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We investigate the effect of surface tunneling on charge distributions of two-dimensional hole gases
(2DHGs) in undoped Ge/GeSi heterostructures. As in the electron channel case, the 2DHG density
saturates at a high gate voltage. As the channel depth of 2DHG increases, a crossover of charge
distributions in the system from equilibrium to non-equilibrium is observed at a depth of ∼50 nm. A
surface tunneling model is proposed to explain the density crossover. Magneto-transport analysis is
performed to investigate the limiting scattering mechanisms. The power law dependence of mobility
on density suggests that the dominant scattering mechanisms for the shallow- and deep-channel
2DHGs are remote impurity and background impurity scattering, respectively. Clear quantum Hall
plateaus and vanishing longitudinal magneto-resistance are observed in the 2DHG device of channel
as shallow as 9 nm.

I. INTRODUCTION

Germanium is considered a promising channel material
for replacing silicon in continuing complementary metal-
oxide-semiconductor (CMOS) scaling due to its high hole
mobility at room temperature1-3. Compressive strain in
Ge further enhances the hole mobility up to 4,500 cm2/Vs
by formation of a two-dimensional hole gas (2DHG) in a
Ge/GeSi heterostructure4. Due to the development of
relaxed Ge epitaxy on Si substrates in the past decade,
a record high mobility in a Ge 2DHG over 1 million
was demonstrated at 12 K5. Most prior work has fo-
cused on modulation-doped structures6-8, where the car-
rier density is modulated by varying the concentration
of remote dopants and the distance between the 2DHG
and the doping layer. An alternative device architecture
is the undoped heterostructure field-effect transistors910.
Not only was the highest two-dimensional electron gas
(2DEG) mobility achieved in an undoped structure11,
but spin manipulation was also demonstrated by several
groups91213. An extremely low electron density down to
∼1 x 1010 cm−2 was achieved by top gating in undoped
structures14. On the high density end, the density can
be modulated to an upper limit by gating, which was
higher than the expected values at equilibrium and can
be attributed to non-equilibrium in charge distributions
by surface tunneling15. In the surface tunneling model,
maximum electron density by gating is independent of
the 2DEG depth, but only determined by the conduction
band offset at the Si/SiGe heterojunction. An enhanced
mobility was also reported and attributed to the passi-
vated surface impurities by the tunneled carriers16. For
gated devices such as quantum dots, surface tunneling
could lead to parallel conduction in the surface channel16,
resulting in ineffective gating. On the other hand, very
few studies on Ge 2DHGs formed in undoped Ge/GeSi
heterostructures have been reported1017. As a potential
platform for quantum devices with high mobility and in-

tegrability with Si, undoped Ge/GeSi heterostructures
are urging for more investigations. Whether the surface
tunneling effect is universal in 2D systems or relevant to
certain surface effects in Si 2DEGs also remains unan-
swered.

In this work, we investigate the effect of surface tun-
neling on electrostatics in Ge/GeSi heterostructures by
varying the 2DHG depth, denoted as t. Similar to prior
work on 2DEGs, an upper limit of carrier density ex-
ists for all channel depths, which confirms the univer-
sality of surface tunneling for undoped structures. For
devices with t < 50 nm, the carrier density agrees with
Poisson’s equation, while for devices with t > 50 nm,
the carrier density is much greater than the equilibrium
value. This density crossover of equilibrium and non-
equilibrium charge distributions in 2DHGs can be at-
tributed to surface tunneling. Furthermore, we show
that the effective gate capacitance is much reduced for
the shallow-channel devices, which can also be explained
by surface tunneling. To identify the limiting scattering
mechanisms in undoped Ge/GeSi heterostructures, we
performed magneto-resistance measurements. The power
law dependence of mobility on density and Dingle ra-
tio analysis indicate that remote impurities at the oxide
interface are the limiting scattering sources for shallow-
channel devices. For deep-channel devices, the mobility
is limited by background impurities or other defects such
as dislocations. The article is organized as follows: In
section II, we will introduce the experiment including
the epitaxy, fabrication, and measurement. In section
III and IV, effects of surface tunneling on 2DHG density
and gate efficiency will be discussed, respectively. In sec-
tion V, magnetotransport measurements are discussed.
Finally, we will summarize our work in section VI.
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II. TWO-DIMENSIONAL HOLE GASES IN

GERMANIUM SILICON HETEROSTRUCTURES

Undoped Ge/Ge0.85Si0.15 heterostrutures were epitax-
ially grown on Si (001) substrates by reduced pressure
chemical vapor deposition with GeH4 and SiH4 as the
precursors. Fig. 1(a) shows a schematic of an undoped
Ge/GeSi heterostrucre. First, a Si buffer layer of 200 nm
was deposited at 850 ◦C, followed by low-temperature de-
position of a thin relaxed Ge layer of 200 nm to serve as
a virtual substrate. High-temperature annealing at 825
◦C was performed for 10 minutes to reduce dislocations
induced by the large lattice mismatch between Si and
Ge18. A Ge buffer layer of 100 nm was then deposited
followed by a constant Ge0.85Si0.15 relaxed buffer layer
of 3 µm, both at 450 ◦C. A strained Ge layer of 25 nm,
where the 2DHG resides, was grown with a Ge0.85Si0.15
cap layer as a top barrier to separate the 2DHG and
the surface. Four Ge/GeSi heterostructures of different
2DHG depths (t = 9, 26, 58, and 116 nm) were grown
to investigate the density crossover and scattering mecha-
nisms in the Ge 2DHG system. The thicknesses of epitax-
ial layers were determined by secondary ion mass spec-
trometry (SIMS) and cross-sectional transmission elec-
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FIG. 1. (a) Schematic and (b) A XTEM image of undoped
Ge/GeSi heterostructures with t = 26 nm (c) Hole density vs.
gate voltage for 2DHG devices with t = 9 nm (orange), 26 nm
(red), 58 nm (blue), and 116 nm (purple). Inset: zoom-in of
the curves for the devices with t = 58 nm (blue) and 116 nm
(purple)

tron microscopy (XTEM). Fig. 1(b) shows the XTEM
image of an undoped Ge/GeSi heterostrucre with t = 26
nm. The compositions of Si and Ge and impurities are
characterized by SIMS. The strain distributions within
the Ge/GeSi heterostructures were investigated by recip-
rocal space mapping, which confirmed that the Ge layers
are fully strained.
Enhancement-mode Hall-bar devices with a top gate

to modulate the 2DHG density were fabricated by pho-
tolithography. First, 250 nm of aluminum was deposited
by e-beam evaporation with a post-annealing step at 490
◦C for 30 s to form Ohmic contacts. 90 nm of Al2O3

was deposited by atomic layer deposition at 200 ◦C fol-
lowed by a Ti/Au (10 nm/150 nm) gate stack by e-beam
evaporation. The devices were measured at 300 mK in a
3He cryogenic system using standard low frequency lock-
in techniques with a low excitation current (∼10 nA).
The hole density was modulated by top gating and the
associated mobility was determined from the zero-field
longitudinal magneto-resistance (Rxx) and the slope of
low-field Hall resistance (Rxy) vs. magnetic field.

III. THE EFFECT OF SURFACE TUNNELING

ON 2DHG DENSITY

The gate voltage dependence of hole density is plotted
in Fig. 1(c). There are two regimes of hole population
in all devices. At small gate biases, the hole density
increases linearly as the gate voltage sweeps more neg-
ative, consistent with the parallel-plate capacitor model.
At large gate biases, the hole density saturates for all
devices. For deep-channel devices (t = 58 nm and 116
nm), the saturation densities are the same (∼ 1.8 x 1011

cm−2) [inset of Fig. 1(c)]. For shallow-channel devices,
the densities are different and higher than that for the
deep-channel devices (∼ 8 x 1011 cm−2 and ∼ 3.8 x 1011

cm−2 for devices of t = 9 nm and 26 nm, respectively).
Density saturation was previously reported in a Si/SiGe
2DEG system with an upper limit due to the tunneling of
2D carriers to the surface, leading to a non-equilibrium
state of charge distributions in the system15. The sat-
uration densities were the same for all devices of differ-
ent channel depths in Ref. 15. However, in our work,
the same saturation densities could only be observed for
the deep-channel devices, but not the shallow-channel
devices.
To investigate the discrepancy, we calculated the sat-

uration (maximum) hole density by Poisson’s equation
and compared to the experimental results, as shown in
Fig. 2(a)19. Square points represent the experimental
data and the solid line represent the calculated results.
The maximum of hole density in the 2DHG channel oc-
curs when the Fermi level aligns with the valence band
edge at the Al2O3/GeSi interface, as shown in Fig. 2(b).
When the valence band edge is pulled up to cross the
Fermi level by further increasing the gate voltage, the
holes start to populate in the surface channel, which
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FIG. 2. (a) Saturation density (pmax) vs. 2DHG depth and
(b) band diagram of Ge/GeSi heterostructure and its charge
distribution in the regime of density saturation.

prevents further hole accumulation in the buried quan-
tum well. While a Schrödinger-Poisson solver provides a
quantum correction to the classical results, for simplic-
ity, we used Poisson’s equation to qualitatively explain
our data. According to Poisson’s equation, the satura-
tion density (pmax) is ∆Evǫ0ǫr/e

2t15, where ∆Ev is the
valence-band offset at the Ge/GeSi heterointerface, ǫ0 is
the vacuum permittivity, ǫr is the relative permittivity
of the GeSi barrier layer, and e is the electron charge.
The band-offset ∆Ev between Ge and Ge0.85Si0.15 is es-
timated to be 110 meV20. The relative permittivity ǫr
of Ge0.85Si0.15 is estimated to be 15.6, interpolated by
the values of Si (11.7) and Ge (16.3). By comparing our
experimental data to the calculations, it is apparent that
a crossover from equilibrium to non-equilibrium in 2D
carrier density exists at a channel depth of ∼ 50 nm.
For t < 50 nm, the experimental data and the calculated
equilibrium densities by Poisson’s equation match very
well, indicating that the charge distributions in the sys-
tem are in the equilibrium state. On the other hand,
for the deep-channel devices (t > 50 nm), the density
(dashed line) is higher than the calculated value.

To reach the equilibrium state for a Ge 2DHG, holes
must accumulate at the surface. When the valence band
edge of the surface quantum well crosses the Fermi-level,
there are three possible ways for holes to reach the sur-
face: thermal generation, injection from the source/drain
electrodes, or tunneling from the buried quantum well.
Thermal generation is unlikely to occur since the mea-
surements were carried out at 0.3 K. Injection from the
electrodes is also highly suppressed due to the poor
Al2O3/GeSi interface21. Interface traps and disorder
strongly localize the injected carriers, prohibiting lateral
transport at the surface between electrodes. Hence, we
believe that holes have to be injected from the electrodes
to the buried quantum well first, and then tunnel to the
surface layer, as Ref. 15 suggested. At a small gate
bias, the electric field is small and the tunneling prob-
ability is low. The time scale of the density change in
the surface quantum well via surface tunneling could be
too long for a density change to be detectable during the
measurements15.

By Gauss’s law, the added carriers with an increasing

gate voltage can only enter the 2DHG channel first for
charge conservation16. The hole density in the buried
channel will increase with gate voltage beyond the equi-
librium density. As the electric field increases with the
gate voltage, the tunneling barrier becomes smaller, lead-
ing to a non-negligible tunneling current. As a result, a
loss of 2DHG carriers to the surface is expected, which
in turn reduces the electric field. Further gate voltage in-
crease would induce the carriers into the buried channel,
and the electric field would increase again. A balance is
then established, resulting in a constant electric field and
an upper limit in carrier density in the buried channel15.
For the shallow channel devices, the saturation den-

sities are much higher than the observed upper limit
for the deep-channel devices. The saturation densities
for shallow-channel devices match the calculation re-
sults very well, suggesting that the shallow-channel de-
vices were in equilibrium. We believe that the density
crossover between equilibrium and non-equilibrium in
2DHG is due to the occurrence of surface tunneling. The
band diagrams of Ge/GeSi heterostructures of t = 80 nm
and 26 nm are illustrated in Fig. 3(a) and (b), respec-
tively, both biased to accommodate holes of the same
density at the same upper limit. For the deep-channel
devices (t = 80 nm), the carriers in the Ge quantum well
could tunnel to the surface triangular quantum well, lead-
ing to a non-equilibrium state [Fig. 3(a)]. Meanwhile, for
the shallow-channel devices at the same saturation den-
sity, the associated band diagram shows that a misalign-
ment between the buried quantum well and the surface
quantum well prohibits surface tunneling [Fig. 3(b)]. As
a result, carrier loss would not occur via surface tunnel-
ing. As the gate bias increases, the valence band edge
would be pulled up further such that 2DHG can now
“see” the available energy states in the surface quantum
well, allowing fast tunneling to take place [Fig. 3(c)].
Since the distance between the buried channel and the
surface layer is short for the shallow-channel devices, the
tunneling rate is much higher than that for deep-channel
devices. Thus, the tunneled carriers are enough to fill
the vacant states below the Fermi level and the thermal
equilibrium is reached.

IV. THE EFFECT OF SURFACE TUNNELING

ON GATE EFFICIENCY

The effective gate capacitance can be extracted from
the slope of the linear part of hole density vs. gate volt-
age (dash lines in Fig. 1(c)) As Fig. 4(a) shows, we found
that the slopes for the deep-channel devices fit well with
the theoretical calculation by assuming that the relative
dielectric constants of Al2O3 and GeSi layers are 6.2 and
15.6, respectively. However, for the shallow-channel de-
vices, unexpectedly low gate capacitance was observed
(one sixth of the predicted values). We believe that
this could also be attributed to surface tunneling. The
band diagrams of both shallow-channel (t = 9 nm) and
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deep-channel (t = 58 nm) devices are shown in Fig. 4(b)
and (c), respectively. There are high-density traps in
the bandgap at the Al2O3/GeSi interface21. For the
shallow-channel devices [Fig. 4(b)], the energy alignment
of the subband in the buried quantum well with the in-
terface states allows surface tunneling, resulting in loss
of carriers in the buried quantum well and the reduction
of effective capacitance. For the deep-channel devices
[Fig. 4(c)], although the energy levels of subband and
the interface traps are still aligned, the tunneling bar-
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rier is large enough to prohibit the holes in the quantum
well from tunneling to the surface. Thus, holes remain in
the quantum well with the effective capacitances equal to
the series capacitance of the GeSi barrier and the Al2O3

layers.

The carrier loss in the quantum well via surface tun-
neling leads to an increase of trapped charges, at the
surface (i.e. mobility is zero). While any charge (mobile
or immobile) would contribute to the effective capaci-
tance by the simple parallel-plate capacitance model, for
Hall measurement, only carriers with non-zero mobilities
in the buried quantum well (or the surface layer) can
be measured. Thus, there is no contribution by those
trapped charges in the surface states to the effective ca-
pacitance by Hall measurement. As a result, the effective
capacitance is reduced for the shallow-channel devices.

To suppress tunneling, a heterostructure of a larger
valence-band offset ∆EV could be used to increase the
tunneling barrier, which can be implemented by increas-
ing the Si composition in the GeSi barrier. However, mis-
fit dislocations induced by a larger lattice mismatch be-
tween the Ge active layer and the relaxed GeSi cap layer
may further degrade the channel mobility. An alternative
is to deposit a Ge cap layer on top of the heterostructures.
The band diagram of Ge capped structure [Fig. 5(a)]
shows that 2DHG cannot see any midgap states at the
surface, prohibiting the tunneling even though the tun-
neling barrier is small. The effective capacitance of a
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Ge 2DHG device with a Ge cap layer will not be re-
duced since the hole subband energy in the Ge cap layer
is much higher than that in the Ge QW layer, prohibit-
ing the surface tunneling. Note that a Si cap layer, de-
posited in most of modulation-doped Si/SiGe or Ge/GeSi
heterostructures, cannot prevent the surface tunneling in
a Ge/GeSi heterostructure despite fewer defect traps in
the Si/Al2O3 interface22-24 [Fig. 5(b)]. Thus, to block
surface tunneling for effective gating, a Ge cap layer is
required. However, for shallow-channel devices on un-
doped heterostructures, mobilities are much reduced due
to stronger remote impurity scattering from the oxide
interface. Furthermore, Ge/oxide interface is unstable
compared to Si/oxide interface. The impact of Ge/high-
k interface on gating efficiency and 2DHG mobility is
thus worth further investigation.

V. CARRIER TRANSPORT

Magnetotransport in Ge/GeSi heterostructures of dif-
ferent 2DHG depths was also investigated. The density
dependence of Hall mobility is shown in Fig. 6. For
each device, the mobility increases with density due to
increased screening of charged impurities. A mobility
decrease is observed with the decreasing 2DHG depth,
due to the stronger remote scattering from the impurities
at the oxide interface. A maximum mobility of ∼180,000
cm2/Vs is achieved for the device of t = 58 nm. A mobil-
ity up to ∼70,000 cm2/Vs is still obtained for the device
of the shallowest channel (t = 9 nm), an indication of
the high quality of the epitaxial growth and the oxide
interface. To our surprise, the shallowest-channel can be
turned on with such a high mobility, even with an infe-
rior Al2O3/GeSi interface. For Si 2DEG devices, a thin
Si cap layer is typically deposited to offer a better ox-
ide interface than the SiGe barrier layer can offer. For
Ge 2DHG devices, while a Si cap can be grown on top of
the Ge-rich GeSi barrier layer, the large lattice mismatch
and the required higher-temperature growth could lead
to high-density dislocation defects26. Alternative surface
capping layers are necessary for a better oxide interface,
to enhance hole mobility in a Ge/GeSi heterostructure of
a shallow channel.
A Ge cap layer instead can be grown to prevent the

above issue by Si growth. However, whether Ge or GeSi
cap can offer a better surface has not been fully investi-
gated yet21,22-24. Recently, Ge has become a promising
channel material to replace Si for sub-7 nm CMOS tech-
nology and beyond . Some techniques to improve its
oxide interface such as plasma-post oxidation27, capped
annealing28, and ozone oxidation29 have been demon-
strated to be effective for the reduction of Dit (< 1012

cm−2eV−1 ). We expect a combination of Ge cap layer
with those surface treatments will be able to enhance the
channel mobility by effective reduction of interface traps.
For the device of t = 116 nm, there is no further mobil-

ity increase, which implies the remote impurity scatter-
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FIG. 6. Hole mobility vs. density for Ge/GeSi heterostruc-
tures of different 2DHG depths.
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in the regime of density saturation. The numbers indicated
in each figure are the filling factors (ν) of Landau levels

ing is no longer the dominant scattering mechanism. The
power dependence of mobility on density (µ = nα) shows
that the remote impurity scattering dominates for the
shallow-channel devices (α ∼ 1.5). For the deep-channel
devices of t = 116 nm and 58 nm, α’s are 0.20 and 0.31,
which suggests that the background impurity scattering
or other mechanisms dominate30.
Fig. 7 shows the magnetoresistance vs. magnetic field

for Hall bar devices biased at the regime of density
saturation. Quantum Hall plateaus in transverse re-
sistance and concommitant vanishing longitudinal resis-
tance are observed, showing the high quality of the epi-
taxial growth. Furthermore, a fractional quantum Hall
state at the filling factor ν = 5/3 is also observed for t =
58 nm and 116 nm devices3132.
To extract the limiting scattering mechanisms for

quantum transport, Dingle ratios αD = τt/τq ∼ µBSdH
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TABLE I. Comparison of Dingle ratios for Ge 2DHGs and Si 2DEGs25 at density saturation regime. Ge 2DEGs and Si 2DEGs
with comparable depths are arranged as in the same row. The left three columns are for Ge 2DHGs and the right are for Si
2DEGs.

Ge 2DHGs Si 2DEGs
Depth (nm) Saturation Density (cm−2) Dingle ratio Depth (nm) Saturation Density (cm−2) Dingle ratio

9 8.0 x 1011 3.5 10 4 x 1011 1.3
26 3.8 x 1011 4.7 25 3 x 1011 9.4
58 1.8 x 1011 9.6 48 2 x 1011 81
116 1.8 x 1011 8.5 100 2 x 1011 125

were estimated (Table I), where τt and τq are transport
and quantum lifetimes, and BSdH is the magnetic field
for the onset of SdH oscillations25. The Dingle ratios are
also compared with those of Si devices in Ref. 25. For
shallow channel devices of Ge 2DHGs and Si 2DEGs,
the Dingle ratios are small. This is expected due to the
enhanced short-range Coulomb scattering from the re-
mote impurities at the oxide/semiconductor interfaces.
As the channel depth increases, the Dingle-ratio for Si
2DEGs increases by a factor of ∼100, suggesting that
the background impurities have much less contributions
to the short-range scattering rates. A mobility of ∼106

cm2/Vs was demonstrated for a Si 2DEG device of a deep
channel, suggesting a low level of background impurities.
On the other hand, the Dingle ratios are small for deep-
channel Ge devices. This suggests that the background
impurities be the dominant scattering sources.

VI. CONCLUSIONS

In summary, a crossover of equilibrium and non-
equilibrium of 2DHG saturation density due to surface
tunneling was reported. All devices showed density sat-
uration at high gate biases. For the shallow-channel de-
vices (t < 50 nm), the saturation density follows the pre-
diction by Poisson’s equation, and equilibrium in charge
distributions in the system is established by fast surface
tunneling. On the other hand, for the deep-channel de-
vices (t > 50 nm), saturation densities are higher than
the predicted equilibrium values and a constant satu-
ration density (upper limit) was observed for different
2DHG depths. This surface tunneling also leads to in-
effective gating with a reduction of gate capacitance for
the shallow-channel devices by hole tunneling to the in-

terface trap states. Effects of surface tunneling on Ge
2DHG electrostatics were investigated in depth and well
explained by the surface tunneling model.
Magneto-resistance measurement was performed to

characterize quantum transport of Ge 2DHGs. Remote
impurity scattering is considered the dominant scattering
mechanism for the shallow-channel devices, while for the
deep-channel devices, the limiting scattering mechanisms
could be background impurity scattering or other mech-
anism such as dislocations based on the analysis of power
law dependence of mobility on density and Dingle ratios.
Clear quantum Hall plateaus and a fractional quantum
Hall state (ν = 5/3) were clearly observed, an indication
of high-quality epitaxial growth. The high mobility in
the shallowest 2DHG achieved so far sheds light on the
future of its quantum device applications.
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