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The effects of Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration and carrier lifetime on the performance of a p–i–n
InGaN solar cell are investigated. It is found that the electric field induced by spontaneous and piezoelectric polarization in the i-region could be totally shielded when the Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration is sufficiently high.
The polarization-induced potential barriers are reduced and the short circuit current density is remarkably increased from
0.21 mA/cm2 to 0.95 mA/cm2 by elevating the Mg doping concentration. The carrier lifetime determined by defect density
of i-InGaN also plays an important role in determining the photovoltaic properties of solar cell. The short circuit current
density severely degrades, and the performance of InGaN solar cell becomes more sensitive to the polarization when carrier
lifetime is lower than the transit time. This study demonstrates that the crystal quality of InGaN absorption layer is one of
the most important challenges in realizing high efficiency InGaN solar cells.

Keywords: nitride materials, solar cell, polarization
PACS: 88.40.hj, 81.05.Ea, 78.40.Fy

DOI: 10.1088/1674-1056/22/9/098801

1. Introduction
The material system of III-group nitrides has proven to be
useful for making full spectrum light emitting devices [1] and
electronic devices for power electronics and high frequency
applications. [2] The excellent material properties which make
III-N semiconductors appealing for light emitters and electronics are also advantageous for high performance solar cells.
The properties including the wide range of band gap energies available (0.7 eV to 3.4 eV), high mobility of carriers, high resistance against irradiation damage, and high absorption coefficients (∼ 105 cm−1 ) [3,4] present a great potential for photovoltaic applications. However, the growth
of both high indium content and high quality InGaN alloy,
which is essential for high efficiency InGaN solar cells, poses
great challenges. [5] An inherent threading dislocation density as high as 109 cm−2 ∼ 1010 cm−2 was reported in the
literature. [6] The defect density in the absorption layer of a
solar cell may have great influence on its performance. On
the other hand, a strong polarization-induced electric field may
also severely decrease the carrier collection efficiency and result in a serious degradation of the conversion efficiency of
the solar cell. [7] Many methods have been sought to reduce
the detrimental effect of polarization, such as using N-face
templates [8] and compositional grading interlayers. [9] However, both of them add difficulties to the growth of high quality

material. In this article, we provide a simple method to reduce
the detrimental effect of polarization by elevating Mg-induced
net acceptor doping concentration in the p-GaN region and
study its effect on the performance of a solar cell in detail using the advanced physical models of semiconductor devices
(APSYS) simulation program. In addition, we find that carrier
lifetime is an important parameter affecting solar cell sensitivity to polarization. We investigate the effect of carrier lifetime
on the performance of a solar cell, such as the short circuit current density, and establish their relation with carrier lifetime
and transit time of i-InGaN absorption layer, which may provide a substantial theoretical base for the research of InGaN
based high efficiency solar cells.

2. Parameters for simulation
The investigated structure of p–i–n InGaN solar cells is
shown in Fig. 1. It consists of a 3-µm Si-doped n-type GaN
layer with n ∼ 5 × 1018 cm−3 , a 150 nm intrinsic InGaN absorption layer with n ∼ 1 × 1017 cm−3 (In content is 10%),
and a 100-nm Mg-doped p-type GaN layer. In the simulation
calculations, either Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration in p-GaN layer or the carrier lifetime of i-InGaN layer
is taken as variable.
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1×1018 cm−3 to 5×1018 cm−3 and also to the enhancement of
filling factor (FF) when Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration increases from 5 × 1018 cm−3 to 5 × 1019 cm−3 . It
is found that in these processes the open circuit voltage (VOC )
is only slightly reduced.

metal top contact
pGaN 100 nm
iIn0.1Ga0.9N 150 nm
nGaN 3 mm
metal back contact

Table 1. Solar cell parameters evaluated from J–V curve.
Si doping
5 × 1018 5 × 1018 5 × 1018 5 × 1018 5 × 1018
concentration/cm−3
Mg doping
1 × 1018 5 × 1018 1 × 1019 5 × 1019 5 × 1020
concentration/cm−3
VOC /V
2.71
2.69
2.57
2.49
2.49
JSC /mA·cm−2
0.21
0.95
0.95
0.95
0.95
FF/%
74
29
62
69
69
η/%
0.4
0.74
1.5
1.65
1.65

Fig. 1. (color online) Schematic diagram of the simulated p–i–n
solar cell structure.

3. Results and discussion
3.1. Effect of Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration on the performance of a solar cell
The device performance of a solar cell is simulated by
using the APSYS program. As is well known, the III-nitride
semiconductor grown on c-plane sapphire features piezoelectric and spontaneous polarization. The strong polarizationinduced heterointerface charges and the corresponding electric field may severely reduce the carrier collection efficiency.
Actually, in an InGaN p–i–n solar cell, it has been reported
that the effects of spontaneous and piezoelectric polarizations
may seriously degrade the conversion efficiency. [10,11] In the
present work, the degree of polarization is changed by modifying the parameter “screening factor (P)”. A factor of unity
means 100 percent of the theoretical interface charge induced
by both spontaneous and piezoelectric polarization is used in
the simulation. When the value of P increases, the polarization increases proportionally. The screening factor (P) was
conventionally assumed to be less than 0.5 for a GaN based
LED, [10] but in order to obtain a better understanding of the effect of Mg doping concentration on screening the detrimental
effect of polarization, the screening factor in this section is assumed to be 1 for p-GaN/i-InGaN/n-GaN solar cells. At first,
it is assumed that no defect-induced recombination is considered in the active region and a fixed value of carrier lifetime of
100 ns is taken. The effect of lifetime on device performance
is considered in Section 2. The Si doping concentration of
the n-GaN layer remains constant when Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration of the p-GaN layer varies from
1 × 1018 cm−3 to 1 × 1020 cm−3 as shown in Table 1. The activation energy values of Si donors and Mg acceptors are taken
to be 20 meV and 180 meV in the stimulation, respectively.
The J–V characterization results of solar cells are shown
in Table 1, where the filling factor (FF) is defined as the ratio
between the maximum output power and the product of short
circuit current density (JSC ) and open circuit voltage (VOC ). It
can be seen that in general the conversion efficiency (η) of a
solar cell increases with the increase of Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration, which could be mainly attributed to
the enhancement of the short circuit current density (JSC ) when
Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration increases from

The effect of a Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration on device performance can be well understood by a
further analysis of the relation with the electric field and band
diagram as shown in Figs. 2 and 3, respectively. As is well
known, the total electric field in an i-InGaN layer is the vector
sum between the built-in electric field and the polarizationinduced electric field. It is noted that the polarization-induced
electric field is a constant when the In composition of InGaN
layer is fixed. In addition, it has a direction opposite to the
built-in electric field, resulting in a down-shifted or even a reversed electric field in the i-InGaN region. It is found that the
InGaN absorption layer possesses a built-in field always higher
than polarization-induced electric field when Mg-induced net
acceptor doping concentration is high enough, and therefore
results in a positive electric field as shown in Fig. 2. In this
case, a larger total electric field is responsible for a better capability of drifting the photo-generated carriers, thereby making them collected by electrodes. On the other hand, such an
increase of JSC with Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration can also be explained from the band diagrams of pGaN/i-InGaN/n-GaN solar cell at equilibrium state as shown
in Fig. 3. It is noteworthy that in the structure with Mg doping concentration lower than 5 × 1018 cm−3 there are obvious potential barriers near the n-GaN/i-InGaN interface in the
conduction band (for electrons) and the i-InGaN/p-GaN interface in the valance band (for holes). They may prevent the
photo-generated holes (electrons) in the InGaN region from
reaching p-GaN (n-GaN) layer, resulting in the reduction of
photocurrent. The upward tilting of the energy band of InGaN
absorption layer is enhanced with the increase of Mg-induced
net acceptor doping concentration, so the collection efficiency
of photo-generated carriers increases. From the above results,
we are aware that the high Mg-induced net acceptor doping
concentration can effectively screen the effect of polarization–
induced electric field in the i-InGaN region and affect the performance of a solar cell.
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the defects, especially the threading dislocations which exist in the nitride material system often in a high density up
to 108 cm−3 –1010 cm−3 , act as non-radiative recombination
centres [12,13] and charged scattering centres, resulting in the
reduction of carrier lifetime and mobility. [14] Thus, difference
in defect density between epilayers may ultimately seriously
influence the performance of solar cell. In this section, we
simulate the effect of carrier lifetime (and polarization) on the
performance of a solar cell. In order to achieve good agreement with experiments, the screening factorP is assumed to be
0.4 in the simulation.
The three important device parameters of p-GaN/iInGaN/n-GaN solar cells, FF, JSC , and VOC , each as a function of carrier lifetime (τ) in the i-InGaN layer are shown in
Fig. 4. The short circuit current density (JSC ) is found to be not
sensitive to carrier lifetime when τ is larger than 6.5 × 10−12
s, but it vastly degrades with carrier lifetime when τ is lower
than 6.5 × 10−12 s. On the other hand, VOC , and FF decrease
gradually with carrier lifetime decreasing.
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Fig. 2. (color online) Electric fields for p-GaN/i-InGaN/n-GaN solar
cells with different Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentrations.
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Fig. 3. (color online) Band diagrams for p-GaN/i-InGaN/n-GaN
solar cells with different Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentrations in an equilibrium state.
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3.2. Effect of carrier lifetime on solar cell performance
The Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration of the
cell is an important design parameter which needs a balance
between the requirements from maximum carrier collection
and the high crystalline quality of p-GaN growth. According
to our simulation results, the optimized parameters of Mg and
Si doping concentrations are chosen to be 1 × 1019 cm−3 and
5 × 1018 cm−3 , respectively. The effect of polarization on the
device performance is investigated based on these doping concentrations. From J–V curves of p-GaN/i-InGaN/n-GaN solar
cells with different values of the screening factor P (not shown
here), the device parameters of solar cell can be calculated. It
is found that the conversion efficiency remains nearly constant
until P >0.6, as can be seen from Fig. 6, which means that
the polarization does not affect the performance of solar cell
when the screening factor is smaller than 0.6 while according to the previously reported result in Ref. [7], the effects of
spontaneous and piezoelectric polarization may seriously degrade the conversion efficiency of solar cell. We think that
such a discrepancy may be caused by neglecting the significant effect of defects in the simulations. As is well known,

(c)
2.1
1.8
10-14

10-12

10-10

10-8

τ/s
Fig. 4. (color online) Three important device parameters of pGaN/i-InGaN/n-GaN solar cells, JSC , FF, and VOC , each as a function of carrier lifetime (τ) in the i-InGaN layer.

The variation of VOC may be caused by increasing reverse
saturation current density J0 . The VOC can be expressed as
kB  JSC 
Voc = ln
+1 ,
(1)
q
J0
where
 D
Dp 
n
J0 =qn2i
+
,
Ln NA Lp ND
√
L= Dτ,

(2)
(3)

with L being the minority diffusion length, and D the carrier
diffusivity. The decrease of carrier lifetime results in the increase of reserve saturation current J0 , and thus VOC is reduced.
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Fig. 6. (color online) Plots of efficiency versus screening factor
with different values of carrier lifetime.
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served due to the higher defect density and a stronger polarization effect. Thus the crystal quality of absorption layer
is really a very important factor for InGaN solar cell. The
conversion efficiency of a p-GaN/i-InGaN/n-GaN solar cell
with high In content will be greatly increased only when the
crystal quality is good enough so that the carrier lifetime
of InGaN layer is kept to be longer than the transmit time.

Conversion efficiency/%

The variation of JSC can be examined in relation with
transit time in the following way. Transit-time (τtr ) is defined
as the time that carriers pass through InGaN absorption layer
under electric field drift, which can be estimated roughly by
using the thickness of InGaN region and the average electric
field. It is assumed that when the carrier lifetime is longer
than transit time, carriers will transport across the i-InGaN
layer without recombination, i.e., the total photo-generated
carriers in the InGaN region can be collected, resulting in a
high short circuit current density. But when the carrier lifetime is lower than transit-time, short circuit current density
will quickly degrade due to the reduced collection efficiency
because photo-generated carriers lose a lot by recombination.
As shown in Fig. 5, the Shockley-Read-Hall (SRH) recombination rate increases rapidly in the InGaN absorption region,
especially near the i-InGaN/p-GaN interface, when the carrier
lifetime is lower than 6.5 × 10−12 s. These SRH results can
well support the viewpoint that the defect density may seriously affect the performance of InGaN solar cells.
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Fig. 5. (color online) SRH recombination rate of p-GaN/i-InGaN/n-GaN
solar cells with different values of carrier lifetime.

When the effect of defects is considered in the simulation, the obvious difference in the effects of screening factor P
on conversion efficiency can be clearly observed from Fig. 6.
With a low carrier lifetime of 0.65 ps, the conversion efficiency
starts to drop off when the screening factor is larger than 0.2,
but when the carrier lifetime taken to be 100 ns, the conversion
efficiency remains constant until the screening factor is larger
than 0.6. The conversion efficiency of a solar cell with a lower
carrier lifetime drops off faster than the one with a higher carrier lifetime when the screening factor increases. This simulation results are in agreement with results reported in Ref. [7],
are reasonable, and explain why the result will deviated from
experimental ones if the effect of defects in the InGaN layer is
not taken into consideration.
Theoretically, a solar cell with a higher indium content
i-InGaN absorption layer could possess higher conversion
efficiency due to the extension of the absorption edge to a
longer wavelength. However, according to the reported experimental results, [15] a reduction in the EQE is often ob-

The influences of Mg-doping concentration and carrier
lifetime on the characteristics of a p-GaN/i-InGaN/n-GaN solar cell are investigated. It is found that the Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration and carrier lifetime can seriously
affect the performance of the solar cell. The short circuit current density increases with the increase of Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration, resulting from an enhancement
of carrier collecting efficiency. With a high Mg-induced net
acceptor doping concentration, the built-in electric field in the
i-InGaN layer is strong enough to result in a positive electric
field in this active region. In addition, the performance of a
solar cell with a high Mg-induced net acceptor doping concentration is not sensitive to the degree of polarization when
the effect of defects is neglected. However, it will be deteriorated when the effect of defects is considered and consequently the carrier lifetime is shorter than the transit time of
the InGaN region. A fast reduction of the short circuit current
density will appear. In order to achieve a super-high efficiency
InGaN based solar cell, the crystal quality of the InGaN layer
is a critical issue which must be improved in the metal-organic
chemical vapor deposition (MOCVD).
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