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ABSTRACT

The outstanding material properties of III-Nitride semiconductors, has prompted intense research e↵orts in order
to engineer resonant tunneling transport within this revolutionary family of wide-bandgap semiconductors. From
resonant tunneling diode (RTD) oscillators to quantum cascade lasers (QCLs), III-Nitride heterostructures hold
the promise for the realization of high-power ultra-fast sources of terahertz (THz) radiation. However, despite the
considerable e↵orts over last two decades, it is only during the last three years that room temperature resonant
tunneling transport has been demonstrated within the III-Nitride family of semiconductors.

In this paper we present an overview of our current understanding of resonant tunneling transport in polar
heterostructures. In particular we focus on double-barrier III-Nitride RTDs which represents the simplest device
in which the dramatic e↵ects of the internal polarization fields can be studied. Tunneling transport within III-
heterostructures is strongly influenced by the presence of the intense spontaneous and piezoelectric polarization
fields which result from the non-centrosymmetric crystal structure of III-Nitride semiconductors. Advances in
heterostructure design, epitaxial growth and device fabrication have led to the first unequivocal demonstration of
robust and reliable negative di↵erential conductance. which has been employed for the generation of microwave
power from III-Nitride RTD oscillator. These significant advances allowed us to shed light into the physics of
resonant tunneling transport in polar semiconductors which had remained hidden until now.

Keywords: Resonant Tunneling Diodes, III-Nitride Semiconductors, Resonant Tunneling Diode Oscillators,
Resonant Tunneling Transport.

1. INTRODUCTION

Double-barrier resonant tunneling diodes (RTDs) represent the simplest device in which the physics of resonant
tunneling transport can be studied in detail. Nitride-based resonant tunneling transport has been under scrutiny
over the last two decades due to the unique optical and electronic material properties of III-Nitride heterostruc-
tures. Initial experiments employed a hetero-epitaxial growth approach to engineer resonant tunneling injection
in III-Nitride RTDs.1–4 However, this growth technique results in a high density of defects which act as elec-
tron traps, leading to self-charging e↵ects and preventing coherent resonant tunneling transport. To reduce the
number of defects per device, small-area RTDs have been recently designed, showing that repeatable negative
di↵erential conductance (NDC) can be achieved for RTDs grown on sapphire substrates, with a total wafer yield
of ⇠ 45%.5

The availability of single-crystal III-Nitride substrates enabled a significant reduction of the defect densities
across the active region of polar III-Nitride RTDs, which led to the first observation of repeatable NDC at
cryogenic temperatures.6,7 The crystal high-quality of the homo-epitaxial growth can be seen in Fig. 2(a), which
shows a transmission electron microscopy (TEM) image of the cross-section of the double-barrier active region of
a typical GaN/AlN RTD, grown in our laboratory.8. As a result of the, room-temperature current-voltage (I-V)
measurements show clear regions of NDC across di↵erent heterostructure designs and with device areas up to
400 µm2. As a result of robust tunneling transport exhibited by our devices, we have been able to identify several
unique features in the tunneling spectrum which are intimately linked with the strong polarization fields present
in III-Nitride semiconductors.8 In this paper we discuss the novel tunneling features exhibited by III-Nitride
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RTDs which have been also generalized for the entire class of polar RTDs. Finally, the robust NDC exhibited
by our devices is employed for the design of the first III-Nitride RTD oscillators showing that active sources of
radiation can be designed employing this long-sought quantum devices.9

2. RESONANT TUNNELING PHYSICS IN POLAR RTDS
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Figure 1. GaN/AlN Resonant Tunneling Diode. a) High-resolution Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) image of

double-barrier active region showing the high-quality of the homo-epitaxial growth. b) Schematic of a III-Nitride RTD

grown by MBE, showing the typical doping levels in the collector and emitter contacts. c) Current-voltage characteristics

of the RTD device depicted in Fig. 2(b), measured at a temperature of 4.2 K.

The non-centrosymmetric crystal structure of III-Nitride semiconductors gives rise to intense spontaneous
and piezoelectric polarization fields which dramatically influence vertical transport across the double-barrier
active region. These strong polarization fields have been harnessed in various electronic and photonic devices to
assist in p-type doping,10 enhance Zener interband tunneling11 and induce a highly conductive 2D electron gas
(2DEG).12 However, tunneling injection, being exponentially sensitive to the internal electric fields and potential
barriers, stands as unique phenomenon to understand the influence exerted by the internal polarization fields on
the resonant tunneling dynamics.13

Figure 1(b) shows the schematic cross-section of a typical double-barrier GaN/AlN resonant tunneling diode.
Molecular beam epitaxy (MBE) was employed to grow the device structure atop a single-crystal n-type GaN
substrate. Reflection high-energy electron di↵raction (RHEED) was monitored during the epitaxial process to
achieve real-time control over the number of monolayers incorporated into the device structure.13 Further Details
on the epitaxial growth, control over the thickness of the tunneling barriers, structural characterization and diode
fabrication process can be found elsewhere.8,13

Figure 1(c) shows the typical cryogenic current-voltage (I-V) characteristics of the RTD shown schematically
in Fig. 1(b). The e↵ect of the tunneling barriers can be seen clearly under low voltage bias, which results in the
blocking of the tunneling carries across the active region. Under relatively high voltage bias (Vbias > 8 V), the
resonant tunneling levels get aligned with the emitter electrons, leading to an enhancement in the magnitude
of the resonant tunneling current, as can be seen from Fig.1 (c). The peak in the I-V curve corresponds to
the resonant alignment between the ground-state and the emitter subband present in the accumulation region
[see top inset of Fig. 1(c)]. When the biased is increased further, the de-tunning between the energies of the
ground-state and the accumulation subband leads to the clear NDC region. For even larger voltage bias, the
first-excited state of the quantum well is also brought into resonance with the emitter region. This resonant level
supports an injection current of ⇠ 15.5 kA/cm2 right at the resonant condition.
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Current injection under reverse bias does not exhibit the strong conductance modulation that was measured
in forward direction. In contrast, current levels of the order of ⇠ 15.5 kA/cm2 can be attained with a much lower
reverse bias (i.e. Vbias ⇡ �4.1 V)). This asymmetry in current injection is a direct consequence of the internal
polarization of the double-barrier active region. As can be seen in the bottom inset of Fig. 1(c), under reverse
bias, the emitter barrier experiences an strong modulation as a result of the depopulation of the 2DEG next to it.
As a result, carriers injected from the collector side tunnel only across the collector barrier [indicated by the blue
arrow in Fig. 2(c)]. A critical voltage is reached when the 2DEG is completely depopulated and the electric fields
across the tunneling barriers originate only from the internal polarization charges at the GaN/AlN interfaces
(�⇡). This critical condition corresponds to the band diagram shown in the bottom inset of Fig. 1(c). Since only
the AlN barriers support the overall internal polarization field (F⇡ = e�⇡/✏s, where e is the electon charge and
✏s is the GaN dielectric constant), the critical threshold voltage can be expressed by the simple relationship:8

Vth = �2tbF⇡ (1)

Equation (1) can be employed to experimentally measure the magnitude of the internal polarization fields
(F⇡). To do so we can employ a set of GaN/AlN RTDs with di↵erent barrier thickness (tb). After measuring
their critical threshold voltage (Vth), we can see that the slope of the Vth-vs.-tb plot will be given by twice the
magnitude of the internal built-in polarization fields.8

a) b) c)

Figure 2. Design space of a general GaN/AlN RTD. a) Schematic cross-section of GaN/AlN RTD with variable barrier and

quantum well thicknesses (tb and tw, respectively). b) Theoretical resonant tunneling current calculated employing our

analytical quantum transport model. c) Theoretical resonant tunneling voltage calculated employing the same quantum

transport model.

3. QUANTUM TRANSPORT MODEL FOR POLAR RTDS

Engineering resonant tunneling injection in III-Nitride heterostructures presents some unique challenges due to
the presence of the internal polarization fields. As we saw in the previous section, the intensity of these built-in
polarization fields dramatically influences the tunneling transport regimes. To understand the main consequences
of these internal fields, we have developed an analytical quantum transport model which completely capture its
e↵ects. This model, based on the Landauer-Büttiker quantum transmission approach, can be used to calculate
the current-voltage characteristics of general polar-RTD.13

It should be noted that both the peak resonant voltage and the magnitude of the peak resonant tunneling
current also exhibit a strong influence by the magnitude of F⇡. These two parameters, being crucial for the design
of RTD-oscillators, can be calculated employing our RTD model valid for the entire class of polar RTDs.8,13
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Figure 2(a) shows the schematic cross-section of a GaN/AlN RTD in which we consider the thickness of the
barriers (tb), and the thickness of the well (tw) as independent variables. Employing our model we have computed
the expected resonant tunneling current, as can be seen in Fig. 2(b). It can be seen that the thickness of the
tunneling barriers exert an exponential control of the magnitude of the peak current, as expected. Furthermore,
since the tunneling barriers sustain a finite electric field even at zero bias, the equilibrium energy of th resonant
states depends on the barrier thickness tb. Consequently, the resonant voltage will depend on tb, and on the
magnitude of the polarization fields. Figure 2(c) shows the calculated value of the resonant voltage as a function
of both the barrier thickness and width of the GaN quantum well. This novel transport theory allow us to
completely explore the design space of polar III-Nitride RTDs as can be seen from Figs. 2(b) and (c).
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Figure 3. GaN/AlN Resonant Diodes with di↵erent peak currents. a) Schematic cross section of the device structure

of two GaN/AlN RTD employed as active elements in III-Nitride RTD oscillators. b) High angle annular dark-field

(HAADF) scanning transmission electron microscopy (STEM) images of each of the RTDs active regions. The overlay

shows the conduction band profile as well as the confined quantum states.

4. GAN/ALN RESONANT TUNNELING DIODE OSCILLATORS

Resonant tunneling diodes o↵er the possibility of tuning the electron transport dynamics, enabling ultra-fast
carrier injection across the double-barrier active region. This important feature has been employed over the last
decades to engineer arsenide-based RTDs with extremely high-current densities,14,15 leading to sub-picosecond
tunneling times.16 Attaining similar current levels is still one of the challenges for nitride-based RTDs. However,
last year we demonstrated the first high-current density GaN/AlN RTD which was employed for the generation of
microwave power; constituting the first practical application of nitride-based resonant tunneling injection.9 This
milestone, in conjunction with the demonstration of high tunneling current densities, show the great potential
of these devices for the realization of high-power ultra-fast electronic oscillators.

Room temperature electrical oscillations have been studied in two di↵erent RTD designs which are schemat-
ically shown in Fig. 3(a). The main di↵erences between these diodes are the quantum well width, barrier
thickness, and the extension of the spacer regions next to each of the tunneling barriers. The incorporation of
the desired number of monolayers in the barriers and quantum well was confirmed using high angle annular dark-
field (HAADF) scanning transmission electron microscopy (STEM), as can be seen in Fig. 3(b). The overlays
show the band diagrams at the resonant tunneling condition in which the ground-state aligns with the emitter
subband.
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Figure 4(a) shows the current-voltage characteristics of each RTD depicted in Fig. 3(a), measured at room
temperature. Both RTDs present a characteristic resonant tunneling peak, driving ⇠ 180 and ⇠ 6.4 kA/cm2,
respectively. The RTD-microwave oscillators were assembled by connecting the RTDs to a spectrum analyzer
using a bias tee and coaxial cables.9 When the devices are biased within the NDC region, self-oscillations are
generated in biasing circuit. The output power spectrum of each oscillator is displayed in Fig 4(b), showing that
a maximum frequency of oscillation of 0.94 GHz is produced by the high-current density RTD, generating 3.0
W of output power. Using an equivalent RTD circuit model, it is shown that the oscillation frequency is limited
by the time constant of the external circuit instead of the tunneling time of the RTDs.9 These results show the
great potential of III-Nitride RTDs for the realization of high-frequency electronic oscillators.
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Figure 4. III-Nitride resonant tunneling diode oscillators. a) Room temperature current-voltage characteristics of the

GaN/AlN RTDs shown in Fig. 3(a). The measured peak current densities are ⇠ 180 kA/cm
2
and ⇠ 6.4 kA/cm

2
. b)

Power spectral density emitted by each of the III-Nitride RTD oscillators.

5. CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, the recent advances in heterostructure design, epitaxial growth and device fabrication have led to a
considerable improvement in the resonant tunneling performance of state-of-the-art III-Nitride resonant tunneling
diodes. These findings represent important steps towards the understanding of resonant tunneling physics across
polar heterostructures. Furthermore, the realization of the first RTD oscillators driven by GaN/AlN RTDs,
show the great potential of these devices for the realization of high-power ultra-fast electronic oscillators. The
new insights presented here pave the way for attaining the full potential of III-Nitride-based resonant tunneling
devices in the near future.
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