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Dislocation Density Reduction During Impurity
Gettering in Multicrystalline Silicon

H. J. Choi, M. I. Bertoni, J. Hofstetter, D. P. Fenning, D. M. Powell, S. Castellanos, and T. Buonassisi

Abstract—Isothermal annealing above 1250 ◦C has been re-
ported to reduce the dislocation density in multicrystalline silicon
(mc-Si), presumably by pairwise dislocation annihilation. However,
this high-temperature process may also cause significant impurity
contamination, canceling out the positive effect of dislocation den-
sity reduction on cell performance. Here, efforts are made to anni-
hilate dislocations in mc-Si in temperatures as low as 820 ◦C, with
the assistance of an additional driving force to stimulate dislocation
motion. A reduction of more than 60% in dislocation density is ob-
served for mc-Si containing intermediate concentrations of certain
metallic species after P gettering at 820 ◦C. While the precise mech-
anism remains in discussion, available evidence suggests that the
net unidirectional flux of impurities in the presence of a gettering
layer may cause dislocation motion, leading to dislocation density
reduction. Analysis of minority carrier lifetime as a function of
dislocation density suggests that lifetime improvements after P dif-
fusion in these samples can be attributed to the combined effects
of dislocation density reduction and impurity concentration reduc-
tion. These findings suggest there may be mechanisms to reduce
dislocation densities at standard solar cell processing temperatures.

Index Terms—Al gettering, dislocation density, dislocation
impurity interaction, multicrystalline silicon, P gettering.

I. INTRODUCTION

MULTICRYSTALLINE silicon (mc-Si) currently consti-
tutes nearly 50% of the worldwide solar cell produc-

tion [1]. The significant market share of mc-Si originates from
its low cost and established manufacturing process. However,
lower efficiencies of mc-Si solar cells compared with single-
crystalline silicon solar cells, mainly due to much larger con-
centrations of crystal defects and impurities, partially offset the
economic benefits of the lower cost material [2]–[4]. During
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Si solar cell processing, two main processes are used to reduce
the impact of defects and improve the performance of mc-Si
materials: 1) gettering of fast-diffusing metal impurities during
P diffusion and Al back contact formation, based on an en-
hanced metal solubility in the P-diffused layer and liquid Al-Si
layer [5], [6], and 2) passivation of crystal defects with atomic
hydrogen that diffuses from a SiNx :H coating layer into silicon
bulk during contact cofiring [7].

Metal impurities such as iron, nickel, and copper are present
in silicon feedstock material, and are often further introduced
during ingot growth and solar-cell processing [8]. These metal-
lic species, with high diffusivity in Si [9], can be gettered from
grains with low-dislocation densities and, consequently, the mi-
nority carrier lifetime in these regions increases [10]. In regions
with high dislocation densities (>106 cm−2), however, the get-
tering process has been found to be minimally effective [11].
Dissolved metal point defects or metal-silicide precipitates may
segregate to the dislocation strain field and/or bind to the dislo-
cation core, creating additional energy barriers to gettering [12].
These impurities form deep-level recombination centers that de-
teriorate solar-cell performance [13], [14].

Atomic hydrogen in-diffusion from a SiNx :H coating layer
during contact firing has been reported to show less effective life-
time improvement as dislocation density increases [15]. Hence,
the lifetime improvement of mc-Si during solar cell processing
is strongly limited in the presence of high-dislocation densities.
Alternative approaches to remove dislocations are required, in
addition to gettering or passivation methods.

Certain high-temperature thermal annealing processes have
been reported to effectively reduce the density of dislocations in
mc-Si [16]–[19]. It is observed that annealing above ∼1000 ◦C
in the presence of an appropriate driving force (e.g., interaction
between dislocations, image forces, or applied external mechan-
ical load) can result in dislocation density reduction, perhaps
via pairwise dislocation annihilation [20] and/or accumulation
at sinks including surfaces and grain boundaries.

The underlying physics enabling these observations concern
the dislocation mobility. In pristine samples, dislocation velocity
v is given as [21]

v = voτ exp
(
−Q

kBT

)
(1)

where T is the absolute temperature, τ is the shear stress, and
Q is the activation energy. Dislocations become mobile within
certain crystallographic glide planes at temperatures above the
brittle-to-ductile transition temperature (i.e., 530–660 ◦C for Si,
depending on dopant concentration and strain rate) [22]. Va-
cancy diffusion promotes edge dislocation climb out of the glide
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TABLE I
DESCRIPTION OF SAMPLE PREPARATION AND EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURE

plane, further enhancing dislocation mobility at temperatures
above ∼1000 ◦C [23]. The role of stress is more subtle; stress is
observed to enhance dislocation motion but can also contribute
to dislocation multiplication [24].

The high temperatures required by these processes can also
cause impurity contamination, offsetting the minority carrier
lifetime benefits of reduced dislocation densities [17], [18].
Thus, achieving comparable levels of dislocation-density re-
duction at lower temperatures is highly desirable to minimize
the impact of external contamination. To offset the exponential
temperature dependence of dislocation velocity, a strong driving
force for dislocation motion is needed.

Here, we report a dislocation density reduction at temper-
atures as low as 820 ◦C in the presence of a gettering layer
and in samples containing moderate concentrations of certain
metallic species. Our prevailing hypothesis is that impurity flux
to the gettering layer drives dislocation motion and density re-
duction; control experiments suggest that vacancy injection by
the gettering layer is insufficient to produce this effect. Two
separate experiments were conducted to examine the effect of
gettering temperature and the amount of impurities. Finally,
the effect of dislocation density reduction on minority carrier
lifetime is investigated, and the influences of impurity getter-
ing and dislocation-density reduction are decoupled using an
analysis inspired by the Donolato model [25].

II. EXPERIMENTAL DETAILS

The dislocation density before and after an external getter-
ing process was examined in mc-Si samples (5-mm-thick in the
growth direction and 3.5 × 1.8 cm2 in area) prepared from two
bricks of different impurity contamination levels (coming from
different suppliers): Samples from a brick with high as-grown
impurity concentration were designated set A, while samples
from a brick with comparably low contamination were desig-

nated set B. As-grown impurity concentrations were measured
by inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry (ICP-MS,
Perkin-Elmer Sciex Elan 6000, Norwalk, CT). It confirms
that samples from set A have moderate contamination levels
(33-ppbw Cu, 15-ppbw Fe, 10-ppbw Ni, and 0.5-ppbw Cr),
while samples from set B have low contamination levels (less
than 1.5 ppbw of all analyzed elements), as shown in Table I.
This difference may originate from the use of different feedstock
materials or different crystal growth environments.

Samples were cut ∼10 cm away from the top of the as-grown
mc-Si bricks, to avoid very high-contamination levels typically
found at the ingot borders. A sister control sample for each
experimental sample was cut from the ingot material directly
adjacent in the growth direction. Samples were polished using
SiC paper (1200 grit) and polishing cloths with diamond paste
(to 3-μm particle size). Then, samples were cleaned with a stan-
dard RCA process, followed by a HF dip [26]. The repeatability
of the experiment was investigated by repeating the same exper-
iment more than three times with different samples. However,
the data used in the present manuscript were obtained from one
sample to ensure a high degree of comparability.

The first experiment investigated the effect of the getter-
ing temperature, using silicon with moderate impurity contents
(set A). A layer of P dopant in an ethanol solution was deposited
over the entire sample surface on both sides of samples to cre-
ate an “infinite” P source. As-deposited samples were loaded
into a mullite tube in a furnace at room temperature, heated
up to the target temperatures (i.e., 820, 920, and 1020 ◦C) at
6.5 ◦C/min, annealed for 2 h in air, cooled down to 500 ◦C
at 3 ◦C/min, held at 500 ◦C for 4 h for further gettering, and
then unloaded. The 500 ◦C plateau is introduced with the ex-
plicit purpose of reducing the bulk concentration of dissolved
metallic impurities, either by relaxation (Al) or combined relax-
ation/segregation (P), inspired by impurity time-temperature-
transformation diagrams [27], [28]. Note that 500 ◦C is below
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Fig. 1. Flatbed scanner images of dislocation-etched samples from set A; control sister (as-grown) and annealed samples grouped into three different annealing
temperatures (i.e., 820, 920, and 1020 ◦C) and two different surface treatments (with and without a P layer). High-resolution optical microscope images of
representative black squares are shown in Fig. 2.

the Si brittle-to-ductile transition temperature [22] and the Al-Si
eutectic temperature.

The second experiment was designed to investigate the ef-
fect of impurity solute atom flux during gettering, using silicon
with low-impurity contents (sample set B); half the samples
were intentionally contaminated with high-purity Cu, and the
other half were gettered without intentional Cu contamination
for comparison. A Cu film with a thickness of 5 nm was de-
posited on one side of the samples (set B) using a thermal
evaporator (TE, Sharon). Samples were evaporated simultane-
ously to promote uniform Cu thickness deposition. On half of
the Cu-contaminated samples and half of the un-contaminated
samples, a P dopant in an ethanol solution was deposited on the
side opposite the Cu film. On the remaining half sample sets,
a 1-μm Al layer was deposited on the side opposite to the Cu
layer, using the same TE tool. Then, all samples were annealed
at 820 ◦C for 2 h in air using the same temperature profile of
the first experiment. Table I summarizes sample preparation and
experimental procedure for all samples.

For all samples in both sample sets, 1 mm of the surface
was removed by mechanical polishing after annealing to fully
remove the gettering layer and to reveal bulk regions, where
the effect of image forces on dislocation motion is negligible
[19]. To reveal crystal defects, all samples were etched in a
volumetric ratio mixture of 9:0:1 (nitric, acetic and hydrofluoric
acid, respectively), then agitated in a Sopori etch (2:15:36) [29]
for 30 s, and finally quenched in 9:0:1 mixture for 1–2 s. This
process leads to the formation of small dislocation etch pits,
where dislocations intersect the surface of the silicon wafer.

The microstructure of the etched samples was examined using
an optical microscope. A Secco etch [30] was also used for
comparison, and the etch pits revealed by Secco etch (not shown
here) were found to be comparable with those revealed by Sopori
etch for a control sample and an experimental sample annealed
at 820 ◦C exhibiting strong dislocation-density reduction.

The dislocation density (cm−2) was calculated using a MAT-
LAB program. The program first converts the color microscope
image into binary black and white and then filters out dots that

are considered too small to be single dislocations. The program
then categorizes surface features into two groups, single dislo-
cations and dislocation clusters, based on area. All features with
an area smaller than a preset maximum size of a single disloca-
tion are presumed to be single dislocations. Then, the average
size and total number of single dislocations are computed. The
total cluster area is then divided by the average area of single
dislocations to obtain an approximate count of the dislocations
contained in clusters. The dislocation density is computed by
adding the number of single dislocations and those contained in
clusters, and then dividing by total area. The maximum dislo-
cation density that can be detected using this program is ∼4 ×
107 cm−2 , depending on precise etching conditions. The al-
gorithm of the program was partially inspired by the work of
Rinio [31] and other authors. The automatic dislocation counting
has been verified previously by comparison with hand counting
selected areas and found to be within 20%.

For sample set A, microwave photoconductive decay (μ-PCD,
Semilab, WT-2000) was employed to evaluate the minority car-
rier lifetime before and after P gettering. Before the measure-
ments, all samples were polished to 500 ± 100 μm in thickness
and dipped in HF, and surfaces were passivated using iodine
ethanol. Since the sample thickness is relatively large and the
minority carrier lifetime of samples is relatively low (less than
15 μs, shown later), the effective lifetime does not significantly
vary with sample thickness; a 20% difference (i.e., ∼100 μm) in
the sample thickness results in less than a 0.1% difference in the
effective lifetime. For sample set B, before and after annealing,
the front and back sides of each sample were analyzed using
X-ray fluorescence spectroscopy (XRF, XEPOS III) to monitor
changes in impurity concentrations at the surfaces.

III. RESULTS

Fig. 1 shows flatbed scanner images of dislocation-etched
samples from mc-Si with moderate contamination levels (set
A). As depicted in the table form of the figure, the samples were
grouped into three different annealing temperatures (i.e., 820,
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Fig. 2. Optical microscope dislocation etch pit images of control sister (as-grown) and annealed samples from set A grouped into three different annealing
temperatures (i.e., 820, 920 and 1020 ◦C) and two different surface treatments (with and without a P layer).

920, and 1020 ◦C) and two different surface treatments (with
and without a P layer). Every sample has a control sister (as-
grown) that was kept at room temperature, which is also shown
in Fig. 1.

Optical microscope dislocation etch pit images of the rep-
resentative areas marked by the black rectangles in Fig. 1 are
shown in Fig. 2. Dislocation etch pits with sizes ranging from
0.5 to 5 μm are observed in the grains, which range in size from
100 μm to 2 mm. Dislocation counting was conducted for every
1-mm2 section of the whole samples. As a result, most of the dis-
locations (∼65%) are removed after P gettering at 820 ◦C, and
the number of dislocations remaining after gettering increases
with gettering temperature; a dislocation density reduction of
∼40% and ∼20% is observed after P gettering at 920 ◦C and
1020 ◦C, respectively. Without a P source, however, the num-
ber and distribution of dislocations are relatively constant at all
processing temperatures.

To quantify and compare dislocation densities between sam-
ples, dislocation counting was conducted for every 1×1 mm2

section of the control sisters (as-grown) and P-gettered samples
from set A. Histograms based on the dislocation number density
from this analysis are shown in Fig. 3. The dislocation density of
as-grown samples is in the range from 104 to 108 cm−2 , which
is typical for mc-Si [32], and the largest area fraction shows
dislocation densities above 107 cm−2 . After P gettering, the
peak in the histogram shifts toward lower dislocation densities,
meaning that the dislocation density is reduced for a significant
portion of the sample for all temperatures. “Bad regions” in set
A material with dislocation densities above 107 cm−2 improve
dramatically and are rare after P gettering.

Fig. 4 shows minority carrier lifetime maps of control sister
and P-gettered samples from set A, which were measured by
μ-PCD. The overall lifetime is enhanced significantly after P
gettering, possibly due to both impurity and dislocation density
reduction. In the following discussion, we aim to decouple these
two effects. The lifetime is enhanced more significantly at lower
temperatures, which is consistent with a stronger decrease in
dislocation density at lower temperature; values increased from
∼0.8 to∼14.5 μs, 1.6 to 6.7 μs, and 1.9 to 6.4 μs after P gettering
at 820, 920, and 1020 ◦C, respectively.

The minority carrier lifetime was also measured for every
1 × 1 mm2 section of control sister (as-grown) and P-gettered
samples from set A, consistent with dislocation density count-
ing, to compare the lifetime distribution before and after P get-
tering at three different temperatures. Histograms based on the
minority carrier lifetime of each section are shown in Fig. 5.
The lifetime of P-gettered samples is distributed over a wide
range, and most sections show a lifetime higher than 5 μs, while
the initial lifetime of all sections of as-grown samples is below
5 μs.

Our preliminary results suggest that the gettering source, pre-
sumably with the presence of a certain amount of impurities,
significantly stimulates dislocation movement at temperatures
as low as 820 ◦C. To decouple the effects of gettering source and
metal impurities on dislocation movement during gettering, the
second experiment was conducted using higher purity silicon
(sample set B). Al and P gettering were conducted for as-grown
samples from set B with and without an additional Cu film on
the opposite side. XRF spectra, shown in Fig. 6, demonstrate
that, in the presence of an external Cu film, a significant amount
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Fig. 3. Histograms of the dislocation number density distribution throughout the samples from set A, where the counting was conducted for every 1-mm2 section
of the control sisters (as-grown) and P-gettered samples.

Fig. 4. Minority carrier lifetime maps of control sister (as-grown) and
P-gettered samples from set A, which were measured by μ-PCD.

of Cu atoms have successfully diffused from the Cu film to the
gettering layer during both Al and P gettering, evidencing a net
unidirectional flux of impurities through the sample. Negligible
(below the detection limit of the spectrometer, ∼0.1 ppmw) Cu
accumulation was observed in the gettering layers of samples
without an external Cu film. The Al-gettered sample shows a
slightly larger Cu peak than the P-gettered sample. Since both
samples were taken from the same height from the same in-
got and the evaporation was conducted at the same time, it is
assumed that they have approximately the same amount of ini-
tial Cu contamination and the same thickness of the external Cu
film. Hence, Al gettering is considered to be slightly more effec-
tive than P gettering under this annealing condition. This result
is consistent with previous reports indicating improved getter-
ing kinetics for an Al gettering layer, which forms more rapidly
compared with P-diffused layer [33]. Relatively limited getter-
ing efficiency could also be due to a reduced “capacity” (i.e.,
thickness-solubility product) of the P-gettered layer compared
with the Al–Si layer [34].

Fig. 7 shows flatbed scanner images of dislocation-etched
samples from set B. Optical microscope dislocation etch pit im-
ages of the representative areas marked by the black rectangles in
Fig. 7 are shown in Fig. 8. The density and distribution of dislo-
cations are similar after gettering at 820 ◦C for samples without
a Cu film. In the samples with the external Cu film, however,
most dislocations are removed after gettering—a result similar
to the observation for samples from set A. The sample with a
5-nm-thick external Cu film shows more than a 60% dislocation
density reduction after P gettering and an ∼50% of dislocation
density reduction after Al gettering.

IV. DISCUSSION

A. Effect of Dislocation–Impurity Interactions on Dislocation
Density Reduction

Two possible mechanisms for dislocation density reduction
in crystalline materials are 1) in-grain pairwise annihilation by
dislocation dipole interaction and 2) annihilation at grain bound-
aries or surface sinks [35]. Our analysis begins with consider-
ation of a sole effect of the first, that is, dislocation pairwise
annihilation. Here, the main driving force for dislocation an-
nihilation is an internal force between dislocations of opposite
sign, and the evolution in dislocation density as a function of
annealing temperature T and time t can be expressed as [36]

√
N

N0

∼=
[
1 +

t

A exp(B/kT )

]−1

(2)

where N0 and N are the initial dislocation density and the
dislocation density after annealing, respectively. A and B are
constants—detailed information on these constants in (2) is
given in [36].

According to (2), the dislocation density evolution (N/N0) is
calculated to be 0.9999, 0.9994, and 0.9952 after annealing at
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Fig. 5. Histograms of the minority carrier lifetime distribution throughout the samples from set A, where the counting was conducted for every 1-mm2 section
of the control sisters (as-grown) and P-gettered samples.

Fig. 6. XRF spectra of samples, which are grouped into two different surface treatments (with and without the contaminating copper film) and two different
gettering methods (P gettering and Al gettering). Annealing conditions are described in Table I.

820, 920, and 1020 ◦C for 2 h, respectively—i.e., virtually no
dislocation density reduction should be observed. This calcu-
lation is well matched with the measurements in the present
study for samples from set A annealed without a P layer, that
is, 1.03 ± 0.07, 1.08 ± 0.09, and 0.97 ± 0.08 after annealing at
820, 920, and 1020 ◦C for 2 h, respectively. Annealing at such
low temperatures has been reported to have negligible effect
on dislocation annihilation [16]–[19]. Moreover, at tempera-
tures below 1000 ◦C, it has been known that dislocations cannot
move freely because limited vacancy migration inhibits disloca-
tion climb [37], [38], limiting dislocation pairwise annihilation.

Within this framework, our observation of significant dis-
location density reduction after annealing at 820 ◦C is unex-

pected. The simultaneous presence of a gettering layer and an
impurity source seems to be the key to explain these effects.
Our results suggest that this combination significantly stimu-
lates dislocation movement, even at lower temperatures. Re-
call that samples with moderate contamination levels (set A)
showed significant dislocation density reduction after gettering,
as shown in Fig. 2, while samples with low-impurity contents
and without intentional contamination (set B) presented much
less dislocation density change after the same external getter-
ing time–temperature profile as shown in Fig. 8. Although set
A has P-diffused layers on both sides, while set B has a get-
tering layer on one side, the dislocation-density evolution was
observed nearby (1 mm away from) the gettering layer for both
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Fig. 7. Flatbed scanner images of dislocation-etched samples from set B; control sister (as-grown) and annealed samples, grouped into two different contamination
levels (with and without a 5-nm-thick Cu film) and two different surface treatments (with an Al layer and with a P layer). High-resolution optical microscope
images of representative black squares are shown in Fig. 8, and annealing conditions are described in Table I.

Fig. 8. Optical microscope dislocation etch pit images of control sister (as-grown) and annealed samples from set B, grouped into two different contamination
levels (with and without a 5-nm-thick Cu film) and two different surface treatments (with an Al layer and with a P layer). Annealing conditions are described in
Table I.

sets A and B. Furthermore, samples with low-impurity contents
(set B) exhibited a dislocation density reduction after gettering
annealing with an external Cu contamination source, as shown in
Fig. 8. Based on this observation, we postulate that an additional
driving force for dislocation motion arises from the presence of
a net unidirectional flux of metal impurity atoms through the
sample thickness. The solubility of metal impurities is much
higher in the gettering layer than in the p-type silicon bulk,
resulting in a net flux of impurity atoms toward the gettering
layers [39].

Usually, the presence of impurities is associated with disloca-
tion drag and mobility reduction. Certain impurities can cause
a fractional change of the elastic modulus and a lattice distor-
tion around dislocations, thereby attracting dislocations to lower
the strain energy of the system [40]. If the motion of impuri-
ties is random, it stands to reason that this attractive force can

reduce dislocation mobility. However, the same attractive force
between dislocations and impurities may enable a unidirectional
flux of impurities to drive dislocations to sink sources. Fig. 9
schematically describes a net force on a bulk dislocation, varied
according to the presence of a P-diffused layer.

This hypothesis is supported by the two experiments pre-
sented earlier. In the first experiment, the dislocation density re-
duction is observed to be most significant P gettering at 820 ◦C.
The effective solubility of certain transition metal impurities (in-
cluding Cu) in the P-diffused layer is several orders of magnitude
higher than their solubility in the p-type silicon bulk. During P
diffusion, this difference in solubility results in a driving force
for impurity point defects to diffuse toward the P-diffused sink
layer, gettering metal impurities. However, the segregation co-
efficient, which is the ratio of solubility in the gettering layer to
the bulk, generally decreases as the temperature increases. The
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Fig. 9. Simplified schematic of the hypothesized phenomenon, whereby a net
impurity flux (in the presence of a gettering layer) exerts a net force on bulk dislo-
cations, driving dislocations to nearby sinks and resulting in net dislocation den-
sity reduction. The thickness of the arrows represents the approximate/relative
magnitudes of different forces.

corresponding driving force for impurity gettering is thus re-
duced at higher temperatures. Consequently, the force with
which a unidirectional flux of impurity point defects are hy-
pothesized to exercise on dislocations is also reduced, which is
consistent with the observation that dislocation density reduc-
tion is less significant at higher temperatures.

During a P gettering process, P atoms diffuse into the bulk,
generating intrinsic point defects. One can expect that the ex-
cess point defects generated during P in-diffusion might lead
to dislocation climb, followed by overall dislocation density re-
duction [41], [42]. However, several arguments speak against
this hypothesis: First, it was observed in the second experiment
that gettering alone is insufficient to result in dislocation den-
sity reduction in samples with low impurity content (see set B
in Fig. 8). This is consistent with the previous reports on the
negligible change of dislocation density during a conventional
P diffusion in high-purity silicon [43], which has much lower
amount of impurities than silicon used for the first experiment
(see set A in Fig. 2). When a source of impurities in the form
of a Cu film is on one side of silicon from set B, however,
we observe a significant dislocation reduction on the order of
55 and 60% during Al and P gettering, respectively. The net
unidirectional flux of Cu atoms from a Cu film to a gettering
layer may drive dislocations to sink sites, leading to an overall
dislocation density reduction. Second, the effect of excessive va-
cancies or silicon self-interstitials has been reported to diminish
as the distance from the P-diffused layer increases, and hence,
these effects are thought to be negligible in the observed re-
gions that are ∼1 mm apart from the original surface [44]–[46].
Third, the dislocation density reduction we observe becomes
less significant with increasing gettering temperature despite
what should be a higher excess vacancy concentration at higher
temperatures. Fourth, in the second experiment, Al gettering,
which is expected to generate a different excess point defects
concentration, is also found to be effective for dislocation den-
sity reduction for samples containing moderate concentrations
of metal impurities. Consequently, the effect of excess point de-

fects during P gettering may be insufficient to cause dislocation
density reduction in such a thick slab of silicon. Further stud-
ies to quantify the effect of concentration and flux of impurity
atoms on dislocation motion during various gettering processes
may be conducted in the future.

B. Decoupling the Effects of Dislocation-Density Reduction
and Impurity Gettering on Lifetime Improvement

Minority carrier lifetime as a function of dislocation den-
sity is plotted in Fig. 10 for sample set A. Here, each data
point represents the average dislocation density and lifetime of
a 1 × 1 mm2 area of the sample. In most regions of the as-grown
control samples, the minority carrier lifetime is constant, inde-
pendent of the dislocation density, presenting a plateau-type
curve. Presumably, this is because impurity concentrations in
the as-grown control samples are so high that the lifetime is not
limited by dislocations but by metal impurities. In regions with
dislocation densities ranging from 107 to 108 cm−2 , however,
the lifetime decreases with an increase in dislocation density,
indicating a lifetime limitation from dislocations as well. Dur-
ing P gettering, dissolved metal impurities diffuse toward and
segregate into the P layer so that the overall impurity concen-
tration in the bulk is reduced [47]. After gettering, the minority
carrier lifetime shows a strong dependence on the dislocation
density even for dislocation densities below 106 cm−2 , indicat-
ing the lifetime for higher purity samples is more sensitive to
dislocation density.

The effective minority carrier lifetime τe can be expressed as a
function of dislocation-limited lifetime τd and the lifetime in the
dislocation-free semiconductor τ0 , per Donolato’s model [25]

1
τe

=
1
τd

+
1
τ0

. (3)

According to this model [25], the relation between
dislocation-limited lifetime and dislocation density ρd can be
expressed as follows:

τd
∼= 1

2πρdD

[
− ln

(
ερ

1/2
d

)
− ln(π)

2
− C +

1
2

]
+

1
2πεvsρd

.

(4)
Here, D is the diffusivity of the electrons in perfect silicon

(∼33.5 cm2 /s), ε is the dislocation radius (0.75 μm), C is the
Euler’s constant, and vs is the dislocation-surface recombina-
tion velocity. In this model, a dislocation is represented by a
cylinder with given vs . Based on (3) and (4), nonlinear fitting
was conducted to find values for τ0 and vs . From vs , the line
recombination velocity γd at dislocations is calculated as in [25]

γd = 2πεvs. (5)

Fitted values of τ0 and γd are given in Fig. 10. Values of the
electron lifetime for the dislocation-free semiconductor τ0 are
estimated to be ∼21.9, ∼11.9, and ∼13.3 μs after P gettering
at 820, 920, and 1020 ◦C, while those for their sister control
samples are ∼1.0, ∼2.6, and ∼3.5 μs, respectively. A compar-
ison shows that the effect of impurity concentration reduction
during P gettering on lifetime is found to be significant: The
background lifetime is enhanced by more than 20 times after P
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Fig. 10. Minority carrier lifetime as a function of dislocation density for
sample set A, as-grown (Control, solid squares) and as P-gettered (Anneal,
open squares) at (a) 820 (black-colored), (b) 920 (red-colored), and (c) 1020 ◦C
(blue-colored). Units for τ0 and γ0 are μs and mm2 /s, respectively.

gettering at 820 ◦C, about five times at 920 ◦C, and about four
times at 1020 ◦C.

By applying (3), the average dislocation-limited lifetime τd

is calculated from the effective measured lifetimes τe and the
fitted background lifetimes τ0 . The values are found to be∼42.9,

∼15.3, and ∼12.3 μs for samples after P gettering at 820, 920,
and 1020 ◦C and ∼4.2, ∼4.0, and ∼4.0 μs for their sister control
samples, respectively. This means that the dislocation-limited
lifetime is also enhanced by about ten times after P gettering
at 820 ◦C, and it is enhanced by about three to four times after
P gettering at 920 and 1020 ◦C, respectively. This suggests that
dislocation density reduction during P gettering also plays a
significant role in increasing minority carrier lifetime.

Interestingly, values for the recombination strength of dis-
locations γd are found to be higher after gettering. In turn,
dislocations seem to be more recombination-active after P get-
tering. A possible explanation is that dislocations which are ini-
tially clean (i.e., not decorated with homogeneously distributed
impurities) and, thus, less recombination-active might become
contaminated by impurities during P gettering. However, the fit-
ting error, especially for as-grown samples, is comparably large,
and the data toward high dislocation densities is influenced by
the detection limit inherent to the dislocation counting method.
Further investigation of the interplay between dislocations and
metal impurities during P diffusion gettering and their combined
effect on minority carrier lifetimes is required.

Despite these encouraging results, much is still to be un-
derstood regarding this “impurity-induced dislocation-density
reduction” effect reported herein. For instance, when a 10-nm-
thick Cu layer (as opposed to the 5-nm-thick layer reported
herein) is deposited on the back of samples prepared similarly
to Set B, a much smaller dislocation density reduction is ob-
served, suggesting that an impurity amount that is too high can
be detrimental. Furthermore, dislocation-density reduction dur-
ing phosphorus diffusion is not commonplace. Thus, it is our
opinion that only by understanding the underlying thermody-
namics and kinetics of the phenomena reported herein may we
eventually develop a robust, controllable, and industrial process.

V. CONCLUSION

Dislocation density reductions of∼60% are observed in solar-
grade mc-Si with moderate impurity concentration levels after
P gettering at 820 ◦C. XRF confirms the diffusion of impurities
toward the gettering layer. It is hypothesized that this net unidi-
rectional impurity flux may drive dislocations to sink sites, lead-
ing to an overall dislocation density reduction. This hypothesis
is supported by two experiments. First, we observe a decreased
magnitude of dislocation density reduction with increasing get-
tering temperature, possibly because of a weaker driving force
for impurity segregation gettering at higher annealing tempera-
tures. Second, we do not observe dislocation density reduction
after gettering in high-purity mc-Si, except when an external
metal source from a Cu film is present during annealing. A
Donolato-style analysis reveals that the minority carrier life-
time improvement after P gettering of solar-grade mc-Si with
moderate impurity concentrations is attributable to a reduction
of both impurity concentration and dislocation density.
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