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Abstract: Single-crystal SiC is a typical third-generation semiconductor power-device material
because of its excellent electronic and thermal properties. An ultrasmooth surface with atomic surface
roughness that is scratch free and subsurface damage (SSD) free is indispensable before its application.
As the last process to reduce the surface roughness and remove surface defects, precision polishing of
single-crystal SiC is essential. In this paper, precision polishing technologies for 4H-5iC and 6H-5iC,
which are the most commonly used polytypes of single-crystal SiC, such as chemical mechanical
polishing (CMP), photocatalytic chemical mechanical polishing (PCMP), plasma-assisted polishing
(PAP), electrochemical mechanical polishing (ECMP), and catalyst-referred etching (CARE), were
reviewed and compared with emphasis on the experimental setup, polishing mechanism, material
removal rate (MRR), and surface roughness. An atomically smooth surface without SSD can be
obtained by CMP, PCMP, PAP, and CARE for single-crystal SiC. However, their MRRs are meager,
and the waste treatment after CMP is difficult and expensive. Moreover, PAP’s operation is poor
due to the complex polishing system, plasma generation, and irradiation devices. A high MRR can
be achieved by ECMP. In addition, it is an environmentally friendly precision polishing process for
single-crystal SiC since the neutral salt solution is generally used as the electrolyte in ECMP. However,
the formation of the egglike protrusions at the oxide/SiC interface during anodic oxidation would
lead to a bigger surface roughness after ECMP than that after PAP is processed. The HF solution used
in CARE was toxic, and Pt was particularly expensive. Ultrasonic vibration-assisted single-crystal SiC
polishing and electrolyte plasma polishing (EPP) were discussed; furthermore, the research direction
of further improving the surface quality and MRR of single-crystal SiC was prospected.

Keywords: single-crystal SiC; precision polishing; material removal rate (MRR); surface roughness

1. Introduction

Single-crystal SiC is widely considered a typical third-generation semiconductor
material for the fabrication of power devices working with high voltage and high frequency
and under high-temperature conditions owing to its many excellent electrical and chemical
properties, such as wide energy band gap, excellent thermal conductivity, high breakdown
electric field, and good chemical stability. It is an ideal substrate material for GaN-based
LED, Schottky diode, MOSFET, radiation detection, and other devices [1-7]. In these power
devices, the surface roughness of the SiC substrate seriously affects their performance;
the electric breakdown field intensity and charge to breakdown have been confirmed to
increase with decreasing surface roughness, which has been confirmed to increase the
transconductance of a MOS transistor [8]. Therefore, to obtain an ultrasmooth surface with
atomic surface roughness, which is surface damage (defects such as pits and scratches
on the surface) free and subsurface damage (SSD, defects such as microcrack under the
surface) free, is essential for its wide application.

Due to its particularly hard and brittle material properties and strong chemical in-
ertness, single-crystal SiC is very difficult to process, especially in the field of precision
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polishing. After single-crystal SiC substrates undergo sawing, lapping, and mechanical
polishing, there are many surface (or subsurface) damages, such as scratches and disloca-
tions [9]. In order to reduce the surface roughness (Ra: arithmetic mean deviation; Sq: root
mean square deviation) and remove surface defects, a precision polishing for single-crystal
SiC is necessary.

Based on chemical reaction, single-crystal SiC precision polishing technologies have been
widely investigated in recent years, such as chemical mechanical polishing (CMP) [10,11],
plasma-assisted polishing (PAP) [12,13], photocatalytic chemical mechanical polishing
(PCMP) [14], electrochemical mechanical polishing (ECMP) [15,16], catalyst-referred etch-
ing (CARE) [17,18], and anodic etching [19]. These studies mainly focused on improving
the material removal rate (MRR) and surface quality of single-crystal SiC. One common
characteristic of them, except CARE, was that the surface of single-crystal SiC was mod-
ified into a hardness oxide layer lower than that of the SiC substrate, which was then
mechanically removed by a softer abrasive to achieve a smooth SiC surface. Although
the damage-free flattening surface can be realized by these techniques, the MRR was too
low or the surface roughness was not satisfactory. Therefore, the recent research focus is
to develop single-crystal SiC precision polishing technology to achieve ultralow surface
roughness more efficiently.

In this paper, precision polishing technologies for 4H-SiC and 6H-SiC, such as CMP,
PCMP, PAP, ECMP, and CARE, were reviewed and compared with emphasis on the
experimental setup, polishing mechanism, MRR, and surface roughness. Ultrasonic
vibration-assisted polishing and electrolyte plasma polishing (EPP) were discussed as
well, and the research direction for the surface quality and MRR’s further improvement
was also prospected.

2. The Main Precision Polishing Technologies of Single-Crystal SiC

Single-crystal SiC is a typical hard and brittle material, and due to its strong chemical
inertness, it does not react with acid and alkali at room temperature, which makes the
precise polishing of single-crystal SiC particularly difficult. The conventional mechanical
polishing often introduces scratches and subsurface damage on the SiC surface, so it is
generally not used as precision polishing. In the final stage of the SiC wafer fabrication pro-
cess, a CMP process using a slurry containing chemical and silica abrasives was developed
to remove subsurface damage and reduce surface roughness, and it is now industrially
used. However, due to the low polishing efficiency of CMP and the difficulty of its slurry
waste disposal treatment, other precision polishing technologies for single-crystal SiC were
developed, such as PCMP, which introduces irradiation and TiO; photocatalyst into CMP;
PAP, which combines atmospheric-pressure plasma irradiation and soft abrasive polishing;
ECMP, which combines the low-voltage electrochemical corrosion of the workpiece with
soft abrasive polishing; and CARE, which uses a metal catalyst to accelerate the chemical
dissolution of single-crystal SiC in the absence of abrasive conditions. Figure 1 presents the
development of precision polishing technology of single-crystal SiC, clearly showing its
growth in popularity.
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Figure 1. The development process of precision polishing technology of single-crystal SiC.
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2.1. Chemical Mechanical Polishing (CMP)

CMP, also known as thermal oxidation polishing, utilizes MP in conjunction with
chemicals to enhance the MRR and improve surface quality [20]. Figure 2 illustrates the
schematic of a typical CMP process [21]. The SiC wafer, which is fixed on the carrier, and the
polishing pad move relative to each other under a certain pressure in the polishing slurry.
Then a soft layer is formed by reactions between the oxidant of the polishing slurry and the
surface of the specimen under the friction. After the soft layer is removed mechanically
by the abrasive particles, a flattened SiC surface can be obtained. Therefore, it is a synergy
result between chemical reactions and mechanical removal. The main factors affecting the
MRR and surface roughness of CMP are the pH of slurry, abrasive, oxidant, catalyst, and
so forth.

F

Slurry ‘

Polishing pad SiC wafer

N
Rotary table |

Figure 2. Schematic structure of the CMP setup [21].

CMP of single-crystal SiC was first reported by Zhou [22] in 1997. He found that
chemical reactions of CMP could be improved by increasing the temperature (T) and the
pH of the slurry. A higher pH value increased the chemical reaction rate by increasing the
concentration of the OH™ groups, which weakened the Si-C bonds. Additionally, since
chemical reactions were thermally activated processes and generally obey the Arrhenius
relationship, increasing the slurry temperature and/or the temperature at the pad surface
was also an effective means of enhancing the chemical etching. A smooth defect-free surface
with Sq = 0.5 nm was obtained when the pH =11 and T = 55 °C, but the MRR was very low
(<0.2 pm/h). The results showed that the quality of CMP depended on the balance between
the oxidation reaction rate and the oxide layer’s removal rate. Chen [11,23] investigated the
zeta potentials of SiO, and CeO, particles in the presence of KMnOy in the pH range of 2
to 10. Both the zeta potentials of SiO, and CeO, particles decreased with the increase in pH
values, as shown in Figure 3. SiO, particles were negatively charged in the entire pH range,
while CeO, particles were positively charged over the pH range of 2-8 and negatively
charged above pH 8. The isoelectric point of SiC in DI water is about 5. Therefore, when the
pH value was 2~5, the positively charged SiC surface was repelled by CeO, particles. On
the contrary, when the pH value was less than 5, the mutual attraction between negatively
charged SiO, particles and a positively charged SiC surface led to the reduction of the
surface oxidation area of SiC, which would significantly reduce the friction coefficient and
MRR during 6H-5iC’s CMP process. Neslen [24] studied the effects of temperature, slurry
pH, applied pressure, and polishing rotation rate on the MRR of 4H-SiC during CMP using
a colloidal silica slurry and polyurethane/polyester fiber polishing pads. It was found
that the MRR under different parameters ranged from 0.01 um/h to 0.25 um/h. As shown
in Figure 4, the change of temperature and slurry pH had little influence on the MRR,
while the increase in pressure and polishing rotation speed would improve the MRR, and
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the polishing speed had the greatest influence. However, excessive pressure could cause
damage to the polishing pad and increase the cost of wafer fabrication.
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Figure 3. The zeta potentials of CeO, and SiO, particles in the presence of KMnOy [23].
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Figure 4. The effects of (a) temperature, (b) slurry pH, (c) applied pressure, and (d) polishing rotation
rate on the MRR of 4H-SiC [24].

The oxidizing effect plays a vital role in CMP, so investigating oxidants has been a
hot topic in CMP research. After decades of research, the family of typically used oxidants
expanded to include dozens of members (e.g., NaClO, H,O,, KOH, and KMnOy). In
practice, the oxidants and polishing powder are usually mixed in the slurry to obtain a high
removal rate [20]. The commonly used polishing powders include colloidal silica, CeO,,
nanodiamond, and Al,Os.
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Lee [25] used a mixed abrasive slurry (MAS) with a conventional colloidal silica slurry
and nanodiamond to polish 6H-SiC. Figure 5 shows that a higher MRR was 0.32 um/h,
and a smooth surface with lower Ra = 0.27 nm was obtained when the concentration of
the diamond abrasive was 25 g/L. Subsequently, Lee [26] focused on the mechanism of
CMP SiC by alkaline MAS. CMP results showed that a higher MRR and lower surface
roughness could be obtained better by MAS than by the colloidal silica slurry. As the
concentration of the diamond abrasive increased, the MRR also increased. However, when
the concentration was too high, it led to poor surface roughness. Figures 6 and 7 show the
probable scratch removal mechanism of the colloidal silica slurry and MAS, respectively.
First, the mechanically stressed areas by mechanical polishing reacted with the CMP slurry
as shown in Figure 6a. Then, the colloidal silica abrasives removed the chemically reacted
surface of SiC. However, it was likely that higher MRR in the stress concentrated in areas
around scratches and the lower MRR in relatively low stressed areas make the scratches on
SiC widened from Figure 6b. As shown in Figure 7a,b, the diamond abrasives mechanically
removed SiC and induced stress on the relatively low stressed surface of SiC. The stressed
areas reacted more readily with slurry chemicals and were easily smoothed with colloidal
silica abrasives in Figure 7c,d. Therefore, the MAS can remove the relatively low stress
area faster than the colloidal silica slurry. The high MRR of SiC in the low stressed areas
effectively reduced the depth of scratches.

30+
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I MRR with diamond slurry in MAS

Diamond abrasive effect

e e,

Colloidal silica

MAS1 MAS2
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Figure 5. (a) The MRR of a 6H-SiC surface polished with a colloidal silica slurry and MAS; the AFM
images and roughness values of a 6H-SiC surface polished with (b) a colloidal silica slurry and (c)
MAS (diamond concentration: 25 g/L) [25].
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Figure 6. Probable mechanism of scratch removal in colloidal silica slurry CMP: (a) chemically reacted
surface of SiC; (b) the SiC surface after chemically reacted layer removed by colloidal silica [26].
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Figure 7. Probable mechanism of scratch removal in MAS CMP: (a) chemically reacted surface of
SiC; (b) the SiC surface after chemically reacted layer removed by nanodiamonds; (c) the mechanical
stressed and chemically reacted layer before removed by colloidal silica; (d) the SiC surface after
chemically reacted layer removed by colloidal silica [26].

Heydemann [27] found that MRR can be improved to 0.60 um/h by adding nan-
odiamond with a diameter of 0.1 nm into the conventional colloidal silica slurry during
6H-5iC’s CMP, which was 10 times higher than that of conventional colloidal silica slurry
CMP, and the surface roughness (Ra) was 0.55 nm. A sodium hypochlorite (NaClO) oxidant
was added to the aforementioned mixed abrasive slurry, and then the polishing effect was
further improved so that the MRR increased to 0.92 um/h, and the surface roughness Ra
decreased to 0.52 nm. A research by An [28] also proved that the CMP performance of SiC
wafers could be improved by the oxidant (NaClO). 6H-5iC’s CMP was conducted in the
slurry, which contained nanodiamond, potassium hydroxide (KOH), colloidal silica slurry,
and NaClO, and then a significant MRR value of 0.937 um/h and a favorable surface (Ra =
0.108 nm) without defects were obtained. This was due to the chemical reaction enhanced
by NaClO, which caused a thicker SiO; layer to form.

Pan and Zhou [10,29] applied a slurry containing H,O,, KOH, and colloidal silica
abrasives to the chemical mechanical polishing of 6H-SiC. The relationships between the
MRR of the SiC wafer and three components are shown in Figure 8. It was found that the
MRR of the SiC wafer increased as the content of H,O, increased when it was below 6 wt%.
The MRR increased with the increment of KOH content until 0.6 wt%. The MRR presents
a decline trend when the KOH content is above 0.6 wt%. As shown in Figure 8c, the
MRR demonstrated a climbing variation with the increment of the abrasive silica colloidal
content below 30 wt%. The MRR was in proportion to silica particles” content basically. The
CMP mechanism of the 6H-SiC wafer is illustrated in Figure 9. During the CMP process, the
transient heat generated by friction between the wafer and the polishing pad promoted the
decomposition of HyO, and the release of enough hydroxyl radicals. Through the hydroxyl
radical and oxygen, SiC could be oxidized to a softer and more chemically reactive SiO,
layer. SiO; reacted with OH™ to form a soluble SiO32~; meanwhile, SiO32~ was removed
by the colloidal silica abrasive, thereby polishing the SiC wafer effectively. Controlling
the balance between mechanical wear and chemical reactions in CMP by adjusting the
content of different components played a key role in obtaining a high MRR and atomically
flatting defect-free surface with a step/terrace structure. The optimum polishing slurry
composition was obtained by the experiment: H,O, 6 wt%, KOH 0.6 wt%, and colloidal
silica 30 wt%. A maximum MRR of 0.105 pm/h could be obtained by CMP with this slurry.
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At the same time, a smooth defect-free surface with a step/terrace structure was obtained
after polishing, and Ra measured by a white light interferometer was 0.174 nm.
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Figure 8. The relationship between the MRR of a SiC wafer and (a) H,O, content, with 0.6 wt% KOH
and 30 wt% silica particles; (b) different alkali (KOH or MEA) contents, with 6 wt% HyO, and 30 wt%
silica particles; and (c) silica particle content, with 0.6 wt% KOH and 6 wt% H,O, [10].
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Figure 9. Probable mechanism of scratch removal in MAS CMP [29].

Chen [11,23] adopted KMnOy as the oxidant to study the 6H-SiC’s CMP properties
with an SiO, and CeQO, abrasive. The results showed that the maximum MRR (1.089 um/h)
and a smooth surface with Ra of 0.11 nm could be obtained by the slurry that contained
2 wt% CeO, and 0.05 M KMnOjy at a pH value of 2. On the other hand, using a slurry
containing 6 wt% SiO, and 0.05 M KMnO, with a pH value of 6, the surface roughness of
Ra was 0.254 nm, and the maximum MRR was only 0.185 um /h. In addition, during the
CMP process of silicon carbide, a Si-O-Ce bond was formed between ceria particles and
the oxide layer and then removed rapidly by mechanical abrasion force [30]. The physical
and chemical reaction of CeO, could lead to a higher MRR of SiC CMDP, especially in the
strong acid KMnO, environment. Tsai [31] processed CMP of 4H-SiC under a self-made
polyurethane polishing pad with nanodiamond impregnated by the slurry, which contained
Al,O3 abrasives and KMnQy. The results indicated that a defect-free smooth surface with
an Ra of 0.443 nm could be effectively obtained in the case of the polishing pad embedded
with 5 wt% nanodiamond abrasives, and the MRR could reach 1.3 pum/h.

In summary, CMP combines mechanical wear and chemical oxidation reactions to
realize reasonable material removal efficiency and ultrafine polishing of single-crystal
SiC. Controlling the balance between mechanical wear and chemical reactions in CMP by
adjusting the parameters plays a key role in obtaining high MRR and atomically flatting a
defect-free surface. However, its MRR is extremely low, about 0.5~1.3 um/h; furthermore,
the waste treatment is difficult and expensive [32,33].

2.2. Photocatalytic Chemical Mechanical Polishing (PCMP)

As shown in Figure 10, a single-crystal SiC wafer is adhered to the bottom of the
polishing head. A lot of TiO; particles are used to prepare the slurry. Photogenerated
electrons and holes are generated on the surface of TiO, particles by UV light irradiation.
H,0O and OH™ adsorbed on the surface of TiO, particles can be oxidized into the hydroxyl
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radicals (¢OH) with a strong oxidizing property by photogenerated holes. Then the surface
of single-crystal SiC would be oxidized to SiO,, which can be easily removed under the
mechanical friction of abrasive particles, and finally, the atomic flat surface of single-crystal
SiC can be realized. We call this method PCMP.

Slurry Ultraviolet light sic
\ " _TiO, particle
i , 5.2 j Hydroxyl radicals
(>‘ - O( : folishing pad
0 O, .
g A Workpiece

P

[ ] Polishing plate
= w
Figure 10. Schematic of the PCMP setup [14].

Ishikawa [34] used TiO; as a photocatalyst to conduct surface modification of single-
crystal SiC at room temperature. It was found that with a TiO, photocatalyst, ¢OH with a
strong oxidizing ability could be produced, which could promote the oxidation efficiency
of SiC into SiO,. The reaction was as follows:

SiC + 460H + O, = SiO, + 2H,0 + CO;, 1 1)

Although the oxidation rate was very low, a nanometer surface without subsurface
damage could be obtained after photocatalytic treatment of single-crystal silicon carbide
by TiO2.

Ohnishi [35] added 0.3 wt% TiO; to the alkaline slurry with SiO; and found that the
polishing efficiency of 4H-SiC could be improved significantly by UV irradiation, which was
caused by some chemical substances with strong oxidation produced by the photocatalytic
reaction of TiO; particles under UV irradiation, promoting the oxidation of the SiC surface.

A TiO; thin layer was deposited on the nanodiamond (ND) abrasive to polish a 6H-SiC
wafer under UV irradiation in Lu’s report [36]. Through comparative experiments, it was
indicated that the MRR was about 0.115 pm/h using the ND/TiO, composite abrasive
polishing pad under UV irradiation, which was almost twice the pristine diamond abrasive,
and a smooth surface of the SiC with an Ra of 0.915 nm was obtained. This was due to
the SiC being oxidized by ¢OH, which increased upon exposure to UV irradiation when
applying the ND/TiO, composite abrasive pad and forming a soft SiO; layer.

Yuan [14] confirmed that the PCMP of 4H-SiC required a photocatalyst, UV light,
electron capturer, and acid environment, according to the results of the oxidation reduction
potential experiment and the static oxidation experiment. As seen from Figure 11, among
the prepared five PCMP slurries as shown in Table 1, the highest MRR of 0.95 pm/h and
the best surface finish (Ra = 0.35 nm) could be provided by slurry 1#. The schematic
diagram of the polishing mechanism of SiC PCMP is shown in Figure 12, and hydroxyl
radicals could be generated on the surface of the nano-TiO; particles in the slurry under UV
irradiation. HyO, captured electrons to prevent the recombination of an electron and hole
and the produced hydroxyl radicals. These strong oxidants flowed to the surface of the SiC
wafer with the rotation of the polishing pad. Additionally, SiC on the wafer surface was
oxidized into a soft SiO; layer, which was easily removed by abrasives. The oxidization
was a progressive process that occurred in various forms of functional groups with Si-C-O,
5i-O, C-O, and C=0 included. Owing to the mechanical removal of the soft layer at the
nanolevel, an atomic ultrasmooth 4H-SiC surface could be obtained by PCMP.
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Figure 11. Surface roughness and material removal rate of SiC polished by different slurries [14].

Table 1. Different slurries for PCMP of 4H-SiC [14].

No. Photocatalysis UV Electron Capturer pH Abrasive  Dispersant
1# TiO, uv H,0, 2 Si0, (NaPOs3)q
2# TiOz - HzOz 2 SiOZ (NaPO3)6
3# TiO, uv KyFeOy 2 5i0, (NaPO3)g
44 TiO, uv H,0, 13 Si0, (NaPOs3)g
5# Ti02 uv - 2 SiOZ (N aPO3 )6
Ultraw‘olet light Conduction band Oxidizer A (H,0,
\ >4 -
-a =
A
2yA \\: /Electron o
A <380nm™ N Reduction
product
Tl02 /
particle
surface Oxidation
Hydroxyl free & > a Si0,, CO, Atomic step
radicals ‘OH  H,O Valence band ultra-smooth surface
Titanium dioxide ; S|02 SiO; abrasive
OH Mechanical

H
_Chemlcal reaction

’ | abrasion

Figure 12. Schematic diagram of the mechanism of SiC PCMP [14].

Due to the nontoxicity of the photocatalyst TiO,, PCMP is environmentally friendly.
Although PCMP is effective for single-crystal SiC flatting, the MRR is relatively low (the
highest is about 1 pm/h).
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2.3. Plasma-Assisted Polishing (PAP)

PAP is a precise polishing technology combining atmospheric plasma irradiation with
soft abrasive polishing. Figure 13 shows a schematic of the PAP setup. This setup consists
of separately installed plasma generation and mechanical removal parts. The oxide layer
can be formed on the single-crystal SiC surface by the atmospheric plasma irradiation. An
atomic smooth single-crystal SiC surface without internal stress and SSD can be obtained
after the oxide layer is removed by the mechanical removal parts.

RF Generator

Matcher

Electrode

Coaxial Glass Tube

Load )
l Spindle

Polishing Film

Workpiece
Rotary Table

Figure 13. Schematic of PAP setup [37].

Yamamura [12] proposed a novel precise polishing technology of 4H-SiC, which
was assisted by atmospheric plasma in 2010. The results of EDX and nanoindentation
showed that a soft oxide film was formed on the SiC surface by water vapor or oxygen
plasma irradiation, and the surface hardness decreased from 37.38 GPa to 4.53 GPa. The
spectroscopic results, as shown in Figure 14a,b, revealed that the main surface modification
active substances in water vapor plasma and oxygen plasma were ¢OH and O, respectively.
Owing to the greater oxidation potential of «OH (2.80 V), compared with that of O (2.42 V),
the oxidation capacity of «OH was higher than that of eO, so the MRR of SiC by the
radiation of water vapor plasma was superior to that of oxygen plasma. A smooth surface
without scratches and subsurface damage was obtained by water vapor plasma-assisted
polishing using the polishing film with CeO; abrasive particles, and AFM results, as shown
in Figure 14c,d, revealed that the surface roughness Sq decreased from 0.495 nm to 0.06 nm.
Deng [38] also obtained the same results of surface roughness variation. Many swell-like
structures along the deep scratches on the surface were observed after the irradiation of
water vapor plasma rather than along the shallow scratches in Figure 15a,b. It was assumed
that the lattice strain remaining in the vicinity of the deep scratches, which was larger than
that of shallow scratches, enhanced the local oxidation. This caused the damaged area
to be preferentially removed by subsequent abrasive polishing. XPS results in Figure 15¢
showed that the 4H-5iC surface after plasma oxidation contained not only SiO, but also the
interface oxidation product SiyCs_4O,. The same interface oxidation product, SigC4_O»,
was also verified in Yamamura’s study [37]. In his study, it was also found that the surface
of 4H-5iC after plasma polishing exhibited a step/terrace structure corresponding to the
inclination of the crystal plane, and the surface roughness Sq decreased from 0.42 nm to
0.14 nm.
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Figure 14. Emission spectra of the plasma: (a) water vapor plasma, (b) oxygen plasma; AFM images
of 4H-5iC: (c) unprocessed surface at 0.495 nm rms, (d) surface after PAP at 0.060 nm rms [12].
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Figure 15. SEM images of SiC surface: (a) unprocessed surface and (b) processed surface irradiated
by water vapor plasma; (c) XPS spectra of 4H-SiC Si2p [38].

The selection of abrasive material also greatly affected the morphology of PAP-
processed surfaces. Deng [39] studied the surface characteristics of 4H-S5iC(0001) after
PAP by different abrasives. Effective oxidation was obtained on the surface after plasma
irradiation; besides SiO, as the main product, there was an interface product with insuffi-
cient oxidation named SiyC4_ O, whose hardness was between SiC and SiO,. As shown in
Figure 16a,b, the irregular step/terrace structure and some short and shallow scratches on
the surface were generated after PAP using Al,O3 abrasives, while a regular step/terrace
structure surface without any scratches and subsurface damage was generated after PAP
using CeO; abrasives. After the oxide layer was removed, Al,O3 would polish the SiC
substrate, resulting in surface scratches because the hardness of AlO3 was similar to that
of SiC. However, the hardness of CeO, was close to that of the oxidized layer, leading to
only the oxide layer being removed and no further damage being introduced. Scanning
white light interferometer images of the SiC surface processed by PAP with CeO, abrasives

showed that there were no scratches on the surface and the surface roughness Sq decreased
to 0.20 nm.
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Figure 16. AFM images of the surface processed by PAP using (a) Al,O3 abrasives, (b) CeO, abrasives;
(c) SWLI image of the surface processed by PAP using CeO, abrasives [39].

Deng [40] found that the oxidation products of 4H-5iC processed by PAP were SiO;,
which was the uppermost layer, and silicon oxycarbide, which was an intermediate layer
with a very thin thickness. With the increase in plasma oxidation time, not only the
thickness of SiO; but also the thickness of the silicon oxycarbide layer increased. It was
also pointed out that in the PAP process, the optimization of the ratio of the oxide layer
removal rate and plasma oxidation rate was crucial to obtain the atomic smooth SiC surface
without a residual oxide layer.

Deng [41] used an XTEM image, as shown in Figure 17c, to prove that the interface
between the oxide layer and SiC was very flat, which was the main reason for the smooth
surface after polishing. In addition, by comparing the XPS spectra (Si2p) of the 4H-SiC
surface in Figure 17a,b, the silicon oxycarbide layer cannot be removed by HF corrosion,
but can be mechanically removed by a CeO, abrasive. The probable mechanism of scratch
removal can be seen in Figure 17d,e. After PAP of 4H-SiC with CeO, abrasives for 1 h, the
atomic surface (Sq = 0.17 nm) with a step/terrace structure was obtained, and the MRR
was 0.080 um/h.
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Figure 17. ARXPS spectra (Si2p) of 4H-SiC surface (a) by water vapor plasma irradiated, (b) the
surface in (a) after HF dipping, (c) XTEM image of a surface irradiated by water vapor plasma for 1
h, probable mechanism of scratch removal (d) by plasma oxidation and HF dipping and (e) by PAP
using ceria abrasives [41].
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Deng [42] carried out an experimental study on the steam plasma oxidation (PO) and
thermal oxidation (TO) of 4H-SiC, and it indicated that the initial oxidation rate of water
vapor plasma oxidation (0.185 um/h) was much higher than that of thermal oxidation
(0.029 um/h). In the case of water vapor plasma oxidation, the oxide/SiC interface was
rough when the oxide layer was thin. As the oxide layer thickness increased, the oxide/SiC
interface became flat. In contrast, the oxide/SiC interface was flat regardless of the oxide
layer thickness for thermal oxidation. The following study by Deng [43] found that there
were two main reasons why the initial oxidation rate of PO was higher than that of TO: first,
the oxidation potential of ®OH was much higher than that of €O. Second, ¢OH was much
smaller than that of an oxygen molecule. Therefore, it was easier for it to pass through the
oxide layer and react with SiC at the interface of the oxide and SiC at a higher speed, and
then a higher oxidation rate was obtained, especially at the initial oxidation stage. Thus,
when the oxide layer was relatively thin, it was difficult to achieve the uniform diffusion
of eOH across the entire surface. This was the reason why the interface was rough at
the initial stage of oxidation. For the thicker oxide layer, it was more difficult for ¢OH
to diffuse through the oxide layer. In this case, the diffusion of «OH was more uniform
in the transverse direction. Therefore, as the oxide layer thickness increased in PO, the
interface would become flat. The SiC surface treated with TO produced many pits, but no
pits appeared for the SiC surface treated with PO. These pits were caused by preferential
oxidation of defects in SiC, which is thought to be most affected by the high oxidation
temperature in TO [44].

During the oxidation of 4H-SiC by plasma, Deng [45] found that the content of water
vapor had a great influence on the density of €OH. When the content of water vapor in
He was about 200 ppm, the concentration of #¢OH was the largest and the oxidation rate
was the highest. When the concentration of water vapor was greater than 200 ppm, the
concentration of €OH decreased with the increase in water vapor content. This was because
at high water vapor content, the excited state of «OH was effectively quenched, which
greatly reduced its density. As shown in Figure 18, three types of step/terrace structure
were produced after 4H-5iC polished by the CeO; slurry: a-a, a-b, and a-b-a*-b*. When the
polishing rate (Rp) was lower than the oxidation rate (R,), the a-b-a*-b* type was generated
(Figure 18a). When the polishing rate was comparable to the oxidation rate, the a-b-a*-b*
type changed to the a-b type, as shown in Figure 18b. In the case of the polishing rate
becoming greater than the oxidation rate, a uniform a-a type was generated [46] and the
step height was 0.25 nm (Figure 18d).

Height (nm)

Figure 18. AFM images of the SiC surfaces processed by CeO, abrasives: (a) Rp < Ro, (b) Rp ~ Ro,
() Rp > Ro, (d) cross-sectional of AB in (c) [45].

To investigate the influence of surface defects on PAP, quantum chemistry simulation
was used to analyze the interface reaction characteristics of single-crystal SiC in Jia’s
study [13]. The results showed that the surface defects can improve the MRR. In the initial
polishing stage, surface defects did lead to poor surface roughness, but after most of the
damage was removed, surface roughness can be effectively improved so that the final
machining quality cannot be affected.
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The surface quality of single-crystal SiC obtained by PAP is high, while the MRR is
low (<0.2 um/h). Moreover, its process operation is poor due to the complex polishing
system, plasma generation, and irradiation devices.

2.4. Electrochemical Mechanical Polishing (ECMP)

Figure 19 shows a typical setup of ECMP used for single-crystal SiC. ECMP is a preci-
sion technology that combines the low-voltage electrochemical corrosion of the workpiece
with mechanical polishing by using electrolyte as the polishing slurry. An oxide layer on
the single-crystal SiC (as the anode) surface is generated by anodic oxidation after charged,
and then the oxide layer is mechanically removed by the soft abrasives. Finally, a smooth
surface without SSD can be obtained.

CeO, Polishing Cathode
slurry  pad (Pt)

b

SiC substrate
XY-table

Figure 19. Schematic of ECMP setup [15].

To achieve a faster polishing rate with minimal damage to the SiC surface, ECMP
using the slurry with H,O,, KNOs, and SiO, abrasives was first applied to the precise
polishing of single-crystal SiC, which combined the anodic oxidation with conventional
CMP by Li [47] in 2004. It was found that when the current density was in the range of
10 A/ cm?~20 mA /cm?, the MRR increased with the increase in current density. When the
current density was 1 mA/cm?, the optimal surface with Sq = 0.2 nm can be obtained, but
the MRR was lower than 0.2 um /h. While the current density was 20 mA /cm?, the MRR
could reach a maximum value of 0.5 um/h, but the surface roughness (Sq) increased to
10.52 nm. However, the excessive current density caused wavy pits after ECMP treatment,
which increased the surface roughness. It is believed that the formation of pits was related
to the distribution of the electric field on the workpiece surface during anodic oxidation.
The field lines were concentrated at the surface “peaks” and selectively enhanced the
anodization and removal of SiC. At a low current density, the selective anodic oxidation
and removal rate of silicon carbide were not high enough to form holes, so the surface
roughness after mechanical polishing was low. However, a higher current density enhanced
the nonuniformity of the surface breakdown, resulting in the formation of holes and higher
surface roughness. To avoid scratches on the SiC surface, electrochemical corrosion and
mechanical removal should be combined synergistically and efficiently. A Smooth SiC
surface could be obtained by anodic oxidation and mechanical removal by the two-step
process. However, the atomic roughness of the ECMP-polished surface could be achieved
by high-temperature hydrogen etching. Controlling the balance between anodic oxidation
and mechanical removal plays a key role in ECMP. A lot of efforts were put to this topic,
such as using periodic bias and a more effective abrasive. Additionally, the corresponding
mechanism was also explored.

Yamamura [48] conducted synchronous electrochemical mechanical polishing of 4H-
SiC with 1 wt% H3PO4 and deionized water as electrolytes and a CeO, polishing film as
mechanical polishing media, respectively. The results showed that the surface roughness
of SiC processed by ECMP depended on the relationship between the anodic oxidation
rate and the mechanical removal rate. In case of the anodic oxidation rate bigger than the
mechanical removal rate, the surface roughness was larger than that of the original SiC.
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When the mechanical removal rate was bigger than the anodic oxidation rate, the surface
roughness was smaller than that of the original SiC, but the MRR was very low. The essence
was that the roughness of the SiC surface after ECMP was determined by the roughness
of the oxide/SiC interface. The cross-sectional transmission electron microscope (XTEM)
image of the anodized surface (Figure 20) showed that the roughness of the oxide/SiC
interface increased due to the formation of egglike protrusions. Therefore, simultaneous
removal of oxide by abrasive polishing before thick oxide formation was essential to obtain
a smooth surface.

Carbon [0001]

[1-100]

Figure 20. XTEM image of anodic oxidized 4H-SiC surface [48].

As shown in Figure 21a, a novel polishing slurry containing self-made CeO,-polyurethane(PU)
core-shell particles and deionized water was used for electrochemical mechanical polishing
of 4H-SiC in Murata’s report [49]. It was found that when continuous bias was applied,
the scratches were easily introduced to the polished surface, and the surface roughness
Ra increased from 4.38 nm to 6.61 nm owing to the oxide film remaining on the processed
surface, which was caused by the higher oxidation rate than the oxide removal rate. On
the other hand, a smooth surface can be obtained by applying periodic bias. Based on
Faraday’s law, an optimal electrolysis condition of E = 10 V, Ton:Tog = 2.5 min:7.5 min was
obtained, as shown in Figure 21b. Under this condition, it was estimated that the oxide
rate of SiC was 3.70 pm/h, which was close to the removal rate of a soda lime glass by
using CeO, /PU core-shell particles under the same condition, but the definite MRR was
not given. The surface roughness Ra decreased from 5.43 nm to 0.51 nm after 90 min ECMP.
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Figure 21. (a) Schematic view of the Murata-proposed ECMP method; (b) time dependence of anodic
current during ECMP with a periodic bias [49].

Gao [50] studied the balance between the silicon carbide oxidation rate and the SiO,
layer removal rate in the ECMP of 4H-SiC. Based on the experimental data, the equations
of the SiC corrosion rate and the SiO; layer removal rate were obtained by the modified
Preston’s equation and Faraday’s law, respectively. Finally, a verified test was conducted
in the slurry containing 0.2 M NaOH electrolyte and 5.0 wt% polystyrene (PS)/CeO,
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abrasives. The results showed that if the SiC oxidation rate was higher than the SiO; layer
removal rate, a residual oxidation layer was left on the SiC surface, which resulted in many
scratches. Besides, the polishing efficiency was too low. A balance of the oxidation rate and
the mechanical removal rate can be reached under the condition of the current at 80 mA,
the rotation speed at 40 rpm, and the polishing pressure at 25 kPa. Under this condition, a
smooth surface without scratches was obtained (Ra = 0.449 nm), and the MRR was up to
2.3 um/h.

Yang [51] studied the effect of the balance between the anodic oxidation rate and the
oxide removal rate on the polishing performance of 4H-SiC ECMP by the ceria grinding
stone. It was found that with the increase in the oxide layer, the interface between SiC
and the oxide layer became rough, which led to the increase in SiC surface roughness
after ECMP. The surface roughness obtained by ECMP was mainly determined by the
balance between the anodic oxidation rate and the oxide removal rate. Therefore, the oxide
removal rate should be greater than the anodic oxidation rate to obtain a smooth surface.
The surface roughness Sq of a diamond-lapped 4H-SiC (0001) surface was decreased from
4.290 nm to 0.577 nm, and a high MRR of about 10 pm/h was obtained by ECMP for 30 min
under a feed rate of 10 mm/s, a current density of 10 mA/ cm?, and a NaCl electrolyte of
1 wt%.

Anodic oxidation was very effective in removing SiC surface damage caused by me-
chanical polishing. The surface after removing surface damage can be oxidized uniformly,
and the oxidation rate was higher than that after chemical mechanical polishing [52].
Yang [16] used ECMP to flatten the sliced 4H-SiC surface. Experimental results showed
that the ceria grinding stone was the best choice for the overall polishing efficiency and
polishing quality among the ceria grinding stone, the Al,O3 grinding stone, and the SiO;
grinding stone. An atomically smooth SiC surface without scratches and subsurface dam-
ages was obtained after the ECMP was processed for 2 h by the ceria grinding stone at
a current density of 10 mA/cm? in 1 wt% NaCl electrolyte. The surface roughness Sq
decreased from 286 nm to 1.352 nm, and the MRR was about 23 um/h. Results showed that
the ECMP with the ceria grinding stone can be used to integrate the grinding and lapping
processes and simplify the manufacturing process with a high MRR and a low cost.

To improve the surface roughness of 4H-5iC after ECMP, Murata [53] applied a periodic
bias in ECMP by a Ce thin film with holes and obtained the optimal electrolytic parameter
with a duty ratio (Ton:(Ton + Toff)) of 45%, a duty period (Ton + Tog) of 10 min, and an
applied voltage of 10 V. A smooth scratch-free surface with a roughness Ra of 0.49 nm was
obtained after ECMP by the Ce thin film under the optimal electrolytic parameter. The
ECMP using CeO; abrasives was also conducted for comparison with the ECMP using
a Ce thin film. It was found that the surface roughness of the ECMP using a thin film
under the same conditions was much better than that of the ECMP using CeO, abrasives,
while the MRR was not as good as that of the latter, which was due to the difference in
the oxide removal mechanism. As shown in Figure 22, the CeO; particles in the ECMP
contacted and removed the oxide scratches, resulting in wider scratches. Such scratch
widening behavior in single-crystal SiC polishing using a CeO, polishing slurry was also
reported by Deng [54]. In contrast, only the oxide at the point where the film contacted can
be removed in ECMP using a Ce thin film. Therefore, the scratch would not be widened
during processing.

Deng [15] used the polishing slurry containing only CeO, and deionized water to
conduct synchronous electrochemical mechanical polishing of 4H-SiC. The results of nanoin-
dentation in Figure 23a showed that the hardness of the oxide layer was 1.9 GPa, which
was much less than the quartz glass (5iO,) of 12 GPa and the SiC of 34.5 GPa. From
Figure 23b, it can be concluded that the ECMP was conducted on CMP-treated SiC and
diamond-abrasive-polished SiC under the same conditions, and MRRs were 0.42 um/h
and 3.62 pum/h, respectively. It thus appeared that the ECMP was more effective for SiC
with scratches and subsurface damages. After the SiC surface was processed by the ECMP
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for 30 min, a smooth surface without scratches and subsurface damage was obtained, and
the Sq roughness decreased from 0.97 nm to 0.23 nm.
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Figure 22. Schematic of the mechanism of SiC ECMP using Ce film and CeO, abrasives [53].
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Figure 23. (a) Hardness measured by the nanoindentation method, (b) thickness of anodically
oxidized SiC with different durations [15].

Liu [55] conducted an experimental study on the occurrence and development of
local oxidation in the anodic oxidation of 4H-SiC using a three-electrode system and the
electrolyte of KCl solution. Since anodic oxidation was based on the transfer of electrons
from the electrolyte to the electrolyte/silicon carbide interface, local oxidation preferentially
occurred in the charge carrier- rich areas, such as damage and doping regions. It was
found that the anodic oxidation had a high priority around the damaged areas. Along the
scratched areas, a large amount of covalent bonds formed by carbon atoms and neighboring
silicon atoms was broken, which led to the creation of a large number of dangling bonds,
free electrons, and holes. Therefore, the scratch area had a high density of carriers, which
greatly improved the conductivity of these areas. Anodic oxidation of the damage-free
areas occurred randomly due to the random distribution of doping sites in the SiC wafer.

Yang [56] used AFM to study the characteristics of the 4H-SiC surface at the initial
anodic oxidation stage. Results showed that both the original surface (after CMP was pro-
cessed) and the SiC surface during initial anodic oxidation presented a rough step/terrace
structure, and the step height always remained at 0.25 nm. Oxidation started from the edge
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of the terrace and extended to the bottom of the terrace. At the initial oxidation stage, a thin
oxide layer of SiCxOy was formed on the SiC surface. Subsequently, large oxide protrusions
were generated, and pits were formed after the removal of protrusions, which increased the
surface roughness greatly. Therefore, to get a smooth surface by ECMP, the oxide must be
removed immediately before its expanding. Yang also found that there are five oxidation
phases of 4H-SiC anodic oxidation at different potentials, as shown in Figure 24 [57]:

(1) Unoxidized state (ab): the anodic oxidation did not occur since no current flowed;

(2) Active state (bc): the anodic oxidation began to occur when the voltage increased into
the active stage;

(3) Passive state (cd): the oxidation reaction was hindered by the passive film due to the
increase in the thickness of oxide film;

(4) Transient state (de): the oxide protrusions were generated by the breakdown of the
passive film;

(5) Transpassive state (ef): as the voltage continued to rise, the current increased with the
increasing of the voltage and entered into the transpassive state. The oxide protrusions
were introduced between the transient state and the transpassive state.
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Figure 24. Linear scanning voltammetry (LSV) result for 4H-SiC [57].

The mode of the anodic oxidation process of the 4H-5iC surface is shown in Figure 25.
In the initial oxidation stage as shown in Figure 25b, the edges of the scratches and SSD
were preferentially oxidized, while the remaining part of the surface was passivated. If the
oxidation potential was insufficient to break down the passive film, the further oxidation of
the surface was hindered by the passive film, and only scratches and SSD were oxidized.
On the contrary, if the potential was sufficient, the passive film would be broken down at
the atomic pits, and then the current was concentrated at the breakdown due to the low
resistance, which resulted in the oxide protrusions (etching pits) as shown in Figure 25c.
Anodic oxidation was the oxidation of SiC by the hydroxyl group in the electrolyte. In the
initial stage, the diffusion of hydroxyl groups was not significantly hindered by the oxide
protrusions with a relatively small thickness, so the longitudinal growth of pits occurred. In
the late-growth stage, with the increasing thickness of the oxide protrusions, the diffusion
of hydroxyl groups in the oxide layer became difficult, particularly at the center of the pits,
and this resulted in the lateral growth of the pits. Therefore, for SiC’'s ECMP process, the
surface damage layer should be completely removed by oxidation at a high oxidation rate
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Atomic pits

first, and then the surface should be polished at a low potential in the passive stage to avoid
the generation of etching pits so as to obtain an atomically smooth surface.

Scratch Growth of oxide protrusions
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Figure 25. Modeling of the anodic oxidation process of the 4H-SiC surface: (a) the original surface;

(b) the initial stage of anodic oxidation; (c) the second stage of anodic oxidation; (d) the final stage of
anodic oxidation [57].

A high MRR can be achieved by ECMP. In addition, it is an environmentally friendly
precision polishing process for SiC owing to the neutral salt solution used as the electrolyte
in ECMP. However, the formation of the egglike protrusions [15,48] at the oxide/SiC
interface during anodic oxidation would lead to a bigger surface roughness after ECMP
than that of PAP.

2.5. Catalyst-Referred Etching (CARE)

Catalyst-referred etching is a polishing technique that uses a metal catalyst to accelerate
the chemical dissolution of single-crystal SiC in the absence of abrasive conditions, while
the metal is used as a polishing disc to smooth-polish single-crystal SiC. Figure 26 shows a
typical schematic of a CARE system for single-crystal SiC. In CARE, the etching reaction
only occurs at the catalyst surface. Because the surface of the catalyst plate serves as
a reference surface, the protrusions on the substrate surface are etched selectively. For
planarization of a SiC substrate using CARE, platinum and hydrofluoric acid serve as the
catalyst and the processing solution, respectively.

Wafer holder
SiC wafer

Platinum film
| HF solution /

@ Elastomer pad

Figure 26. Schematic of CARE system for single-crystal SiC [58].
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In 2006, Hideyuki Hara [17] et al. proposed the method of catalyst-referred etching
(CARE) to polish a 4H-5iC (0001) surface. The polishing pad made of Pt was fixed on the
rotating table and rotated with the rotating table. The single-crystal SiC wafer was attached
to the polishing head and pressed on the polishing pad at a certain pressure (less than
the pressure of the traditional polishing process). Different from the traditional polishing
process, abrasive particles were not required in the CARE process [59,60]. The material
removal mechanism of CARE was that hydrofluoric acid (HF) was activated as an etching
agent under the action of a Pt catalyst to preferentially remove the convex peaks on the
single-crystal SiC surface. As shown in Figure 27, compared with CMP, CARE produced
almost no scratches on the polished single-crystal SiC surface due to the lower pressure
applied. The surface roughness (Ra) can reach 0.1 nm, and the material removal rate can
reach 0.1-0.2 um/h.

| -2nm

Figure 27. Optical interferometer images of a 4H-SiC wafer: (a) CARE-processed surface Ra: 0.114 nm,
(b) as-received (after CMP) surface Ra: 0.436 nm [17].

In addition to HF, Keita Yagi et al. [61] found that the oxide could be dissolved by
immersing a 2-inch 4H-sic (0001) single wafer in ferrous sulfate (FeSO4) and hydrogen
peroxide (H,O,) after oxidizing for 3 h and then immersing it in potassium hydroxide
(KOH) solution. The oxidation process was that single-crystal SiC was oxidized by the
hydroxyl radical (¢OH) produced by the reaction of Fe** with H,O, (Fenton reaction).
Although atomically smooth surface morphology was obtained, the material removal rate
was less than 30 nm/h. In 2008, Akihisa Kubota et al. [62] directly contacted Fe with a 4H-
SiC (0001) surface in an HyO, environment. At this time, Fe was used as both a catalyst to
produce eOH and a polishing pad to produce friction with single-crystal SiC. Experimental
results showed that the removal characteristics of single-crystal SiC substrates depended
on polishing time, rotating speed, contact load, and HyO, concentration. Additionally, their
relationship can be seen in Figure 28. The surface Sq of single-crystal SiC after polishing
in this way could reach 0.1 nm. In order to improve the material removal rate of CARE,
Takeshi Okamoto et al. [58] studied the relationship between rotation speed and processing
pressure on the material removal rate. The experimental results showed that the material
removal rate of CARE polishing the 2-inch 4H-SiC (0001) surface was proportional to the
rotation speed and polishing pressure, and a material removal rate of 500 nm/h could
be achieved by increasing the rotation speed and polishing pressure, and the root mean
square roughness of polished single-crystal SiC was less than 0.1 nm. The HRTEM image
of a CARE-processed 4H-SiC surface (Figure 29) shows that the surface crystal structure
was well ordered up to the topmost surface, and the processed surface had a step/terrace
structure with a single-bilayer-step height.
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Figure 28. Relationship between removal volume and (a) process time, (b) contact load, (c) rotation
speed, and (d) concentration of HyO, solution [62].
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Figure 29. High-resolution TEM image of a CARE-processed 4H-SiC surface [58].

In early CARE studies, the catalyzed liquid medium was either HF or H,O,, which
would cause adverse effects on the environment. In 2017, Ai Isohashi et al. [63] found
that a 3-inch 4H-SiC (0001) surface could still be polished in pure water under the action
of a Pt catalyst with a certain electrochemical potential, and the etching mechanism was
accelerated by hydrolysis under the action of Pt. In the study, OH™ is considered to play
the same role as F~ in CARE, as shown in Figure 30b, and to proceed with an indirect
dissociative adsorption of HyO (i.e., indirect hydrolysis). Although etching could still
occur in pure water, the material removal rate was more than 10 times lower than that
of an HF solution, mainly because the ionization degree of water molecules was much
lower than that of HF and the bond energy of Si-F (540-570 k] /mol) was higher than that
of Si-O (370—450 kJ/mol). The dependence of MRR upon the electrochemical potential
of Pt was examined and is summarized in Figure 30c. It can be seen that the MRR can
be improved by controlling the electrochemical potential of Pt to an oxidation condition.
Pho Van Bui et al. [64] studied the reaction mechanism of a Pt catalyst on single-crystal
SiC etching in water by density functional theory. The results showed that the etching of
single-crystal SiC in water was produced by hydrolysis reaction, which destroyed the top
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layer of the Si-C bond. In addition, T. Okamoto et al. [65] processed the 2-inch 4H-5iC (0001)
surface by CARE and manufactured an epitaxial layer on its surface, and then removed
the surface roughness of the epitaxial wafer and finally manufactured the Schottky diode.
Zhou [66] reported that an Fe catalyst was more preferable to 6H-SiC’s CMP than that of
Pt/C nanoparticles. It was because the slurry with an Fe catalyst could produce more «OH,
which can oxidize SiC, while a Pt/C catalyst caused an excessive decomposition of HyO,
into HyO and O;. A smooth defect-free surface with an atomic step /terrace structure and
an extremely low Ra of about 0.05 nm was achieved for 6H-5iC’s CMP by using an Fe
catalyst slurry, which contains 5 wt% HyO,, 0.3 wt% KOH, and 25 wt% colloidal silica.
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Figure 30. (a) Schematic of possible reaction pathways of (a) CARE with HF and (b) CARE with pure
water; (c) dependence of relative MRR upon Pt potential [63].

An ultrasmooth defect-free single-crystal SiC surface with an atomic step/terrace
structure can be obtained by CARE, and abrasive particles were not required in CARE
processing, but the MRR was extremely low. An HF solution was toxic, and Pt was
particularly expensive. If HF was replaced with pure water, a low voltage needed to be
applied to the polishing system.

3. Comparison of the Main Precision Polishing Technologies
3.1. Experimental Setup

Figure 31 shows a schematic diagram of typical experimental setups of CMP, PCMP,
PAP, and ECMP. It can be seen that the experimental setup of CMP (Figure 31a) is the
simplest and easiest one to realize. While the polishing slurry usually contains acid or alkali,
the strong oxidants and other environmentally harmful substances make it difficult and
costly to dispose of the slurry after use. The TiO, photocatalyst and UV irradiation devices
are necessary for PCMP (Figure 31b), resulting in a more difficult implementation than
CMP. However, the waste slurry will not harm human health and the environment owing
to the nontoxicity of the TiO, photocatalyst particles, and it has a certain capacity of sewage
because of the strong oxidizing eOH. The experimental setup of PAP (Figure 31c) requires
a complex plasma generation and irradiation device, which leads to poor operability.
Figure 31d shows the experimental setup of ECMP, which has an additional electrical
system compared with CMP. However, it is more environmentally friendly due to the
selectivity of a neutral salt solution as the electrolyte of ECMP. Figure 31e shows the
experimental setup of CARE. The HF solution was usually used as an etching solution,
and Pt was usually used as a catalyst. The HF solution was toxic and Pt was particularly
expensive, but abrasive particles were not required in CARE processing. If HF was replaced
by pure water, a low voltage needed to be applied to the polishing system.
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Figure 31. Schematic of the different experimental setups: (a) CMP [21], (b) PCMP [14], (c) PAP [38],
(d) ECMP [15], and (e) CARE [58].

3.2. Material Removal Rate (MRR) and Surface Roughness

How to obtain a smooth surface with high efficiency is a key point in the semiconductor
industry. Therefore, the MRR and the surface roughness are considered to be the two most
important indexes to evaluate the quality of the single-crystal SiC polishing process. The
maximum and minimum values of Ra and MRR for each technology from the literature are
summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. MRR and Ra from the literature.

Polishing Ra (nm) MRR (um/h)
Technologies Max Min Max Min Remark
CMP 0.52 [27] 0.108 [28] 1.3 [31] 0.32 [26] (a)
PCMP 0.915 [36] 0.35 [14] 0.95 [14] 0.115 [36]
PAP 0.2 [39] 0.06 [38] 0.185 [42] 0.08 [40]
ECMP 0.51 [49] 0.23 [15] 3.62 [15] 2.3 [53] (b)
CARE 0.1[61] 0.05 [66] 0.5 [58] 0.03 [62]

Remark: (a) Both the MRR and Ra in Zhou and Pan’s research studies [10,29] are the lowest, so they are not used
as references. (b) Both the MRR and Ra in Li’s research studies [47] are the lowest, and the MRR and Ra in Yang's
research studies [16,54] are the biggest, so they are not used as references.

The Ra vs. MRR of each polishing technology based on the data in Table 1 is shown
in Figure 32. It can be seen that the best surface roughness with the lowest MRR can be
realized by PAP and CARE. The highest MRR can be obtained by ECMP, but the surface
quality is much lower than that of PAP, even worse than that of CMP. Since the mechanical
process only removes the oxide layer and does not damage the substrate, the roughness
of the SiC surface after polishing is determined by the oxide/SiC interface. As shown
in the XTEM image of the surface after oxidation (Figure 33), the interface between the
oxide layer generated by plasma oxidation and SiC is very flat, resulting in a lower surface
roughness [39,40,42]. On the other hand, the surface roughness after ECMP is processed is
not as low as that of PAP due to the formation of the egglike protrusions generated at the
oxide/SiC interface by anodic oxidation [15,48]. The MRR and Ra of PCMP are inferior to
that of CMP.
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Figure 33. XTEM image of the surface after oxidation: (a) PAP [40], (b) anodic oxidation [15].

Comparisons of different polishing technologies for single-crystal SiC are summarized
in Table 3. CMP is still commonly used for precision polishing of single-crystal SiC in in-
dustrial production, considering the feasibility of the ecological level, energy consumption,
controllability, MRR, and surface quality comprehensively.

Table 3. Comparison of different polishing technologies for single-crystal SiC.

Polishing

- CMP PCMP PAP ECMP CARE
Technologies
Chemical Photocatalytic Atmospheric Electrochemical .
. 1 N L o . Chemical
Mechanism oxidation + oxidation + plasma oxidation +  oxidation + abrasive - -
. 1 . L1 . L1 1 dissolution
abrasive polishing  abrasive polishing  abrasive polishing polishing
MRR Medium Medium Low High Low
Ra Medium Medium Low High Low
Ecological level Low High Medium High Low
Energy. Low Medium High High Low
consumption
Controllability High Medium Low Low Medium

4. Other Probable Enhancement Polishing Technologies for Single-Crystal SiC

CMP is the main industrial production technology for the precision polishing of single-
crystal SiC at present. However, the fabrication cost is too high due to its insufficient MRR
and difficulty in waste slurry treatment, so current research studies are still focused on the
development of a polishing technology to improve the MRR and surface quality. Ultrasonic
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wave has been widely used to improve the surface quality and production efficiency
in recent years due to its specific ultrasonic effect (mechanical effect, cavitation effect,
etc.). Electrolyte plasma polishing is a new environmentally friendly efficient polishing
technology used in the precision polishing of a metal workpiece at present.

4.1. Ultrasonic Vibration-Assisted Polishing

It was reported that ultrasonic vibration-assisted polishing was an economical and
effective polishing technology to improve the polishing performance of single-crystal SiC.

Zhao [67] introduced ultrasonic vibration to abrasive polishing (AP) of SiC to improve
the machining efficiency and surface quality. The experimental results showed that when
the ultrasonic vibration was applied, the friction and friction coefficient were decreased,
and the lubrication between the SiC surface and the polishing wheel was closer to the
film lubrication state, thus improving the surface quality. The introduction of ultrasonic
vibration could contribute to change the stress and temperature of the SiC surface, thus
accelerating the formation of an SiO; oxide layer, which was conducive to the improvement
of the MRR.

A novel technology that combined ultrasonic CMP with ultrasonic grinding to improve
the machining performance of SiC was reported by Hu [68]. It was found that ultrasonic
grinding was beneficial to improve the MRR of CMP. Compared with conventional CMP, a
higher MRR and a lower peak-to-valley (PV) roughness could be obtained by ultrasonic
CMP. The results showed that the combination of ultrasonic CMP and ultrasonic grinding
was a feasible technology to improve the grinding efficiency and surface quality of SiC.

Yang [69] proposed an ultrasonic-assisted electrochemical mechanical polishing (UAECMP)
technology, which combined ultrasonic vibration with ECMP. The effect of ultrasonic vi-
bration on the anodic oxidation rate of a 4H-SiC (0001) surface was studied. Compared
with conventional anodic oxidation, the oxidation rate increased by approximately 34% in
the initial oxidation stage and about 11% in the subsequent anodic oxidation stage. Under
ultrasonic vibration, the tiny bubbles in the electrolyte oscillated violently and increased in
size. These bubbles expanded rapidly and collapsed when the sound pressure reached a cer-
tain threshold. This phenomenon is known as ultrasonic cavitation. During the cavitation
process, intense heating of the bubbles occurred. These localized hot spots had extremely
high temperature and pressure and were accompanied within a few microseconds by
the formation of hydroxyl radicals, which played a key role in anodic oxidation [70,71].
The formation of transient high pressure and hydroxyl radical and the enhancement of
electrolyte fluidity induced by the ultrasonic effect might promote the anodic oxidation
rate of SiC. SEM images of the surface after anodic oxidation showed that UA could en-
hance the porosity of the oxide structure and increase the shedding rate of the oxide layer.
The porosity of the oxide layer enabled hydroxyl radicals to react with the surface of SiC
through the oxide layer, thereby increasing the oxidation rate. The porous structure of the
oxide and the shedding of the oxide layer improved the subsequent mechanical removal
rate of the oxide layer.

4.2. Electrolyte Plasma Polishing (EPP)

EPP is a special electrochemical polishing process under the condition of high voltage
and environmental saline solution. It is an innovative polishing technology that can
make the metal surface smooth and shiny in a short time and obtain a better corrosion
resistance [72-74].

Figure 34 shows a schematic diagram of the electrolyte plasma polishing system,
which consists of a power supply, electrolyte, cathode, workpiece anode, and insulated
electrolytic cell. When the system was charged, the instantaneous short circuit of the system
resulted in the evaporation of the electrolyte at the position contacting the workpiece,
which generated a gas layer composed of water vapor to wrap around the workpiece and
isolated the workpiece from the electrolyte [75-77]. Under the high electric field, electrons
at the interface between the electrolyte and the gas layer were instantly accelerated to
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obtain enough speed and energy to rush to the surface of the workpiece. Then, the
electrons directly collided with the water vapor molecules in the gas layer and released
other electrons. These electrons struck other molecules, forming some form of electron
avalanches. Then, the flow of electrons and ions formed a conductive channel, which
connected the surface of the workpiece to the electrolyte. The channel was filled with
high-temperature plasma, which is called plasma gas layer [78,79]. This process also
brought about complex physicochemical effects, including ultraviolet light, shockwave, and
ultrasonic cavitation. Active substances such as hydroxyl radical(¢OH), oxygen radical(eO),
hydroperoxide radical (¢HO,), H,0,, and O3 were produced by chemical effects [80,81].
Through the discharge channel, these active substances bombarded the surface of the
workpiece and reacted with the workpiece to form an oxide film. The electrons moving in
the opposite direction at a high speed in the discharge channel collided with the positive
ions, leading to the bubble explosion. The plasma—gas layer had a different thickness on
the peaks and in the cavities of the workpiece surface, leading to a higher current density
on the peaks and, consequently, to a higher removal rate. The higher removal rate of the
peaks led to a smoothing effect rapidly [77,78].

o Y Plasma-gas layer
Energy source - Workpicce
- Electrolyte
- Cathode

~ Insulation

Figure 34. Schematic diagram of the electrolyte plasma polishing system [74].

In recent years, the application of EPP in a metal field has increased. Parfenov [82]
obtained the plasma by increasing the voltage in a traditional electrolysis process to oxidize
the stainless steel and achieve the damage-free removal at the atomic level of the material.
The highest MRR was 160 um/h. After EPP processing for 15 min, the stainless steel
surface had a mirror finish, and the surface roughness was decreased from 0.5 pm to
0.08 um. Danilov [74] discussed the theoretical basis of EPP and carried out EPP on the
304 stainless steel, whose initial surface roughness Ra was 0.08 pm. A smooth surface
Ra =0.023 um was obtained after 5 min. Zeidler [83] conducted the EPP of stainless steel
medical devices to reach an Ra of less than 0.02 pm. With the increase in voltage, the
MRR could be increased by 10 times with a value of 300 um/h. The processing range of
EPP was analyzed by Nestler [73]. According to the mechanism, EPP was only applicable
to the conductive material, and it was mainly applied to polish stainless steel at present.
The possibility of EPP for copper, copper alloy, and titanium alloy was discussed. The
brass workpieces processed by EPP could achieve the same gloss in only 1/8 time of
electrochemical polishing. Ablyaz [84] found that the surface quality of the EDM-processed
workpiece could be effectively improved by EPP. Valiev [85] used the plasma of a glow
discharge to polish and deburr the connection terminal of copper. The polishing speed was
2.5 times higher than that of electrolytic polishing.

Cornelsen [86] studied the electrolyte plasma polishing of the inner surface of the
stainless steel pipe. Results showed that the average surface roughness Sa of the inner
surface of the pipe decreased from 0.719 um to 0.030 um after polishing for 25 s. Electrolyte
plasma polishing was conducted to polish the nitrided steel by Kusmanov [87], and the
experimental results showed that plasma polishing for 2 min could reduce the surface
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roughness of nitrided steel from 4.5 um to 1.9 um without changing the structure of the
nitride layer.

Li [88] applied electrolyte plasma and ultrasonic vibration to the grinding of titanium
alloy. The normal grinding force, tangential grinding force, and workpiece surface rough-
ness of this technology were the lowest at a plasma voltage of 100 V, which were reduced
by 60%, 70%, and 46%, respectively, compared with that of the conventional grinding. The
addition of plasma made the workpiece surface produce a layer of oxide whose hardness
was much less than that of the substrate, which reduced the grinding force, while ultrasonic
vibration promoted the plasma oxidation effect on the workpiece surface.

Electrolyte plasma was successfully applied to the precision polishing of single-crystal
SiC in our previous research. Experimental results showed that the MRR can be greatly
improved with low surface roughness by a combination of plasma electrolytic processing
and mechanical polishing for single-crystal 4H-SiC [89,90]. Ultrasonic-assisted polishing
could improve the polishing efficiency and quality. A study by Li [88] also proved that
the plasma oxidation effect on the workpiece surface can be promoted by the ultrasonic
vibration. Therefore, ultrasonic-assisted electrolyte plasma polishing of single-crystal SiC
may be an effective way to greatly improve the MRR and surface quality.

5. Conclusions

In this paper, single-crystal SiC precision polishing technologies, such as CMP, PCMP,
PAP, ECMP, and CARE, were reviewed and compared with emphasis on the experimental
setup, polishing mechanism, MRR, and surface roughness. Ultrasonic vibration-assisted
single-crystal SiC polishing and EPP were discussed. Furthermore, the research direction
for further improving the surface quality and MRR of single-crystal SiC was prospected.
Conclusions can be drawn as below:

(1) The mechanism of CMP, PCMP, PAP, and ECMP was that the surface of single-crystal
SiC was modified into a lower-hardness oxide layer (SiO; and silicon oxycarbide)
compared with the substrate, which was mechanically removed by the soft abrasive
particles. CARE is a polishing technique that uses a metal catalyst to accelerate the
chemical dissolution of single-crystal SiC in the absence of abrasive conditions, while
the metal is used as a polishing disc to smooth-polish single-crystal SiC.

(2) Inthe oxide layer, SiO; was located at the top layer, and silicon oxycarbide, whose
hardness was greater than that of SiO; and less than that of SiC, was located at the
interface between the oxide layer and SiC.

(3) The MRR and surface quality were a coupled result of the surface oxidation and
mechanical removal of single-crystal SiC. The balance between the oxide layer’s
mechanical removal rate and the formation rate was necessary to obtain a smooth
surface without defects.

(4) The surface roughness after PAP and CARE was the smallest, while the MRR of
ECMP was the highest. CMP is still the common precision polishing technology for
single-crystal SiC in industrial production with comprehensive consideration of the
experimental setup, the MRR, and the surface roughness.

(5) Ultrasonic-assisted electrolyte plasma polishing of single-crystal SiC may be the
future research direction that can be an effective way to greatly improve the MRR and
surface quality.
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