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Morphology of Ge:Al thin films: Experiments and model
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We report measurements on the branched morphology of the Ge core which grows inside the Al
crystal during the crystallization of Ge:Al thin films. We quantitatively characterize this morphology
by (i) two length scales A1 (the branch width) and A (the branching distance) which are perpen-
dicular and parallel to the growth direction and (ii) the typical angle § between the branches. We
find a qualitative similarity between films with various component concentrations and crystallization
temperatures. However, these parameters influence the two length scales in a different fashion, thus
influencing the angle between the branches. We further find that A, ~ v~'/* while A depends

more weakly on v (A ~ vV %), where v is the growth velocity. Finally, we propose a model that
combines features of the Eden model (for the growth of the .\l crystal rim) and the diffusion-limited
aggregation model (for the growth of the branched Ge fingers). The predictions of the model are

compared with our experimental data.

PACS number(s): 68.70.+w, 68.35.Fx, 81.35.+k, 61.16.Bg

I. INTRODUCTION

A branched morphology which is unique in the field of
materials science was discovered recently [1,2] as a part
of a research project on the crystallization of amorphous
Ge:Al thin films (see Fig. 1). These films afford a good
opportunity to observe the crystallization process in situ
by electron microscopy. Such observations supply infor-
mation on two aspects: (i) the crystallization process
which, due to its small velocity, can be followed even
at high magnifications and (ii) branching morphology,
which has been a subject of intense study in recent years.
Most interestingly, the experimental system allows for
direct study of the relationship between the microscopic
process and the global morphology.

Experimental [2,3] and theoretical [4] studies reveal the
following scenario for the creation of this unique morphol-
ogy.

(i) Al crystals, tens of micrometers in diameter, spon-
taneously grow “colonies” in the Ge:Al amorphous phase
matrix which contains a typical Ge concentration of
50%. The interface of the crystalline Al and the amor-
phous phase was examined by high-resolution electron
microscopy and by electron nanoprobe x-ray analysis,
and was reported to be fractal, with fractal dimension
dy = 1.2 [3]. The homogeneity of the concentration of
Ge in the Al:Ge amorphous phase (even very close to the
boundary with the Al rim) suggests that diffusion has no
significant role in the growth of the Al crystalline phase.
Accordingly, the Eden model may be relevant for charac-
terizing the Al crystal growth. In qualitative agreement
with expectation based upon the Eden model, “pockets”
of amorphous phase are found in the crystalline Al matrix
near the interface [3].

(ii) The Al crystal is saturated by Ge, the concentra-
tion of Ge near the boundary being ~ 10%. However,
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the majority of the Ge is found as a crystalline core in-
side the Al crystal forming a dense (nonfractal) branched
morphology (Fig. 1). The diffusion of Ge atoms from the
amorphous phase into the Al rim is the key formation
mechanism for this Ge core morphology. Experimental
support for the idea that Ge diffuses in the Al crystalline
phase was reported [1,2]. Specifically, we found the same
temperature dependence for two quantities, growth ve-
locity and ratic D/ (where D is the diffusion coefficient
and £ is the width of the Al “rim” surrounding the Ge
“core”).

(iii) We found the Ge core to be polycrystalline, indi-
cating that nucleation of new Ge crystals occurs during
its growth. The measurable parameter “nucleation rate”
of the Ge crystals replaces [1,2] the parameter “reaction
rate,” which was introduced to describe the Ge growth
probability [4]. The Al crystal and the Ge core grow
at constant velocity v with constant rim width £&. The
growth of both Al crystal and Ge core is coupled: the
amorphous phase contains typically 50% Ge, while the
Al crystal only 10%, so the saturated Al cannot grow
further unless the excess Ge diffuses and sticks to the Ge
core. On the other hand, the branching of the Ge core
enables part of it to be at constant distance from the
amorphous phase; if the Ge core would grow as a com-
pact object, then this distance would increase, and as the
process depends on diffusion through this increasing gap,
it would slow down.

In the field of pattern formation, two principal mod-
els are used to create aggregates: the Eden model, in
which diffusion plays no role, and the diffusion-limited
aggregation (DLA) model, in which diffusion is the deter-
mining feature [5]. The Eden aggregate is characterized
as a compact cluster with a rough surface; the diffusion-
controlled aggregate exhibits its characteristic branching.
Both models have recently undergone intensive study, in
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FIG. 1. Electron micrograph showing dense branching
morphology of Ge,Al;_, alloys prepared with two different
relative concentrations of Ge and Al: (a) z = 0.6 and (b)
x=0.5. The resulting colony morphologies are qualitatively
similar but differ in detail: in (a), there appear elongated
branches without much branching, while in (b), the angles
between the branches are larger and more branching occurs.

some modification of the principal rules governing their
generation.

A classification of diffusion-controlled clusters in vari-
ous systems was given in Fig. 1 of Ref. [6]. A number
of systems (e.g., Hele-Shaw cell, electrodeposition, and
crystallization of materials) reveal one of three types of
branching morphology: fractal, dense, or isotropic. Re-
cent studies on quantifying the DLA cluster anatomy
have been carried out [7-9]. For example, the branch-
length distribution was studied by Ossadnik [7] and Al-
strgm [9]. Ossadnik [7] and Nittmann and Stanley [8]
measured the average angle between DLA branches (and
found 38° and 35°, respectively).

Following up on our previous studies [2,3] on Al:Ge
thin films, we report here on the geometrical measure-
ments which are obtained on the morphology of the
branched Ge core that grows inside the Al crystal. These
measurements supply a basis for quantitative comparison
with branched morphologies in other systems. In par-
ticular, we introduce two characteristic lengths A and
Ay, perpendicular and parallel to the growth direction.
Unequal changes of these length scales arising from tun-
ing experimental parameters (such as crystallization tem-

perature or concentration of the two components) corre-
spond to the underlying self-affinity of the problem. We
shall discuss microscopic models that may be relevant to
describing the experimental growth process and propose
a specific lattice model that takes into consideration the
characteristic features of the crystalline phase growth.
The result of computer simulations of the model reveals
a new generic shape that can be compared with the ex-
perimental results.

While an accurate analysis can be carried out for model
systems, the analysis of experimental branched morphol-
ogy is somewhat more difficult, because for typical exper-
iments in the pattern formation field, the experimental
clusters contain few orders of branching. However, the
branched morphology in the present experimental study
is of relatively high scale, i.e., each cluster contains hun-
dreds of branching events thus supplying a sufficient basis
for statistical studies. Furthermore, as the study is from
materials science field, it is based on the well established
techniques, which allow one to carry out well-controlled
experiments.

II. EXPERIMENT

The method of preparation and the crystallization of
the amorphous thin films of Ge:Al alloy is described in
detail elsewhere [2], and we will give here only the most
relevant information. Thin films of Ge Al;_, (0.45 <
r < 0.60) (of thickness ~ 500A) are prepared by co-
evaporation of the elements. After complete dissolution
of the substrate, the films are mounted on electron mi-
croscope grids. Electron diffraction indicated that their
structure is amorphous. The films are homogeneously
heated with a special furnace in the electron microscope
to a specific temperature in the range of 250-300° C, a
temperature in which crystallization occurs. We per-
formed crystallization of Ge-Al films with various element
concentrations for a range of temperatures (held constant
during the crystallization process). We find qualitatively
similar dense branching morphologies, which differ from
one another only in the quantitative details (Fig. 1).

In order to quantify the morphology, the following pro-
cedure is used (Fig. 2).

(1) The contours of the branches are plotted [Fig. 2(b)].
This stage sometimes requires judgement, since some
branches recombine after growing independently for some
distance. When this “recombination distance” is very
short, a holelike structure is produced [Fig. 2(d)].

(ii) The central lines of the branches are drawn in this
contour map, producing a “skeleton” [Fig. 2(c)] for which
the following measurements are taken.

(a) The branch width A, which is the characteris-
tic length scale perpendicular to the growth direction,
is measured by counting the number of branches of the
skeleton which cross an imaginary line perpendicular to
the growth direction.

(b) The distance A between branches, a characteristic
length scale parallel to the growth direction, is measured
by counting the number of nodes (bifurcations) along the
main branches.

(¢) The angle 0 between the branches is measured. We






























