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ABSTRACT: In this study, various silicon dielectric films,
namely, a-SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H, and a-SiOxNy:H, grown by plasma
enhanced chemical vapor deposition (PECVD) were evaluated
for use as interlayers (ILs) between crystalline silicon and
glass. Chemical bonding analysis using Fourier transform
infrared spectroscopy showed that high values of oxidant gases
(CO2 and/or N2), added to SiH4 during PECVD, reduced the
Si−H and N−H bond density in the silicon dielectrics. Various
three layer stacks combining the silicon dielectric materials
were designed to minimize optical losses between silicon and
glass in rear side contacted heterojunction pn test cells. The PECVD grown silicon dielectrics retained their functionality despite
being subjected to harsh subsequent processing such as crystallization of the silicon at 1414 °C or above. High values of short
circuit current density (Jsc; without additional hydrogen passivation) required a high density of Si−H bonds and for the nitrogen
containing films, additionally, a high N−H bond density. Concurrently high values of both Jsc and open circuit voltage Voc were
only observed when [Si−H] was equal to or exceeded [N−H]. Generally, Voc correlated with a high density of [Si−H] bonds in
the silicon dielectric; otherwise, additional hydrogen passivation using an active plasma process was required. The highest Voc ∼
560 mV, for a silicon acceptor concentration of about 1016 cm−3, was observed for stacks where an a-SiOxNy:H film was adjacent
to the silicon. Regardless of the cell absorber thickness, field effect passivation of the buried silicon surface by the silicon dielectric
was mandatory for efficient collection of carriers generated from short wavelength light (in the vicinity of the glass−Si interface).
However, additional hydrogen passivation was obligatory for an increased diffusion length of the photogenerated carriers and
thus Jsc in solar cells with thicker absorbers.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Although crystalline silicon c-Si solar cells provide the highest
efficiency to date, using widely abundant and low environ-
mental impacting materials, a radical reduction of the material
costs is imperative to compete with other conventional energy
technologies. Solar cells made from thin c-Si on foreign low
cost substrates such as glass, allow a reduction of both the
material and energy costs with the promise of high photo-
conversion efficiency similar to c-Si wafers.
Thin film crystalline silicon (c-Si) on glass films is usually

formed by growing amorphous silicon films by either
sputtering,1 chemical vapor deposition,2−4 or electron beam
evaporation,1,5−9 followed by postdeposition using solid-phase
crystallization (SPC)2 or liquid-phase crystallization (LPC).3,5,6

To date, higher values of solar cell open circuit voltage (Voc)
have been obtained by LPC compared to SPC of silicon.10,11 In
LPC, a laser1,6,12 or an electron beam3 is scanned over the
silicon which melts for a short time and quickly cools to form
crystals once the heating source has moved on. For this study

laser-assisted LPC was used since it is performed under normal
atmospheric conditions unlike e-beam crystallization that
requires vacuum.
Despite the obvious cost advantages of thin crystalline silicon

on glass compared to wafers, the achievement of high
photoconversion efficiency devices comes with some chal-
lenges. Particularly, since the lateral grain size of LPC-Si on
glass is similar to that typical of multicrystalline silicon
wafers,4,5,7,8 it is characterized by a high density of extended
crystalline defects in the bulk such as intragrain dislocations,
stacking faults, and twin boundaries as well as grain
boundaries.13 Considering the large size of grains, recombina-
tion at grain boundaries is expected to have a low influence on
Voc

14 and the efficiency appears to be dominated by the density
of dislocations.15 The density of recombination centers in the
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silicon bulk can be reduced by hydrogen passivation in which
hydrogen is supplied and allowed to diffuse into the silicon
where it saturates silicon dangling bonds. Also, since
recombination of minority carriers at dislocations in multi-
crystalline silicon is enhanced by metal impurities,16 diffusion of
elements, such as iron, boron, sodium and potassium from the
glass, must be blocked using a barrier. The abrupt termination
of the silicon crystals and strain in the silicon bonds with the
substrate causes silicon dangling bonds resulting in a high
defect density. Although the best passivation of dangling bonds
at the silicon surface is achieved by a-Si:H, this is inappropriate
for LPC-Si, where the layer stack is subjected to temperatures
around 1414 °C, the melting point of silicon. An alternative is
to use field effect (FE) passivation via accumulation of a fixed
charge in a dielectric layer which repels the majority
photogenerated carriers in the silicon or by formation of an
inversion zone in the silicon near the interface with the
dielectric which, repels minority photogenerated carriers. In p-
type Si, FE passivation can be achieved by negative charge
accumulation in Al2O3 or via electrostatic generation of an
inversion layer in the silicon by a positive fixed charge in silicon
oxide (SiOx), silicon nitride (SiNx), or silicon oxynitride
(SiOxNy). Other issues in LPC-Si on glass are related to the
additional multiple functionality required from the mandatory
interlayer (IL) which serves as a diffusion barrier. First, the
diffusion barrier should also promote wetting and adhesion of
the silicon to the glass both before and after the
crystallization.1,4,9 Second, if the solar cell is illuminated via
the glass side, the IL should not only be transparent but also
have a refractive index of around 2.217 to maximize in-coupling
of light to the c-Si absorber. Lastly, the IL must retain all of the
aforementioned properties even after exposure to high
temperatures and several wet chemical etchings in postdepo-
sition processing necessary to enhance the c-Si material quality
and fabricate the solar cell.4 However, no single material known
to date can provide such varied functionality, and thus an IL
consisting of a stack of different silicon dielectrics is
favored.4−6,8,9 The type and stacking order of the silicon
dielectric used in such an interlayer is vital for high open circuit
voltage in solar cells using LPC-Si on glass.4−6,8 In previous
studies, however, the SiOx, SiNx, and/or silicon carbide layers
investigated for solar cells were grown either by RF sputtering
only5−8 or in combination with plasma enhanced chemical
vapor deposition (PECVD),5 which requires more than one
deposition vacuum chamber. Since the silicon absorber
precursor for the LPC-Si test cells used in this study was
grown by PECVD, an interlayer consisting of SiOx, SiNx, and/
or SiOxNy could be made in the same tool just by varying the
precursor gas composition. This avoids a vacuum break and
thus possible contamination of the sensitive interface between
the IL and the silicon absorber. Also, PECVD is a well proven
technique for uniform deposition on an industrially relevant
substrate size above a 1 m2 area.2,18

It is now appreciated that surface passivation by a silicon
dielectric combined with bulk passivation using a hydrogen

plasma is necessary to increase the solar cell efficiency of thin
≤10 μm thick c-Si on glass.6,8,9,19 However, thus far, the
influence of the chemical composition and structure of the
passivating silicon dielectric material in combination with an
additional hydrogen passivation of the c-Si on glass has not
been specifically investigated. Therefore, in this contribution,
we study the influence of varying the deposition parameters of
PECVD grown a-SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H, and a-SiOxNy:H on their
chemical composition and structure. We also compare the
quality of field effect passivation of the buried silicon surface
using a-SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H, and a-SiOxNy:H. In parallel, we
present a study on the effect of varying the active plasma
settings used for hydrogen passivation of the LPC- Si material
on the short circuit current (Jsc) and Voc of test solar cells.
Finally, a correlation between the Si−H and N−H bond density
of the silicon dielectric closest to the buried silicon surface and
the Jsc and Voc with and without additional hydrogen
passivation is demonstrated.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS
2.1. Deposition of a-SiOx:H, a-SiOxNy:H, and a-SiNx:H

Interlayers. The a-SiOx:H, a-SiOxNy:H, and a-SiNx:H films were
grown by PECVD in an AKT1600 cluster tool (Applied Materials)
using process gas mixtures of SiH4/H2 with either CO2 and/or N2.
The usage of N2 as a nitrogen source for the PECVD of a-SiNx:H
layers is uncommon, because N2 molecules need higher energies for
dissociation compared to the more usually used NH3. This is due to
the different bond energies, which are 9.8 eV for NN in N2 and only
4.7 eV for N−H in NH3.

20 In this study, the more difficult dissociation
of N2 was compensated for by the admixture of very high amounts of
N2 to the process gas (typically, 1:100 SiH4:N2). Despite this
drawback, the use of N2 instead of NH3 as a nitrogen source has the
desirable effect of reducing the amount of bonded hydrogen in the
films.21−27

CO2 unlike N2O or NO2 is not commonly used as an oxygen source
for the PECVD of a-SiOx:H layers (again, the CO bond energy is
5.5 eV compared to 3.2 eV for NO20). Nevertheless, CO2 has been
extensively used in the PECVD of μc-SiOx:H applied on optical
windows layers and intermediate reflectors in a-Si:H/μc-Si:H-based
thin film silicon solar cells28−30 and for a-SiOx:H as a passivation layer
for c-Si.31 One advantage of CO2 over N2O or NO2 is that no
additional nitrogen is incorporated into the a-SiOx:H films,27 while the
films contain little or no carbon.28−30 CO2 is dissociated by collisions
with electrons of sufficient energy, resulting in the production of
atomic oxygen and CO, which is very stable in the plasma due to its
high bond energy (11.2 eV). The atomic oxygen is either incorporated
into the deposited a-SiOx:H material or combines to form molecular
oxygen which is pumped out of the reactor.

In order to obtain compact material, the density of hydrogen in the
plasma originating from SiH4 can be increased by admixing additional
H2 to the process gas.4 All of the layers were grown with a substrate
temperature (Tsub) of 400 °C as was used for the silicon absorber
deposition. The other process parameters were varied over a range of
values in order to adjust the properties of the different materials as
summarized in Table 1.

2.2. Material Analysis of the a-SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H, and a-
SiOxNy:H Layers. For the purpose of material analysis, the a-SiOx:H,
a-SiOxNy:H, and a-SiNx:H films were grown with a nominal thickness
of 200 nm on low conductivity double side polished Czochralski

Table 1. Deposition Parameters for Interlayer Component Materials

material Tsub (°C) RF power (W)
pressure
(Pa)

SiH4 flow
(cm3(STP) min−1)

H2 flow
(cm3(STP) min−1)

CO2 flow
(cm3(STP) min−1)

N2 flow
(cm3(STP) min−1)

a-SiOx:H 400 600 133 4−10 200 50−100 0
a-SiOxNy:H 400 600 133 10 200 0−100 500−1000
a-SiNx:H 400 250−600 133−150 10−20 0−200 0 1000−1200
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silicon wafers. The UV−visible reflectance of the layers on wafers was
measured using a spectrophotometer (Lambda 1050, PerkinElmer) at
near normal incidence. The thickness and refractive index of the
silicon films were determined by fitting the reflectance, from 300 to
1100 nm, of an air/silicon dielectric/native SiOx/silicon wafer stack
using an optical model in SCOUT software.32 It was necessary to add
a thin SiOx layer on the surface of the a-SiNx:H films to achieve better
fits. The dielectric function of each of the silicon dielectrics was
described using a combination of a constant dielectric background
caused by transitions at wavelengths below 300 nm and an OJL
(O’Leary−Johnson−Lim) model33 for the interband transitions close
to the UV range. Dispersion spectra from the SCOUT database were
used to represent the silicon wafer and native SiOx in the optical
model.
The mid-infrared (mid-IR) transmission and reflection spectra were

recorded on the same spot using a Bruker Tensor 27 Fourier
transform infrared (FTIR) system under nitrogen purging at room
temperature with a spectral resolution of 4 cm−1 using 32 scans
averaged per spectrum. The measured data were corrected for
atmospheric absorption using OPUS 7 software. The film absorption
coefficients were extracted by fitting the transmittance of a vacuum/
silicon dielectric/native SiOx/silicon wafer using an optical model in
SCOUT.32 Tabulated values available in the SCOUT material database
were used for the silicon wafer and the native SiOx. The dielectric
function of the silicon dielectric was then modeled using the film
thickness together with a constant dielectric background spectrum (for
transitions at wavenumbers above 4000 cm−1) overlaid by Brendel
oscillators34 to describe the vibrational modes. Thereafter, the
absorption coefficient spectra were fitted using sums of peak
components described by Gaussian area profiles with fityk software35

in order to extract the positions, the full width at half-maximum and
areal integrals of the peaks corresponding to vibrational modes. The
various vibrational modes and positions were identified using values
compiled from several literature sources that are listed in Table 2.

The absorption intensity (IN) of the respective stretching modes is
proportional to the amount of oxygen, nitrogen, and hydrogen bonded
to silicon42 and was calculated using the following relationship

∫ α ω
ω

ω=I
( )

dN (1,)

where α is the absorption coefficient and ω the wavenumber of the
probing energy. The bond densities of the various stretching modes
were then calculated as the product of the relevant proportionality
constant A (as listed in Table 3) and IN at the respective vibrational
mode frequency.42

2.3. Preparation and Characterization of pn Test Solar Cells.
Test solar cells consisting of a pn heterojunction with both the emitter
and absorber contacts on the rear side were used to assess the
influence of the interlayers on the solar cell Voc and Jsc. Such test solar
cells have been successfully used to screen the appropriate doping level
of the absorber for use in actual LPC-Si solar cells with a lower
resistive but elaborate contacting scheme.7 Moreover, when
illuminated through the glass side, the collection of carriers, generated
at the front side is particularly sensitive to the passivation of the buried
IL/c-Si interface.

Various interlayer stacks were grown on precleaned 300 × 300 ×
3.3 mm3 borosilicate glass substrates using a PECVD system followed
by either a 5 or 10 μm thick intrinsic a-Si:H layer to form the
precursor for the absorber as described in detail elsewhere.4 Absorber
p-type doping was achieved by depositing a thin boron doped a-Si:H
layer on top of the precursor. The boron from this layer was
homogeneously distributed throughout the absorber during liquid-
phase crystallization resulting in an acceptor concentration of about 10
16 cm−3.4 Prior to LPC, hydrogen effusion is mandatory to prevent
blistering of the silicon caused by explosive expulsion of hydrogen by
the rapid rate of heating involved. Therefore, after deposition, the glass
substrates with the IL/precursor layers were cut into 100 × 100 mm2

pieces and annealed in three 8 h long stages, each at 450, 550, and
then 650 °C under flowing nitrogen to effuse the hydrogen from the a-
Si:H. Liquid-phase crystallization of the a-Si:H to polycrystalline
silicon c-Si was achieved by sweeping a 30 mm wide continuous wave
808 nm laser beam (LIMO laser) over the silicon in air. Afterward, the
LPC-Si was passivated using an active hydrogen plasma in a parallel
plate reactor excited at 13.56 MHz with the substrate held at 600 °C.
Different parameter sets were used to optimize the hydrogen plasma
passivation process as listed in Table 4.

The treatment time was determined by the duration of the HPP
process at 600 °C. After this, the heaters were switched off and the
substrates cooled to 300 °C while the hydrogen plasma was still active,
avoiding hydrogen effusion, which occurs at temperatures above 400
°C. The chronological temperature profile used during the HPP is
shown in Supporting Information (SI) Figure S1.

Optical emission spectroscopy (OES) was used to study the
hydrogen plasma, during the passivation process. An optical fiber-
based Avantes AvaSpec 2048-2 spectrometer was used to measure the
intensities of emission lines from electronically excited hydrogen
atoms and molecules in the plasma bulk: the Hα and Hβ Balmer lines
emitted by H atoms at 656 and 486 nm, respectively, and the Q1(2−2)
line at 622.48 nm by H2 molecules.30 The peaks were fitted with
Gaussian profiles after subtracting the continuous background
originating from the heating lamps.

Table 2. Position of Stretching Mode Absorption Bands in
Mid-Infrared Absorption Spectra of a-SiOx:H, a-SiOxNy:H,
and a-SiNx:H Films on Silicon Wafers, Their Assigned
Vibration Modes, and the Respective Proportionality
Constanta

vibration mode peak center (cm−1)

Si−N, symmetric stretch 470
Si−O, rocking 514
Si−Si, breathing 617
Si−O, bending 811
Si−N, asymmetric stretch 845−870
Si−O, symmetric stretch 980−1080
N−H, rocking 1175
Si−O, asymmetric stretch 1165−1180
N−H2, bending 1540
Si−H, stretch 2000−2220
N−H, stretch 3300−3335

aThe vibrational mode peak wavenumbers have been compiled from
several sources for Si−O36,37 and S−N, Si−H, and N−H.38−42

Table 3. Proportionality Constants and Associated
Molecular Groups of Stretching Mode Absorption Bands in
Mid-infrared Absorption Spectra of a-SiOx:H, a-SiOxNy:H,
and a-SiNx:H Films on Silicon Wafers

molecular bond associated with
stretching mode

proportionality constant,
A (×10 19 cm−2)

Si−N 2.0741

Si−O 1.4837

Si−H 22.041

N−H 12.041

Table 4. Process Parameters for Active Hydrogen Plasma
Passivation

parameter value

temperature (°C) 600
power (W) 50/100
pressure (Pa) 50/250
treatment time (min) 10/30
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After hydrogen passivation, the surface material damaged by ion
bombardment was removed by wet chemical etching leaving absorbers
with a final thickness of 4.3 and 8.5 μm. Test solar cells without
hydrogen passivation were processed in parallel for reference purposes.
Next, an intrinsic a-Si:H layer followed by a phosphorus doped n-type
a-Si:H layer was deposited on top of the p-type LPC-Si using PECVD.
An emitter area of 8 × 2 mm2 was determined for one set of test solar
cells using a ZnO:Al/Ag stack and for the second set, using a sputtered
In2O3:Sn film. In both cases, the absorber was contacted using
evaporated aluminum. A sketch of a test solar cell using ZnO:Al/Ag to
contact the emitter is shown in Figure 1.

The current−voltage characteristics of the test solar cells were
acquired using a class AAA sun simulator (WXS-150-S from Wacom
Electric Co, Saitama, Japan) under standard test conditions. Spectral
response spectra were acquired on a homemade system equipped with
a monochromator from LOT Oriel and used to calculate the external
quantum efficiency (EQE) and thus the short circuit current of the
structures. Optical losses were determined by measuring the
wavelength dependent total test cell reflection (R) using a
spectrophotometer (Lambda 1040 by PerkinElmer) equipped with a
150 mm integrating sphere. The R and EQE spectra were used to
determine the internal quantum efficiency IQE as IQE = EQE/(1 −
R). IQE spectra then gave a qualitative indication of the passivation
quality in the test solar cell.
The interface of a glass/IL/Si stack, before and after LPC, was

studied using transmission electron microscopy (TEM) on lamella
prepared by focused ion beam milling. Selected area electron
diffraction patterns of different regions of relatively thick lamella
were acquired using a TECNAI G2 TEM instrument (FEI, Hillsboro,
OR, USA). High resolution transmission electron microscopy
HRTEM images were acquired on a TITAN instrument on thinner
lamella.

3. RESULTS
3.1. PECVD of a-SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H, and a-SiOxNy:H

Interlayers. The CO2 and O2 densities as measured by mass
spectrometry of the PECVD exhaust gases are shown in Figure
2 as a function of the plasma RF power. Three different process
gas mixtures were used: pure CO2, an admixture with SiH4, and
an admixture with SiH4 and N2. The CO2 density was derived
from the mass spectrum at mass (m) = 44, while the O2 density
is measured at m = 32. A higher CO2 process gas dissociation
was achieved with higher RF powers, resulting in lower
measured CO2 densities (Figure 3). In the case of the pure CO2
process gas, the only stable molecules in the plasma are CO2,
CO, and O2. For each dissociated CO2 molecule, one CO
molecule and half of an O2 molecule are produced. As expected
and shown in Figure 2, for a pure CO2 plasma, the measured
molecular oxygen increased by half as the CO2 density was

decreased by dissociation. The situation changed, when SiH4
was added to the process gas. The O2 density decreased to
almost zero, indicating a full incorporation of oxygen into the
deposited a-SiOx:H layers for all levels of RF power in this
series. Interestingly, the dissociation of CO2 depended only on
the RF power and not on the process gas composition; it only
slightly changed when either SiH4 or N2 was added to the CO2
gas flow. This can be explained by the very efficient SiH4
process gas utilization in the process window considered. For
all RF power levels between 100 and 1000 W, the SiH4 process
gas (measured at m = 30 in the mass spectrum) was fully
consumed. Therefore, the film growth was limited by the SiH4
gas flow and neither by the RF power nor by the admixture of
CO2 or N2.
SiH4 was also fully consumed in the case of a-SiNx:H

deposition using a mixture of of N2 and SiH4 as the process gas.
Since the SiH4 dilution in N2 was very high (factor of 100−
200) compared to that in CO2, a degree of depletion similar to
the one observed for CO2 could not be detected. Therefore, the
N2 consumption was very low and could not be detected in the
large N2 signal.

3.2. Influence of N2 and CO2 Admixture on Deposited
Interlayer Material Properties. The absorption coefficient
spectra of various a-SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H, and a-SiOxNy:H films are
presented in SI Figures S2, S3, and S4, respectively. An example
of the deconvolved components of an a-SiOxNy:H film, used to
calculate various bond densities, is shown in SI Figure S5. The
bond densities of the Si−N, Si−O, Si−H, and N−H bonds
hereafter represented by [Si−N], [Si−O], [Si−H], and [N−
H], respectively, of the various a-SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H, and a-
SiOxNy:H films, together with the resultant refractive index at
633 nm (n633) are presented in Table 5.
First, the Si−O stretching bond density of the a-SiOx:H films

only slightly decreased even though [CO2/SiH4] was reduced
by a factor of 5, indicating that the SiH4 gas flow rate was the
limiting element. Since no Si−H bonds were detected in the a-
SiOx:H films, all of the silicon atoms supplied by SiH4
combined with oxygen24,43 leading to an O/Si content close
to 2.37 The refractive index reduced from 1.5 to 1.44 as the
CO2/SiH4 ratio increased from 5 to 25, thus increasing the O/
Si ratio in the films similar to trends observed elsewhere.27

All a-SiOxNy:H films, grown using a N2/CO2/SiH4/H2 gas
mixture, contained hydrogen that was incorporated as Si−H
and N−H bonds. The coincidence of Si−H and N−H bonds in

Figure 1. Sketch of a test solar cell with a p-type LPC-Si absorber on
glass. The heterojunction i/n emitter was contacted using a ZnO:Al/
Ag stack, which also functions as a back-reflector, while the absorber
was contacted by an Al layer.

Figure 2. Relative densities of CO2 and O2 in dependence of the RF
power measured during PECVD by mass spectrometry in the exhaust
line for three different gas mixtures (pure CO2, CO2/SiH4, and CO2/
SiH4/N2). The data are normalized to the pure CO2 conditions.
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the a-SiOxNy:H films indicates a nitrogen excess in the films.44

It is notable that for the same CO2/SiH4/H2 gas ratio, Si−H
bonds were present in the a-SiOxNy:H films but absent in the a-
SiOx:H films. n633 reduced toward 1.55 with increasing CO2/
SiH4 ratio, as observed elsewhere27,45 for the lower N2 flow of
500 cm3(STP) min−1. A similar trend was not obvious for the
higher N2 flow of 1000 cm3(STP) min−1 possibly due to
complexity of bonding configurations caused by competitive
oxidation of silicon caused by a high supply of both nitrogen
and oxygen to the deposition process. However, generally for
the same CO2/SiH4 ratio, the refractive index reduced with N2
flow.
The a-SiNx:H film grown without H2 addition to the

deposition gas mixture had zero [N−H] indicating a relatively
low H content.40,46 In the absence of H2, the observed Si−H
bonds arose from the silane.26,46 For a-SiNx:H films grown in
the presence of hydrogen, a high N2/SiH4 gas flow ratio of 100

resulted in high values of [Si−N] and [N−H], each exceeding
1023 cm−3. Since [N−H] exceeded [Si−H], the films were
nitrogen rich.23,26,47,48 Halving the N2/SiH4 down to 50
reduced [N−H] by a factor of about four, but [Si−N]
remained unchanged. A high value of [N−H] in the order of 10
22 cm−3 and above is undesirable because it reduces the a-
SiNx:H film density23 and thus the effectiveness as a diffusion
barrier. Also, the refractive index of the a-SiNx:H films reduced
from 3.2 to 1.57 when N2/SiH4 increased from 50 to 100
indicating an increased nitrogen incorporation in the
films.38,40,46 The a-SiNx:H films made with N2/SiH4 = 50 and
60 exhibit n633 above 2.0, which corresponds to an N/Si
content of the films below 1.3 indicating a nitrogen
deficiency.23 The low but still detectable Si−O bond density
in the a-SiNx:H films (grown without intentional addition of
CO2) most probably originates from an oxidized sur-
face.38,45,49,50 We also observed that if the vacuum was broken
after the a-SiNx:H growth, the subsequently grown precursor
layer would delaminate.

3.3. Design of Stacked Silicon Dielectric Film
Interlayers for LPC-Si Absorbers on Glass. The a-SiOx:H,
a-SiOxNy:H, and a-SiNx:H films for application in IL stacks
were selected based on a compromise of their properties. Only
those films that supported adhesion of the silicon to the glass
both before and after laser crystallization were selected for
designing the stacked interlayers, and their deposition
conditions are summarized in Table 6 for reference purposes.
The absorption coefficient spectra of the optimized a-SiOx:H,

a-SiOxNy:H, and a-SiNx:H films used for further investigation of
the test solar cells are presented in SI Figure S6. The spectra are
split to show the (a) Si−O and Si−N bending and stretching
regimes, (b) the Si−H stretching regime, and (c) the N−H
stretching regime. The peak absorption coefficient shifted to
higher frequencies in moving from a-SiNx:H to a-SiOxNy:H to
a-SiOx:H. The Si−H bending modes around 875−945 cm−151

were clearly visible for the a-SiOx:H film but partially and
completely obscured by the Si−N stretching mode41,42 for the
a-SiOxNy:H and a-SiNx:H films, respectively. Each of the single
layers on silicon was further annealed under the same
conditions for hydrogen effusion out of the silicon absorber,
i.e., up to 650 °C in nitrogen ambient conditions, but the
absorption coefficient spectra remained unchanged.
Although the refractive index of the chosen a-SiNx:H layer

was too low for perfect antireflection, it provided the best
wetting and adhesion of the stack to the glass. Also the values
for [N−H], [Si−O], and [Si−H] of the selected a-SiNx:H film
(see Table 6) were in the range of values for which a minimal
defect density at the a-SiNx:H/Si interface is expected.26 For
the selected a-SiOx:H film, [Si−H] was below the detection
level and n633 was quite low at 1.44. The shoulder on the higher
frequency side of the Si−O stretching mode around 1200 cm−1

has been attributed to longitudinal optical modes52 caused by O
atoms vibrating out of phase.36 The presence of this high
shoulder is often an indicator of the oxygen concentration
approaching that of the stoichiometric value for SiO2

36,53 and
increased film density.52 Such a film is a potentially suitable for
field effect passivation of both n-type and lightly doped p-type
silicon since oxygen incorporation reduces the density of traps
at the interface with silicon.54 Lastly, for the a-SiOxNy:H film,
values of both [Si−O] and [Si−N] were below those of the a-
SiOx:H and a-SiNx:H films, respectively, with [Si−H] being
similar to the a-SiNx:H film and uniquely a rather high value of
[N−H] which was not detected in the other two films.

Figure 3. Calculated photocurrent maps as a function of thicknesses,
in nanometers, of the second and third layers in various silicon
dielectric stacks for (a) NON with layer 1 (a-SiNx:H) thickness fixed
at 20 nm, (b) ONO with layer 1 (a-SiOx:H) thickness fixed at 150 nm,
and (c) NO(ON) layer 1 (a-SiNx:H) thickness fixed at 20 nm. The
photocurrent density in mA/cm2 is indicated by the vertical scale.
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Three configurations of silicon triple dielectric stacks
containing a-SiOx:H (“O”), a-SiNx:H (“N”), and a-SiOxNy:H
(“(ON)”) were investigated, namely, the ONO,5,8,47,55 NON,56

and an NO(ON) interlayer. An optical simulation routine
based on Matlab was used to determine the thickness of each
film in the respective triple stack that led to a maximum
photocurrent in a glass/IL/9 μm LPC-Si/ZnO:Al/Ag test solar
cell. The absorption coefficient and refractive index spectra (see
SI Figures S7 and S8, respectively) corresponding to the chosen
a-SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H, and a-SiOxNy:H films were used to
calculate the photocurrent under the assumption of negligible
recombination losses. The three-dimensional current maps as a
function of the thickness of two of the films in the interlayer
stack with the thickness of a less critical layer fixed are displayed
in Figure 3. The thickness of the first a-SiNx:H layer in the
NON stack was fixed at 20 nm, whereas the thicknesses of the
second a-SiOx:H and the third (a-SiNx:H) layers were varied.
As seen from Figure 3a, the photocurrent of the NON stack
was mainly determined by the thickness of the third (a-SiNy:H)
layer. The highest current density of 25 mA/cm2 was calculated
for a third a-SiNx:H layer thickness range of 60−80 nm.
Since the refractive index of the first a-SiOx:H layer in the

ONO stack was close to that of glass, its thickness had no
significant effect on the photocurrent. The thickness of the first
a-SiOx:H layer was chosen to be 150 nm so as to block mobile
impurities from the glass. The highest photocurrent of 25 mA/
cm2 was calculated for a second layer (a-SiNx:H) thickness
ranging from 50 to 70 nm and a third layer (a-SiOx:H)
thickness of 10−20 nm. Finally, for the NO(ON) stack, the
highest photocurrent of 23 mA/cm2 was calculated for two
different thickness ranges for the second (a-SiOx:H) layer,
namely, 20−30 and 150−250 nm, corresponding to thickness
ranges of the third (a-SiOxNy:H) layer of 20−30 and 70−100
nm, respectively.

The final thickness of the individual silicon dielectric layers in
the NON- and ONO-interlayer triple stacks was easily arrived
at as 20/100/80 and 150/60/10 nm, respectively. However,
determining the optimal thickness of the individual layers in the
NO(ON) stack was more complicated since other factors such
as effectiveness of the diffusion barrier and deposition rate had
to be considered. For instance, the first thickness set with high
calculated photocurrent; i.e., 20/20−30/20−30 nm was
disregarded, since it would be insufficient for effective blocking
of impurities from the glass. The second optimum of 20/150−
250/70−100 nm for the NO(ON) stack would have resulted in
a minimum total thickness of 240 nm. Therefore, in order to
save deposition time, a total thickness of 200 nm was arrived at
by choosing a stack of 20/100/80 nm (a-SiNx:H/a-SiOx:H/a-
SiOxNy:H) giving a slightly lower calculated current density of
22.3 mA/cm2.

3.4. Effect of Hydrogen Plasma Passivation and
Correlation to Passivation Layer Properties. Having
chosen three optically acceptable interlayer stacks, we
proceeded to test their suitability for passivation of the p-type
LPC-Si absorbers using test solar cells. We investigated the
influence of HPP for test solar cells with three different types of
IL layer stacks by varying RF power (P) and gas pressure (p) of
the hydrogen plasma for short (10 min) and long (30 min)
HPP as described in section 2.2. The values of Voc measured
under AM1.5 global illumination of the test solar cells via the
glass side, without HPP and after four different HPP treatments
of the LPC-Si absorber, are presented in Figure 4a). In general,
RF power and gas pressure had a strong influence on the HPP
process. The ratio P/p is a measure of the available energy per
H2 molecule in the plasma and, therefore, also a measure of the
ionization and dissociation degree of the process gas H2. As
shown in Figure 4a), the resulting Voc was generally higher for
cells with absorbers treated using low P/p conditions. We also
investigated the influence of the hydrogen plasma conditions

Table 5. Breakdown of the Refractive Index, the Si−N, Si−O, Si−H, and N−H Bond Densities of a-SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H, and a-
SiOxNy:H Films Grown Using Different [N2/SiH4] and/or [CO2/SiH4] Ratios during PECVD Depositiona

bond density (×1022 cm−3)

N2 (cm
3(STP) min−1) CO2 (cm

3(STP) min−1) [N2]/[SiH4] [CO2]/[SiH4] deposition rate (nm/s) n633 [Si−N] [Si−O] [Si−H] [N−H]

0 100 0 25 0.27 1.44 0 6.8 0 0
100 0 10 0.54 1.49 0 6.5 0 0
50 0 5 0.53 1.55 0 6.2 0 0

500 0 50 0 0.31 3.2 15.0 0.7 0 0.4
20 50 2 0.44 1.73 2.4 4.8 0.8 0.7
50 50 5 0.56 1.59 0 7.2 1.4 0.6
100 50 10 0.54 1.55 0 8.5 1.6 0.6

1000 0 100 0 0.54 1.57 15.6 0.3 1.0 1.6
50 100 5 0.48 1.65 7.9 5.4 1.6 0.6
100 100 10 0.49 1.56 7.4 3.8 2.2 0.9

1200 0 60* 0 0.33 2.03 7.9 1.4 0.9 0
aFilm thickness was roughly 200 nm. All the samples were grown using a hydrogen flow rate of 200 cm3(STP) min−1, RF power of 600 W, and
pressure of 133 Pa with the exception of the one marked with an asterisk (*) which was grown without hydrogen addition and at 250 W and 200 Pa.

Table 6. Process Gas Mixtures, [Si−H], Si−O], [Si−N], and [N−H] for a-SiOx:H, a-SiOxNy:H, and a-SiNx:H Films with
Sufficient Adhesion between Glass and Silicon

bond density (×1022 cm−3)

dielectric layer N2/SiH4 CO2/SiH4 n633 [Si−N] [Si−O] [Si−H] [N−H]

a-SiOx:H 0 25 1.44 0 6.8 0 0
a-SiNx:H 60 0 2.03 7.9 1.4 0.9 0
a-SiOxNy:H 50 2 1.74 2.4 4.8 0.8 0.7
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used in this series by means of OES. The resulting emission
peak intensity ratios Hβ/Hα and the Hα/H2 are presented in
Figure 4b). Hα/H2 is a measure of the dissociation degree57 and
Hβ/Hα a measure of the electron energy.58 Both ratios
increased with P/p and were obviously independent of the
treatment time. Since the Voc reduced even when the H atom
density increased with P/p, either an additional degradation of
the LPC-Si absorber by energetic ions59 or incorporation of
more hydrogen than was necessary to saturate the existing
silicon dangling bonds, or both, may have occurred. Although
100−200 nm of the surface region of the LPC-Si absorber were
removed by chemical etching after HPP, this degradation may
have reached deeper regions of the absorber. Such an
observation has been reported previously, whereby a remote
hydrogen plasma, i.e., a treatment without direct ion bombard-
ment of the silicon, resulted in higher values of Voc than a direct
plasma.59 The additional damage increased with RF power and
pressure and was independent of the treatment time. Another
possible reason for reduced passivation at higher Hβ/Hα ratio
could have been the partial neutralization of the boron dopant
in the absorber by hydrogen atoms.60

The last layer within the IL stack, being in direct contact with
the c-Si absorber, was thus responsible for its surface
passivation. We observed that the increase of Voc by the HPP
treatment strongly depended on the material properties of this
last layer. While the Voc of test solar cells with a-SiOx:H and a-
SiNx:H passivation layers strongly increased (i.e., about +80
mV) after the HPP treatment, the increase was smaller (about
20 mV) with the a-SiOxNy:H passivation layer (Figure 4 a).
These test solar cells with the a-SiOxNy:H passivation layer had
a high Voc exceeding 500 mV even without HPP treatment ,and

the final Voc was comparable to the cases with a-SiOx:H and a-
SiNx:H passivation layers after HPP exposure.
HPP conditions of 50 W and 250 Pa for 10 min reduced the

recombination losses within the absorber and its interface and
thus increased Jsc in the test solar cells. The measured EQE
spectra for test solar cells, with and without hydrogen plasma
treated c-Si absorbers, are shown in Figure 5.
The test cells were made on two different IL stacks, (a and b)

an IL sequence with an a-SiOx:H passivation layer and (c and
d) an IL sequence with an a-SiOxNy:H passivation layer, and
were provided with a ZnO:Al/Ag back-reflector. The EQE
spectra correspond to test cells with two different LPC-Si
absorber thicknesses of 4.3 μm in Figure 5a,c and of 8.5 μm in
Figure 5b,d. The HPP treatment strongly increased the values
of Jsc which are indicated next to the respective EQE curves in
Figure 5. Similar to Voc, the increase in Jsc was strongest for test
solar cells with a-SiOx:H passivation layers, while the
recombination losses were already on a low level for test
solar cells with a-SiOxNy:H passivation layers and no HPP
treatment (see also Table 7). The (1 − R) spectra (see Figure
5a−d set the theoretical upper limit for Jsc in these test solar
cells (see values next to the curves). The area between the 1 −
R and the EQE spectra corresponds to losses caused by
recombination and parasitic optical absorption in the glass, the
IL stack, the amorphous i/n emitters, and ZnO:Al/Ag back-
reflector. This loss area was smallest for cells with the a-
SiOxNy:H passivation layer.
The internal quantum efficiency IQE spectra of a 4.3 μm and

an 8.5 μm thick c-Si absorber, determined from EQE and 1 −
R, are also shown in Figure 5e,f, respectively. With the a-
SiOxNy:H passivation layer, the IQE values from 450 to 850 nm
exceeded 80% and reduced at longer wavelengths because the
indirect band gap of c-Si lies around 1100 nm. Conversely, the
IQE values were generally lower with a-SiOx:H passivation
layers causing a Jsc loss of 2.4 mA/cm

2 on the 8.5 μm absorbers
and even more at 13 mA/cm2 on the thinner absorber. Since
the absorption coefficient of visible light by silicon is very high,
the correspondingly low IQE can only be explained by a high
surface recombination velocity of photogenerated carriers close
to the glass side. Since the surface to volume ratio is reduced in
the thicker LPC-Si absorber, the influence of surface
recombination losses with respect to bulk recombination
reduced and thus carriers generated from longer wavelength
photons could be more efficiently collected than in the thinner
absorber. The IQE data are therefore proof of the superior
surface passivation of the a-SiOxNy:H compared to a-SiOx:H.

3.5. TEM Study of the a-SiOxNy:H/c-Si Interface
Region. The preceding NO(ON)-interlayer stack provided
an adequate barrier for boron from glass and was successfully
implemented in solar cells leading to a photoconversion
efficiency of 10.8% using a 4.3 μm thick p-type absorber as
reported elsewhere.4 Additionally, since the wettability of
silicon on an a-SiOxNy:H surface is below that of a-SiNx:H but
higher than that of a-SiOx:H,

61 an adequate adhesion of the
silicon absorber on the glass after crystallization was
guaranteed. In order to investigate how to further improve
the NO(ON) IL, we studied the LPC-Si/a-SiOxNy:H interface
using cross-section TEM.
A comparison of TEM cross-section images of the a-

SiOxNy:H/Si interface before and after laser crystallization (SI
Figure S9) revealed clusters of brighter material visible close to
the LPC-Si/IL interface in both cases, and additionally in the a-
SiOx:H layer after laser crystallization. Also, the a-SiOxNy:H/Si

Figure 4. (a) Influence of the HPP conditions on the open circuit
voltages of LPC-Si-based solar cells with three different IL stacks; (b)
OES peak ratios Hβ/Hα and Hα/H2 measured during the HPP
processes. The abbreviations “O”, “N”, and “(ON)” represent a-
SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H, and a-SiOxNy:H, respectively. Eight test solar cells
were considered for each category.
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interface was quite rough and was bounded by an
approximately 10 nm wide interfacial region. The uneven
LPC-Si/IL interface stems from the roughness of the first a-
SiNx:H film grown on the glass substrate as is common for
CVD.22,48,55 This is attributed to the high sticking coefficient of
the SiHx radicals and the nitrogen atoms from the feed gas as
well as the low surface mobility of the depositing species.22 A

TEM micrograph showing a cross-sectional view of the LPC-Si-
interlayer interface after liquid-phase crystallization is presented
in Figure 6a.The selected area electron diffraction (SAED)
patterns corresponding to the LPC-Si, the region near the LPC-
Si/a-SiOxNy:H interface, and the a-SiOx:H layer in the
interlayer are presented in Figure 6b−d. The SAED patterns
confirm the crystalline nature of the silicon absorber and also

Figure 5. Spectra of measured EQE, without and with hydrogen plasma passivation (HPP) for 30 min at 600 °C, 50 W, and 250 Pa and total
reflection (1-R) measured on test solar cells using a ZnO:Al/back-reflector with (a) an ONO/4.3 μm c-Si stack, (b) an ONO/8.5 μm c-Si stack, (c)
an NO(ON)/4.3 μm c-Si stack, and (d) an NO(ON)/8.5 μm c-Si stack. Corresponding IQE spectra after HPP are shown in e and f for the 4.3 and
8.5 μm absorbers, respectively. The abbreviations “O”, “N” and “(ON)” represent a-SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H, and a-SiOxNy:H, respectively.

Table 7. Voc and Jsc Measured for Test Solar Cells without and with 30 min HPP Treatment at 600 °C, 50 W, and 250 Paa

Voc (mV) Jsc (mA/cm2)

absorber thickness (nm) passivation layer no HPP with HPP no HPP with HPP increase in VocJsc (%)

4.3 a-SiNx:H 473 ± 6 556 ± 12 10.0 15.0 76
a-SiOx:H 468 ± 4 541 ± 16 8.3 16.9 135
a-SiOxNy:H 529 ± 13 533 ± 7 19.1 21.0 11

8.5 a-SiOx:H 463 ± 18 518 ± 8 9.5 24.6 190
a-SiOxNy:H 520 ± 13 545 ± 11 17.1 24.0 47

aVoc values are represented by the mean and the standard deviation taken from eight test cells.
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show that the a-SiOx:H layer remained purely amorphous after
laser crystallization.
Additional cross-section TEM images, taken on a higher

resolution instrument and on a thinner lamella of the LPC-Si
on the glass stack, after laser crystallization, are presented in
Figure 7a−d. The image in Figure 7a is of a similar

magnification to those of Figure S9a,b, and because of the
higher instrument resolution, the clusters at the LPC-Si-
interlayer interface are more visible. Moreover under higher
magnification (see Figure 7b), other clusters become apparent
in the a-SiOxNy:H layer close to the a-SiOx:H interface in the
interlayer. The LPC-Si/SiOxNy interface which is clearly visible
in Figure 7c appears rough but, nevertheless, the LPC-Si grains
start growing right from the interface and there is no incubation
layer. Additionally Figure 7c shows a nearly circular cluster of
mixed-phase LPC-Si (marked out using a dashed line for
clarity). With the aid of defocusing, a high contrast image of the

spot in Figure 7c could be obtained as shown in Figure 7d. The
high contrast HRTEM image, clearly shows the outline of a
cluster and a mixture of amorphous and crystalline phases in its
interior, while the defocused interface is marked with a dashed
line. It also remains to be seen if these clusters introduce
electrically active defect sites in the silicon as has been reported
elsewhere.62,63

The HRTEM images of the LPC-Si-interlayer interface
shown in Figure 7c,d confirm that the clusters seen in the lower
resolution images (see Figure 7a,c), on the LPC-Si side, are not
artifacts. Since the size of the clusters was more pronounced
after laser crystallization (compare SI Figure S9c,d), it is
plausible that the accompanying hydrogen release may have
caused localized amorphization of the silicon.
Although we tested the single barrier layers for hydrogen

effusion, this was done at a temperature of 650 °C which is
below the temperature during LPC. The LPC process
prevailing close to the melting point of silicon may have
provided enough thermal energy to break Si−H and N−H
bonds in the a-SiOxNy:H film. Evidently the single barrier layers
need to be tested at 1414 °C to confirm the cause of the
clusters observed in TEM. Nevertheless, these results gave us
the impetus to reduce the hydrogen (especially N−H bond)
content of the a-SiOxNy:H layers.

3.6. Optimization of the a-SiOxNy:H Passivation Layer.
The mid-IR absorption spectra of the a-SiOxNy:H films
corresponding to the H2 flow variation and the RF power
variation are shown in SI Figures S10 and S11, respectively.
The thickness and refractive index as well as the values of [Si−
N], [Si−O], and [Si−H] of various a-SiOxNy:H films grown
with different plasma power and/or hydrogen flow rate are
listed in Table 8. The deposition rate of the a-SiOxNy:H film
remained almost unchanged when the PECVD hydrogen flow
rate was varied from 0 to 200 cm3(STP) min−1. In this regime,
the low SiH4 flow rate, rather than the etching by hydrogen,
appeared to dominate the film growth rate.58 On the other
hand, the refractive index reduced with increasing hydrogen
flow rate. Also, although the proportion of hydrogen bonded as
N−H increased, the total bonded hydrogen ([N−H] + [Si−
H]) decreased with increasing hydrogen flow rate. There was,
however, no clear trend in [Si−O] and [Si−N] when the
hydrogen flow rate was varied.
The deposition rate of the a-SiOxNy:H films reduced with

increasing plasma power indicating an enhanced plasma etch
rate.58 The value of [Si−O] of the films increased with RF
power while [Si−N] decreased at first, and then increased again
for the highest power. The dissociation of the CO2 that
increased with RF power has already been shown in Figure1,
and since silicon has a higher affinity for oxygen than nitrogen,
the Si−O bond density increased. The Si−N bond density only
increased for higher power possibly because the O atoms from
the CO2 atoms had been completely consumed by the process
allowing the nitrogen to bond with the remaining silicon. This
also explains the reduction of the refractive index with increased
power as also reported by others.64 The sum of [N−H] and
[Si−H] increased steadily with deposition power mainly as a
result of an increase in [Si−H].
The values of Jsc and Voc, as well as the product VocJsc, of

several test solar cells (glass/NO(ON)/p-type LPC-Si/n-type
a-Si emitter with In2O3:Sn contacts) for three a-SiOxNy:H films,
selected from those presented in Table 8, are summarized in
Table 9. The Voc did not vary much with or without HPP for all
of the test solar cells. Nevertheless, the highest Voc values

Figure 6. (a) Cross-sectional TEM micrograph of the LPC-Si-
interlayer interface after laser crystallization taken on a TECNAI TEM
system from a relatively thick lamella. The scale bar is 0.1 μm. (b−d)
SAED patterns corresponding to positions A1_4 to A1_6 in panel a.

Figure 7. High resolution TEM cross-sectional micrographs of a c-Si-
interlayer glass stack, taken on a TITAN instrument from a thinner
lamella, showing (a) NO(ON)/c-Si interface after laser crystallization
and (b) the a-SiOx:H/a-SiOxNy:H/c-Si region showing clusters close
to both interfaces. A detailed view of a cluster containing distorted
crystalline lattices in a single-phase matrix, on the silicon side of the
interface, is also shown without (c) and with (d) defocusing,
respectively. Outlines of a cluster and the interfaces are indicated
using dashed lines for clarity. The respective materials are labeled
numerically as (1, Si)/(2, a-SiOxNy:H)/(3, a-SiOx:H)/(4, a-SiNx:H)|
(5, glass). The scale bar lengths are 50 nm for a, 20 nm for b, and 2 nm
for c and d.

ACS Applied Materials & Interfaces Research Article

DOI: 10.1021/acsami.5b05318
ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2015, 7, 19282−19294

19290

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsami.5b05318/suppl_file/am5b05318_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsami.5b05318/suppl_file/am5b05318_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsami.5b05318/suppl_file/am5b05318_si_001.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acsami.5b05318


around 550−560 mV were attained for the a-SiOxNy:H film
grown with a low hydrogen flow rate of 50 cm3(STP) min−1

and a power level of 600 W. With the hydrogen flow rate fixed
at 200 cm3(STP) min−1, the Voc with HPP is 520 mV at 400 W
and roughly 20 mV higher than that at 600 W but is the same at
500−510 mV, without HPP, for both power levels.
The values of Jsc increased for the sample grown with the low

H2 flow of 50 cm3(STP) min−1 and that grown at the low
power of 400 W after hydrogen passivation. The highest Jsc
after passivation was obtained for the film grown at 600 W but
with the lowest hydrogen flow rate also leading to the highest
VocJsc product. Although the highest VocJsc product without
HPP was obtained for the a-SiOxNy:H grown at 600 W and 200
cm3(STP) min−1 H2, this value remained unchanged after HPP.
The highest increase in the VocJsc product after HPP was
observed for the a-SiOxNy:H grown at 600 W and 200
cm3(STP) min−1 H2, but the absolute VocJsc product was the
lowest of the series.

4. DISCUSSION

Various a-SiOx:H, a-SiNx:H and a-SiOxNy:H films were grown
using PECVD by varying the proportion of CO2, N2, and/or H2

added to the silane deposition gas. Under the high power/low
SiH4 flow conditions used, the [Si−O] in the a-SiOx:H films
reduced only slightly with the CO2/SiH4 process gas ratio, and
Si−H vibration modes were not detected. The a-SiNx:H films
contained both Si−H and N−H bonds for high N2/SiH4

process gas ratios using a RF power of 600 W, while, at 250
W, only Si−H bonds were present. For the a-SiOxNy:H films,
[Si−O] and [Si−H] increased with the CO2/SiH4 ratio
regardless of the N2 flow ratem while, as expected, [Si−N]
and [N−H] increased with N2 flow rate. Also increasing the
power with fixed precursor flow rates decreased [Si−N] while
[Si−O], [N−H], and [Si−H] increased. With the power kept
at 600 W, increasing the H2 flow rate mainly increased [N−H]

while [Si−H] decreased. No clear trend in [Si−O] and [Si−N]
was observed under the same conditions.
Three silicon dielectric interlayer stacks were tested in rear

side contacted test solar cells, namely, starting from the glass
substrate, NON, ONO, and NO(ON), with the last layer in the
stack providing the passivation for the p-type LPC-Si absorber.
Ideally good passivation should lead to high values of both Jsc
and Voc. The overall passivation effect using the NON was
limited by the low current collection for two reasons. First, the
large increase in both Jsc and Voc, observed after HPP, proves
that the a-SiNx:H film did not chemically (via H release which
reduces defect density) passivate the silicon. This was not
surprising considering the absence of N−H bonds and
relatively low [Si−H] in the a-Si:Nx:H film as determined
from the FTIR analysis. Second, even after hydrogen
passivation of the bulk material, the lowest Jsc of the films
was observed on a-SiNx:H. Since a-SiNx:H has a higher
dielectric constant than a-SiOx:H, it develops a higher positive
fixed charge.47 Therefore, field effect passivation via the
inversion layer in the p-type silicon with acceptor density of
10 16 cm−3 and higher is limited.65

Without HPP, both Jsc and Voc with the a-SiOx:H film at the
p-type LPC-Si interface was unexpectedly worse than a-SiNx:H.
Moreover, the drastic increase in both Jsc and Voc after
hydrogen plasma treatment implies that both the a-SiOx:H films
and the bulk c-Si material were chemically passivated via
hydrogen diffusion. Thus, the field effect passivation action of
the a-SiOx:H films near the LPC-Si interface was improved by a
reduction of the interface traps.
The best silicon interface passivation without hydrogen

plasma treatment was observed on a-SiOxNy:H compared to a-
SiOx:H and a-SiNx:H, as verified by the highest Jsc and Voc
obtained and may be explained by several phenomena. Addition
of moderate amounts of nitrogen to a-SiOx:H reduces the trap
density near the interface with silicon by lowering interfacial
strain.66,67 Also, nitrogen addition to a-SiOx:H to form a-
SiOxNy:H, reduces the diffusion of boron and other mobile

Table 8. Breakdown of the Refractive Index, [Si−N], [Si−O], [Si−H], and [N−H] of a-SiOxNy:H Films Deposited with Various
H2 Flow Rates and Excitation Power Levelsa

bond density (10 22 cm−3)

power (W) H2 (cm
3(STP) min−1) deposition rate (nm/s) n at 632 nm Si−N Si−O Si−H N−H

600 0 0.56 1.77 8.1 3.8 1.0 0.8
600 50 0.55 1.78 6.0 5.6 0.9 0.8
600 200 0.56 1.79 4.4 6.1 0.4 1.0
600 400 0.52 1.67 7.5 2.0 0.3 1.2
400 200 0.49 1.70 6.4 2.4 0.2 0.7
500 200 0.50 1.77 5.8 4.5 0.3 1.1
600 200 0.56 1.79 4.4 6.1 0.4 1.0
800 200 0.58 1.71 4.1 5.0 1.6 1.0

aThe SiH4, CO2, and N2 flow rates were fixed at 10, 20, and 500 cm3(STP) min−1, respectively. The film thickness varied from 230 to 330 nm.

Table 9. Short Circuit Current Density (Jsc) and Open Circuit Voltage (Voc) Measured on Test Solar Cells (Glass/NO(ON)/4.3
μm p-Type LPC-Si Absorber/n-a-Si:H Emitter Using In2O3:Sn Contacts) for Three Different a-SiOxNy:H Passivation Layers
with and without Hydrogen Plasma Passivation Conditions of 50 W and 250 Pa at 600 °C for 30 mina

PECVD conditions Voc (mV) Jsc (mA/cm2)

power (W) H2 (cm
3(STP) min−1) no HPP with HPP no HPP with HPP improvement in VocJsc (%)

600 200 510 ± 12 503 ± 16 18.6 18.6 −1
600 50 551 ± 18 564 ± 15 15.2 19.5 31
400 200 500 ± 16 519 ± 36 12.2 17.8 51

aVoc values are represented by the mean and the standard deviation taken from six test cells.
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impurities from other layers into the silicon absorber.56,67,68

Since there was only a minimal increase in Jsc and Voc after
HPP, we propose that hydrogen for bulk passivation may have
been released from the a-SiOxNy:H passivation layer to the
silicon during a prior processing step. Since the temperature
during laser crystallization was above that of the film
deposition, hydrogen was released to the silicon absorber
from the a-SiOxNy:H layer which contained a higher amount of
bonded hydrogen than the a-SiOx:H and a-SiNx:H. This
suggestion is also supported by the TEM images in which it
could be seen that the clusters at the a-SiOxNy:H/Si interface
enlarged after laser crystallization. Such a scenario is also
probable since several studies have demonstrated that, in
addition to field effect passivation, silicon dielectric layers with
relatively high hydrogen content chemically passivate silicon via
hydrogen release during a subsequent heating step.31,44

Comparing the chemical bond densities in Tables 6 and 8
with the Voc and Jsc values in Tables 7 and 9, respectively, gives
a global relationship between the chemical bonding of the
passivating layer and the performance of the test cells. Without
HPP, increasing [Si−H] in the passivating layer increased both
Jsc and Voc, in agreement with reports for multicrystalline
silicon.26,69 Spin density measurements have shown that field
effect passivation by a-SiOxNy:H improves with increasing [Si−
H] which reduces interface trap defects in the dielectric film.21

Additionally values of Jsc on both the a-SiNx:H and the a-
SiOxNy:H films were higher than that of the a-SiOx:H film.
Moreover, comparing the nitrogen containing films, Jsc
increased with [N−H] indicating that during LPC-Si, also,
the N−H bonds break and contribute hydrogen for passivation
of the bulk defects. With additional HPP, Jsc and Voc only
increased for passivating layers with initially low [Si−H].
Moreover, the degree of increment after HPP was stronger for
Jsc than for Voc. This together with the enhancement of IQE
over a wide spectral range indicates that the HPP mainly
increased the diffusion length of the absorber by bulk
passivation in agreement with other c-Si solar cells grown on
foreign substrates.59,70 The largest increments in Voc were
observed on low hydrogen content passivating layers indicating
that a slight reduction in the surface recombination velocity at
the interface with silicon may also have reduced the interface
trap density. The breaking of N−H bonds is however
detrimental to the effectiveness on the field effect passivation
since once hydrogen is released, the remaining negatively
charged dangling N bonds25 counteract the positive fixed
charge responsible for generating the inversion layer in the p-
type LPC-Si.
These results show that for LPC-Si absorbers of up to ∼5

μm, a silicon dielectric with the appropriate chemical
composition can effectively reduce minority carrier recombina-
tion leading to high Voc and Jsc. However, for thicker LPC-Si
absorbers, additional hydrogen passivation is imperative to
reduce recombination in the bulk as also observed for solar cells
using multicrystalline wafers.69

5. CONCLUSION
We studied the influence of varying the oxidant (CO2 and N2)
precursor with respect to silane on the properties of a-SiOx:H,
a-SiNx:H, and a-SiOxNy:H films grown by plasma enhanced
chemical vapor deposition. Also, the effect of varying the
deposition power and hydrogen flow rate during deposition of
a-SiOxNy:H on Si−H and N−H bond density in the films was
investigated. Test heterojunction pn solar cells were used to

investigate the influence of the buried interface layer on the
passivation of the Si/IL interface and on the hydrogen
passivation of the bulk defects. The a-SiOxNy:H layer provided
a superior field effect passivation at the p-type LPC-Si buried
interface (without additional hydrogen plasma passivation) as
verified by the higher Voc and Jsc, than for the a-SiOx:H and a-
SiNx:H layers. Reducing the hydrogen flow during the
deposition of the a-SiOxNy:H films increased [Si−H]/[N−H]
and thus both Voc and Jsc compared to films grown with higher
H2 flow. Therefore, we demonstrated that the overall reduction
in recombination losses by both chemical and field effect
passivation in solar cells based on thin c-Si on glass depends
strongly on the choice of material for buried interface (between
the c-Si and glass substrate). Our findings show that a-
SiOxNy:H film with a high Si−H bond concentration can
effectively passivate both the surface and bulk of thin ∼4 μm
thick c-Si absorbers whereas, for thicker absorbers, additional
hydrogen passivation is paramount to achieving high Jsc.
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(26) Mac̈kel, H.; Lüdemann, R. Detailed Study of the Composition
of Hydrogenated SiNx Layers for High-Quality Silicon Surface
Passivation. J. Appl. Phys. 2002, 92, 2602−2609.
(27) Ay, F.; Aydinli, A. Comparative Investigation of Hydrogen
Bonding in Silicon Based PECVD Grown Dielectrics for Optical
Waveguides. Opt. Mater. 2004, 26, 33−46.
(28) Sichanugrist, P.; Sasaki, T.; Asano, A.; Ichikawa, Y.; Sakai, H.
Amorphous Silicon Oxide and its Application to Metal/n-i-p/ITO
Type a-Si Solar Cells. Sol. Energy Mater. Sol. Cells 1994, 34, 415−422.
(29) Cuony, P.; Alexander, D.; Perez-Wurfl, I.; Despeisse, M.;
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