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METHOD FOR ETCHING A PATTERN IN LAYER
OF GOLD

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to a method for etching gold
and, more particularly, to a method for etching a pat-
tern in a gold layer on a semiconductor substrate, such
as gallium arsenide, without incurring the disadvan-
tages of the conventional lift-off process.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Because gold is chemically inactive to most common
reagents, gold is difficult to pattern. As a consequence
direct etching of gold, requiring harsh reagents such as
aqua regia, is not practical when gold is to be patterned
on substrates reactive to the gold etchant. Thus, for
example, in the fabrication of gold interconnects on
semiconductor substrates it is common practice to pat-
tern the gold by a lift off process rather than by direct
etching. :

In a typical lift off process, a protective layer of mate-
rial such as photoresist is formed on the substrate in an
inverse of the desired pattern. The photoresist is applied
over the surface of the substrate and is patterned by
photolithography so all portions of the substrate surface
not to be covered with gold are covered with photore-
sist. An intermediate layer to promote adhesion, such as
titanium, is applied to the substrate. A layer of gold is
then applied over the titanium, and the underlying pho-
toresist is dissolved away. The composite metal layer
lifts off the areas where the titanium contacts only pho-
toresist but remains where it contacts the substrate.

While the lift off process permits patterning of gold
without the use of harsh etchants, the process has seri-
ous limitations in the fabrication of integrated circuit
devices. The lift off process presents adhesion problems
due to residual polymeric material from the photoresist.
The intermediate layer is typically applied to a substrate
surface containing residual polymeric material, weaken-
ing its adhesion to the substrate. In addition, the tearing
off of the metal produces irregularities around the pe-
riphery of the gold pattern. Accordingly, there is need
for an improved process for patterning gold.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present applicant has discovered that gold can be
patterned by masking and reactively ion etching in a
CF4/0; plasma. The discovery is surprising because to
applicant’s knowledge, gold does not have volatile reac-
tion products with the constituents of these gates.

In accordance with the invention, a layer of gold is
patterned by the steps of a) forming a layer of gold on
a substrate, b) masking the gold layer to selectively
expose a pattern to be etched, c) exposing the masked
layer to a CF4/0O; plasma. In preferred practice, the
substrate comprises a gallium arsenide substrate having
an interface layer comprising titanium to promote adhe-
sion, and the gold layer is formed by sputtering onto the
titanium interface layer. The gold layer is masked by
photoresist, and the masked layer is exposed to a
CF4/03 plasma with the molar percent of O3 in excess
of about 8%. Advantageously, the exposed intermediate
layer can be plasma etched away.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING

The advantages, nature and various additional fea-
tures of the invention will appear more fully upon con-
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sideration of the illustrative embodiment now to be
described in detail in connection with FIG. 1 which is a
flow diagram of a preferred method for patterning a
gold layer in accordance with the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Referring to the drawing, FIG. 1 illustrates the steps
in patterning a gold layer in accordance with the inven-
tion. FIG. 1A shows the first step which involves form-
ing a layer of gold on a substrate. Preferably the sub-
strate is a semiconductor substrate such as gallium arse-
nide; and, as a preliminary step, the substrate is pro-
vided with an interface layer, quch as titanium, to pro-
mote adhesion of the gold layer.

Specifically, a gold layer can be formed by placinga
gallium arsenide wafer in a multisource sputtering
chamber, such as an MRC 903A marketed by Materials
Research Corporation, Orangeburg, N.Y. The wafer
has been thoroughly cleaned in standard preparation for
metalization. The chamber is preferably provided with
three sputtering targets: titanium, tungsten, and gold.
The loaded chamber is evacuated to a pressure of about
10— torr and backfilled with an inert gas such as argon
to a pressure of about 10—2 torr. The interface layer is
then formed by sputtering a layer of titanium (about 500
A). Optionally, a barrier layer can be applied over the
titanium by sputtering a layer of tungsten (about 1000
A). A layer of gold is then formed by sputtering gold
onto the workpiece. For typical integrated circuit appli-
cations the gold layer preferably has a thickness in the
range from 100 angstroms to about ten thousand ang-
stroms. Alternatively, the gold layer can be formed in a
different chamber by vacuum evaporation.

The next step shown in FIG. 1B is masking the gold
layer to selectively expose a pattern to be etched. The
gold-layered substrate is removed from the sputtering
chamber, and masking of the areas not to be etched is
carried out using photoresist and conventional photo-
lithographic techniques of exposure and development.
A preferred photoresist is Shipley AZ 1400-31.

The masked gold layer is then exposed to a CF4/0;
plasma. After masking, the workpiece is placed in an
etching chamber, such as an LFE Model
PSS/PDE/PDS-501, marketed by LFE Corporation,
Waltham, Mass. The gold layer is preferably p reheated
to a temperature in the range 50° C.-120° C. The cham-
ber is evacuated to a pressure of about 10—3 torr, and
backfilled with a mixture of CFsand O3 at a pressure of
200 to 1000 millitor. Preferably the molar percent of O,
exceeds about 8% and is advantageously about 18%. A
CF4/0; plasma is generated by applying RF power to a
plasma generator at a frequency of 13.6 MHz and at a
level of up to 400 watts.

The effect of gas composition on etch rate was shown
in three experiments using CF4 with 18% O3, 8% O,
and 0° O;. For the 18% O3 mixture at 300 millitor and
150 watts, the etch rate was 470 angstroms per minute.
For 8% Oz under the same conditions, the etch rate was
86 angstroms per minute. And with no O, there was no
observable etching of the gold.

Using the 18% Omixture and varying the pressure, a
lower etch rate of 300 angstroms per minute was ob-
served at 500 millitor, but a higher etch rate of 837
angstroms per minutes was observed at 800 millitor.

After the exposed gold is etched away, the underly-
ing exposed intermediate layer can also be conveniently



