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ABSTRACT

One of the well-established and significant applications of hexagonal boron nitride (h-BN) is in solid-state neutron detectors, which necessi-
tate the development of quasi-bulk h-BN crystals. To advance the material and device development of h-BN, it is essential to characterize its
bulk electrical transport properties. However, this task is challenging due to h-BN’s ultrawide bandgap (UWBG) of approximately 6.1 eV,
which results in an extremely high electrical resistivity, typically exceeding 1012 X�cm. On the other hand, the mobility-lifetime (ls) product,
a key figure of merit for determining the overall device performance, is more readily accessible through the characterization of the I-V charac-
teristics under illumination. In this study, we investigate the in-plane ls products of lateral devices fabricated from freestanding quasi-bulk
h-BN wafers synthesized by hydride vapor phase epitaxy. Our results reveal an unexpected decrease in the in-plane ls product as the device
width decreases. Utilizing a simple two-region carrier transport model, where the central region of the device represents the bulk h-BN mate-
rial free from metal contacts and the two edge regions are influenced by metal contacts, we demonstrate that the ls product in the edge areas
covered by metal contacts decreases by nearly two orders of magnitude compared to the bulk value. We attribute this significant reduction in
ls product to the layered crystalline structure of h-BN, which permits metal atoms to infiltrate into the interlayer spacings. As a result, the
measured ls product is significantly lower than the true bulk value. These findings provide valuable insights into the design and fabrication
of high-performance h-BN devices, which typically leverage its exceptional in-plane transport properties.

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0241120

Hexagonal boron nitride (h-BN) has garnered considerable atten-
tion as a platform for constructing novel two-dimensional structures,
including graphene-based heterostructures,1,2 and for hosting optically
stable single-photon emitters.3 Much of the research in this area has
focused on monolayers or few-layer h-BN, typically obtained through
exfoliation methods that rely on millimeter-sized bulk crystals grown
via high-pressure, high-temperature (HPHT) techniques4–7 and metal
flux solution methods.8,9 However, these approaches present signifi-
cant challenges in scaling up to larger wafer and device sizes. As a
semiconductor, h-BN is particularly appealing for a variety of
advanced applications due to its exceptional physical properties. These
include an ultrawide energy bandgap (UWBG) of approximately
6.1 eV,4–6,10,11 a measured breakdown field of around 12MV/cm,7 and
calculated in-plane electron and hole mobilities of le �120 cm2/V�s
and lh �440 cm2/V�s, respectively.12 Additionally, h-BN exhibits a
measured in-plane thermal conductivity of about 550W/m�K.9 These
remarkable bulk properties contribute to very high figures of merit
(FOM) for electronic and photonic devices, which could significantly
broaden the advanced applications of III-nitride semiconductors in
areas such as lighting and consumer electronics,13–18 power electron-
ics,19–22 full-spectrum solar energy conversion,23–25 and UV steriliza-
tion and curing technologies.26–28 In this context, advancing crystal

growth and device technologies to process large-diameter, thick epitax-
ial films (or quasi-bulk wafers) with high crystalline quality is crucial
for harnessing the full potential of h-BN in advanced semiconductor
device applications. The initial active device that requires the use of
h-BN quasi-bulk crystals demonstrated so far is the high-efficiency
thermal neutron detectors.29,30

Notably, h-BN is exceptionally well suited for the fabrication of
direct conversion solid-state neutron detectors.29–32 This advantage
primarily stems from the presence of boron-10 (B-10), one of the few
isotopes with a favorable nuclear interaction cross section for thermal
neutrons, measuring 3840 barns.33,34 This results in an absorption
length for thermal neutrons of 47lm in B-10 enriched h-BN and
237lm in natural h-BN.29–32 These substantial absorption lengths
underscore the importance of developing h-BN quasi-bulk wafers to
achieve high-efficiency thermal neutron detectors.

We have fabricated 1 cm2 thermal neutron detectors using
100lm thick B-10 enriched h-BN quasi-bulk wafers, achieving a
record thermal neutron detection efficiency of 60%. This accomplish-
ment is enabled by the significant wafer thickness, which provides an
absorption of 88% for thermal neutrons [calculated as 1-exp(�100/
47)], and by leveraging the superior lateral transport properties of
h-BN. This was achieved through the integration of multiple narrow
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lateral detectors, each measuring 1.3mm in width, to effectively collect
neutron-generated charge carriers.29,30,32

In order to pave the way for the industrial adoption of h-BN
detector technologies, there is a need to further enhance the device per-
formance as well as manufacturing yield. One straightforward
approach is to incorporate lateral detectors with increased widths with-
out compromising carrier transport properties. However, the inher-
ently high electrical resistivity of h-BN presents challenges in
measuring and understanding its electrical transport characteristics.
For instance, traditional Hall effect measurement techniques, which
are standard for assessing the electrical transport properties of semi-
conductors, are difficult to apply to these UWBG materials.
Nevertheless, the ability to measure and comprehend the carrier trans-
port properties is essential for advancing h-BN as a viable UWBG elec-
tronic material.

Despite these challenges, the high electrical resistivity of h-BN
naturally results in extremely low dark currents, facilitating ease in
characterization of the bias dependence of photocurrent (or the photo-
current–voltage characteristics under illumination). By analyzing these
characteristics, the charge carrier mobility-lifetime products (ls), one
of the most critical parameters for determining device performance,
can be obtained using the classical Many’s equation developed for
highly resistive semiconductors.35–37 This method of characterizing ls
has been effectively employed to guide the development of h-BN
quasi-bulk crystal growth as well as h-BN neutron detectors by moni-
toring advancements in the ls products.29–32 This approach is analo-
gous to solar cells, where the absorption coefficient and ls product are
key figures of merit influencing overall performance.38,39 Over the past
decade, the ls products of our h-BN materials have improved by sev-
eral orders of magnitude from 10–8 – 10–9 cm2/V31 to> 10–4 cm2/
V.29,30,32 In this study, we carried out studies of the in-plane charge
carrier transport properties of h-BN lateral devices with varying device
widths to provide an improved understanding of lateral transport
properties and valuable insights into realizing high performance h-BN
devices.

The freestanding h-BN quasi-bulk wafer used here was synthe-
sized using hydride vapor phase epitaxy (HVPE) growth technique
using natural boron trichloride (BCl3) and ammonia (NH3) as precur-
sors for B and N, respectively.30 HVPE is a well-established method
for producing quasi-bulk GaN crystals in large wafer sizes at high

growth rates. Recently, HVPE technique has been utilized to produce
GaN vertical p-n junction devices, achieving significantly better p-type
conductivity control by eliminating residual carbon impurities.40,41

The growth of h-BN was carried out on 400-diameter c-plane sapphire
substrates at a temperature of 1500 �C. Due to the layered structure of
h-BN, the material naturally separated from sapphire during the cool-
ing process after completing growth, resulting in a freestanding wafer,
as shown in Fig. 1(a). As shown in Fig. 1(b), x-ray diffraction (XRD)
2h-x scan revealed a (002) peak at 26.72�, corresponding to a c-lattice
constant of nearly 6.66 Å,30 whereas the transmission electron micro-
scope (TEM) measurement provided a direct measure of the spacing
between the stacked planes (or c/2) in the c-direction of 3.33 Å,42 con-
sistent with the expected c-lattice constant of pure h-BN.

To study the in-plane charge carrier transport properties, lateral
devices of different widths were fabricated from the same wafer and
placed in the same electronic package, as shown in Fig. 2(a). It is
important to highlight that the absorption length of thermal neutrons
in natural h-BN is 237lm, which means that neutron-generated
charge carriers are distributed throughout the bulk of the detector
material.29–32 Consequently, the metal contacts must extend across the
entire vertical edges of the detector to ensure that the electric field is
uniformly applied in the c-plane throughout the bulk of the detector
material. This uniform electric field is crucial for the effective collection
of neutron-generated charge carriers from the entire volume of the
detector. This is in contrast to the scenario in two-dimensional h-BN
devices43 as well as in thin epitaxial h-BN detectors,31 where all con-
tacts are deposited on one surface. Given the extremely high electrical
resistivity of h-BN, depositing metal contacts solely on the top surface
of the h-BN results in the electric field being concentrated only near
the surface beneath the contact, which inhibits the collection of
neutron-generated charge carriers that are located deeper within the
device.

In light of these considerations, the device fabrication process was
carried out in the following steps: (1) h-BN strips measuring 10mm
� 1.3mm, 10mm � 2.4, and 10mm � 4.0mm were cut from
the h-BN quasi-bulk wafer and spin-coated onto the surface of a
sapphire wafer; (2) a shadow mask with corresponding dimensions,
featuring an overlapping area of 100lm on each side, was employed
to deposit metal contacts on the two edges of the h-BN devices; (3) a
100 nm thick nickel (Ni) layer was deposited, followed by a 40nm

FIG. 1. (a) Image of the 400-diameter freestanding h-BN quasi-bulk wafer used in this study. (b) XRD pattern in 2h � x scan from 20�–90� of a 100 lm thick freestanding and
flexible h-BN quasi-bulk wafer synthesized by hydride vapor phase epitaxy (HVPE). Figure reproduced from Ref. 30 under the terms of the Creative Commons CC BY license,
Alemoush et al., J. Appl. Phys. 135, 175704 (2024).
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thick gold (Au) layer through the openings in the shadow mask using
electron-beam (e-beam) deposition; and (4) wire bonding was subse-
quently utilized to connect the metal contacts to a device package,
facilitating electrical characterization. During the metal deposition
process, we observed that when metal contacts were deposited along
the edges of h-BN in a direction parallel to the c-plane, the contacts
become shorted. This is due to the layered crystalline structure of
h-BN, allowing metal atoms to infiltrate into the interlayer spacings,
giving rise to a channeling effect. To address this issue, we tilted the
samples at approximately 20 degrees to ensure that the metal con-
tacts adequately cover the entire edges of the h-BN devices.

As shown in Fig. 2(b), the electrical resistivity of these h-BN devi-
ces was determined by measuring the I–V characteristics in the dark,
yielding a resistivity of around 5 � 1012 X�cm. The charge carrier
mobility-lifetime product (ls) dictates the transport properties and
ability for charge carrier collection in h-BN devices. In order to ensure
an effective collection of the radiation-generated charge carriers by the
electrodes, the recombination or capture lifetime (s) of the carriers
must exceed the transit time (st), meaning s � st. The transit time of
the charge carriers can be expressed as the transit distance divided by
the velocity ðlEÞ of the charge carriers. Thus, the charge collection
condition can also be written as ls E � W, or equivalently lsV

W2 � 1,
where E (V) denotes the electric field (bias voltage) applied to the lat-
eral device. At a fixed W, the required bias voltage for providing an
effective charge collection is inversely proportional to ls. On the other
hand, for a given value of ls product, the required bias voltage to sup-
port an effective charge collection scales withW2:

The bias voltage dependence of the photocurrent was measured
under illumination by a low-pressure mercury lamp with excitation
wavelengths covering from 185 to 400nm, as illustrated in the inset
shown in the right panel of Fig. 2(c). Figure 2(c) plots the measured I-V
characteristics under illumination for three lateral devices with varying

widths of (c1) W¼ 0.13 cm, (c2) W¼ 0.24 cm, and (c3) W¼ 0.4 cm.
The red curves in Fig. 2 are the least squares fitting of the measured data
using a modified Many’s equation by including the effect of a non-
complete blocking contacts, i.e., the parameter a is non-zero,37

I Vð Þ ¼ Iol
sV
W2

� �
1� 1� að Þ l

sV
W2

� �
1� exp � W2

lsV

� �� �" #
;

(1)

which provides the ls products of the devices. The results in Fig. 2(c)
yield ls¼ 1.9� 10–4 cm2/V, 2.9� 10–4 cm2/V, and 5.5� 10–4 cm2/V
for the 1.3, 2.4, and 4mm wide devices, respectively, while another
2mm wide device fabricated independently exhibiting a value of
ls¼ 2� 10–4 cm2/V.44

It is worth pointing out that we have previously conducted time-
of-flight measurements to extract the lateral ls product in h-BN, and
the results were highly consistent with those obtained from the simpler
I–V characteristics under photoexcitation measurements.45 This con-
sistency reinforces our confidence in the reliability of utilizing I-V
characteristics under photoexcitation to extract ls product, which is
significantly simpler than the time-of-flight technique. We have also
measured the wavelength-dependent photocurrent, also known as the
photocurrent excitation spectrum, which provided crucial insights into
the band edge structure of h-BN and indicated that the photocurrent is
predominantly generated by the band edge excitation.40 For devices
fabricated from another 100lm thick wafer with a width of 1.3mm,
the ls product measured using a laser-driven broad-spectrum light
source covering a wavelength range of 190–2400nm, with significantly
higher optical power, was 2.28 � 10–4 cm2/V,35 which aligns well with
the measured value of 1.9 � 10–4 cm2/V for the 1.3mm wide device
tested with the low-pressure mercury lamp UV light source here,
despite the latter using a much lower optical power and different

FIG. 2. (a) Image of packaged h-BN lateral devices showing different widths (W¼ 1.3, 2.4, and 4.0 mm). (b) I–V characteristics of the 2.4 mm wide device measured in the
dark. (c) Measured applied voltage dependence of photocurrent (solid dots) and least squares fitting using Eq. (1) (red curves) for three lateral devices with varying widths of
(c1) W¼ 0.13 cm, (c2) W¼ 0.24 cm, and (c3) W¼ 0.4 cm. The inset is a schematic of experimental setup for measuring the I–V characteristics under illumination by a broad
light source covering from 185 to 400 nm.
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excitation wavelength range. These comparative results suggest, to the
first order, that the ls product is primarily influenced by the overall
quality of the material.

In Fig. 3(a), we plot the measured ls products for the four devices
of different widths, showing that ls increases with device width (W),
which is very surprising, given that ls is an intrinsic property depend-
ing only on the over material quality and is generally considered inde-
pendent of device dimension. To qualitatively account for the width
dependence of ls product, we propose a two-region carrier transport
model. This model consists of a bulk region free from metal deposition
and two edge regions that are in contact with metal, as depicted in
Fig. 3(b). During the metal deposition process on the edges of h-BN,
although we tilted the samples at approximately 20�, some metal
atoms can still infiltrate the spaces between the stacked layers near the
edges. This occurs due to the layered crystalline structure of h-BN,
which adversely affects the transport properties in the edge regions.
The detrimental impact is particularly significant in devices with nar-
rower widths, leading to a noticeable reduction in the measured ls
product as the width (W) decreases.

To support our interpretation, as illustrated in Fig. 3(b), we
denote the width of the metal contacts on the two edges of the devices
by D/2 and the width of the central area of the device is then (w � D),
where D/2¼ 100lm by design. In Fig. 3(b), we denote the mobility-
lifetime product in the edge areas by (ls)E and in the central area of
the device by its bulk value (ls)B, respectively. It is expected that the
(ls)E is much smaller than (ls)B, (ls)E 	 (ls)B. Consequently, the
measured ls product represents the average value between the two,
which is anticipated to be smaller than its bulk value, (ls) < (ls)B. In
contrast, in other UWBG semiconductors, such as AlN, c-BN, and dia-
mond, metal atoms are not expected to infiltrate into the material.

Assuming that the photoexcited charge carriers are generated
uniformly, on the average, the charge carriers in the central area of the

device travel a distance of (W/2� D/2), whereas the charge carriers
in the edge areas travel a distance of D/2. Thus, the transit time of
charge carriers generated in the central areas can be expressed as
(W=2� D=2Þ=ðlEÞB and in the edge areas as ðD=2Þ=ðlEÞE, whereas
the average (effective) transit time of charge carriers is (W/2)/(lEÞ.
The relationship between three quantities can be described as follows:

W=2
lEð Þ c ¼

W=2� D=2
lEð ÞB

cB þ
D=2

lEÞE
� cE; (2)

which results in

ls ¼ lsð ÞB lsð ÞE
1� D=Wð Þ lsð ÞE þ D=Wð Þ lsð ÞB

: (3)

Here, c (¼1/sÞ, cB¼(1/sB) and cE(¼1/sE) denote the average carrier
capture rate, the carrier capture rate in the bulk region, and the carrier
capture rate in the two edge regions, respectively. The solid curve in
Fig. 3(a) is a plot of Eq. (3) using values of D¼ 200lm, (ls)B¼ 3
� 10–3 cm2/V, and (ls)E¼ 2.3 � 10–5 cm2/V. The applied field in
the central and edge areas of the device is assumed to be uniform.
However, the measured ls depends on both the bulk mobility-lifetime
product ðlsÞB and edge mobility-lifetime product ðlsÞE, as well as
the device width W. If D	 W, the edge effects are minimal, and the
measured ls will closely be approaching ðlsÞB. Conversely, if D is a
significant fraction of W, the edge properties ðlsÞE will have a larger
influence on the measured ls product.

The value of the bulk mobility and lifetime product, (ls)B,
obtained from Fig. 3(a) is 3 � 10–3 cm2/V, which is much larger than
the measured value of (ls) � (1.9 � 5.4) � 10–4 cm2/V. The qualita-
tive agreement between Eq. (3) and the measured data suggests the
validity of our simple two-region carrier transport model. The
mobility-lifetime product of charge carriers in the edge area (ls)E is in

FIG. 3. (a) Measured mobility-lifetime
product (ls) vs device width (W). The
solid curve is a plot of Eq. (3) using
D¼ 200 lm, (ls)B¼ 3 � 10–3 cm2/V,
and (ls)E¼ 2.3 � 10–5 cm2/V. (b)
Schematic illustration of a h-BN lateral
device with metal contacts deposited on
the two edges of h-BN, where (ls)B
denotes the bulk mobility and lifetime
product of photogenerated charge carriers
in the central region of the device and
(ls)E denotes the mobility and lifetime
product of photogenerated charge carriers
near two edges of the device.
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the order of 2 � 10–5 cm2/V, which is nearly two orders of magnitude
smaller than the bulk value of 3 � 10–3 cm2/V, leading to a reduction
in the measured ls product from the true bulk value. However, the
measured ls product, which determines the performance of the
device, is expected to further decrease with an increase in the metal
contact width (DÞ. This point is highlighted in Fig. 4, which plots ls vs
D according to Eq. (3) for a 0.4 cm wide device using (ls)B¼ 5 � 10–3

cm2/V and (ls)E¼ 1� 10–5 cm2/V. The results indicate that the mea-
sured ls product can be reduced by nearly one order of magnitude if
the contact width on the two edges is increased from 0.006 to 0.06 cm.

Although these results provide only a qualitative description of
ls product dependence on the detector width (W), they have impor-
tant implications for implementing h-BN as an active device material.
For instance, the charge carrier collection condition of lsVW2 � 1 implies
that to boost the charge collection efficiency at a given operating volt-
age (V), reducing the device width (W) is an easier route than enhanc-
ing ls product through optimizing the crystal growth process.
However, the analysis presented here stresses that the transport prop-
erties of photogenerated charge carriers deteriorate more significantly
with metal deposition at the edges for devices with narrower widths,
and an effect must be taken into consideration in fabricating h-BN lat-
eral devices. On the other hand, the effect of metal atoms infiltration is
less severe in wider detectors, but the required operating voltage for
providing an effective charge collection increases with W2 for a given

ls product. The results underscore the necessity for ongoing efforts to
enhance the overall material quality (or ls product) of h-BN quasi-
bulk crystals to further facilitate the production efficiency of high-
performance h-BN lateral devices.

In summary, we report a detailed study on the in-plane charge
carrier transport properties of h-BN by probing the charge carrier
mobility and lifetime products (ls) of lateral devices with varying
widths. Our analysis revealed that the deposition of metal contact at
the edges of h-BN devices adversely affects the carrier transport prop-
erties, leading to a reduction in the ls product. This degradation is
attributed to metal atoms infiltrating the spacings between the stacked
layers of h-BN, a direct consequence of its layered crystalline structure.
This observation underscores the significant impact of metal contacts
on the device performance, as the measured ls product was found to
be considerably lower than the true bulk value. Our findings provide
valuable insights into the lateral transport characteristics of h-BN and
highlight the necessity of optimizing metal deposition processes and
configurations, with a focus on minimizing the infiltration of metal
atoms into the interlayer spaces while preserving the outstanding lat-
eral transport properties of h-BN. Specifically, optimizing these pro-
cesses is anticipated to enhance the performance of h-BN neutron
detectors, which hold potential applications in nuclear energy, national
security, nuclear waste monitoring, and materials science. The devel-
opment of h-BN UWBG semiconductor neutron detectors with high
efficiencies is anticipated to unlock unprecedented applications that
are unattainable with other types of neutron detectors. Additionally,
the progress made in quasi-bulk material growth and device processing
so far represents a significant milestone in advancing the technology
needed to produce electronic-grade h-BN quasi-bulk crystals, which
can serve both as an active host and as substrate material for a wide
range of applications, including deep UV photonics, high-power elec-
tronics, high-efficiency neutron detectors, and quantum information
technology.
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