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Characterization, Modeling, and Minimization of
Transient Threshold Voltage Shifts in MOSFET’s

Theodore L. Tewksbury, ITl, Member, IEEE, and Hae-Seung Lee, Senior Member, IEEE

Abstract— MOSFET’s subjected to large-signal gate—source
voltage pulses on microsecond to millisecond time scales exhibit
transient threshold voltage shifts which relax over considerably
longer periods of time. This problem is important in high-
accuracy analog circuits where it can cause errors at the 12 b level
and above. In this paper, transient threshold voltage shifts are
characterized with respect to their dependence on stress ampli-
tude and duration, relaxation time, gate bias, substrate bias, drain
voltage, temperature, and channel width and length. In contrast
to previous studies, threshold voltage shifts are measured at time
and voltage scales relevant to analog circuits, and are shown
to occur even when the effects of Fowler—Nordheim tunneling,
avalanche injection, hot carriers, trap generation, self-heating,
mobile ions, and dipolar polarizations are absent. A new model
is proposed in which channel charge carriers tunnel to and from
near-interface oxide traps by one of three parallel pathways.
Transitions may occur elastically, by direct tunneling between the
silicon band edges and an oxide trap, or inelastically, by tunneling
in conjunction with a thermal transition in the insulator or at the
Si-SiO; interface. Simulations based on this model show excellent
agreement with experimental results. The threshold voltage shifts
are also shown to be correlated with 1/f noise, in corroboration
of the tunneling model. Techniques for the minimization and
modeling of errors in circuits are presented.

I. INTRODUCTION

N MOS analog circuits such as switched-capacitor filters

[1], [2], digital-to-analog (D/A), and analog-to-digital (A/D)
converters [3], [4], the differential input stages of comparators
and operational amplifiers are routinely subjected to mo-
mentary asymmetrical voltage stresses during the course of
their normal operation. In comparators, the magnitude of this
stress can be as large as half the full scale voltage of the
A/D converter, while in operational amplifiers, it can be on
the order of the supply voltage under slewing conditions.
MOSFET’s subjected to these large-signal stress conditions
exhibit transient threshold voltage shifts with amplitudes up to
1 mV and relaxation times comparable to, or longer than, clock
periods in typical analog circuits [5], [6], causing linearity
errors, long-settling tails, and hysteresis effects. In a previous
study [5], we measured transient threshold voltage shifts in
MOS differential pairs, but the range of bias conditions was
limited and a complete theoretical explanation has not yet
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been offered. This paper extends our previous work to include
measurements of transient threshold voltage shifts over a wide
range of conditions relevant to analog circuits, and presents a
new model to explain the results.

Threshold voltage shifts in MOS transistors have been
studied extensively, particularly in relation to device lifetime
and reliability. However, most of these studies [7]-[9] have
focused on long time scales and high voltages, far outside the
range of interest for analog circuits. Under these conditions,
shifts in device characteristics can be caused by a variety
of mechanisms, including the drift of mobile ions [10], the
polarization of molecular dipoles [8], [10], self-heating [11],
and charge trapping by interface states and oxide traps [9],
[12]. Under high vertical fields ( > 7 MV/cm), traps can
be created in the insulator [13] and can be charged by
Fowler—Nordheim tunneling [14] or avalanche injection [15]
of carriers into the oxide bands. At high drain voltages, channel
hot carriers can generate interface states [16] and can be in-
jected into the oxide, causing threshold voltage instabilities and
relaxation effects [17], [18]. At the lower voltages and shorter
time scales characteristic of normal circuit operation, channel
charge carriers can be exchanged with oxide traps by direct
tunneling through the interface potential barrier [12], [19].
While this mechanism is known to be associated with the 1/f
noise in MOS devices [20], its manifestation under large-signal
stress conditions has not yet been adequately investigated.
This paper reports on a new measurement technique which
isolates direct tunneling from competing effects and enables
this mechanism to be characterized under large-signal stress
conditions.

Existing theoretical models of charge trapping by direct tun-
nel exchange with oxide traps [7], [9], [19]-[21] are inadequate
to explain the observed threshold voltage transients due to
several deficiencies. First, many of the assumptions on which
these models are based are violated under large-signal stress.
For example, band bending in the oxide is normally neglected
and Bolizmann statistics are assumed, even though the Fermi
level is driven well into the silicon bands. Second, despite
the fact that it is an elastic process, tunneling is commonly
assumed to occur between the silicon bands and oxide traps
at arbitrary energies within the bandgap, without a plausible
explanation for how the required change in energy takes
place [22]. Third, we have observed deviations from the strict
logarithmic time dependence derived by previous researchers
[71, [23], and the voltage and temperature dependence of our
measurements cannot be explained by existing models. New
theory is presented here which overcomes these problems and
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enables transient threshold voltage shifts to be quantitatively
explained and modeled.

Section II begins with a description of the measurement
technique and presents the key experimental observations
which suggest a tunneling mechanism. Section III then
presents a physically based model which is consistent with
the inherently elastic nature of tunneling and includes band
bending in the oxide, Fermi-Dirac statistics, nonuniform
trap densities in energy and space, and correlated mobility
fluctuations. An approximate solution for the threshold
voltage shift is derived, and the well-known logarithmic time
dependence is shown to be a limiting case of a more general
relation. In Section IV, transient threshold voltage shifts are
characterized and simulated as a function of stress amplitude
and duration, relaxation time, gate bias, substrate bias, drain
voltage, temperature, and device size. Finally, Section V
discusses scaling issues. differences between NMOS and
PMOS transistors, the relationship between threshold voltage
shifts and 1/f noise, and techniques for the minimization and
modeling of errors in circuits.

II. EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURE

A. Measurement Circuit

Matched pairs of integrated circuit MOSFET’s were pack-
aged and tested using the circuit of Fig. 1(a). Before and after
stress, with the CMOS switches in the positions shown (¢
high, ¢ low), the source-coupled pair comprises the input
stage of a noninverting feedback amplifier with gain (R; +
R3)/ Ry = 100 from the gate of the device under test (M1)
to the output. A precision voltage supply in the sources sets
the initial gate—source bias, Vgs = —Vpias. Offset voltage is
nulled by adjustment of resistors K3 and R4 so that the gate of
M1 is initially at ground. During stress (¢1 low, ¢» high), the
gate of M1 is switched to a voltage source V,, and the opamp is
disconnected from the feedback loop. This prevents stressing
of the opamp input stage which could interfere with the
measurement due to thermal or charge-trapping hysteresis [5].
Following stress for a period 1 us < ¢, < 10 ms, the switches
are returned to their original positions. Feedback returns the
drain current of M1 to its initial value by producing an
equivalent gate—source voltage shift that precisely compensates
for any change in threshold voltage or mobility resulting from
stress. The amplified gate-source voltage transient is averaged
and observed at the output V... on a digitizing oscilloscope.
The design ensures that the output remains within several
millivolts of ground at all times during the measurement in
order to prevent overdriving of the oscilloscope preamplifier,
which could otherwise contribute long-settling components
to the response. The output is Schottky-clamped in order to
enforce this condition, even under transient conditions.

MOSFET’s are biased in the linear region at low
drain—source voltage ( |[Vps| < 500 mV) so that channel
hot carrier generation is negligible. Vertical electric fields are
maintained less than 1.5 MV/cm to prevent trap generation and
injection of carriers into the oxide bands. In order to eliminate
self-heating, the device is biased such that no change in power
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Fig. 1. Measurement circuit. (a) Schematic. (b) Clock signals for CMOS

switches.

dissipation occurs during the measurement sequence:
Ips1Vps1 = Ips2Vps2 = IpssVpss = constant (1)

where the subscripts 1, 2, and 3 indicate the bias points of M1
before, during, and after stress, respectively.

B. Device Fabrication

Threshold voltage shifts were characterized on transis-
tors from five different CMOS and BiCMOS processes with
250-750 A thermally grown SiO , gate dielectrics, as summa-
rized in Table I. Samples 1-3 are n-well BiCMOS processes
employing a wet—dry—wet gate oxidation and a blanket boron
threshold voltage adjustment implant. Sample 4 is a p-well
CMOS process with no threshold implant and a dry gate
oxidation followed by N, anneal. Process 5 is a twin-well
CMOS technology with separate n and p threshold implants
and a dry gate oxidation followed by a N anneal.

C. Basic Observations

Fig. 2 shows typical threshold voltage relaxation transients
measured on an NMOS transistor stressed for 10 ms at various
voltages. At V, = 45 V, the initial threshold voltage shift
is about 1 mV and decays over a period exceeding 100 ms.
While too small to be of interest in most digital applications,
threshold voltage shifts of this amplitude are sufficient to
cause errors at the 12 b level in an A/D converter with a
5 V reference. Table I summarizes measurements from each
of the five processes. The single number used as a figure of
merit is the amplitude of the threshold voltage shift sampled
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TABLE I
STATISTICS OF THRESHOLD VOLTAGE SHIFTS IN FIVE DIFFERENT PROCESSES (s = 10 ms, t, = 1 ms)
_ NMOS AV (V) PMOS AV (pV)
Process ¢,, (A) W/L Vas Ybs Vo=45V Vop=—-5V Vas VDs Vo=45V Vo=-5V
V) (mV) mean o meart o V) (mV) mean o mean o
1 350 20/5 1.0 200 370.0 50.0 —135.0 224 —1.5 -500 27.2 26.1 —-5.3 3.0
2 350 100/5 1.0 200 700.1 113.5 —368.6 189.1 -1.5 -500 373 28.1 —20.0 119
3 750 48/4 1.2 300 482.8 194 —133.0 44.6 —-2.0 —500 37.2 10.0 —49.6 295
4 500 20/5 1.0 200 65.2 28.0 —33.8 218 —-2.0 —500 11.9 2.3 —4.8 1.8
5 250 20/5 1.2 300 523.6 72.2 —132.8 236.0 —1.4 —500 134.6 93.4 -28.7 173
1000 0 T : T
—_ Poly Oxide Silicon
>
2 [~ 0-
x -Ex
2 5000 4
=
= E
w
S ool =
g aVgs m
2 ®
- : ool
2 sooof -2V NMOS W/L=100um/5um : 2210
(7] 3V g
o Process 2 c g
£ -4V Vag-Vr=0.5V Vppg=0.3V % g
sV Ipg=150pA <)
~1000.0 70 100 1600 g :
Relaxation Time t, (ms) o
X m
tox 0

Fig. 2. Measured threshold voltage relaxation transients in an NMOS tran-
sistor stressed for 10 ms at various voltages.

a fixed delay, ¢, = 1 ms, after stress for {, = 10 ms. The
peak threshold voltage shift may be much larger, but cannot
be measured due to the finite response time of the circuit. For
each process, the mean threshold voltage shift is calculated
from measurements on a randomly chosen sample of 10-20
devices from the same lot.

Several observations can be made from these data. 1) The
threshold voltage shifts cannot be caused by hot carriers,
trap generation, self-heating, avalanche, or Fowler-Nordheim
injection since the measurement conditions have been specifi-
cally designed to preclude these effects. 2) The polarity of the
threshold voltage shifts is always in the same direction as the
stress voltage, AVp/V,, > 0, opposite to that which would be
produced by mobile ions or dipolar polarizations [10]. 3) The
large inter- and intraprocess variations of the threshold voltage
shifts are consistent with a mechanism that depends on a
random distribution of defects. However, the time constants of
the decay are too long to be explained entirely by fast surface
states at the Si-SiOs interface. These observations, together
with the nearly logarithmic time dependence of the relaxation,
suggest a mechanism in which channel charge carriers are
exchanged with oxide traps by direct tunneling [7], [231].

1II. TUNNELING MODEL

A. Kinetics

Fig. 3 shows the band diagram of an NMOS transistor with
the definition of coordinates used in the following analysis.
The energy level of an oxide trap is specified by its depth

Fig. 3. Energy band diagram of an NMOS transistor showing definition of
coordinates (Vs = 0).

E, below the SiO; conduction band. Consistent with this
definition, and contrary to the usual convention, the energy
of an electron is specified by its depth F below the SiO»
conduction band at the interface (z = 0). The energy E of
an oxide trap therefore shifts under an applied oxide electric
field £ by an amount ¢g€x:

E = E, — ¢€x. )

Note that, with distance x increasing leftward into the oxide
in Fig. 3, £ < 0 for Vgg > 0. Oxide traps near the inter-
face eventually reach equilibrium with a fractional occupancy
governed by the Fermi-Dirac distribution function

1
J(E, Ep) = 1+ exp[(Ep — E)/kT)
where Er is the Fermi level at the surface.

Fig. 4 illustrates the proposed tunneling model for the case
of an NMOS transistor subjected to positive stress. Before
stress, the electric field in the oxide is &, = —V,x/tox and
the bands are bent as shown in Fig. 4(a). Traps below the
initial Fermi level (E > Epo) are mostly filled, while those
above (F < Epg) are mostly empty. During stress, the Fermi
level at the interface rises relative to the conduction band,
and oxide trap energy levels are lowered by the field £ in the
insulator. Traps fill to a level determined by the new Fermi
level Er as shown in Fig. 4(b). When the stress is removed,
trap energies return to their original levels and trapped carriers
tunnel back out to the interface [Fig. 4(c)]. Assuming first-
order kinetics [19], [24], the change in the density of occupied




242

Si0, i

Poly
Vox I

(a) (b ©

Fig. 4. Energy band diagrams showing windows in E—z space containing
traps that contribute to a threshold voltage shift (Vgs = 0). (a) Prestress;
traps empty. (b) During stress; traps capture electrons. (c) After stress; trapped
electrons tunnel out.

oxide traps 6n,: (cm=2 -eV~1) at energy E; and depth z from
the interface is

6not(Et) €, tS7 tr)
= D,i(Bs, x) Af(Ep,z)(1 — e t/T)et /T (3)

where
Af(E:,x) = f(Et — g€z, Er) — f(Ey — ¢€oz, Erg) (4)

with D,:(F,z) (cm™2-eV~!) the oxide trap density, ¢, the
stress time, and ¢, the relaxation time following stress. The
time constants during stress (7;) and during emission (7;)
depend on the details of the trapping mecharism as desctibed
below.

B. Time Constants

Tunneling is an elastic process requiring the presence of
occupied states on one side of a potential barrier and unoc-
cupied states at the same energy on the other side. Due to
band bending in the oxide, this requires that the energy of the
tunneling electron E be related to the energy level F; of the
oxide trap into which it tunnels by (2). The time constant for
the tunneling transition is given by [24], [25]

Toun(Et, ) = 7,(Es, x)eA(Et—qu,w) 5)
with
4 (2m*\'? (E + q€x)*/* — B>
3\ g2 4
ME, z) = |€| > 0 (trapezoidal barrier) ©)

om*E\?
2( TZZ z=2Kzx

& = 0 (rectangular barrier)

where m* is the effective mass of the tunneling carrier in
the oxide. The prefactor 7, is weakly dependent on energy
and depth [26] and can be assumed constant, with a value
that depends on whether the tunneling transition occurs from
states in the conduction band, in the valence band, or within
the bandgap.
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Fig. 5. Three pathways for exchange of channel charge carriers with oxide
traps. (a) Elastic tunneling from the conduction band [cb] and valence band
[vd]. (b) Two-step (interface trap assisted) process [¢¢]. (c) Tunneling followed
by lattice relaxation multiphonon emission {Ir].

Electrons above the silicon conduction band can tunnel
into oxide traps at the same energies as shown in Fig. 5(a).
The time constant 7. for this process is given by (5) with
E = ¢.=3.1¢eV, m* =m’ =~ 042m, [26], and 7, ~ 10710
s [20]. The exponential dependence of (6) on trap depth leads
to a. broad distribution of time constants which can readily
explain the long observed relaxation times. Using the above
values, a trap 20 A deep in the oxide has a time constant
on the order of 1 s, so that traps which change occupancy
during the measurement are confined to a very thin layer near
the interface. An expression analogous to (6) can be written
for the time constant 7,; of holes tunneling from the valence
band. However, due to their larger effective mass [m} = (10
—20)m}] [27] and the higher potential barrier at the valence
band (¢, = ¢+ 1 eV), the time constant for holes is much
greater than for electrons.

Charge exchange can also occur between the silicon bands
and oxide traps at energies within the bandgap, but this
requires the assistance of an additional mechanism to supply
or dissipate the required change in energy, a point overlooked
in much of the literature. One mechanism by which this can
occur is shown in Fig. 5(b). In this two-step process, channel
charge carriers communicate thermally with interface traps
(fast surface states) which, in turn, exchange charge with oxide
traps at the same energy by tunneling [28]. The tunneling step
has a time constant 7y, of the same form as (5), but with a
different prefactor since interface traps, rather than conduction
band states, supply the carriers for tunneling [24]. The two-
step process is actually a second-order system described by
two time constants; however, since the tunneling and thermal
steps occur in series, an effective first-order time constant can
be written [24]

Tit(Ety 37) = Ttun(Ehx) + TSRH(Et - QSJU) (7

where 7ery is the Shockley-Read-Hall time constant for
interface traps [29]:

1
TnB[ns +n1(E)] + 0p0(ps + p1(E)]

Tsru(E) = ®)
with o, and o, the capture cross sections for electrons and
holes (cm?), ¥ the thermal velocity (cm/s), ns and p, the
surface electron and hole concentrations (cm~3),ni(E) =
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ns exp(Ep — E)/kT, and p1(F) = ps exp(E — Ep)/kT.
In strong inversion, the thermal time constant for interface
traps near the band edges is on the order of 100 ps, so that
the process becomes tunneling-limited (734 & Ty, ). However,
for traps near midgap or at low temperatures, the system can
become thermally limited (7,; &~ Tggry).

An electron can also tunnel elastically into an excited state
of an oxide trap, as shown in Fig 5(c), which subsequently
relaxes to its equilibrium ground state with energy loss oc-
curring by cascade phonon emission [30] or lattice relaxation
multiphonon emission [31]. The time constant for this phonon-
assisted process has the same form as (8), but with a capture
cross section that decreases exponentially with depth into the
oxide [19], [24]. In addition, the capture cross section for
the lattice relaxation process is thermally activated with an
energy barrier F4 ranging from 100 to 600 meV [32]. The
capture cross section in (8) therefore takes the form o(zr) =
0o exp(—Ea/kT) exp[—A(¢c, x)], where X is evaluated at
the conduction band energy E = ¢, from which the tunneling
transition occurs. Assuming equal capture cross sections for
electrons and holes, the time constant for lattice relaxation can
therefore be written as shown in (9) at the bottom of this page.
Note that the time constants for both inelastic mechanisms
(7)-(9) are thermally activated through n, and p;, depend
inversely on the surface carrier concentrations, and increase
exponentially with the spatial depth of the trap in the oxide.
Rigorous deviations of the these time constants from quantum
mechanics can be found in [24].

C. Effective Threshold Voltage Shift

The device under test is initially biased in the linear region
with drain current
w
Ips = MN—lenWDS (10)
where |Qn| = Cox(Vas — Vr — Vps/2) is the inversion
charge (C/cm?). By partial differentiation of (10) at constant
Vbs, the equivalent gate-source voltage shift 6Vgs required

to restore the drain current to its initial value following stress
(5.[ Ds = O) is

|Qnl b1

6Vas = 6V — Cor i

(11
The contribution to the threshold voltage shift due to a trapped
charge density én,; at energy F; and depth z is [33]

9 (1 - })mtmax.

6VT - COX oxX

(12)

In addition to shifting the threshold voltage, the capture of a
carrier by an oxide trap induces a change in the mobility of
channel carriers due to increased scattering from the charged
trap site. Since the mobility perturbation 6y is correlated with
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the fluctuation in the number of trapped carriers, it can be
written [24], [34]

—quZ,8,6n,:0 Erbx
|Qn

where S(z) =~ S,/|Qx]| is the scattering rate (C/V -s) and S,
is a constant with a value of approximately 0.02 V - s/cm? for
an NMOS transistor [35].

Summarizing these results, traps at energies above the
conduction band (ch) or below the valence band (vb) are
assumed to communicate with oxide traps by elastic tunneling,
while transitions involving traps at energies between the bands
must occur either by the interface state assisted (two-step)
process (it) or by the lattice relaxation process (Ir). Since
the bending of the oxide bands shifts trap energy levels with
respect to the interface according to (2), traps which fill by one
of these mechanisms may empty by another. We shall denote
by i/j that component of the threshold voltage shift due to
traps which fill by mechanism ¢ during stress and empty by
mechanism j following stress, where ¢,j € {cb,vb,it,lr}.
Substituting (3), (12), and (13) into (11) and integrating
the contributions due to traps at all energies and depths in
the oxide, the equivalent gate—source voltage shift due to
component /7 is

Sp =~ S(x)qéno 8 Eybz = (13)

qt/ t;z Eg
AVGS(L/J)(tsvtT) = Ox/ / DOt(Etvx)Af(Ehx)
0 0

€ox
. (1 _ %)[1 — et/ (Bem)]
et /M Een) B d (14)
where Eg = 9 eV is the energy gap of SiO; and
tox = tox(1 + pnS,)- (15)

The upper limit of integration in (14) has been changed from
tox to ¢, on the basis that the integrand is negligible at
this limit due to the exponential dependence of 7; on z.
Comparison of the form of (14) with (3) and (12) indicates that
the equivalent gate—source voltage shift, which is due to both
mobility and threshold voitage fluctuations, can be interpreted
as an effective threshold voltage shift with a scaled oxide
thickness given by (15). The total effective threshold voltage
shift is just the superposition of all of these components:

AVT(tsv t’l‘) = Z AVGS@/J) (tsa tT‘)

%]

(16)

D. Approximate Voltage and Time Dependence

Insight into the voltage and time dependence of (14) can
be obtained by consideration of the important special case
of strong inversion operation at room temperature. In or-
der to obtain closed-form solutions, we make the following
assumptions.

1

Tlr(Etv .CL‘) =

eEA/kTe)\(¢c,z) .

©)

ooﬁ[ns + Tl1(Et - qé'x) +ps + p1(Et/— q(‘,’a;)]
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1) Uniform oxide trap distribution Dot(Ey, ) = Do
2) Step approximation to the Fermi function:

1 E > FErp
f(E7EF) - {0 E < Ep.

3) Negligible mobility fluctuations (pun S, = 0).

4) z < tox since typical tunneling depths are less than 20
A while 250 A < tox < 750 A

5) Rectangular tunneling barrier: Using assumption 4), this
approximation results in less than 10% error in average barrier
height for 5 V across a 500 A oxide.

6) Pinning of the Fermi level at the conduction band edge
during positive stress (Ep = E.).

7y Vg = 0.

Under these assumptions, all three processes 5), 7), and 9)
are tunneling-limited with a time constant of the form 7,(x) =
Tos €xp(2K x) during stress and 7,.(z) = 7or exp(2K ) during
relaxation, where the prefactors generally differ due to the bias
dependence of (8) and (9). As shown in the Appendix, the total
threshold voltage shift can then be written as the sum of two
components:

AVr = AVy + AVg a7
where
2
q Dottox Torts
— 4 Dotlox n gy Tore 1
AV, Ke A, ln <l+ o~ r) (18)
2
_ q Dot Torts
AVE — 4K260m AVvox hl (1 ‘|‘ _Tostr)

t,
: [v+11n <1+ Zﬁﬁ) +1In (——)] (19)
2 Tost'r’ Tor

As shown in Fig. 4, the components AV, and AV¢ correspond
to windows in E—z space containing those traps that change
occupancy during the measurement sequence, thereby con-
tributing a nonzero value to the integrand in (14). The surface
potential component AV, is due to traps at energies within the
silicon bandgap that change occupancy as a consequence of the
change in Fermi level or, equivalently, the change in surface
potential A1, = (Epg — EF)/q that occurs during stress. On
a microscopic level, the traps that comprise this component
therefore fill and empty via the 4¢/:t or Ir/lr mechanisms
described above. The band-bending component AVg, which
is driven by the change in voltage AV,, = (& — E)tos
across the oxide, is due to traps that are lowered below
the conduction band during stress and raised above it when
the stress is removed. The traps which contribute to this
component therefore fill and empty by the Ir/cb and/or it/cb
processes.

Equations (18) and (19) show that a pure logarithmic time
dependence, as predicted by previous models [7], [23], results
only when band bending in the oxide is neglected (AV,, = 0)
and only in the limits t; > £, both assumptions of which
are violated under typical circuit operating conditions. For
ts > t,, the inclusion of the band-bending term contributes
a component that goes as log%(time) to the usual log(time)
dependence, while for ¢, > ts, the present theory predicts
that the decay will approach 1/¢,.
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IV. RESULTS

While (18) and (19) describe the general features of the
threshold voltage shifts with voltage and time, the accurate
modeling of their temperature and bias dependence demands
a more exact treatment. In this section, (14) is integrated
numerically using the energy-dependent time constants of
(5), (7), and (9), with a trapezoidal potential barrier and
Fermi-Dirac statistics. All of the parameters in (14) are known
quantities, with the exception of D,:(Ey, x), which is treated
as an adjustable fitting parameter. The trap distribution can be
modeled quite generally by a function of the form

N
Dot(Et,fE) = Doe_w/$° + Z Dlgl(Et)[l — gz(.E’t)]@_w/w1

=1
(20)
where

1
gi(Et) = 14+ exp[(Ei —_ Et)/AEZ] '

Equation (20) is the superposition of a uniform trap density
Dy and N peaks at the energies E,. By varying the number
and the spread AE; of these peaks, a wide variety of trap
energy distributions can be modeled ranging from uniform
to discrete levels. The trap density is assumed to decay with
increasing depth into the oxide with a characteristic length ;.
Since only traps within 20 A of the interface are of interest,
this assumption is not restrictive and simplifies the numerical
integration.

In the following sections, transient threshold voltage shifts
are characterized over a wide range of bias and stress con-
ditions and compared with simulations based on this model.
Without loss of generality, an NMOS transistor is assumed.
Differences between threshold voltage shifts in NMOS and
PMOS transistors are addressed in Section V-B.

A. Stress Voltage

Fig. 6(a) plots the measured threshold voltage shift versus
applied stress voltage for a stress time of 10 ms. Simulations
using the two-step model (7) are also shown. The trap distribu-
tion in (20) was fit to the data with NV = 1 and the parameter
values in Table II. As shown in the inset to Fig. 6(a), this
trap distribution increases with energy above the conduction
band, peaking at about 0.2 eV above the band edge, consistent
with previous findings [34], [36], [37]. Also shown in Table
II are values for the time constant prefactors 7.po(7:z0) and
Tep1 (Tiz1) for tunneling to and from conduction band states
(interface traps) during relaxation and stress, respectively. In
Fig. 6(b), the same data are shown, together with simulations
using the lattice relaxation model (9). While the forms of the
extracted trap densities in Fig. 6(a) and (b) are identical, their
magnitudes differ somewhat depending on which model is
used. The voltage dependence can be explained equally well by
either mechanism, making it difficult to experimentally resolve
their relative contributions.

For positive stress, most of the applied voltage is dropped
across the oxide (AVox = V), and the it/cb and Ir/ch
components, which comprise the band-bending term AVg,
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Fig. 6. Measured and simulated dependence of threshold voltage shift on
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TABLE II

PARAMETER VALUES USED IN SIMULATIONS (TwO-STEP MODEL)
Model Units Process
Parameter 1 2 5
Do cn~3eV-1 7.0x10%  6.0x 106 2.5 x 1016
Dy em~3eVTl 23 x107  29x10'7 2.5 x 1017
Er eV 2.9 3.0 3.1
AEy eV 0.1 0.1 0.03
o A 5.0 5.0 5.0
1 A 20.0 20.0 50.0
Teb0 ns 0.1 9.0 0.2
Tebl ns 0.1 9.0 1.0
Tit0 ns 0.1 9.0 8.0
Tit1 ns 0.1 9.0 1.0
On,0p,00  cm? 1.0 x 10715 1.0 x 1075 1.0 x 10~

increase nearly linearly with voltage, as predicted by (19). The
components it/it and Ir/lr follow the voltage dependence of
AVy in (18), saturating in strong inversion and accumulation
when the surface potential becomes pinned (A, = 0). Note,
however, that the {r/lr component does not completely clamp
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Fig. 7. Threshold voltage shift versus stress voltage with substrate bias as
a parameter.

because the prefactor of the time constant in (9) is voltage
dependent. In strong inversion, the prefactor decreases with
increasing gate voltage as 7, = (0,0n,)7! « [Cox(Vgs —
Vr)]~!. This leads to a slight increase in AVry over that
predicted from the change in surface potential alone.

For negative stress voltages which pulse the surface into
depletion, the behavior of AVy with voltage is strongly
dependent on temperature and stress time. When the stress
time is long compared with the time constants for oxide traps
within the bandgap (ts > 7i,71), electron emission can
follow the applied voltage, and the AV, components it/it
and Ir/lr track the change in surface potential as the Fermi
level sweeps down through the bandgap, as shown in Fig.
6. At shorter stress times or lower temperatures, the time
constants in (7) and (9) can become too long for traps within
the bandgap to follow the applied voltage (t; < 7,71,
Under these conditions, electrons remain trapped until the
surface accumulates, at which point the time constants become
sufficiently short for emission to occur, producing an abrupt
negative threshold voltage shift as shown in Fig. 7.

After accumulation is reached, further increases in the
magnitude of V, result in negligible changes in threshold
voltage shift for two reasons. First, the tunneling probability
for holes is much smaller than for electrons, as explained
above. Second, it is well known that traps above midgap
tend to be acceptor-like, while those below are donor-like
[38]. The discussion above assumed acceptor-like traps, which
empty and become neutral during negative stress. However,
large negative stress voltages drive the Fermi level down to
the valence band edge, causing donor-like traps to empty
and become positively charged. When the surface returns
to inversion, the high electric field (106-10% V/cm) created
across the thin oxide barrier by the dipole layer of positively
charged donor traps and negative inversion layer charge causes
electrons to be recaptured in a period too short to be measured
by the circuit. This high field condition does not occur for
positive stress because occupied acceptor traps and inversion
layer electrons have the same polarity.

o~
~

B. Substrate Bias

Fig. 7 shows the effect of a substrate—source voltage Vg
on the AV —V,, characteristics. As Vs was varied, the initial
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gate-source bias was adjusted to compensate for the back-gate
effect, maintaining the prestress value of the drain current at a
constant level. The characteristics therefore change negligibly
in the positive direction because the relationship between
the electron quasi-Fermi level and the conduction band edge
is fixed. However, since the application of a substrate bias
Vg shifts the point at which accumulation occurs to a more
negative voltage, the steps in the characteristics shift along
the V, axis by an amount [24]

AV, = Vas — v[Vés — Vbs — Vo)

where ¢, is the surface potential in strong inversion and
v = 2qesN4/Cox is the back-gate effect parameter. The
first term in (21) accounts for the splitting of the electron and
hole quasi-Fermi levels at the interface by the applied substrate
bias. The second term is just the voltage required to cancel the
increase in gate-source bias which was applied to compensate
for the back-gate effect.

@n

C. Initial Gate-Source Bias

Previously, it had been reported that the threshold
voltage shifts produced in NMOS transistors under positive
gate—source voltage stress decrease with increasing drain
current [5]. This observation can now be explained by the
tunneling model. Assuming that the Fermi level becomes
pinned at the conduction and valence band edges in strong
inversion and accumulation, respectively, the maximum
amplitnde of the surface potential component AV, is
proportional to |E. — Epg| for positive and to |Egg — E,|
for negative stress. As the initial level of inversion increases
with increasing gate bias, Fr¢ moves closer to E. and farther
from FE,. This causes the magnitude of the threshold voltage
shift to decrease for positive and increase for negative stress,
as shown in Fig. 8.

D. Drain—Source Voltage

While measurements at low drain voltages enable the tun-
neling mechanism to be isolated from competing effects,
MOSFET’s in analog circuits are normally biased in saturation
where the transconductance and output resistance are high. At
arbitrary drain biases, (1) no longer holds, and a change in
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power dissipation will generally occur during stress. Fig. 9
shows the initial threshold voltage shift plotted as a function
of the prestress drain—source bias. The threshold voltage shift
is nearly independent of drain voltage, consistent with the
tunneling model. Since hot carriers and self-heating effects, if
present, would tend to be exacerbated at higher drain voltages,
it can be concluded that these mechanisms are negligible
under the pulsed stress conditions used in this study, and that
direct tunneling dominates the threshold voltage shifts well
into saturation.

E. Stress and Relaxation Time

Fig. 10 shows the dependence of the initial threshold voltage
shift on stress time, with stress voltage as a parameter. Since
the measurement delay ¢, is much less than the stress time
ts, the contribution due to AV, in (18) is approximately
logarithmic. Some curvature is apparent, however, due to the
log squared term in AVg (19). The linear voltage dependence
for positive stress and the sharp nonlinearity for negative stress
can also be seen.

The relaxation of the threshold voltage shift as a function
of time following stress is shown in Fig. 11. Deviations from
a strict logarithmic decay, which cannot be explained by
previous theories [7], [23], are predicted by the new model
when the effects of band bending in the oxide, Fermi—Dirac
statistics, and nonuniform oxide trap distributions are taken
into account.
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F. Temperature

Threshold voltage shifts were measured over temperature
by placing the integrated circuit test chip (Fig. 1) in an oven
or refrigerator with the rest of the test circuitry maintained at
room temperature. The tunneling model contains three primary
sources of temperature dependence.

1) With increasing temperature, the width of the Fermi
function spreads and the Fermi level moves lower in the
bandgap. The function Af(F;,xz) in (4), which determines
the range of trap energies that change occupancy during the
measurement sequence, is plotted in the inset to Fig. 11 versus
energy above the conduction band at x = 0. With increasing
temperature, A f increases at some energies and decreases for
others. The temperature coefficient of the threshold voltage
shift therefore depends on the energy and spatial distribution
of oxide traps. The graph shows that, for traps concentrated
above the conduction band as shown in Fig. 6, the temperature
coefficient will be negative, as observed. This mechanism
alone can explain the temperature dependence for positive
stress voltages, as shown in Fig. 11.

2) The time constants 7,; and 7y, of (7) and (9), which con-
tribute mainly for negative gate voltage pulses, are thermaily
activated and decrease strongly with increasing temperature.

3) The T—3/2 temperature dependence of mobility py in
(15) leads to a decreasing AV with increasing temperature
due to correlated mobility fluctuations.

Fig. 12 plots the initial threshold voltage shift versus tem-
perature, together with simulations using the two-step model
and the lattice relaxation model with correlated mobility
fluctuations. A uniform distribution of activation energies E 4
was assumed, with S, = 0.01 V-s/cm? and py = 500 cm?/V-
s. The lattice relaxation model leads to an increasing thresh-
old voltage shift with temperature due to the activated time
constant (9). However, this increase is offset by the negative
temperature coefficient of the correlated mobility term. The
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Fig. 12. Initial threshold voltge shift versus temperature.

data fall somewhere between the two simulated curves, and can
be explained equally well by either inelastic mechanism or by a
linear combination of the two. Experimentally, the temperature
coefficient for positive stress varies from approximately —0.1
to —3.25 uV/°C.

G. Channel Width and Length

The threshold voltage shift is observed to decrease slightly
with increasing channel length and width, as shown in Fig.
13. This can be explained as an edge effect, due to higher
trap densities around the periphery of the gate oxide arising
from damage created during implantation of the source—drain
regions or from higher trap densities in the field oxide that
forms the bird’s beak [39]. Consider a uniform trap density
D, in the interior region of the gate oxide, as shown in
the inset of Fig. 14, and strips of width AW along the
bird’s beak and AL bordering on the source—drain regions
in which the trap density has enhanced values DY and
DL, respectively. The threshold voltage shift is proportional
to the total charge divided by the total oxide capacitance,
integrated over all energies and depths. Since the above theory
assumed a trap density which was uniform over area, (14)
must be modified by the substitution shown at the bottom
of this page. For AW « W and AL « L, which is
valid for the devices used in this study, AVy as calculated
in (14) must therefore be multiplied by a geometry-dependent
prefactor:

AVR(LW) = [1+ T + 22] avy 22)

L W
where v; = 2ALDL /D, v, = 2AWDY /D4, and AVp
is the asymptotic value of the threshold voltage shift for large
L and W. Simulations using (22) with v = 1.24 ym are
plotted in Fig. 14, and show excellent agreement with the
data.

D, WL

Dot(W — 2AW)(L — 2AL) + 2WALDE, + 2AW (L — 2AL)DY

CxWL

CoxWL
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V. DISCUSSION

A. Scaling

The behavior of transient threshold voltage shifts as device
feature sizes are scaled is of interest for future process gener-
ations. The surface potential component AV, of the threshold
voltage shift in (18) is proportional to ¢, and decreases
as oxide thickness is reduced. However, the band-bending
term AVg in (19), which dominates in strong inversion,
decreases with decreasing oxide thickness only if voltage
levels scale proportionately; otherwise, it remains constant.
For arbitrary bias conditions, where the threshold voltage shift
(17) is a superposition of these two components, the tunneling
model therefore predicts that the threshold voltage shift will
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decrease as oxide thickness is reduced, but at a sublinear
rate. Further experimental work is needed to confirm these
results.

B. Differences Between NMOS and PMOS

Table 1 indicates that, under positive stress, threshold volt-
age shifts in NMOS transistors are about an order of magnitude
larger than in PMOS. Threshold voltage shifts for negative
stress voltages are typically much smaller than for positive
stress in both channel types. The general features of these
observations are consistent with previously reported results
[5], although their absolute magnpitudes differ somewhat due
to variations in trap energy distributions between processes.
These results can be explained on the basis of two factors:
1) the extracted trap densities, as depicted in Fig. 6, consist
primarily of acceptor-like traps located energetically above the
conduction band, and 2) the tunneling probability for holes is
much smaller than for electrons.

For an NMOS transistor in strong inversion, the Fermi
level at the surface is initially close to the conduction band,
and a threshold voltage shift proportional to stress voltage
occurs as acceptor traps are lowered below the Fermi level
under positive stress. For traps above the conduction band as
indicated, the change in trap occupancy during positive stress
will be smaller for PMOS transistors because the Fermi level is
initially close to the valence band and must traverse the entire
bandgap before trap occupancies can change significantly. Fur-
thermore, because the traps are acceptor-like, any traps which
capture electrons during stress become negatively charged and
discharge rapidly by field emission when the surface returns
to inversion and becomes flooded with holes. Donor-like traps
in the lower half of the bandgap can cause a threshold voltage
shift in PMOS transistors under positive stress, but because
the time constants for these traps depend inversely on carrier
concentration according to (8) and (9), this shift is not observed
until the surface accumulates.

For negative stress voltage pulses, the Fermi level in PMOS
is pinned near the valence band, and threshold voltage shifts
are negligible due to lower trap densities at these energies
and to the small probability of hole tunneling. NMOS (ran-
sistors exhibit some shift in the negative direction due to the
detrapping of electrons for acceptor-like traps as the Fermi
level sweeps down through the bandgap. Once the Fermi level
becomes pinned at the valence band, however, no further
increase in threshold voltage shift occurs due to negligible
hole tunneling and to the rapid recapture of electrons by empty
donor traps when the surface returns to inversion.

In addition to the above considerations, several additional
factors contribute to lower threshold voltage shifts in PMOS
than in NMOS transistors: 1) PMOS devices tend to have
buried channels, in which a potential barrier physically sepa-
rates inversion layer holes from the Si—SiO, interface, thereby
reducing trapping; 2) the mobility fluctuation term un S, in
(15) is generally about an order of magnitude smaller in
PMOS than in NMOS transistors [35]; and 3) differences
in trap densities between NMOS and PMOS devices arising
from processing differences may also account for some of the
discrepency.
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C. Correlation with 1/f Noise

In a model of 1/ f noise based on carrier number fluctuations,
the power spectral density of the equivalent gate voltage noise
is [20], [34]

(g = TGS [T [
- AED.(B, ) (B)[1 - f(E)]iJr—;%@

with 7(z) = 7, exp(2K ). This equation is similar in form to
(14), with the important distinction that the factor f(E)[1 —
J(E)] resembles an impulse centered around the electron
quasi-Fermi level Epy, so that 1/f noise probes the oxide trap
density in the vicinity of single energy, whereas the function
Af(F,z) in (4) probes the trap density over a much wider
range of energies, as shown in Fig. 11.

In Fig. 15, threshold voltage shifts following stress at £5 V
for 10 ms are plotted versus the measured gate voltage noise
in each of the five processes. The equivalent gate voltage noise
(V@s) is measured at a frequency of 100 Hz, where the 1/ f
component dominates. Also shown are the linear regression
lines and correlation coefficients r* and r~ between 1/f
noise and threshold voltage shifts in the positive and negative
directions, respectively. A strong correlation is observed in the
case of positive (negative) stress pulses in NMOS (PMOS)
because the Fermi level is pinned near the conduction band
(valence band) edge throughout the measurement. The trap
densities probed by the 1/f and AV, measurements are
therefore nearly identical, i.e., the function Af reduces to
f(1 = f). The correlation is weaker for pulses of the opposite
polarity because the Fermi level traverses the bandgap during
large-signal stress and the threshold voltage measurement is
affected by traps far outside the range which contribute to 1/f
noise. These results support the conclusion that 1/f noise and
transient threshold voltage shifts are simply small- and large-
signal manifestations, respectively, of the same underlying
mechanism.

D. Circuit Model

The accurate model presented above is valuable for
understanding the origin and behavior of transient threshold
voltage shifts based on the underlying physics. However,
for evaluating their impact .on circuit performance during
the design process, a simple and computationally efficient
model is required. Fig. 16(a) shows a simple lumped element
subcircuit model which can be used to evaluate threshold
voltage relaxation effects in a circuit simulation program
such as SPICE. The gate-source voltage across the device
of interest is replicated by a voltage-controlled voltage
source which drives an RC ladder network similar to that
used to model dielectric relaxation in capacitors [40], [41].
The currents into the rungs of this ladder model charging
currents into traps at different depths in the oxide. These
currents are summed, multiplied by a process-dependent
gain factor (A), and integrated onto the oxide capacitance
(Cox). The capacitor voltage, which represents the threshold
voltage shift, is inserted in series with the gate of the
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device of interest via a second voltage-controlled voltage
source.

The values of the parameters in this model can be obtained
by matching the response of the circuit to measured relaxation
transients. In Fig. 16(b), only three time constants were used
and provide a good fit to the data for positive stress. For
negative stress voltages, the fit is less satisfactory because
the nonlinearity of the threshold voltage shift cannot be
modeled by a linear circuit. This nonlinearity, which arises
from the MOS surface potential gate—voitage relationship
and the voltage dependence of the time constants, can be
modeled by making the gain (A) a nonlinear function of stress
voltage. In practice, however, accurate modeling of threshold
voltage shifts for accumulating stress pulses is less important
because they can be suppressed using the methods described
below.

E. Minimization of Threshold Voltage Shifts in Circuits

Based on the results of this study, several techniques for
the minimization of threshold voltage shifts in circuits can be
recommended. From a processing standpoint, the reduction
of oxide trap densities is crucial. For example, wet gate
oxides are known to contain higher trap densities than dry
oxides, and should be avoided. Buried channels offer the
possibility of reducing trapping by separating inversion layer
charge carriers from oxide traps. In general, the preceding
results indicate that a process designed for low 1/f noise
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will also show good immunity to large-signal charge trapping
effects.

From a circuit perspective, MOS transistors, particularly on
input stages, should be protected from large-signal gate—source
voltage transients. When this is not possible, PMOS transistors
offer superior immunity to transient threshold voltage shiffs,
and should be used in preference to NMOS. Bias conditions
can also be chosen to densensitize a device to transient gate-
source voltage stress. Since the threshold voltage shift for
negative (positive) pulses in NMOS (PMOS) transistors are
small until accumulation is reached (Fig. 7), threshold voltage
shifts in this direction can be suppressed by tying the back gate
to the negative (positive) supply voltage. The data in Fig. 8
suggest that strong inversion operation can be used to suppress
threshold voltage shifts for positive (negative) gate—source
voltage pulses in NMOS (PMOS) transistors. The results of
applying both of these techniques to an NMOS transistor are
shown in Fig. 17(a). The shift in the negative direction is
almost entirely eliminated by the application of a substrate
bias, while the positive shift is reduced by about 50% by the
increase in gate bias. These techniques are even more effective
when used on PMOS transistors, in which negative polarity
threshold voltage shifts are inherently small (Table I). The
shift in the positive direction can be suppressed by connecting
the back gate to the positive voltage supply, as shown in Fig.
17(b). This configuration is nearly free from threshold voltage
shifts for either polarity of stress, and can be used to advantage
in sensitive areas such as the input stages of opamps and
comparators.
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VI. CONCLUSIONS

With the expanding applications of CMOS and BiCMOS
technologies for the implementation of analog integrated cir-
cuits, transient threshold voltage shifts will impose increas-
ingly important limitations on speed and accuracy. While this
problem can degrade circuit accuracy at the 12 b level and
above, it can be successfully minimized and modeled using
the techniques described in this paper.

Measurements and theory have been presented which
demonstrate that, under large-signal transient stress conditions,
threshold voltage shifts are caused by the direct tunnel
exchange of channel charge carriers with preexisting traps
in the oxide, within 20A of the Si-SiO, interface. In
addition to elastic tunneling transitions involving traps at the
conduction and valence band energies, the voltage, time and
temperature dependence of the threshold voltage shifts indicate
that inelastic transitions occur into oxide traps at energies
within the silicon bandgap. Two microscopic mechanisms
were proposed for this charge exchange, in which tunneling
occurs in conjunction with lattice relaxation in the oxide or
through the assistance of interface traps. Both mechanisms
are capable of explaining the experimental results and, from
a macroscopic modeling point of view, are indistinguishable.
However, the use of this technique for the accurate extraction
of oxide trap densities must await the development of
more precise experimental methods capable of resolving the
relative contributicns of these two inelastic components. In
addition to identifying the physical mechanisms responsible
for transient threshold voltage shifts in MOSFET’s, this
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work has applications to explaining drifts in II-VI and II-
V MISFET’s [42], {43] and to modeling the effects of oxide
traps on other large-signal measurements such as deep-level
transient spectroscopy (DLTS) [12], [25] and charge pumping
[44].

APPENDIX
Assumption 2) of Section III-D implies that

f(Ey — g€z, Ep) — f(Ey — ¢€oz, Epo)

+1 Erp+¢fz<E;<Epo+q€x  (V,>0)
-1 Ero+¢éox < E:<Ep+q¢fzx  (V, <0)
0  otherwise.

Substituting this result into (14) and invoking the remaining
assumptions of Section III-D, the threshold voltage shift is

Ero+qEox
AVi(ts, t,) = iqD"t / /
Er+qfzx

1 - e“ts/“(m)]e_t /(@) JE,dx

where the plus sign applies for V, > 0 and the minus sign
for V, < 0. The energy integration can be evaluated trivially
to yield two terms:

-DO tox
AVy = + & (B, —EF)/
ox 0
- —ts/fs(m)]e~tr/n(w)dx (23)
q* Doy fox —to/Tel —tr/Tr
AVg = & (8 -£) z[l — e */Tele "/ T dg.
0

(24)

The integral in (23) can be carried out by changing the variable
of integration from z to y = /7, exp(—2Kz) and recognizing
that

tox
/ exp [~ * exp(—ZKx)} dx
0 To

2K t/Tl Yy
1 t i
=3 7(5)-2(2)]

where 71 = 7,exp(2Kt,) and Eq(z) is the exponential
integral function [45]

Bi(z) = / ¢ i

T

which has the properties that im. o, E1(2) = 0 and E;(z) =~
— In z for small z, where v = 0.5772 is Euler’s constant.
qD ot

Thus,
AVy = & E E E L E I
v 2K Coyx ( Fo— F) ! Tir ! Tor

ts ty i t
+E1(——+—> +E1(—3 - —T—>} (25)
Tis Tir Tos Tor

10

Since 7,5 and 7, are on the order of 1077 s, it is always
the case in our measurements that £, > 7,, and ¢, >> T,
so that the second and third exponential integrals in (25)

can be neglected. Since t,x > 250 A while the maximum
tunneling depth is only 10-20 A, the time constants 71, =
Tos €XP(2Ktox) and 71, = 7T, exp(2Kt,y) are very large
relative to time scales of the measurement, so that, using
the series expansion of the exponential integral, (25) can be
rearranged to give (18).

The integral in (24) can be readily evaluated by noting that

tox tox
—i/ xe"t/rdxz/ xe't/rd—x.
dt 0 0 T

Using the substitution v = t/7,

tox dx 1 t/7o t
—tfr 2 _ Y —u
/0 e T 4K?% /t/T1 [ln (To ) ln(u)] o

—llt 26
—mn;'F’Y (26)

where the lower and upper integration limits in (26) have been
replaced by zero and infinity, respectively, since 7, € t € 7,
for the time scales of interest. Thus,

fox 11 t t
—t/T
/0 ze~t/ dx——ﬂ(—g[ In? <T—O>+’yln (T_o)]
so that AVg is
2
q Dot 1 2 ts tr 2 tr
A oxy\ o —_ JEL B -
4-Z—{Zeox K { |:ln (Tos * Tor) In Tor
tr tr
+7[ln (— + —) ~In ( )]} @n
TOS TOT TO"'

which can be rewritten, by simple algebraic manipulations, as
(19).

AVg =
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