ://doi.org/10.1063/1.49423 

72 (2016).
 18. Zheng, J. et al. Digital alloy InAlAs avalanche photodiodes. J. Lightwave Technol. 36, 3580–3585. https ://doi.org/10.1109/

jlt.2018.28441 14 (2018).
 19. El-Rub, K. A., Grein, C., Flatte, M. & Ehrenreich, H. Band structure engineering of superlattice-based short-, mid-, and long-

wavelength infrared avalanche photodiodes for improved impact ionization rates. J. Appl. Phys. 92, 3771–3777. https ://doi.
org/10.1063/1.15033 90 (2002).

 20. Banerjee, K. et al. Midwave infrared InAs/GaSb strained layer superlattice hole avalanche photodiode. Appl. Phys. Lett. 94, 201107. 
https ://doi.org/10.1063/1.31390 12 (2009).

 21. Mallick, S. et al. Ultralow noise midwave infrared InAs–GaSb strain layer superlattice avalanche photodiode. Appl. Phys. Lett. 91, 
241111. https ://doi.org/10.1063/1.28176 08 (2007).

 22. Goh, Y. L. et al. Excess avalanche noise in  In0.52Al0.48As. IEEE J. Quantum Electron. 43, 503–507. https ://doi.org/10.1109/
jqe.2007.89790 0 (2007).

 23. Yu Ling, G., Jo Shien, N., Chee Hing, T., Ng, W. K. & David, J. P. R. Excess noise measurement in  In0.53Ga0.47As. IEEE Photonics 
Technol. Lett. 17, 2412–2414. https ://doi.org/10.1109/lpt.2005.85723 9 (2005).

 24. Tsuji, M., Makita, K., Watanabe, I. & Taguchi, K. InAlGaAs impact ionization rates in bulk, superlattice, and sawtooth band 
structures. Appl. Phys. Lett. 65, 3248–3250. https ://doi.org/10.1063/1.11242 7 (1994).

 25. Kagawa, T., Kawamura, Y., Asai, H., Naganuma, M. & Mikami, O. Impact ionization rates in an InGaAs/InAlAs superlattice. Appl. 
Phys. Lett. 55, 993–995. https ://doi.org/10.1063/1.10169 9 (1989).

 26. Lau, W. H., Olesberg, J. & Flatte, M. E. Electronic structures and electron spin decoherence in (001)-grown layered zincblende 
semiconductors. arXiv:cond-mat/0406201 https ://arxiv .org/abs/cond-mat/04062 01 (2004).

 27. Olesberg, J. T. Design and characterization of the electronic and optical properties of materials for mid-infrared laser diode active 
regions. PhD Thesis, The University of Iowa (1999). 

 28. Bastard, G. in Proceedings of the NATO Advanced Study Institute on Molecular Beam Epitaxy in Hetrostructures (Martinus-Nijhoff, 
Dordrecht, 1984).

 29. Johnson, N. F., Ehrenreich, H., Hui, P. & Young, P. Electronic and optical properties of III–V and II–VI semiconductor superlat-
tices. Phys. Rev. B 41, 3655. https ://doi.org/10.1103/physr evb.41.3655 (1990).

 30. Hess, K. Monte Carlo Device Simulation: Full Band and Beyond Vol. 144 (Springer, Berlin, 2012). https ://doi.
org/10.1007/978-1-4615-4026-7.

 31. Jacoboni, C. & Reggiani, L. The Monte Carlo method for the solution of charge transport in semiconductors with applications to 
covalent materials. Rev. Mod. Phys. 55, 645. https ://doi.org/10.1103/revmo dphys .55.645 (1983).

 32. Vasileska, D., Goodnick, S. M. & Klimeck, G. Computational Electronics: Semiclassical and Quantum Device Modeling and Simula-
tion (CRC Press, Boca Raton, 2017). https ://doi.org/10.1201/b1377 6.

 33. Stauffer, L. C-V Measurement Tips, Tricks, and Traps (Keithley Instruments, Inc., Cleveland, 2011).
 34. Saleh, M. A. et al. Impact-ionization and noise characteristics of thin III–V avalanche photodiodes. IEEE Trans. Electron Devices 

48, 2722–2731. https ://doi.org/10.1109/16.97469 6 (2001).

https://doi.org/10.1109/jlt.2015.2453092
https://doi.org/10.1109/jlt.2015.2453092
https://doi.org/10.1109/aero.2014.6836476
https://doi.org/10.1038/nphoton.2008.101
https://doi.org/10.1364/oe.25.016589
https://doi.org/10.1117/12.777776
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infrared.2017.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1109/3.469291
https://doi.org/10.1109/68.935822
https://doi.org/10.1364/oe.24.024242
https://doi.org/10.1364/oe.24.024242
https://doi.org/10.1109/jqe.2011.2176105
https://doi.org/10.1109/t-ed.1966.15651
https://doi.org/10.1109/t-ed.1966.15651
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.336229
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.2980451
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11664-006-0237-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11664-006-0237-3
https://doi.org/10.1109/jstqe.2017.2725441
https://doi.org/10.1109/jstqe.2017.2725441
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41566-019-0477-4
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41566-019-0477-4
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.4942372
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.4942372
https://doi.org/10.1109/jlt.2018.2844114
https://doi.org/10.1109/jlt.2018.2844114
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.1503390
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.1503390
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.3139012
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.2817608
https://doi.org/10.1109/jqe.2007.897900
https://doi.org/10.1109/jqe.2007.897900
https://doi.org/10.1109/lpt.2005.857239
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.112427
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.101699
https://arxiv.org/abs/cond-mat/0406201
https://doi.org/10.1103/physrevb.41.3655
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4615-4026-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4615-4026-7
https://doi.org/10.1103/revmodphys.55.645
https://doi.org/10.1201/b13776
https://doi.org/10.1109/16.974696


10

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific RepoRtS |        (2020) 10:16735  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-73810-w

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

 35. Ahmed, S. Z., Zheng, J., Tan, Y., Campbell, J. C. & Ghosh, A. W. in 2019 IEEE Photonics Conference (IPC). 1–2 (IEEE). https://doi.
org/https ://doi.org/10.1109/ipcon .2018.85272 50.

 36. Zheng, J., Tan, Y., Yuan, Y., Ghosh, A. & Campbell, J. Strain effect on band structure of InAlAs digital alloy. J. Appl. Phys. 125, 
082514. https ://doi.org/10.1063/1.50454 76 (2019).

 37. Yuan, Y. et al. Temperature dependence of the ionization coefficients of InAlAs and AlGaAs digital alloys. Photonics Res. 6, 794–799. 
https ://doi.org/10.1364/prj.6.00079 4 (2018).

 38. Hayat, M. M., Saleh, B. E. & Teich, M. C. Effect of dead space on gain and noise of double-carrier-multiplication avalanche pho-
todiodes. IEEE Trans. Electron Devices 39, 546–552. https ://doi.org/10.1109/16.12347 6 (1992).

 39. Yi, X. et al. Demonstration of large ionization coefficient ratio in AlAs 0.56 Sb 0.44 lattice matched to InP. Sci. Rep. 8, 1–6. https ://
doi.org/10.1038/s4159 8-018-27507 -w (2018).

Acknowledgements
This work is supported by the Directed Energy–Joint Technology Office, Award N00014-17-1-2440. SK would 
like to acknowledge support from the George R Smith Endowed Chair. S. Lee would like to thank H. Jung for 
the useful discussion and the support for Fig. 7a.

Author contributions
S.L., M.W. and C.H.G. designed the structures, and S.L. did material growth. S.H.K. did device fabrication. A.H.J. 
and D.R.F conducted the test and characterization. P.D. and M.M.H. theoretically calculated dead space and 
excess noise factor. S.L., T.J.R., J.C.C., and S.K. discussed and analyzed the results. S.K. supervised the project. 
All authors contributed to writing the manuscript and reviewed the manuscript and approved the paper.

competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to S.K.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2020

https://doi.org/10.1109/ipcon.2018.8527250
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.5045476
https://doi.org/10.1364/prj.6.000794
https://doi.org/10.1109/16.123476
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-27507-w
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-27507-w
www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Engineering of impact ionization characteristics in In0.53Ga0.47AsAl0.48In0.52As superlattice avalanche photodiodes on InP substrate
	Results
	Simulation for band structure engineering. 
	Monte Carlo simulation. 

	Experimental demonstration
	Discussion
	Methods
	References
	Acknowledgements


