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By mapping the anisotropy fine-structure splitting of the exciton ground state in the luminescence
spectra of individual CdxZn1−xSe quantum dots, treated by postgrowth rapid thermal annealing �TA�,
a preferred in-plane axis of Zn–Cd interdiffusion has been identified. In particular, a TA-induced
sign reversal of the fine-structure splitting is demonstrated. Additionally, in the annealed quantum
dots, the binding energy of the charged exciton reaches a maximum value when the fine-structure
splitting is minimum. The studies demonstrate that by postgrowth thermal annealing the symmetry
of individual quantum dot can be modulated. © 2007 American Institute of Physics.
�DOI: 10.1063/1.2737131�

Quantum dots �QDs�, often described as artificial atoms
due to their discrete density of states, hold the potential to
serve as the basic elements for quantum information
processing.1,2 Semiconductor QDs are formed, among other
methods, by self-assembly during epitaxial growth of lattice-
mismatched crystal heterosystems. Often, kinetic limitations
of epitaxial growth result in QD inhomogeneities and unin-
tended asymmetries. Such asymmetries, e.g., an elongation
of the QD along a particular crystallographic direction,3

cause a fine-structure splitting �FSS� of the radiative exci-
tonic doublet.4–6 The FSS has its origin in the electron-hole
exchange interaction7,8 and manifests itself in a linear polar-
ization of the photoluminescence �PL� emission along the
direction of QD elongation, which in case of CdxZn1−xSe
QDs is the �1 1 0� axis. Due to the FSS, the two possible
cascades �gray and black arrows in Fig. 1�a�� for a biexciton
X2 to recombine into an exciton X become energetically
distinguishable,9 which hampers the generation of entangled
photon pairs.6 Fine tuning of FSS can allow us to achieve
indistinguishable photons from distinct QDs.

Postgrowth thermal annealing has been investigated
for different semiconductor materials and demonstrated to
improve their spectral quality and enhance their quantum
efficiency significantly.10–13 For II-VI heterostructures, ther-
mally activated interdiffusion has been observed in
CdTe/CdMnTe quantum wells and beneficially used to fab-
ricate CdTe/CdMgTe quantum dots under predefined SiO2

mask.14 However, reports on thermal annealing studies of
II-selenide nanostructures are rare.

Recently, a drastically enhanced diffusion in thermally
annealed CdxZn1−xSe QDs in small mesas, compared to un-
patterned heterostructures, has been demonstrated and attrib-
uted to the presence of defects on the sidewalls of the small
mesas.15,16 Activation energy of interdiffusion, as small as
1 eV, was determined from TA-induced spectral shifts of
single-QD luminescence emission lines. Here, we demon-
strate that modification of the QD form and composition,
attributed to enhanced diffusion close to a mesa sidewall,

also influences the shape asymmetry of the QDs, resulting in
a modification of the FSS splitting.

The scenario is sketched in Fig. 1�c�. Prior to thermal
annealing �PTA�, the QD is elongated along H. Provided, TA
results in a preferential interdiffusion along the perpendicular
direction V, the QD is expected to first become symmetric in
shape, and subsequently elongate along V �after thermal an-
nealing �ATA��. Consequently, the FSS should exhibit a
diminution, followed by a sign reversal. The binding energy
of the charged exciton should also alter with a change of the
QD symmetry, since the Coulomb interaction of the electrons
is known to sensitively depend on the dimensions of low-
dimensional systems.17–21 In this letter, we report the obser-
vation of both the aforesaid effects due to postgrowth ther-
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FIG. 1. �Color online� �a� Energy scheme of a QD exciton and biexciton
with a FSS, caused by a QD asymmetry and an electron-hole exchange
interaction. Due to a FSS, the recombination of the biexciton X2 into the two
linearly polarized exciton states X can be energetically distinguished �gray
and black arrows�. �b� The electron microscope image of an etched mesa,
taken prior the top mask removal. �c� A sketch of a QD elongated along the
crystallographyc direction H, close to the etched sidewall of the mesa, prior
to TA �PTA�. Defect-mediated interdiffusion, enhanced by TA, leads to a
change of the QD elongation, after TA �ATA�, along the V direction.
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mal annealing of CdxZn1−xSe QDs, embedded in small mesa
structures.

The samples were prepared in the following way. First, a
1 �m GaAs buffer layer is grown by molecular beam epitaxy
�MBE� on a �0 0 1� Zn doped GaAs substrate, in order to
obtain a proper surface for the subsequent growth. The
sample is then transferred under vacuum to a II-VI MBE
chamber. A 60 nm ZnSe layer is grown at 280 °C with a
growth rate of typically 0.4 ML/s �Zn flux: 2.5
�10−7 mbar, Se flux: 5�10−7 mbar�, controlled by reflec-
tion high-energy electron diffraction. Next, using atomic
layer epitaxy, 3 ML CdSe was deposited, which is just below
the critical thickness for strain relaxation. The sample was
then slowly cooled down �within 2 h� to −10 °C and ex-
posed to Se for 30 min, creating a 50–100 nm thick layer of
amorphous Se. Next, the sample temperature was slowly in-
creased to 280 °C to desorb the amorphous Se. It is during
this process, where the transition to quantum dot islands
occurs.22 Finally the islands were overgrown with a 30 nm
ZnSe capping layer.

In order to select single quantum dots, small mesa struc-
tures were fabricated by electron beam lithography and wet
chemical etching, as shown in Fig. 1�b�. Subsequently, the
sample was thermally annealed on a hot plate for 30 s and at
different annealing temperatures, TA=100, 120, 140, 160,
and 180 °C. After each TA step, the low temperature PL
spectra corresponding to the mesa were recorded, by im-
mersing the sample in a He cold finger cryostat, reaching a
temperature of 5 K. The QDs were excited with the 405 nm
line of a solid state continuous-wave laser. In order to inves-
tigate the linearly polarized QD emission, the PL was re-
corded with a linear polarizer placed in front of the mono-
chromator, parallel to either H or V, as indicated in Fig. 1�c�.
We identify the H and the V with the crystallographic direc-
tions �1 −1 0� and �1 1 0�, respectively.

In Fig. 2�a�, PL spectra of a small mesa, recorded after
two different annealing steps, are shown. As our discussion
focuses on the changes of the FSS due to TA, the energy of
the exciton X1 was taken as the center of reference, with E
=0. In the spectra, an exciton line X1 and the lines X1

− and X1
2,

associated with the charged exciton and the biexciton, re-
spectively, for TA=120 and 180 °C, are shown. At the high-
energy side of the spectrum, the biexciton line of another QD
can be seen �X2

2�. For TA=120 °C, the lines associated with
the QD1 are unpolarized and almost no FSS can be resolved.
In contrast, at TA=180 °C, the X1 line shows a pronounced
FSS, and the high and the low energy components are lin-
early polarized along V and H, respectively. The reverse
behavior is observed for the biexciton line, as shown sche-
matically in Fig. 1�a�.

Due to the singlet nature of the charged exciton, no pref-
erential polarization can be observed for the X1

− line. Clearly,
TA leads to an increase of the FSS. Additionally, the binding
energies of the charged exciton line change also significantly.
In Fig. 2�b�, an enlarged view of the exciton line, for
TA=100 °C and TA=180 °C, is presented. A comparison of
these spectra shows that TA of small mesas leads also to a
reversal of FSS. While the splitting of the exciton line is
positive for TA=100 °C, a negative FSS is seen for
TA=180 °C �Fig. 3�b��.

We attribute this evolution of the FSS to a change of the
QD shape due to mesa-sidewall-enhanced diffusion. Vacan-
cies generated within mesa sidewalls enhance Cd–Zn inter-

diffusion in QDs in the vicinity of the mesa edge. Such va-
cancies are formed during the etching process. Vacancy-
mediated enhanced interdiffusion15 has been observed
previously in In–GaAs/ InP quantum wells.23,24 In our case
the density of the vacancies is larger close to the sidewalls,
and consequently the QDs in close proximity of the edges
would exhibit the FSS inversion. Thus, if a quantum dot

FIG. 2. �Color online� �a� PL spectra recorded from a 150 nm mesa for
TA=180 °C and TA=120 °C, where the single lines are associated with the
exciton X1, the biexcitons X1

2 and X2
2, and the charged exciton X1

−. The pre-
fixes 1 and 2 are used to identify the two different QDs. �b� A zoom of the
sign reversal of FSS for the QD1 is shown for the two annealing
temperatures.

FIG. 3. �Color online� �a� Binding energies of the charged exciton and the
biexciton �b� and fine-structure splitting versus annealing temperature. The
error is 0.05 meV and limited by the resolution of the setup.
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elongated collinear to H, prior to thermal annealing, is lo-
cated close to a sidewall with a surface vector collinear to V,
it undergoes an enhanced interdiffusion along V and there-
fore can change its shape.

In Fig. 3, the binding energies of the biexciton �black
circles� and the charged exciton �gray circles� and the FSS
�black circles� are shown versus different annealing tempera-
tures TA. From the spectra recorded at TA=120 °C �bottom
curves in Fig. 2�a��, maximum binding energies of 22.5 and
19.8 meV of the biexciton and charged exciton, respectively,
were determined. Interestingly, the biexciton binding energy
does not vary significantly due to the TA process. Only a rise
of 0.14 meV, by raising TA from 100 to 120 °C, and a sub-
sequent drop of 0.06 meV, for TA=180 °C, were deter-
mined. In contrary to the case of the biexciton, the charged
exciton is strongly influenced by TA. The binding energy of
the charged exciton increases by 0.23 meV for TA=120 °C,
and thereafter decreases by 0.92 meV for TA=180 °C.

We believe that this large variation of the binding en-
ergy, of the charged exciton, results due to an elongation of
the quantum dot caused by TA. Normally, due to TA-induced
increase in the QD size, we would expect a decrease of the
binding energy. However, Fig. 3�a� shows an initial increase
of the binding energy for TA=120 °C, which coincides with
the high symmetry point of the QD.

In conclusion we have demonstrated that the fine-
structure splitting of the radiative excitonic doublet of a
single quantum dot can be modified by TA. With increasing
temperature of TA, an initial diminution of the structure
splitting, followed by its sign reversal and sharp increase in
the opposite direction, has been recorded. We assign this
observation to an enhanced interdiffusion close to the side-
walls of the small mesa due to defects generated during the
etching process. Also, the binding energy of the charged ex-
citon shows a maximum when the QD assumes the high
symmetry configuration, and drastically reduces subse-
quently, when the QD undergoes an elongation. Such an ex-
perimental method, of tuning the FSS and controlling the QD
anisotropy, is an important step toward the generation of en-
tangled photons.
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