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Highly-crystalline 6 inch free-standing GaN
observed using X-ray diffraction topography

Jaemyung Kim,ab Okkyun Seo,abc L. S. R. Kumara,abc Toshihide Nabatame,a

Yasuo Koidea and Osami Sakata *abcd

We demonstrate the crystal quality of a 6 inch (0001) plane free-standing GaN substrate grown using a

Na-flux based liquid phase epitaxy method. The 112̄4 rocking curve profiles of every point over the

substrate were recorded by synchrotron X-ray diffraction topography. The reconstructed images show that

there is a huge boundary between the high crystalline area and the low crystalline area in the substrate.

Anisotropic bowing of the lattice planes with respect to the [101̄0] direction was obtained from wafer

bending analysis. The mean width of the rocking curves over the wafer was 0.024°, which indicates that

the newly fabricated 6 inch GaN substrate was almost a single crystal. We found that there was a

competition between crystallinity and homogeneity.

Introduction

The growth of large scale GaN is important for the mass
production of optoelectronic devices1,2 and power devices.3,4

In commercially available LEDs (light-emitting diodes) or GaN
HEMT (high-electron mobility transistors), GaN films are
grown on foreign materials such as SiC (ref. 5 and 6) and
sapphire.7,8 However, because of the significant lattice
mismatch between GaN and its growth substrates, threading
dislocation occurs and deteriorates device performance and
lifetime.9,10 Although buffer layers such as InGaN can be used
between the substrate and GaN,11–14 lattice mismatch still
occurs, and dislocation densities are still high.

Despite significant progress in crystal growth techniques,
dislocations are easily observed in GaN-based devices. In the
case of a GaN laser diode, Mg-related point defects diffuse to
the active layer through threading dislocation that degrades
the lifetime of the device.9 It has been observed that a
high dislocation density lowers drain current and the
transconductance peak value and degrades the frequency
response in GaN HEMT power devices.10 Accordingly,
lowering the dislocation density is essential to increase
device reliability and performance.

A drastic lowering of the dislocation density can be
achieved by employing a GaN bulk instead of a thin film. A
thick GaN boule is grown on top of a foreign substrate such
as SiC,15 sapphire,16–18 and GaAs (ref. 19) with GaN seeds or
various patterns. In the case of the seed-based method, the
GaN seeds undergo ELO (epitaxial lateral overgrowth),
forming a thick single-crystalline GaN boule.20 Free-standing
GaN crystals have been obtained by separating the GaN boule
from the foreign sacrificial layer using a laser lift-off
process.21 However, because of the difficulty in controlling
the growth rate while preserving morphological stability, it is
still challenging to increase the substrate size.22 For the
growth of the bulk GaN substrate, HVPE (hydride vapor
phase epitaxy),23,24 ammonothermal methods,25 Li-flux based
methods,26,27 and Na-flux based methods28–34 have been
widely used. Among the methods, the Na-flux based LPE
(liquid phase epitaxy) method has attracted attention due to
its low growth temperature.

There have been many trials to increase GaN substrate
size since 1996, when the first free-standing GaN crystals
were obtained (around 5 mm in size).22 After one year, the
crystal size had increased to 10 mm by growing crystals for
200 hours,22 and by 1998, the crystal size had increased up to
15 mm.22 The technology became commercially viable after
the development of 2 inch free-standing GaN. Since that
time, the wafer size increased up to 6 inch in 2018;24

however, the wafer was not characterized.
According to a recent report on 4 inch free-standing GaN

grown using an HVPE method,35 the mean crystallinity over
the substrate was high, showing narrow X-ray rocking curves
over the substrate. The radius of curvature reached 35 m,
and the mean FWHM of the GaN 112̄4 was 33 arcsecs, which
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shows an almost single-crystal behaviour. However, the
crystallinity of the substrate tended to decrease from the
centre to the edge, including lattice plane bowing. Moreover,
there was inhomogeneity in the FWHM distribution over the
substrate during crystal growth, which may be related to a
high dislocation density originating from the GaN seeds. The
crystallinity near the GaN seed was lower than that in other
places, which resulted in inhomogeneity.

Here, we present the synchrotron X-ray diffraction
characterization results of 6 inch free-standing GaN grown
using a Na-flux based LPE method for the first time. We
discuss the crystallinity and local lattice plane shape of the
whole wafer using X-ray diffraction topography combined
with rocking curve imaging.

Experimental details

A 6 inch, n-type wurtzite GaN c-plane substrate was grown
using a Na-flux based LPE method. Both sides of the
substrate were polished with a thickness of 0.4 mm. During
the wafer polishing, the off-cut angle was adjusted to 0.3°
toward the [11-20] direction. X-ray diffraction topography was
performed at BL20B2, SPring-8, Japan. A schematic view of
the experimental configuration is illustrated in Fig. 1(a).

X-rays of 1.3 Å were selected using a Si(111) double crystal
monochromator (DCM). The X-ray beam size was adjusted to
be larger than 100 mm (h) × 3 mm (v). Because of the
limitation of the detection area of a flat panel detector
(Hamamatsu, C7942CA-22), the 6 inch substrate was
translated to almost perpendicular and parallel directions
with respect to the X-ray incident beam for full area
illumination. The detector was placed almost parallel to the
sample surface with a sample-to-detector distance of 30 cm.
The detector pixel size was 50 × 50 μm2, and the pixel
numbers were 2368 × 2240. The GaN 112̄4 diffraction was
selected for the topography. The 6 inch substrate was placed
at the rotation centre by minimising tension. The interplanar
angle between the GaN(0001) and (112̄4) is 39.16°, and the

Fig. 1 Experimental configuration for synchrotron X-ray diffraction
topography on the 6 inch free-standing GaN substrate is described in
(a). X-rays of 1.3 Å selected using a Si(111) monochromator were
diffracted by the GaN(112̄4) net planes at an angle of 2θB = 80.5°. The
diffraction signals were recorded at various incident angles θ. The
snapshots of the diffracted images at the azimuth angles of ϕ = 0° and
ϕ = 120° are illustrated in (b) and (c), respectively. Due to the local
anisotropic lattice plane bowing, the diffraction images are inclined, in
the case of ϕ = 120°.

Fig. 2 X-ray diffraction topography images obtained from the peak
intensity at every point. The crystallinity in the substrate centre looks
homogeneous, while the substrate edge parts show inhomogeneous
intensities, which may be related to a high dislocation density. (a)
Azimuth angles of ϕ = 0 and (b) ϕ = 120°.
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Bragg's angle of the GaN(112̄4) under X-rays of 1.3 Å is
40.25°, which results in an incident angle of about 1°, small
enough to cover the whole substrate. Under this asymmetric
X-ray illumination, the X-ray incident angle was scanned
using 5 arcsec steps. The X-ray exposure time was 5 seconds,
and more than 2000 diffracted images were recorded at the
fixed azimuthal angle ϕ. For the lattice plane bending angle
mapping, the partly diffracted images were recorded at ϕ = 0°
and 120°. The actual net planes at ϕ = 120° correspond to
(12̄14), which is equivalent to (112̄4). If we know the lattice
tilting angle of (112̄4) and (12̄14) at the same substrate
position, the tilting angle can be decomposed into x- and
y-components by employing the combination of two rotation
matrices.36 For this calculation, we rotated the substrate to ϕ

= 120°. The measurement was performed in the same
manner at ϕ = 0°.

Fig. 1(b) shows the experimental results at ϕ = 0° at
various incident angles. The straight diffraction line moved
toward the right direction because of the substrate bowing.
This means that because of the lattice plane curvature, only
some parts satisfy the Bragg condition showing a diffraction
signal. If the angular step of sample rotation is too high or
the Bragg peak is too sharp, some parts miss the Bragg
condition, which shows a zebra-like pattern after the merging
of the diffracted images, even though the crystallinity is
high.37 To avoid this artefact, the size of the angular step can
be decreased. Unlike at ϕ = 0°, the inclined diffraction peak
was observed at ϕ = 120°. As the rotation angle increased, the
diffraction image of the diagonal direction tended to move in

the right direction. This feature indicates that the substrate
bending is not spherical but anisotropically bowed.

Results and discussion

For the maximum intensity, peak position, and full width at
half-maximum (FWHM), all the diffraction images were
stacked after removing the background noise. The calculation
was performed at all the pixel points in the image by
sequential calculation. The diffraction images at various
incident angles (θ) were stacked for the 3-dimensional matrix.
By calculating the intensity distribution at each pixel point as
a function of θ, we obtained the 2-dimensional peak intensity
map, bending map evaluated from peak positions, and
FWHM map.36 Fig. 2(a) shows the reconstructed image
obtained from the maximum intensity at ϕ = 0°. The bottom
side of the substrate shows stronger maximum intensity than
the substrate centre. Straight lines or dotted lines are
artefacts from the image processing and dead pixels in the
flat panel detector. In the case of the substrate top and right
sides, large and complicated defect structures are seen. One
interesting feature is a borderline between the substrate
middle and bottom parts, which shows a curved structure.
The radius of this borderline is larger than that of the 6 inch
substrate, which may be from inhomogeneous growth.
Dislocations might span over the substrate that formed such
a huge arc.

The diffraction intensity map at ϕ = 120° is almost the
same as that at ϕ = 0° except the substrate edge, as illustrated

Fig. 3 Lattice plane bending maps reconstructed from the peak position of the rocking curve. The substrate bending with a bending axis of [101̄0]
is observed in the case of ϕ = 0°, as shown in (a). A line profile in the middle of the substrate along the x-axis is described in (b). Lattice plane
bending map at ϕ = 120° is illustrated in (c). The cross-sectional view along the broken black line is depicted in (d).
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in Fig. 2(b). This is because, at the substrate edge, the
incident angle is almost normal to the m-plane and the
X-rays illuminate the substrate notch. Therefore, the X-ray
illuminated crystal volume is larger than other regions that
show stronger X-ray diffraction intensity. However, in other
positions, the incident angle is small with respect to the
GaN(0001) net planes making diffraction intensity weak and
sensitive to the surface. For these reasons, the diffraction
intensity at the sample edge is higher than that in other
places at a small incident angle.

To understand the lattice plane bending, we evaluated the
rocking curve of all the pixel points. The rocking curve peak
position map at ϕ = 0° is described in Fig. 3(a). The left side
of the substrate has a lower value, and the peak position
gradually increases as the position moves in the +x-direction,
and the range of Δθ reached ∼0.8°. The derived radius of
curvature from the cross-section along the broken black line
was 11 m, as shown in Fig. 3(b). An abrupt increase of the Δθ

was observed in the vicinity of the right-side edge (x ∼ 15
cm). It is known that the dislocation density near the seed
crystal is high because of substrate bending.25 From this
point of view, at x ∼ 15 cm, the dislocation density can be
higher than that in other regions. The same analysis was
done at ϕ = 120°, as shown in Fig. 3(c). The substrate bending
was smaller than that at ϕ = 0°, which indicates anisotropic
substrate bending, as shown in Fig. 1(c). The cross-section of
the broken black line in Fig. 3(c) is depicted in Fig. 3(d). The
Δθ was ∼0.6°, and the radius of curvature calculated over the
relatively flat area from x = 2 to 13 cm was 34 m, much
longer than that at ϕ = 0°. The drastic change of Δθ was
observed at x ∼ 3 cm and 13 cm, which implies abrupt
substrate bowing followed by the existence of high
dislocation areas.

The FWHM map of the 6 inch free-standing GaN at ϕ = 0°
is illustrated in Fig. 4(a). Striped lines are seen along the
[101̄0] direction. The mean FWHM value evaluated over the
substrate was 0.024°. The value at the substrate edge area at
the top is higher than that in other places. Around the
substrate bottom below the borderline, the FWHM is even
smaller than that at the substrate centre, which indicates a
localised higher crystalline area. We attribute this to the
strain relaxation followed by dislocation formation. It is
known that the strain of a free-standing GaN crystal is
dependent on the GaN thickness on foreign substrates.38,39

Therefore, during the crystal growth or laser lift-off process,
some parts in the substrate may be strained so that the
substrate undergoes local deformation. Although the
mechanism of this phenomenon remains unclear, it would
be plausible for substrate bending and dislocation to provide
an explanation, which may be related to the striped FWHM
patterns. The same analysis was conducted at ϕ = 120°, as
shown in Fig. 4(b). The overall features look similar, but the
stripe patterns are inclined when compared with those at ϕ =
0°. The FWHM map does not change continuously on the
borderline around the substrate bottom, which indicates that
the substrate has already deformed along the boundary. If we

assume that the crystal mosaicity comes from the threading
dislocation, the dislocation density may be evaluated by the
Burgers vector of the dislocation and the rocking curve
width.40–42 However, according to a kinematical X-ray
diffraction theory, the peak width is a function of the domain
size. Moreover, the signal that we observe has already
convolved with an instrumental resolution function.
Therefore, the peak cannot be a delta function, even for the
perfect crystal. In the case of high-quality GaN, it is difficult
to estimate the dislocation density with the FWHM since
several parameters such as crystallinity, dislocation density,
and the instrumental resolution affect the X-ray rocking curve
width.

To evaluate the 2-dimensional lattice plane tilting, we
analysed the local q-vectors of GaN 112̄4. The q-vector
analysis method is described elsewhere.35,36 Two rotation
matrices for the calculation of angular change of the q-vector

Fig. 4 X-ray diffraction topography images reconstructed from the
rocking curve width. The higher crystalline area (blue) and lower
crystalline area (red) are distinguished with the borderline in the
substrate bottom described in (a). The undulation of the FWHM along
the X-ray direction of the substrate is seen at ϕ = 0°. In the case of ϕ =
120°, the stripe patterns are inclined, which is described in (b).
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were introduced. The projection of the q-vector to the (x, y)-
plane is depicted in Fig. 5(a). In the vector plot, the arrow
direction indicates 2-dimensional inclination with respect to
the mean lattice plane bending angle. In particular, for the
left and the right sides, the lattice plane significantly headed
to the substrate centre. Interestingly, the substrate bending
from top to bottom is much less than that in other
directions. Fig. 5(b) shows the amplitude of the projected
vector in Fig. 5(a), which shows cylindrical bowing.

In the previous report on 4 inch free-standing GaN,35 the
mean FWHM over the substrate was about 0.009°, which is
about 3 times smaller than the current 6 inch substrate.
However, the distribution of the FWHM map showed
inhomogeneity originating from the nucleation sites, although
the mean FWHM is small. In this respect, we can understand
the inverse relationship between homogeneity and the
distribution of the FWHM. In highly inhomogeneous cases, the
area in the substrate can be separated into higher crystalline
and lower crystalline regions, like the previous 4 inch case.35

However, for homogeneous cases, the mean FWHM of the
rocking curve is higher than that of the inhomogeneous case.
The role of GaN seeds is to minimize the strain originating from
lattice mismatching during the ELO growth. In the case of a
GaN crystal grown by seed-based methods, it shows a high
dislocation density around the GaN seed but a low dislocation
density away from the seed after the ELO growth. Therefore, the

crystallinity became inhomogeneous over the wafer, in which
the substrate is composed of two different areas. In our 6 inch
GaN crystal, the overall crystallinity was slightly lower than that
of other GaN crystals; however, the mean crystallinity was
homogeneous.

Conclusions

6 inch free-standing GaN of high crystallinity was successfully
grown using the Na-flux LPE method. X-ray diffraction
topography, combined with a rocking curve imaging
technique, showed huge boundaries between the high- and
low-crystalline areas. Bending analysis showed that the lattice
plane is anisotropically bowed along the [101̄0] direction. The
rocking curve width of GaN 112̄4 averaged over the substrate
was 0.024 ± 0.003°, which indicates a high crystallinity and
homogeneous lattice plane over the substrate. We believe
that there is a competition between substrate homogeneity
and crystallinity.
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