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We recall the geometry of porous silicon and the order of magnitude of
some characteristic parameters. We give a brief review of optical experiments
and their different interpretations. We focus on quantitative interpretations
and show that an essential concept is confinement in a quantum wire or
box. In particular, the exchange energy of electron—hole pairs correlated by
Coulomb interaction inside a quantum box explains results obtained between
4 I{ and room temperature. Nevertheless, the large shift of the main luminescence line for similar porous silicon but different electrolytes cannot be
explained by quantum confinement alone and has to be accounted for by
the difference between the dielectric constants inside and outside the porous
silicon. A brief account of electroluminescence experiments is also given.
PACS numbers: 78.50.Ge, 78.55.Hx, 78.60.Fi

L' eponge est certainement une version du labyrinthe.
(The sponge is surely a version of the labyrinth.)
P.G. de Gennes [1]
1. Introduction
Although porous silicon (PS) had been known for a long time [2], it was only
in 1990 that L.T. Canham showed in a famous experiment [3] that PS emitted
visible light, roughly at 1.7 eV (0.7 µm), although the forbidden gap of silicon
is 1.1 eV (1.1 pm). This emission was interpreted as a manifestation of quantum
confinement in a quantum wire or box (of the order of a few nanometers), which is
consistent with the understanding of the growth of nanostructures [4]. After some
controversies [5] it is now generally accepted that this interpretation is correct but
it is almost the only fact that is well established [6]. In the following, after having
recalled the structure and a theoretical description of PS (Sec. 2), we present
some experiments which give information about the origin of visible luminescence:
absorption coefficient (Sec. 3), luminescence (Sec. 4) and a brief account of the
electroluminescence (Sec. 5). Section 6 is devoted to the conclusion.
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2. What is porous silicon?
PS is usually prepared by dissolving electrochemically monocrystalline silicon

in HF solutions. Pore structures are related to the dopant type, acid concentration,
anode current density, ... [7, 8]. Roughly speaking, PS is a kind of sponge, which
means the shape of the quantum wires or boxes is not well determined even for a
given sample [9, 10]. A useful order of magnitude is that the surface area of PS
is of the order of 600 m 2 /cm 3 . If the silicon substrate is p+ type, a description of
PS as a set of more or less oriented wires (perpendicular to the substrate surface)
will be useful. If the substrate is p type, a description as an isotropic sponge is
more appropriate: quantum dots are linked by thin wires (by thin we just mean
diameters of wires are smaller than the diameter of dots); in other words PS can
be visualized as small loosely connected crystallites. Nowadays, typical diameters
may be of the order of 30 A, with porosities of up to 85% (i.e., the volume fraction
of silicon in volume is 15%). As a result the band gap is strongly increased [11, 12].

Theoretical L.C.A.O. calculations give the band gap versus diameter L [11],
see Fig. 1. The confinement energy is described by a L-1.33 law. Another description was given in the effective mass framework [13]. The quantum well being finite,
this leads to a L-1.64 law (the effective mass in the quantum well is of the order
of 0. 25 for the conduction band as well as for the valence band, while the barriers
are of the order of 4 eV for both bands [14]).

Some New Aspects of Porous Silicon

287

3. Absorption

The transmission coefficient versus photon energy [15] was obtained for different porosities. From these results it is possible to deduce the absorption coefficient (Fig. 2), where the porosity is taken into account [16]. In other words
the absorption corresponds to the quantity of matter in PS, which allows one to
make a useful comparison with the absorption in bulk silicon. It is then possible
to relate, at least qualitatively, the absorption to a PS mean size. The blue shift
is a strong indication that the absorption is modified by quantum confinement; in
itself, it does not prove that the luminescence is due to this confinement.

4. Luminescence

4.1. Luminescence lifetimes

The photoluminescence decay is not exponential, therefore it is useful to define an average lifetime r = (1/ Imax ) f I(t)dt [17], where I(t) is the luminescence
intensity and max the signal at the time t = 0. The photoluminescence decay rate
1/r is related to the radiative WR and nonradiative rates WNR, 1/r = W R +WNR
WNR. The decay rate is given in Fig. 3 as a function of photon energy and is described by the relation WNR a exp(E/ β),wher6=0.28VTisdpenc
upon confinement energy suggests two possibilities: a temperature-activated process or an escape by tunneling through barriers surrounding the confined zone.
The first process is ruled out because ,Q is more than ten times larger than kT
at room temperature. The calculation of the variation of the tunneling rate with
likely parameters leads to a barrier thickness of the order of 3 nm, which is in
„
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the range of sizes that characterizes the oxidized porous silicon structure. Via
the usual density of states function of the energy p(E) it is quite simple to relate the size distribution p(L) to the density of states versus the wavelength:
p(L)dL = p(Ecv)dEcv = p(λ)dλ, where E„ is the sum of the confinement energies
(conduction and valence band) and (E, + EG)λ = C = 1.24 (eV pm); EG is the
band gap. Now the luminescence intensity is I(.) x p(λ)WR/(WR + WNR); in a
rough approximation WR is independent of the energy [17] contrary to WNR so
that I(.) α p(\) exp(C/βλ). This relation between the luminescence and the statistical description of the model of spheres gives parameters of the order of 3 nm
for the average diameter L m and 0.5 nm for the root-mean-square o- . This description can be improved by taking into account the probability that a crystallite may
have a non-radiative recombination centre on its surface and therefore does not
luminesce [18] but this does not substantially change the above values.
What has just been described allows one to understand the origin of the
linewidth [13] but does not describe the luminescence mechanism itself. This problem was tackled by P.D.J. Calcott and co-workers [19, 20], who showed that the
luminescence is related to crystallites as shown in Fig. 4, where the replicas are
related to momentum conserving phonons of bulk silicon: this is the best evidence
for the Si indirect gap. They also showed that the origin of luminescence was due
to radiative recombination of electron—hole pairs in crystallites as confirmed by
another group [21]. In fact in small crystallites, i.e. for crystallites whose "radius"
R is smaller than the average exciton Bohr radius a* in bulk silicon (which is of
the order of 40 A [22]), there is no difference between an electron-hole pair and an
exciton. This comes from the fact that for R « a* the kinetic energy proportional
to 1/R 2 is much higher than the (absolute value of the) electrostatic interaction
potential which varies as 1/R [23]. Figure 5 shows the radiative lifetime of PS luminescence recorded at 1. 77 eV (0.7 pm). This behaviour was explained in Ref. [19]
and confirmed by a more sophisticated calculation [23]. A two-level description of
the excited state is used, the lower one being almost non-radiative (i.e. having a
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long radiative lifetime) and the higher one being radiative (with a short radiative
lifetime). This splitting is due to the electron—hole exchange interaction which is
here of the order of 10 meV. In bulk silicon the electron—hole exchange interaction EX is of the order of 0.15 meV [24] for the exciton. In a small crystallite,
assumed to be spherical, it is easy to show that the exchange interaction is of
the order of 2.1(a*/R) 3 Ex , where the numerical factor is a geometrical factor [21].

ε
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For R 13 A we find that the electron—hole exchange splitting is of the order of
10 meV. Here it is worth noting that two different experiments [19, 21] lead to the
same irtepretation with the same order of magnitude and no other explanation
has been suggested up to now.
4.2. Luminescence spectra

However it has been noticed that a given PS may have different luminescence
spectra and it is only recently that this puzzling problem has begun to have at
least a beginning of solution. This is linked to the "environment" of the PS, which
can be air (dry PS) or aqueous electrolyte (wet PS) [25]. The problem is not
simple because intermediate situations, where PS is partly wet, may occur [26]. In
principle, it would be possible to consider an exciton but the donor case is more
easily tractable, so that we consider wires with infinite quantum barriers in the
middle of which a donor (or an acceptor) is located. The key point is that the
dielectric constant outside of wire has a strong influence on the whole electrostatic
potential, even inside the wire [27]. The relevant parameter in this case is the ratio
= εe/εi of the dielectric constant of the embedding medium εe to the internal
dielectric constant ej. Experimental results are given in Figs. 6 and 7, which show
the correlation between infrared and luminescence experiments.
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Lastly Fig. 8 displays the influence of wettting on the luminescence spectrum.
The infrared absorption is used as a standard to measure the wetting which allows
one to know the luminescence versus the wetting.
5. Electroluminescence

Although electroluminescence is not quantitatively understood it is difficult
to overlook experiments that show that the electroluminescence is strongly related
to photoluminescence, at least when electroluminescence is performed in aqueous
solutions [28, 29]. Figure 9 shows an example of the link between them. Only
one normalization coefficient has been introduced to adjust the photoluminescence
intensity relative to the electroluminescence spectra. The photoluminescence curve
is then the envelope of the set of electroluminescence curves obtained at different
voltages. Other experiments [29] confirm this tendency.
6. Conclusion

In this paper we have shown that the main features of luminescence in porous
silicon are identified. We have deliberately ignored all the possible explanations
which have not been able to be quantified at least until now. Some of them deserve
some attention. For instance the surface states may play a part in the description
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of the luminescence [30]; however, up to now no order of magnitude has been
given, so that it is difficult to estimate the influence of the surface states. Wet
electroluminescence is without any doubt related to luminescence but the detailed
mechanisms still have to be clarified. Further studies are necessary to clear up at
least this last point.
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