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Abstract

In this article, we present an investigation of (Ge + SiO2)/SiO2 multilayers deposited by magnetron sputtering and
subsequently annealed at different temperatures. The structural properties were investigated by transmission
electron microscopy, grazing incidence small angles X-ray scattering, Rutherford backscattering spectrometry, Raman,
and X-ray photoelectron spectroscopies. We show a formation of self-assembled Ge clusters during the deposition at
250°C. The clusters are ordered in a three-dimensional lattice, and they have very small sizes (about 3 nm) and
narrow size distribution. The crystallization of the clusters was achieved at annealing temperature of 700°C.

Introduction
Semiconductor nanocrystals (NCs) have shown a big
potential for application in flash memory devices [1].
Most quantum dot (QD) flash memory research studies
have used Si NCs in floating gate. However, several
groups have proposed systems using Ge dots [2] instead
of Si dots. The band gap of Ge provides both a higher
confinement barrier for retention mode and a smaller
barrier for program and erase mode. This makes Ge
dots a strong candidate for floating gates.
However, the fabrication of Ge dots on insulators is

much more difficult to obtain than Si dots because of the
low evaporation temperature of Ge and the difference in
surface energy with respect to the oxide. Si1-xGex can
offer an intermediate solution to this issue. In fact,
embedding silicon or silicon germanium (SiGe) dots in
an insulator structure has been proposed for non-volatile
memory devices [3-6]. Magnetron sputtering has been
proven to be a useful, cheap, and easy technique with
less energy consuming, for the fabrication of Si, Ge, and
Si1-xGex NCs embedded in SiO2 films [7,8].
The most challenging part in the production of

nanoclusters for potential applications is the control over
their size and arrangement properties. Earlier studies
have reported layered Ge NCs produced at temperatures
of 500°C and higher [9,10]. However, the nanoclusters

formed were not regularly ordered. Recently, it has been
reported of a possibility to grow self-assembled NCs in
amorphous silica matrix [11,12]. However, the ordering
was only found for a single deposition temperature, and
it was performed only for Ge nanoclusters. The control
of ordering of the particles is important because the spa-
tial regularity implies narrowing of the QDs size distribu-
tion, which is very important for the collective behavior
effects and consequently for potential applications of the
system.
The complete crystallization of the NCs was achieved at

temperatures of 800°C and higher [8,13,14]. In this article,
we report the formation of self-assembled Ge nanoclusters
by the magnetron sputtering technique at quite a low
deposition temperature of 250°C. The nanoclusters formed
are very small in size (about 3 nm), and well ordered in a
three-dimensional FCC-like nanocluster lattice. The para-
meters of the nanocluster lattice formed are precisely
determined using grazing incidence small angle X-ray
scattering (GISAXS) and high-resolution transmission
electron microscopy (HRTEM) techniques, while their
crystalline quality and chemical composition are examined
using Raman spectroscopy and X-ray photoelectron spec-
troscopy (XPS). The mutual distances of the nanoclusters
are found to be very small (distance of about 3 nm
between the nanocluster edges), while their size distribu-
tion is found to be very narrow. These properties make
this material very suitable for different nano-based
applications.* Correspondence: sarapinto@fisica.uminho.pt
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Experimental
SiO2/Si1-xGex + SiO2/SiO2 multilayers films containing
20 bi-layers were prepared on Si (100) substrates using RF
magnetron co-sputtering machine Alcatel SCM650. The
structures were grown using a composite target, a SiO2

(99.99%) plate partially covered by polycrystalline chips of
Si and Ge, and a second target of pure SiO2. The surface
ratio of the Si and Ge pieces in the SiO2 target was 2:1.
Before sputtering, a pressure of at least 1 × 10-6 mbar was
reached inside the chamber. Substrate and targets were
subjected to in situ argon plasma treatment to clean the
surfaces and remove any impurities. The layers were
grown at 250°C, and the argon pressures were 1 × 10-2

and 1 × 10-3 mbar, for the pure target and the composite
target, respectively. The thickness of both types of layers
was controlled by the deposition time. The deposition
rates were found to be 7.4 and 7.8 nm/min, for SiO2 and
SiGe + SiO2 layers, respectively. The thicknesses of SiGe +
SiO2 and SiO2 layers are 2 and 5 nm, respectively. A top
SiO2 layer was deposited to prevent the diffusion of Ge
atoms out of the surface. The samples were subsequently
thermally annealed at temperatures between 700 and
1000°C, in N2 atmosphere for 1 h.
Rutherford backscattering spectrometry (RBS) mea-

surements were performed with a 2-MeV 4He+ ion
beam impinging on the target at grazing angles of 78°,
80°, and 82° to obtain sufficiently high depth resolution
to separate the signals arising from the different layers,
and to detect and investigate possible compositional
changes.
Conventional TEM and high-resolution TEM images

were acquired with a Tecnai F30 FEG-TEM microscope
operating at 300 kV. TEM cross-sectional samples were
produced by mechanical polishing followed by ion beam
milling to have sufficiently large electron transparent
areas. GISAXS measurements were performed at the
SAXS beamline of the Elettra synchrotron, using mono-
chromatic radiation with wavelength 0.154 nm, and sev-
eral grazing incidence angles slightly above the critical
angle of total external reflection. The incidence direction
of the X-ray radiation was along the x axis, perpendicu-
lar to the detector (y-z) plane. Data were measured by a
two-dimensional (1024 × 1024 pixel) CCD detector,
with a sample-detector distance of approx. 1.72 m.
A thin Al-stripe (beam stopper) was inserted in front of
the 2D detector to attenuate the very intense specular
beam (reflected beam, Yoneda peak, etc.) and thus avoid
the overflow of the detector, and increase the sensitivity
for scattered signal outside the specular plane. Raman
scattering spectra were recorded using a Jobin-Yvon
T64000 system with an optical microanalysis system and
a CCD detector, in the backscattering geometry. These
measurements were performed at room temperature

using the 488 nm line of an argon ion laser. The laser
beam was focused on the sample surface with a beam
spot size of 1 μm and a power of 0.2 mW to avoid the
heating of the sample. XPS were measured using a
Thermo Scientific K-Alpha ESCA instrument equipped
with aluminum Ka1.2 monochromatized radiation at
1486.6 eV X-ray source.

Results and discussion
RBS technique was applied to examine the layer struc-
ture of the as-grown multilayers. Figure 1 shows the
depth profiles of the as grown and annealed films
obtained from the fits [15] of the measured RBS inten-
sity distributions. The results show a well-organized
layer structure of the as-grown film (Figure 1a), with the
layer thickness as expected from the growth conditions.
After annealing at 700°C (Figure 1b), the samples still
retain a layered structure, but for temperatures of 800°C
or higher, a clear diffusion of Ge and a destruction of
the multilayers structure are observed (Figure 1c,d). At
1000°C, only a small amount of Ge remains at the
interface.
HRTEM was employed to explore the structure of the

as-grown multilayers. Figure 2 shows a bright-field cross-
sectional TEM image of the as-deposited multilayer sam-
ple, with different magnifications. In Figure 2a, dark dots
are seen on the oxide matrix corresponding to the clusters
formed, due to their higher material density. As a result of
the two-dimensional projection of a three-dimensional
sample, some of the layers appear to be continuous. The
image with the higher magnification (Figure 2b) shows
that the clusters are well separated and nearly spherical in
shape. Some regularity in the nanocluster positions may
be noticed (Figure 2a), but spatial correlations are much
better visible in the reciprocal space, which will be shown
later. Some of the as-grown clusters show a crystalline
phase as illustrated in the inset of Figure 2b. This demon-
strates that the as-grown sample at 250°C already con-
tained some crystalline particles. However, more HRTEM
observations are under progress to shed light on the
nature (crystalline/amorphous) of the nanoparticles. The
average size of particles found by HRTEM images was
approximately 3 nm.
GISAXS technique was applied to study the clusters’

size and their arrangement properties. It gives data from
a much larger sample volume compared to the TEM
technique. Furthermore, the data are provided in the
reciprocal space, so possible spatial correlations would
appear as extra diffraction (Bragg) spots, well visible in
GISAXS maps. GISAXS maps of the as-deposited and of
the annealed multilayers with the corresponding simula-
tions are shown in Figure 3. In the GISAXS map of the
as-deposited film, strong Bragg spots are visible. They
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appear because of the existence of a 3D correlation in
the cluster positions [11]. Similar to the 3D clusters
reported in [11], the clusters are ordered in a distorted
FCC-like lattice defined by primitive vectors a1,2,3.
Vectors a1,2 are in the plane parallel to the substrate
surface, and they form a distorted 2D hexagonal lattice.
The vertical component of a3 equals the multilayer

period T. The regular ordering appears in domains
which are randomly oriented with respect to the normal
to the multilayer surface. As is explained in [11], such
regular ordering is a result of interplay of diffusion-
mediated nucleation and surface morphology effects.
The most important point is that nanoclusters in each
new layer nucleate within the minima of the existing
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Figure 1 Depth profiles of different elements (Si, O, and Ge) obtained from fits of measured RBS, for the as-grown and annealed
films.

Figure 2 HRTEM cross-sectional images of the as-deposited multilayer, depicted in various magnifications. The regularity in the cluster
positions is indicated by arrows. In some clusters (inset) crystallization of the deposited material is visible.
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surface, while the positions of minima are correlated to
the positions of the nanoclusters in the layer under-
neath. The experimentally measured GISAXS map was
fitted to the model described in [11] to obtain the clus-
ter size and arrangement parameters. The results of the
analysis give the following parameters for the formed
nanoclusters lattice: spacing of clusters within the layers,
|a1| = |a1| = 6.5 ± 0.2 nm, and the multilayer period
T = 6.9 ± 0.1 nm, in agreement with the HRTEM
results. The root mean square deviations of the clusters
positions from the ideal ones are given by disorder para-
meters sL and sV describing deviations in directions
parallel and perpendicular to the multilayer surface,
respectively. These values are also found by GISAXS fit:
sL = 3.4 ± 0.2 nm and sV = 0.5 ± 0.1 nm. The size dis-
tribution shown in Figure 4 is found to be very narrow
for the as-deposited multilayer. Narrowing of the size
distribution is a consequence of the regular ordering of
the QDs [12].
In the GISAXS map of the film annealed at 700°C, a

rearrangement of the Bragg spots’ positions is visible.
From the new arrangement, it follows that the clusters
are not any more correlated in the vertical direction,
while the correlation of lateral clusters still exists. The

results of the numerical analysis show formation of NCs
which are larger than in as-deposited multilayer (R =
2.5 ± 0.3 nm), with larger mutual distance (L = 17.8 ±
0.3 nm) and significantly larger vertical disorder para-
meter (sV = 1.6 ± 0.1 nm). The in-layer disorder is also

Figure 3 2D GISAXS maps. 2D GISAXS maps. of (a) as deposited film (b) film annealed at 700°C, and (c) film annealed at 800°C. The second
row shows the corresponding simulated GISAXS maps.

Figure 4 Size distribution of the NCs obtained by the GISAXS
analysis.
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larger than for the as-deposited case (sL = 9.1 ±
0.1 nm), but the separation L is also larger. Growth of
QDs during the annealing treatment causes the destruc-
tion of the vertical dot correlation. Initially regularly
ordered QDs coalesce, thereby changing their lateral
positions. The size distribution is still relatively narrow,
but broader than in the as-deposited film case. Anneal-
ing at 800°C causes a further growth of QDs (R = 3.8 ±
0.5 nm), and a further decrease of the regularity in the
QD positions. For this film (Figure 3c), no Bragg spots
are visible in the GISAXS intensity distribution. The
size distribution, shown in Figure 4, is found to be very
broad in this film.
We employed Raman spectroscopy which is a very

effective tool to study the crystalline structure and the
stoichiometry of the nanoparticles. Figure 5a shows the
Raman spectra of the as-deposited, annealed multilayers
and Si substrate, and Figure 5b shows the same spectra
after the subtraction of Si substrate contribution. The as-
grown multilayer shows a broad band near to 270 cm-1,
which is characteristic of amorphous Ge [16]. The sam-
ples annealed at 700 and 800°C show strong peaks at 292
and 295 cm-1, respectively. These peaks show existence
of crystalline Ge (c-Ge) nanoparticles in the film. The
peaks are slightly red-shifted and asymmetrically broa-
dened with respect to the Ge bulk peak (300.4 cm-1)
because of the phonon confinement in the nano-sized
particles [17]. The shifts are in accordance with the

results of GISAXS analysis showing formation of Ge clus-
ters with radii of 2.5 and 3.8 nm for the films annealed at
700 and 800°C, respectively. A small peak coming from
the Si substrate exists near to 304 cm-1; however, for the
annealed samples, this peak is associated to Ge NCs. The
samples annealed at 1000°C do not show any Raman
peak because of NCs, and only the Raman signal arising
from the silicon substrate is observed. This absence of
Raman peak can be attributed to the loss of Ge atoms
during the annealing. We have already observed a total
loss of Ge atoms from the Al2O3 film during thermal
treatments, because of the volatilization of Ge mono-
oxide (GeO) [18]. In the present case, the loss of Ge is
partial, since RBS spectra of the samples reveal the pre-
sence of Ge atoms in the layers near the interface film-
substrate. The lack of the presence of for any Raman
feature can be interpreted as a consequence of the
decrease in the amount of material inside the scattering
volume. Rodriguez et al. [14] observed a similar behavior,
and concluded that, after a certain annealing tempera-
ture, the compositional changes due to the out-diffusion
of Ge from the crystallized nanoparticles and the asso-
ciated reduction of the scattering volume cause the NCs
to fall below the detection limit of the Raman setup, thus
accounting for the disappearance of the Raman signal.
The observed absence of Si-Ge and Si-Si Raman peaks
for the annealed samples could be explained by the low
amount of Si used during the growth and/or a loss of Si

Figure 5 Raman spectra of as-deposited and annealed multilayers. (a) Raman spectra of the as-deposited and annealed multilayers at
temperatures indicated in the figure. The spectra are normalized to the intensity of Si-substrate peak at 520 cm-1. (b) The same spectra after the
subtraction of Si substrate contribution. Dashed lines show the positions of peaks of amorphous Ge (a-Ge), crystalline Ge (c-Ge), and Si-Ge
vibrational modes.
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atoms during the thermal treatments, which can oxidize
and form SiO2.
In our attempt to clarify the chemical composition of

the nanoparticles, we have performed XPS analyses of
the as-grown multilayer. Peaks relative to Ge 2p and Si
2p are shown in Figure 6a,b, respectively. The signal
due to Ge exhibits a double peak features because of
pure Ge and GeOx states. From the XPS data only Ge,
GeO, and SiOx were detected. No Si-Ge formation was
observed in agreement with the Raman results.
Contrary to the general tendency observed in the litera-

ture concerning the growth of NCs, we have shown the
possibility to grow the self-assembled nanoclusters at low
temperature (250°C). Low-cost process will be explored
further to obtain well-separated crystalline NCs.

Conclusions
In this study, we have shown formation of self-organized
Ge nanoclusters at low temperature (250°C) in amor-
phous silica matrix by the magnetron sputtering techni-
que. The size distribution of the clusters formed is
found to be very narrow because of the self-ordering
growth. The annealing of those films caused the forma-
tion of crystalline Ge clusters with larger sizes. Further-
more, the regular spatial arrangement of clusters has
undergone changes by the annealing treatment. RBS
results show that annealing at 800 and 1000°C promote
the out-diffusion from the surface of Ge atoms.

Abbreviations
GISAXS: grazing incidence small angle X-ray scattering; HRTEM: high-
resolution transmission electron microscopy; NCs: nanocrystals; QD: quantum
dot; RBS: Rutherford backscattering spectrometry; XPS: X-ray photoelectron
spectroscopy.

Acknowledgements
This study has been partially funded by: (i) FEDER funds through the COMPETE
program “Programa Operacional Factores de Competitividade and by
Portuguese funds through Portuguese Foundation for Science and Technology
(FCT) in the frame of the Project PTDC/FIS/70194/2006; (ii) Bilateral Cooperation
Program BC/CRUP - B 26/08 financed by the British Council and the Council of
the Portuguese Rectores,; (iii) ELETTRA Synchrotron Radiation Center through

the European Community’s Seventh Framework Programme (FP7/2007-2013)
under grant agreement no 226716; (iv) European COST MP0901-NanoTP Action;
(v) Scientific and Technological Cooperation Program between Portugal (FCT)
and Morocco (CNRST)-2010/2011. S.R.C.P. is grateful for financial support
through the FCT grant SFRH/BD/29657/2006. M.B. acknowledges the support
from the Croatian Ministry of Science Higher Education and Sport (project
number 098-0982886-2866).
The authors thank Dra Carmen Serra from C.A.C.T.I. of University of Vigo in
Spain for the assistance of XPS measurementsDr. Rosário Correia from
Physics Department of University of Aveiro in Portugal and Dr. M. Ivanda
from Rudjer Boskovic Institute, Zagreb in Croatia for Raman discussions.

Author details
1Physics Department, University of Minho, 4710-057 Braga, Portugal 2Rudjer
Boskovic Institute, Bijenicka 54, 10000 Zagreb, Croatia 3LPS, Physics
Department, Faculty of Sciences, BP 1796, Fès, Morocco 4Sincrotrone Trieste,
34012 Basovizza, Italy 5ITN, Ion Beam Laboratory, EN10, 2686-953 Sacavém,
Portugal 6Nanostructured Materials Research Group, School of Materials, The
University of Manchester, P.O. Box 88, Manchester, M1 7HS, UK

Authors’ contributions
SRCP carried out the sample growth experiment and characterisation analysis
and drafted the manuscript.AGR participated in the design of the study, carried
out the Raman experiments, and characterisation analysis, as well as drafted the
manuscript. MB participated in the design of the study, carried out the GISAXS
experiments, performed the statistical analysis, as well as drafted the manuscript.
AC participated in the design of the study and revised the manuscript.
SB carried out the GISAXS experiments, performed the statistical analysis, and
revised the manuscript. NPB and EA carried out the RBS experiments, performed
the statistical analysis, and revised the manuscript. RJK and UB carried out the
HRTEM experiments, and revised the manuscript. MJMG participated in the
coordination of study. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 3 November 2010 Accepted: 14 April 2011
Published: 14 April 2011

References
1. Zheng F, Chew HG, Choi WK, Zhang JX, Seng HL: Synthesis of germanium

nanocrystals in hafnium aluminum oxide matrix. J Appl Phys 2007,
101:114310.

2. Kim DW, Kim T, Banerjee SK: Memory characterization of SiGe quantum
dot flash memories with HfO2 and SiO2 tunneling dielectrics. IEEE Trans
Electron Dev 2003, 50:1823-1829.

3. Kim DW, Hwang S, Edgar TF: Banerjee SCharacterization of SiGe Quantum
Dots on SiO2 and HfO2 Grown by Rapid Thermal Chemical Deposition
for Nanoelectronic Devices. J Electrochem Soc 2003, 150:G240.

4. Kamenev BV, Baribeau JM, Lockwood DJ, Tsybeskov L: Optical properties of
Stranski-Krastanov grown three-dimensional Si/Si1-xGex nanostructures.
Physica E 2005, 26:174-179.

1210 1220 1230 1240 1250 1260

Co
un

ts
 (s

)

Binding Energy (eV)

Ge2p
a)

95 100 105 110

Co
un

ts
 (s

)

Binding Energy (eV)

Si2pb)

Figure 6 XPS spectra. XPS Ge 2p (a) and Si 2p (b) for the as-grown multilayer.

Pinto et al. Nanoscale Research Letters 2011, 6:341
http://www.nanoscalereslett.com/content/6/1/341

Page 6 of 7



5. Hamakawa Y: Thirty years trajectory of amorphous and nanocrystalline
silicon materials and their optoelectronic devices. J Non-Cryst Solids 2006,
352:863-867.

6. Kim DW, Prins FE, Kim T, Hwang S, Lee CH, Kwong DL, Banerjee SK:
Reduction of charge-transport characteristics of SiGe dot floating gate
memory device with ZrO2 tunneling oxide. IEEE Trans Electron Dev 2003,
50:510-513.

7. Takeoka S, Toshikio K, Fujii M, Hayashi S: Yamamoto KPhotoluminescence
from Si1-xGex alloy nanocrystals. Phys Rev B 2000, 61:15988.

8. Kolobov A, Oyanagi H, Usami N, Toknmitsu S, Hattori T, Yamasaki S,
Tanaka K, Ohtake S, Shiraki Y: Raman scattering and x-ray absorption
studies of Ge-Si nanocrystallization. Appl Phys Lett 2002, 80:488.

9. Mestanza SNM, Rodriguez E, Frateschi NC: The effect of Ge implantation
dose on the optical properties of Ge nanocrystals in SiO2.
Nanotechnology 2006, 17:4548.

10. Chen WR, Chang TC, Yeh JL, Sze SM, Chang C: -YFormation and
nonvolatile memory characteristics of multilayer nickel-silicide NCs
embedded in nitride layer. J Appl Phys 2008, 104:094303.

11. Buljan M, Desnica UV, Ivanda M, Radić N, Dubček P, Dražić G, Salamon K,
Bernsorff S, Holy V: Formation of three-dimensional quantum-dot
superlattices in amorphous systems: Experiments and Monte Carlo
simulations. Phys Rev B 2009, 79:035310.

12. Buljan M, Desnica UV, Drazic G, Ivanda MI, Radic N, Dubcek P, Salamon K,
Bernstroff S, Holly V: The influence of deposition temperature on the
correlation of Ge quantum dot positions in amorphous silica matrix.
Nanotechnology 2009, 20:085612.

13. Mogaddam NAP, Alagoz AS, Yerci S, Turan R, Foss S, Finstad TG: Phase
separation in SiGe nanocrystals embedded in SiO2 matrix during high
temperature annealing. J Appl Phys 2008, 104:124309.

14. Rodriguez A, Rodríguez T, Prieto AC, Jiménez J, Kling A, Ballesteros C:
Sangrador JCrystallization of Amorphous Si0.6Ge0.4 Nanoparticles
Embedded in SiO2: Crystallinity Versus Compositional Stability. J Electron
Mater 2010, 39(N8):1194.

15. Barradas NP, Jeynes C, Homewood KP, Sealy BJ, Milosavljevic M: RBS/
simulated annealing analysis of silicide formation in Fe/Si systems. Nucl
Instrum Methods B 1998, 139:235.

16. Rolo AG, Vasilevskiy MI, Conde O: Gomes MJM, Structural properties of Ge
nano-crystals embedded in SiO2 films from X-ray diffraction and Raman
spectroscopy. Thin Solid Films 1998, 336:58.

17. Pinto SRC, Rolo AG, Chahboun A, Kashtiban RJ, Bangert U, Gomes MJM:
Raman study of stress effect on Ge nanocrystals embedded in Al2O3.
Thin Solid Films 2010, 518:5378.

18. Pinto SRC, Rolo AG, Gomes MJM, Ivanda M, Bogdanovi¢-Radovi¢ I,
Grenzer J, Mücklich A, Barber D, Bernstorff S, Buljan M: Formation of void
lattice after annealing of Ge quantum dot lattice in alumina matrix.
Appl Phys Lett 2010, 97:173113.

doi:10.1186/1556-276X-6-341
Cite this article as: Pinto et al.: Low-temperature fabrication of layered
self-organized Ge clusters by RF-sputtering. Nanoscale Research Letters
2011 6:341.

Submit your manuscript to a 
journal and benefi t from:

7 Convenient online submission

7 Rigorous peer review

7 Immediate publication on acceptance

7 Open access: articles freely available online

7 High visibility within the fi eld

7 Retaining the copyright to your article

    Submit your next manuscript at 7 springeropen.com

Pinto et al. Nanoscale Research Letters 2011, 6:341
http://www.nanoscalereslett.com/content/6/1/341

Page 7 of 7

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19417460?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19417460?dopt=Abstract
http://www.springeropen.com/
http://www.springeropen.com/

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Experimental
	Results and discussion
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	Author details
	Authors' contributions
	Competing interests
	References

