Residual stresses in polycrystalline sheet silicon and it’s relation to lifetime
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This letter summarizes the research on the characterization of residual stresses and lifetime of
polycrystalline sheet silicon for photovoltaic application. Full-field polariscopy, scanning room tem-
perature photoluminescence (PL) and surface photovoltage (SPV) are used to characterize unpro-
cessed silicon sheet. An orientation dependent stress-optic coefficient has been developed and used
to extract the in-plane residual stresses. The characteristics of the spatial distribution and the
quantitative correlation between the residual stresses and the lifetime is presented.

PACS numbers:

Silicon ribbon produced by edge-defined film-fed
growth (EFG) or string ribbon sheet growth methods are
potential materials for low cost solar cells, however, stress
is one of the key issues in the crystal growth and subse-
quent cell processing and handling. Stresses are believed
to result from crystal growth and to be roughly propor-
tional to the curvature of the temperature profile [1, 2].
To sustain high growth speed, a large interface tempera-
ture gradient is required and the stresses generated can
lead to the breakage of a typical ribbon [3, 4]. Stresses
that are associated with plasticity cannot be removed
completely by post-growth annealing [3]. When the rib-
bon is cut into blanks, the non-evenly distributed resid-
ual stress may create buckles and ripples, which makes
it useless for cell fabrication [5, 6]. Furthermore, the
micro-cracks in the perimeter of the wafer, and in some
cases the front and back surfaces, will eventually propa-
gate and fracture the cell in handling during subsequent
device fabrication [7], if they fall in the region of tensile
residual stresses.

Besides fracture, residual stresses can also generate and
propagate dislocations and it is believed that this will
eventually impact the lifetime and thus the efficiency of
photovoltaic cells. As sheet becomes thinner, the grown-
in residual stresses, coupled with the stresses imposed
during manufacturing, presents a formidable challenge.

Seidensticker [7] measured the residual stresses in rib-
bons by splitting the crystals lengthwise and measuring
the split divergence as a function of length. The resid-
ual stresses can be extracted from the divergence under
certain assumption. There has been a good deal of effort
devoted to the use of non-destructive methods [8-11] in
measurement of residual stresses. Our research has in-
volved the use of a full-field near infrared (NIR) circular
polariscopy [12] capable of whole field mapping in a rela-
tively short time (<30sec). The details of the setup and
principles are given in other papers [13, 14]. The sen-
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sitivity of the system is 1.5 MPa [15], and the spatial
resolution is approximately 200 pm. In the course of our
work, we have addressed a number of fundamental issues
in the transmission of light through anisotropic materi-
als. One example is the determination of the stress-optic
coefficient and it’s dependence on crystallographic ori-
entation. The photoelastic parameters (d,6) measured
by the polariscopy can be converted to stress using an
orientation dependent anisotropic stress-optic law [16].
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where C(#) is the stress-optic coefficient of that depends
on the crystallographic orientation of the silicon. 6 is
the orientation of the residual stress. 1,712 and gy
are components in the piezo-optical tensor. ng is the
refractive index of silicon when stress free.

The electron-hole lifetime is another parameter that is
related to cell efficiency and it is believed to be linked
to the orientation dependent residual stresses. We have
obtained lifetime by use of room temperature photolu-
minescence (PL) [17] and this paper shows the correla-
tion between PL and the residual stresses for a grain
structure orientated principally around [001]. The exci-
tation source of the room temperature PL is an InGaAr
infrared diode with a wavelength of 810 nm and power up
to 55 nW, which is modulated by a mechanical chopper.
Full field mapping is accomplished by using an X-Y trans-
lation stage. The spatial resolution is adjustable between
60 pm and 1 mm. Previous research [17] has shown that
the results of photoluminescence are proportional to the
effective lifetime, which is a combination of bulk lifetime
and surface recombination velocity. The bulk lifetime
was further measured by the surface photovoltage (SPV)
technique with a spatial resolution of 5 mm.

Fig. 1 shows an optical image and a typical residual
stress distribution in an EFG ribbon sample. The size
of the sample is 80 x 100 mm. The maximum stress is
11 MPa and the average stress is 3.28 MPa. The pat-
tern of the residual stress is closely related to that of
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FIG. 1: Residual stress in an EFG wafer

the crystal structure with strips of high stress following
the crystal growth direction. Strong spatial variation and
stress concentration are also observed in the distribution.
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FIG. 2: Magnitude and orientation of the residual stress at
an arbitrary section perpendicular to the growth direction

Fig. 2 shows the stress distribution of an arbitrary
cross section perpendicular to the growth direction. The

main reason for the spatial variation is the relatively
small grains and relatively large number of grain bound-
aries. The orientation of the residual stresses is critical
to the propagation of micro cracks because it determines
the crack propagation mode. The fracture toughness, K.,
is lower for mode I, or opening mode crack [18]. Fig. 2
also shows the orientation of the residual stress. It can
be seen that the orientation of the residual stress falls
into a narrow range from 70° to 90°, which is close to
the crystal growth direction.
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FIG. 3: Probability distribution of the magnitude of residual
stress in a silicon ribbon

Fig. 3 shows the probability density function (PDF) of
the magnitude of the residual stress. The shape of the
PDF is close to an x? distribution. The solid line in the
figure shows the average orientation for the areas with the
same magnitude of stress. This curve shows that as the
magnitude of the residual stresses increases, the average
orientation is closer to 90°, which means that the stress
with a high magnitude is more likely aligned along the
crystal growth direction.
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FIG. 4: PL of the EFG wafer

Fig. 5 shows the typical photoluminescence and sur-
face photovoltage (SPV) of the same silicon ribbon. The
SPV pattern is similar to that of the residual stress with
strips along the crystal growth direction. A spatial corre-
lation between the residual stresses, photoluminescence
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FIG. 5: SPV of the EFG wafer

and SPV can be observed when comparing these two
mappings with the residual stress shown in Fig. 1. The
high residual stress areas are correlated to the high PL
and SPV, or high lifetime areas. The reason for this
correlation is that in the high residual stress areas, the
residual stresses are locked-in; therefore fewer defects are
produced which act as recombination centers and thus
has less impact on the minority carrier lifetime. In this
sense high residual stresses are beneficial to PV efficiency.
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FIG. 6: Correlation between average residual stress and PL
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FIG. 7: Correlation between average residual stress and PL

Since both the residual stresses and photoluminescence
are relatively uniform along the crystal growth direc-
tion, the average along this direction can be illustrative
to demonstrate their correlation quantitatively. Fig. 6
shows the average residual stress and photoluminescence
along the growth direction. It can be observed that the
two curves have the same trend and the locations of peaks
are closely matched. The quantitative correlation can be
obtained by comparing the residual stress and the pho-
toluminescence point-by-point. Fig. 7 shows this correla-
tion by taking residual stress and photoluminescence as
the two axes. The solid line shows the least square fit of
the data. The correlation coefficient of this fit is moder-
ate, 0.6, but a linear tendency between the residual stress
and PL is clearly observed.
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