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The diffusion coefficient of holes can provide knowledge about carrier localization in (In,Ga)N, where
the carrier dynamics are altered by randomly fluctuating potential landscape. In group-III nitrides, the dif-
fusivity of holes is difficult to measure by electrical methods but it can be studied using optical techniques.
Here, we investigate the dependence of the hole diffusion coefficient on direction and carrier density in
c-plane and m-plane (In,Ga)N structures by employing the light-induced transient-grating technique. We
show that the hole diffusion coefficient is anisotropic in the m-plane structure, where it is several times
larger along the a crystallographic direction than along the c direction. Such anisotropy is observed within
the broad range of carrier densities from 1018 to 1020 cm−3. The diffusivity changes nonmonotonously
with increasing photoexcitation, this dependence being different in thick and thin layers. We argue that an
unexpectedly high diffusion coefficient at low carrier densities in thick quantum wells can be a signature of
efficient hole transport via percolative paths occurring due to compositional disorder. In turn, a decrease
of diffusivity with the excitation can reflect the effect of Coulomb blockade of these paths. Finally, we
demonstrate that disorder impacts carrier diffusivity even at carrier densities above 1019 cm−3, where the
overflow of localized states must be included to explain the observed increase of the diffusion coefficient
with the carrier density.

DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevApplied.14.054043

I. INTRODUCTION

The ternary nitride alloys (In,Ga)N and (Al,Ga)N are
currently the materials of choice for light-emitting diodes
(LEDs) operating in the visible and ultraviolet spectral
range. A key requirement for any LED material is to have
a high internal quantum efficiency (IQE), which is an inter-
nal material property defined as the ratio of the radiative to
the overall recombination rates. Surprisingly, the (In,Ga)N
compound is capable of IQE values above 90% despite
the extremely high threading dislocation densities, which
typically exceed 107 − 108 cm−2 [1,2]. Cathodolumines-
cence (CL) data have confirmed that threading dislocations
indeed act as the nonradiative recombination centers in
(In,Ga)N [3,4]. It has been proposed that localization of
charge carriers may be the process that hinders carrier
transport and, thus, limits nonradiative recombination at
dislocations [5].

The presence of carrier localization in (In,Ga)N
structures has been demonstrated both experimentally and
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theoretically. Localization occurring on a very small scale
of 5 nm has been observed directly using scanning tun-
neling luminescence [6]. Strong hole and weaker electron
localization have been proven in several studies, where
photoluminescence (PL) and CL measurements have been
combined with atomistic calculations [7–12]. Carrier local-
ization is expected to have broad implications that are
still being studied and discussed, e.g., a possible link with
the “green-gap” problem [13,14], local modification of
the recombination constants [15], whether the release of
carriers with increasing excitation can contribute to the
efficiency droop [16,17], etc.

Solutions to the above-mentioned problems would ben-
efit from better knowledge of localization parameters that,
unfortunately, are difficult to measure. Most often, the only
known localization parameter is the spectral distribution of
the localized states deduced from the “S shape” of the PL
peak temperature dependence [18]. On the other hand, it
is reasonable to assume for inorganic semiconductors that
carriers in the localized states are immobile and that carrier
transport occurs via the extended states [19]. Therefore,
the transport coefficients must reflect the contribution of
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localization when a considerable fraction of the nonequi-
librium carriers become trapped in the abundant and deep
localized states. In particular, it has been shown that the
localization–thermal-release cycle alters the diffusion coef-
ficient of charge carriers [19,20]. Since the holes are
strongly localized in (In,Ga)N [8], the hole diffusivity can
be a valuable source of information about the localiza-
tion conditions in a sample. This idea can also be applied
beyond nitrides: it has been demonstrated that carrier diffu-
sion in GaAs depends on excitation due to hole trapping by
defect states that can be saturated by increasing the carrier
density [21,22]. Electrical methods such as Hall measure-
ments rely on the Einstein relation to yield the diffusion
coefficient but its applicability is uncertain for highly dis-
ordered systems [23,24]. Another option is to use optical
methods that measure the ambipolar diffusion coefficient,
which, under band-to-band excitation, is governed by hole
transport [25].

The ambipolar diffusion coefficient in (In,Ga)N is
usually measured using scanning near-field optical
microscopy (SNOM) [26], time-of-flight [27], or light-
induced transient-grating (LITG) techniques [28]. The for-
mer are based on determination of the carrier diffusion
length LD and calculation of the diffusivity D if the car-
rier lifetime τ is known: L2

D = Dτ . This approach has
been used in several publications to determine the diffu-
sion coefficient in polar (In,Ga)N quantum wells (QWs)
[27,29–31]. Also, a modified multimode SNOM setup
has been applied to measure the diffusivity in a nonpo-
lar (In,Ga)N QW sample [32]. While allowing for high
spatial resolution, the time-of-flight and SNOM-based
measurements also have several limitations, such as diffu-
sivity determination from the lifetime-dependent diffusion
length and difficult calibration of the photoexcitation. The
LITG technique, in contrast, provides a spatially integrated
approach and also allows for more accurate calibration
of the photoexcited carrier density. The ability of LITG
to access very high carrier densities allows studies that
are relevant for the IQE droop regime. Furthermore, the
technique provides a rather direct measurement of D by
separately determining the carrier lifetime and diffusion
length. The LITG technique has been used in several publi-
cations to study the diffusion coefficient and its dependence
on the carrier density and temperature [17,33–35], the
authors having concluded that carrier localization indeed
affects the ambipolar diffusion coefficient D. However,
these studies have also left many unanswered questions,
including the possible role of the built-in electrical field
or other high-density effects that can influence the diffu-
sivity, such as band degeneracy or electron-hole scatter-
ing.

To address these less-investigated aspects of carrier
transport in (In,Ga)N quantum structures, we apply the
LITG technique to investigate intrawell carrier transport
and its dependence on the carrier density and diffusion

direction with respect to the crystallographic axes in polar
and nonpolar (In,Ga)N QW structures. To better under-
stand the possible impact of various high-density processes
on the value of the ambipolar diffusion coefficient D, we fit
the obtained data to a model, which accounts for the car-
rier localization, degeneracy, and electron-hole scattering.
As a result, we are able to confirm that the ambipolar diffu-
sion coefficient is a measure of the hole diffusivity, which
is very anisotropic in m-plane samples, and that the hole
diffusion is strongly affected by carrier localization even at
carrier densities above 1018 cm−3. We also show that the
dependence of the diffusion coefficient on the carrier den-
sity in thick nonpolar QWs is not typical for (In,Ga)N QW
structures and we present possible explanations. Finally,
we discuss the relevance of the obtained results to LED
applications.

II. EXPERIMENT

In this work, we use four different (In,Ga)N structures,
all grown by metalorganic chemical vapor deposition. Two
samples are deposited on c-plane sapphire substrate, fol-
lowed by a 3-μm-thick unintentionally doped GaN buffer
layer. Onto such a template, we deposit either ten pairs
of 3-nm-thick In0.1Ga0.9N QWs–10 nm GaN barriers in
the “c-MQW” sample or a 58-nm-thick In0.1Ga0.9N sin-
gle layer in the “thick-c-layer” sample. Both structures are
protected by an 8-nm-thick GaN cap layer. The other two
m-plane structures have identical structures, except for the
QW thickness. They are grown on an m-plane GaN sub-
strate miscut by −1◦ toward the [0001] direction. On the
substrate, a homoepitaxialy grown approximately 1.2-μm-
thick Si-doped GaN buffer layer is followed by three peri-
ods of either 8-nm- (“thick m-plane MQW”) or 4-nm-thick
(“thin m-plane MQW”) In0.13Ga0.87N QWs, separated by
9-nm-thick barriers. On top, a 7.5-nm Al0.22Ga0.78N elec-
tron blocking layer and a 143-nm p-doped GaN cap layer
are deposited.

We employ the LITG technique to measure the ambipo-
lar diffusion coefficient, Da, and the carrier lifetime, τ ,
in different directions and at various excitation levels. In
the LITG experiment, an interference pattern of two laser
beams is used to create a spatially periodic distribution
of nonequilibrium carriers in a sample [28]. Figure 1(a)
illustrates the basic LITG setup used for this study. The
experiment is based on the PHAROS (Light Conversion)
laser, which emits 250-fs-duration pulses at a 1030 nm
fundamental wavelength at a 30 kHz repetition rate. The
laser beam is divided into pump and probe parts. The pump
wavelength is tuned to 394 nm using an ORPHEUS (Light
Conversion) optical parametric amplifier. The pump wave-
length is chosen to photoexcite only the (In,Ga)N QWs
but not the GaN layers. To achieve spatially periodic exci-
tation of the sample, we use a holographic beam splitter
(HBS) to divide the pump beam into two equal parts (the
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FIG. 1. (a) The light-induced transient-grating (LITG) experimental setup. (b) The orientation of the samples with respect to the
crystallographic axes.

beams diffracted into ±1 orders are used), which are later
combined by the lenses L1 and L2 and interfered on the
sample surface [36]. The periodic light field photoexcites
the nonequilibrium carrier pattern that repeats the peri-
odicity of the photoexcitation, thus recording a transient
diffraction grating. The direction of the carrier density gra-
dient is parallel to the transient-grating vector Kg , while
the grating period � can be varied by using one of the
several beam splitters with different periods. We use HBSs
with periods of 10, 11.7, 16, and 40 μm, which results in
transient diffraction gratings on the sample with periods of
� = 2.47, 2.91, 4.0, and 9.93 μm, respectively. The exact
period of the transient gratings is measured from the phase
shift of the diffracted signal [37]. The direction of carrier
diffusion with respect to the sample crystallographic ori-
entation is changed by rotating the sample as illustrated
in Fig. 1 (b). The photoexcited carrier density N0 is var-
ied by changing the energy flux (“excitation”) of the pump
pulse. At the end of the pulse, N0 can be estimated as
N0 = (1 − R)αI0/hν, where R = 0.21 is the the reflection
coefficient, α = 1.3 × 105 cm−1 is the (In,Ga)N absorp-
tion coefficient at the pump wavelength [34], I0 is the
pump pulse intensity, and hν is the pump photon energy.
We estimate the photogenerated carrier density by mea-
suring the light absorption in an integrating sphere and
find good agreement (within 10%) with the N0 expression
above. The 394-nm excitation wavelength has sufficiently
high energy relative to the absorption edge (the band gap)
in the (In,Ga)N QWs to avoid absorption bleaching due
to the Burstein shift [38] at the lower energies in the
QWs [39].

The transient grating is probed by monitoring the
diffraction of a probe pulse at 1030 nm, which is arbitrarily
delayed with respect to the pump pulse. The diffraction is
quantified by the diffraction efficiency η, which is defined
as the ratio between the intensities of the diffracted ID and
transmitted IT parts of the probe beam. Using the classical

Drude theory, η(t) can be expressed in the following
form [28]:

η(t) =
(

πdnehN (t)
λ

)2

=
(

πdnehN0

λ

)2

exp
(

− 2t
τG

)
,

(1)

where d is the thickness of the photoexcited material, neh
is the refractive index change due to a single electron-hole
pair, N (t) is the density of carriers at time t, N0 is the den-
sity of photoexcited carriers at the end of the pump pulse,
λ is the wavelength of the probe beam, and τG is the time
constant of the transient-grating decay.

For light frequencies far from resonance, neh is equiva-
lent to the following [28]:

neh = − e2

2n0mrω2ε0
, (2)

where e is the elementary charge, n0 is the unperturbed
refractive index for the probe wavelength (λ = 1030 nm),
1/mr = 1/me + 1/mh is the reduced electron-hole effec-
tive mass (me and mh are the electron and hole effective
masses, respectively), ω is the circular frequency of the
probe light wave, and ε0 is the permittivity of vacuum.

Note that in Eq. (1) we use the instantaneous decay time,
τG, which describes the decay rate at chosen delay time.
Under such an approximation, τG can be expressed using
the reciprocal summation of the recombination time, τ , and
the diffusion-grating decay time, τD, [28]:

1
τG

= 1
τ

+ 1
τD

= 1
τ

+ 4π2Da

�2 . (3)

Equation (3) indicates that one can extract τ and Da from
the linear fit of the dependence τ−1

G = f (�−2).
All measurements are carried out at room temperature.
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III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

We begin with the illustration of Da and τ determina-
tion in the “thick” m-plane sample. Figure 2(a) shows the
LITG transients recorded at various grating periods � for
two different excitations; the shown transients are rather
typical. At both excitations, the LITG decay is visibly
faster for smaller � values, which indicates the measurable
impact of diffusion on grating erasure. τG is determined
from the exponential fit according to Eq. (1) of the ini-
tial part of the LITG transient, within approximately 100
ps after the excitation. We assume that this time span is
short enough compared to the carrier lifetime so that the
photoexcited carrier density N remains close to N0. Da and
τ are obtained by fitting Eq. (3) to 1/τG = f (1/�2), as
shown in Fig. 2(b).

In the LITG technique, the carrier density gradient and,
thus, the direction of diffusion are parallel to the grating
vector. Hence, the anisotropy of the in-plane diffusion can
be revealed by rotating a sample, which changes the orien-
tation of the diffusion direction with respect to the crystal-
lographic directions. No changes in Da values are observed
for several random orientations of the c-plane sample,
while the Da value in both m-plane samples is noticeably
anisotropic. Figure 3 shows the Da (a) and τ (b) values as
a function of the angle at two excitations in the “thick”
m-plane sample; the qualitative picture in the m-MQW
structure with thin QWs is similar. The 0◦ (90◦) angle cor-
responds to the grating vector being parallel to the a (c)
direction, as illustrated in Fig. 1(b). We note that pump
energy fluences of 90 and 360 μ J/cm2 result in photo-
excited carrier densities of 1.7 × 1019 and 6.8 × 1019 cm−3,
respectively. At the lower excitation, Da changes with the
angle from approximately 0.4 cm2/s along the c direction
to approximately 2.0 cm2/s along the a direction. The

anisotropy of the diffusion coefficient is even clearer at the
higher excitation of 360 μJ/cm2, where Da increases from
approximately 1.3 cm2/s to approximately 4.5 cm2/s. We
note that the existence of a small peak at 75◦ is not cer-
tain; most likely it represents measurement error. On the
other hand, the carrier lifetime does not depend on the sam-
ple orientation and drops from approximately 500 ps to
approximately 220 ps with increased excitation [Fig. 3(b)].
These results demonstrate that the electron and hole den-
sity distribution is isotropic and that the D anisotropy must
be related to the transport anisotropy.

Under the given experimental conditions, where elec-
trons and holes are photoexcited in pairs via interband
absorption, the carrier transport is of an ambipolar type.
The ambipolar diffusion coefficient obtained in the LITG
measurements can be expressed via the monopolar diffu-
sion coefficients using the relation [28]

Da = n + p
n/Dh + p/De

, (4)

where n(p) is the electron (hole) density and De (Dh) is
the monopolar electron (hole) diffusion coefficient. n ≈ p
because the photoexcited carrier density exceeds the equi-
librium electron density by several orders of magnitude,
which in our samples is estimated as lower than 1017 cm−3.
Also, the inequality De � Dh holds in group-III nitrides
due to the electron mobility being much higher than that of
the holes. Under the latter approximations, Eq. (4) leads to
Da ≈ 2Dh, i.e., the ambipolar diffusion is hole governed.
In turn, the monopolar diffusion coefficient in a nonde-
generate semiconductor is related to the mobility and the
effective mass as Dh = μhkBT/e = τscattkBT/mh, where μh
is the hole mobility, kBT is the thermal energy, and τscatt
is the hole-momentum scattering time. The differences in

(a) (b)

G

G

G

FIG. 2. (a) Normalized LITG transients recorded at four periods � (9.93, 4.0, 2.91, and 2.47 μm) and two excitation energy fluences
Iexc (90 and 360 μJ/cm2, reflection excluded) in the thick m-plane sample. The lines in the initial parts of the transients are exponential
fits according to Eq. (1). (b) τ−1

G as a function of �−2. The solid lines show the fits according to Eq. (3). The sample is oriented so that
carriers diffuse along the a axis.
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FIG. 3. The measured (a) diffusion coefficient Da and (b) lifetime τ values as functions of the angle for two excitations of 90 and
360 μJ/cm2 in the “thick” m-plane sample. The data in the first quadrant represent the measured values, while the points in other three
quadrants are obtained by symmetrical reflections of the measured values.

the Da values can be attributed to the anisotropy of the
hole effective mass in the m-plane (In,Ga)N. This assump-
tion is in good agreement with the theoretical works by
Park et al., who have calculated a hole effective mass of
0.38 m0 and 1.91 m0 (m0 is electron mass) along the a and
c directions, respectively, in the m-plane (In,Ga)N, and by
Zhao et al., who have attributed the cause of the valence-
band anisotropy to unbalanced biaxial stress [40,41]. Our
Da values are also close to those obtained by Mensi et al.,
in m-plane QWs (0.4 and 1.9 cm2/s along and perpendic-
ular to the c direction, respectively), where the diffusion
anisotropy has also been attributed to the different hole-
mass values [32]. Ščajev et al. have also observed the
anisotropy of the hole diffusion coefficient in bulk m-plane
GaN substrates, but the difference in the Da values along
the perpendicular directions has only been found to be
17% [42] (we note that McLaurin et al. have found that
the hole mobility in bulk m-plane GaN is isotropic [43]).
The much smaller anisotropy of the diffusion coefficient
in bulk nonpolar GaN, which lacks biaxial strain, agrees
well with the explanation for the anisotropy proposed by
Zhao et al. [41]. We do not, however, exclude the possibil-
ity of some contribution by the compositional disorder to
anisotropy of the hole diffusion coefficient. As the com-
positional fluctuations create internal electric fields and
potential barriers in nitrides and these fields are strongest
along the c direction in the wurtzite structure, one might
expect that such barriers will hinder the motion of carri-
ers in the c direction, which is indeed seen in our results.
Also, the use of Einstein’s relation between the mobility
and the diffusion coefficient might be an approximation in
our disordered-alloy system.

Figures 4(a) and 4(b) show the measured diffusion
coefficient Da as a function of the carrier density N in
the m-plane and the c-plane samples, respectively. In the

thin c-plane MQW structure (Fig. 4(b), blue triangles),
Da = 0.7 cm2/s is approximately constant at low densities
and starts to increase with excitation above N = 4 ×
1018 cm−3. For the thick c-plane layer as well as the m-
plane samples, the diffusion coefficient at low densities
behaves differently: it starts from unexpectedly high values
(e.g., D‖a = 8 cm2/s and D‖c = 2 cm2/s at ≈ 1018 cm−3

in the thick m-plane structure), decreases with the exci-
tation until the minimum value at N ≈ 1019 cm−3, and
then begins to increase. An extremely high value of Da =
25 cm2/s is obtained in the thick c-plane single layer
[Fig. 4(b), olive circles]. Let us recall that the low-density
D value is ≈ 1 − 2 cm2/s in bulk c-plane GaN [42,44]. We
note that in the thick m-plane sample, the ratio between the
Da values along the main orthogonal directions remains
approximately constant within the entire density range,
which supports the proposition that ambipolar diffusion
along those directions is governed by hole transport with
different effective masses. On the other hand, Da(N ) at
high densities does not seem to depend much on the layer
thickness.

While the dependence Da(N ) in the thin c-plane MQW
sample resembles those observed in other polar (In,Ga)N
QW structures [33,45], the kind of behavior seen in the
m-plane and thick c-plane samples is untypical. To better
understand the processes behind it, we separately ana-
lyze the “low-density” region, where D(N ) decreases with
increasing density, and the “high-density region,” where
the D(N ) dependence is opposite and increases with the
excitation.

To discuss the low-density region, we begin with the
question of why Da in the m-plane MQWs and the thick
c-plane layer is much higher than that in the c-plane MQW
sample. No such dependence has been observed in bulk
m-plane or c-plane GaN layers [42,44] or in other
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FIG. 4. (a) The measured diffusion coefficient D as a function of the photoexcited carrier density N in the m-plane MQW samples
along the ‖ a (black and orange circles for 8-nm and 4-nm wells, respectively) and ‖ c (red circles for 8-nm wells) directions. The
dashed lines are guides for the eye to depict the onset of Coulomb blockade along the percolation paths through the localized states.
The solid lines show the fits obtained by numerically solving Eqs. (6)–(8). (b) The same D(N ) dependences in the thick c-plane layer
(olive circles) and the MQW structure (blue triangles). The meaning of the lines is the same as in (a). (c) Fits (dashed lines) of measured
D(N ) values (symbols), assuming no localization (NL = 0), solving Eqs. (5)–(7). The curves in this figure are arbitrarily shifted with
respect to each other for the sake of visibility.

c-plane QW structures [34,45]. These facts suggest that
the high diffusivity must be related to the thick layers and
compositional disorder.

A possible transport mechanism is due to percolation
paths through the disorder-induced localized states, as seen
in simulations of MQW LEDs for perpendicular transport.
Such simulated percolation paths appear to be at the root
of the increased current for a given voltage compared to
simulations without disorder [12,46], thereby explaining
the diminished turn-on voltage of (In,Ga)N-based LEDs
compared to disorderless models. They have also been
carefully demonstrated in vertical unipolar transport struc-
tures for (In,Ga)N and (Al,Ga)N [47]. Let us remark that
bulk or in-plane percolative transport has been observed in
bulk semiconductors for a long time, where the disorder is
provided by random impurities [48]. In low-dimensional
structures, studies of quantum Hall plateaus [49,50] and
metal-insulator transitions below the transition threshold
[51–53] have also been linked to percolative transport. To

then understand the appearance here of the high diffusion
coefficients only for thick layers of (In,Ga)N materials,
one should recall the universal increase of percolation with
system thickness. The role of QW thickness in increas-
ing percolation from such a compositional disorder has
recently been discussed by Horton et al. [54]. This idea
is well supported by our current results: the increase in
Da is the highest in the c-plane layer, which is the thick-
est in the sample set, and then this value is smaller in the
8-nm-thick m-plane wells and even smaller in the 4-nm
m-plane wells [25, 8, and 2 − 3 cm2/s, respectively; see
Figs. 4(a) and 4(b)]. Still, these values remain higher than
the corresponding Da value in the even thinner c-plane
MQW sample. Therefore, we propose that the high D val-
ues at low carrier densities can be explained by efficient
hole transport via such percolative paths.

In turn, the decrease of the diffusivity with excitation
can occur due to Coulomb blocking in the percolative
paths, an effect similar to that in quantum-dot solids, when
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occupation of localized states along the percolative paths
by carriers hinders the movement of other charge carriers
due to the Coulomb interaction between charges [55,56].
A numerical model describing the percolative transport
and Coulomb blockade in thick QWs would be challeng-
ing, as three-dimensional- (3D) like transport simulations
accounting both for compositional disorder and screen-
ing of internal electric fields are not yet available. In a
simple rule-of-thumb picture, though, one can expect that
charging of the localized states occurs at a carrier den-
sity Na such that a = 1/ 3

√
Na, where a is the size of the

localized state. For a typical diameter and separation of
5 nm of the localized states [6,12], the charging is expected
to occur at a density of 5 × 1018 cm−3, which is indeed
observed in Figs. 4(a) and 4(b). The Coulomb-blockade
effect should disappear when the carrier density is such that
the Fermi level is above the level of doubly charged local-
ized states—most certainly holes in the present case, as the
ambipolar diffusion is dominated by hole transport. This
typically occurs at levels of a few tens of millielectronvolts
in quantum dots with sizes similar to those of our local-
ized states [55,56], which corresponds to 2 × 1019 cm−3

[38], again in the observed range. Another cause for get-
ting above the Coulomb blockade for diffusion is the filling
of states above the depth of the localized states, again a few
tens of millielectronvolts [12].

In a more quantitative model, the increase of D(N ) with
density in the high-density region above 1019 cm−3 can
be explained by hole diffusion in a degenerate semicon-
ductor with disorder; however, without having to take into
account the carrier diffusion through the localized states.
This is reasonable, as there would be many more delo-
calized carriers than localized ones. Let us first discuss a
model without localization: the increase of the hole diffu-
sion constant in a degenerated case cannot be explained by
the degenerate hole gas alone, contrary to what has been
shown in bulk GaN [44]. To demonstrate this, we model
the dependence DE(N ) for holes using the general Einstein
relation, which represents the relation between the diffusiv-
ity and mobility of charge carriers in degenerate bands of
an ordered semiconductor:

DE(N ) = kBT
e

μA(η) = D0A(η),

A(η) = F1/2(η)

F−1/2(η)
, η = E − EF

kBT
, (5)

where D0 is the low-density diffusion coefficient without
localization and the F±1/2(η) are the Fermi integrals of the
respective order. We stress that D0 is considered as a fit-
ting parameter in further discussion, as it is not accessible
by experiment. In addition, we include the electron-hole
scattering, which becomes important and limits the growth
of diffusivity at high carrier densities, especially for a
small effective mass [57]. We calculate the corresponding

diffusion coefficient Deh using the modified Fletcher for-
mula, which models the decrease of diffusion coefficient of
carriers due to electron-hole collisions in a classical semi-
conductor when the electron and hole densities are equal
(n ≈ p = N ) [58]:

Deh(N ) = 48π3/22−3/2N−1 (εε0)
2 e−4

(
me + mh

memh

)1/2

× (kBT)5/2

lg[1 + 256 (εε0)
2 N−2/3e−4k2

BT2]
, (6)

where ε is the static relative permittivity of the material
and ε0 is the permittivity of vacuum. The overall diffusion
constant D(N ) is given by a sum of reciprocals:

1
D(N )

= 1
DE(N )

+ 1
Deh(N )

. (7)

The dashed lines in Fig. 4(c) show the calculated depen-
dences; D0 is varied to adjust the calculated curves to
the lowest measured D values. The discrepancy with the
measured values is obvious for all cases. For a lower effec-
tive mass (along the a axis), Eq. (5) almost recreates the
rate of D(N ) growth with excitation but noticeably under-
estimates the density at which the increase should start.
For higher effective masses (along the c axis), the diffu-
sion coefficient should increase due to hole-gas degeneracy
much less than it does in the experiment. This result sug-
gests that another ingredient should be included, namely
structural disorder in (In,Ga)N.

To account for the localization effect in the presence
of degeneracy, we adopt the relation proposed by Ščajev
et al., which calculates the diffusivity Dloc [59]:

Dloc(N ) = A(η)D0

1 + A(η)
EU
kBT

NL
NC

, (8)

where EU is the Urbach energy, describing the width of
the Gaussian distribution of the localization energy, and
NL and NC are the densities of the localized and free
(mobile) carriers (N = NL + NC). This model is based on
the assumption that carriers in the localized states are
immobile and that transport occurs only via extended
states, which is reasonable in inorganic semiconductors
[19]. In addition, carrier localization is considered a very
fast process with a time constant of the order of a picosec-
ond. As a result, such a system can be considered in
quasiequilibrium in terms of localized-state occupation on
the time scale of hundreds of picoseconds.

The solid lines in Figs. 4(a) and 4(b) show the func-
tion D(N ) calculated from Eqs. (6)–(8) for effective masses
of 0.38 m0 (black) and 1.91 m0 (red) for the m-plane
sample and 1.1 m0 (blue) for the c-plane MQW sample,
using Dloc instead of DE in Eq. (7). In the modeling, D0
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and EU · NL/NC are fitting parameters, the latter being the
density function. The presented fits are obtained assum-
ing the same distribution function but different densities
of localized states, the latter being lower by an order of
magnitude in the c-plane sample than in the m-plane struc-
ture. We believe that this difference in NL values reflects
the different dimensionality of density of states in these
samples: the 3D density of states in the thick m-plane
sample provides a higher amount of states if compared to
the two-dimensional case in the thin c-plane MQW sam-
ple. The fits obtained using Eq. (8) follow the diffusion
coefficient in the high-density region much more closely,
proving that carrier delocalization due to the overflow of
localized states plays an important role in diffusivity even
at such high densities.

Finally, we discuss the relevance of the presented results
to the understanding and optimization of nitride-based
LEDs. Experiments coupled with 3D simulations have
corroborated that the polarization barriers present in long-
wavelength c-plane LEDs limit vertical transport of holes
and contribute to the large excess voltage of green LEDs
relative to their blue counterparts, resulting in a power-
conversion efficiency loss, and are a major contributor to
the so-called “green gap” [60]. For long-wavelength c-
plane LEDs, it has been demonstrated that these limits
to vertical injection can be overcome through the use of
inverted hexagonal V defects, where hole injection occurs
in parallel into all the QWs of the active LED layer via
the V-defect semipolar sidewall [61–63]. LEDs containing
engineered V defects currently represent the most promis-
ing path to achieving high wall plug efficiency (WPE)
long-wavelength devices. However, despite the demon-
stration of a high WPE at low current using V defects
[62,63], the LEDs still exhibit significant current droop,
indicating that it is now the in-plane hole transport that
hampers complete volumetric injection of multiple QWs.
Mitigation of the current droop using V defects and opti-
mized hole-transport structures represents an important
opportunity for the advancement of nitride LEDs. Knowl-
edge of hole diffusion in (In,Ga)N alloys and mitigat-
ing structures will enable rational heterostructure design
through both experimental and 3D simulation methods,
such as those carried out by Li et al. [64].

For such mitigation studies, in addition to experimen-
tal V-defect engineering, the critical in-plane hole diffu-
sion parameters are required as inputs for accurate device
simulation. Simulations of LEDs with (In,Ga)N alloy
active layers require the incorporation of alloy-disorder
effects. Simple one-dimensional simulation tools, there-
fore not including in-plane compositional fluctuations,
lead to excessive onset voltages compared to experiments.
Recent 3D simulations including disorder show much
improved agreement with experiment and therefore pro-
vide an extremely useful tool to further improve LED
performance [12,46,60]. However, these modeling tools

require input parameters that are not straightforward to
measure by usual techniques. This is particularly true for
carrier transport parameters, which require doped materi-
als, whereas the active layers of LEDs are undoped, intro-
ducing some variance of measured parameters with those
of LED materials, and which, in addition, are typically
taken as constant with the carrier density in simulations.
Therefore, the presented results obtained by the LITG tech-
nique provide valuable information regarding the variation
of the diffusion coefficient, and hence the mobility, with the
carrier density in undoped material. This situation is com-
monly encountered when computing I -V characteristics
where carrier densities vary by two orders of magnitude
in the range of interest. By separating lateral from verti-
cal transport effects, LITG measurements can be used to
understand and optimize nitride LEDs.

IV. CONCLUSIONS

We apply the light-induced transient-grating technique
to study the hole diffusion in unintentionally doped c-plane
and m-plane (In,Ga)N QW structures. The diffusion coef-
ficient in m-plane QWs is anisotropic, up to 5 times higher
along the a crystallographic axis if compared to that along
the c axis. This difference arises due to anisotropy of the
hole effective mass in the topmost valence band. While the
diffusion coefficient strongly depends on the carrier den-
sity, this dependence differs in thick and thin structures.
We suggest that the high diffusivity at low carrier densities
in thick structures can be explained by efficient hole trans-
port via percolative paths related to compositional disorder
and that a sufficient thickness of layers leads to increased
percolative 3D-like transport, i.e., large diffusion coeffi-
cients. In turn, the drop of the diffusivity with the carrier
density in the range below 1019 cm−3 can tentatively be
attributed to Coulomb blocking of these percolative paths.
Alternatively, at carrier densities above 1019 cm−3, the
growth of the diffusivity with the carrier density could be
explained by the cumulative effect of hole-gas degeneracy
and overflow of localized states. The obtained understand-
ing of the hole diffusion dependence on carrier density and
QW thickness can be useful for LED modeling tools that
require transport parameters of undoped (In,Ga)N.
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