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ELECTRICAL SENSORS FOR MONITORING RF PLASMA SHEATHS

Mark A. Sobolewski and James K. Olthoff

National Institute of Standards and Technology
Gaithersburg. MD 20899

ABSTRACT

We have investigated the use of radio-frequency (rf) current and voltage measurements to monitor the electrical
characteristics of rf plasmas and to predict changes in ion kinetic energy distributions. These studies were
performed at 2.7 and 13.3 Pa (20 and 100 mTorr) in a Gaseous Electronics Conference (GEC) RF Reference Cell in
mixtures of argon with oxygen. nitrogen and water. The relative concentrations of oxygen. nitrogen and water were
varied from below 0.01 % to over 10%. Simultaneous with the electrical measurements. the kinetic energy
distributions of ions at the grounded electrode were obtained using a mass spectrometer equipped with an ion energy
analyzer. As operating conditions were varied. the mass spectrometer revealed changes in the maximum ion energy
that paralleled changes in the electrical measurements. The electrical data were sensitive to concentrations of oxygen
< 0.01 % (and also to small quantities of nitrogen and water) suggesting that careful attention to background gases is
necessary to assure the greatest reproducibility of plasma conditions. In addition. in argon/oxygen mixtures at 2.7
Pa. the electrical measurements revealed slow changes that we believe are caused by increases and decreases in the
quantity of oxygen adsorbed on the surface of the cell's aluminum electrodes. It is expected that the measurement
techniques described here could be extended to monitor the sheath above a wafer during plasma etching to obtain
information about changes in the condition of the wafer surface and the energies of ions bombarding it.

1. INTRODUCTION

Plasma etching is widely used in semiconductor processing due to its unique ability to etch anisotropically,
producing features with steep walls and trenches with high aspect ratios. The origin of the anisotropy lies in the
directed motion of ions towards the wafer to be etched. Ions are acceleratedby electric fields in the plasma sheath.a
dark. electron-free region located between the plasma glow and the wafer surface. Thus the electrical properties of
the sheath playa fundamental role in the mechanism of plasma etching. In particular. the voltage drop across the
sheath plays a dominant role in determining the kinetic energy that an ion will have when it strikes the wafer surface,
and this energy is in turn an important factor in determining the etch rate and the severity of sputter damage. Also.
the sheath electrical properties determine whether thin gate oxides will be degraded by charging damage during
plasma processingI and whether electrically charged dust particles generated in the plasma will traverse the sheath
and contaminate the wafer. For all these reasons. the electrical properties of plasma sheaths are critical process
parameters in plasmaetching.

Measurements of the voltage and current in the electrical circuit that powers the plasma cell can provide electrical
and physical information about the plasma and its sheaths. Sometimes these measurements are used simply to detect
changes in the discharge with no attempt made to interpret them. As such. the measurements are a useful means of
gauging the reproducibility of conditions in several identical cells2, 3 and the sensitivity of the conditions in a single
cell to changes in its external powering circuitry. 4, 5 Furthermore. when changes in electrical measurements are

correlated with physical processes occurring in the pla~ma. the; can be used to monitor or detect these processes.
One example of this is electrical detection of etching endpoints. ,7 Finally. when current and voltage measurements

are combined with models of the electrical behavior of the discharJe. one can obtain values' for relevant plasma
parameters such as electron density.S' 9, 10sheath thickness. II. 12, 1 sheath electric field. 14and ion bombardment
energies.15, 16 However. further application of these efforts requires development of more sophisticated and more
general models of the electrical behavior of discharges and wider testing of these models by experiment.

A particularly important area where further research is needed involves the relationships between voltages
measured externally. the voltage drops across plasma sheaths. and the kinetic energies of ions accelerated acrosS
them. This study concentrates on an investigation of these relationships. We measured the current and voltage
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wavefonns on the powered electrode of an rf parallel-plate discharge cell and the kinetic energy distributions of ions
incident on the grounded electrode. Data obtained over a wide range of conditions were compared in order to test
the ability of the electrical data to predict changes in the ion energy distributions. Plasmas were generated at 2.7 and
13.3 Pa (20 and 100 mTorr) in mixtures of argon gas with oxygen, nitrogen and water. Argon is an electropositive
gas and the addition of even small quantities of electronegative gases should produce significant changes in both the
electrical behavior of the discharge and the ion energy distributions.17 We varied the concentrations of oxygen,
nitrogen and water from below 0.01 % to above 10%. Low concentrations were of interest because these three gases
are all common contaminants in plasma systems. We wondered if contamination by these gases could have been a
source of irreproducibility in previous electrical measurements of argon discharges or of disagreements between
theory and experiment.

In this study we found that certain electrical measurements were correlated to changes in the kinetic energies of
the most energetic ions. In addition, for mixtures of argon and oxygen at 2.7 Pa, we observed slow, time-
dependent changes in the electrical measurements that we attribute to changes in the quantity of oxygen adsorbed on
the surface of the cell's aluminum electrodes. In sum, this work illustrates the utility of electrical measurements for
sensing changes in both ion energies and surface conditions, and may hasten the development of theoretical
understanding of the electrical characteristics of discharges and further applications of the electrical measurements as
a tool for monitoring plasma processing.

2. EXPERIMENTAL APPARATUS

Experiments were performed in a GEC reference cell,2.3.18 a standard cell designed to facilitate direct
comparison of experimental results obtained in different laboratories. The cell has two aluminum electrodes with
diameters of 10 cm, separated by a gap of 2.54 cm. The grounded upper electrode was modified to incorporate a
Hiden EQP Plasma Probe mass spectrometerl9 described in detail elsewhere.20 This spectrometer is equipped for
ion energy analysis and also has an electron impact ionizer. The ionizer generates 70 eV electrons to ionize neutral
species, allowing the spectrometer to act as a residual gas analyzer. Ions and neutrals enter the spectrometer through
a O.l-mm hole in the center of the upper electrode. This electrode is supported by a 10-cm-diameter stainless steel
tube that also serves to ground it to the vacuum chamber. In contrast, an AI203 ceramic piece supports the powered
lower electrode and provides it with electrical insulation from its stainless steel ground shield and the chamber. The
lower electrode was driven at 13.56 MHz by an ENI ACG-5 power supply19 coupled through a 0.1 JlF blocking
capacitor and an isolating rf filter.4. 5 No matching network was used. The lower electrode is equipped for water
cooling, but at the low power levels of these experiments water cooling was not necessary and was not used.

I

Argon gas (99.999% purity) was supplied to the cell through a showerhead arrangement of many small holes in
the powered lower electrode, at a flow rate of 1.7 x 10-2 Pa m3/s (10 sccm). Oxygen and nitrogen were supplied
through a second gas line, equipped with a leak valve and an isolation valve, which joined the argon line at the cell.
Water vapor was supplied through the same valves, from a closed reservoir. Prior to argon/water experiments, air
and dissolved gases were removed from the reservoir by cooling it below O°C and then opening the valves between
it and the system's high vacuum turbo pump. We repeated this freeze/pump/thaw cycle several times. During
argon/water experiments, the leak valve was heated to prevent flow instabilities that arise from condensation of
water inside the leak valve.

r.

The cell was equipped with two separate pumping systems. At 13.3 Pa, gas flowed out of the cell to a
mechanical pump through six symmetrically placed holes in the base of the reactor. A constant pressure was
maintained in the cell by a throttle valve in the exhaust line controlled by a signal from a capacitance manometer. In
contrast, at 2.7 Pa gas was exhausted through a 6" side port to a turbo pump, and the pressure was maintained by
manually varying the speed of the turbo pump.

3. ELECTRICAL MEASUREMENTS

A Pearson model 2877 current probe19and a Hewlett Packard 10430A 10:1 attenuating voltage probe19were
attachedto the powerleaddownstreamof the blockingcapacitor,as closeas possibleto the poweredelectrode.A
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Hewlett Packard 54503A oscilloscope 19digitized the probe signals and transferred the digital data to a computer

which extracted the am&litudesand phases of the significant Fourier components using an iterative least squares
curve fitting algorithm. 4 Each fit included a dc component, the fundamental (13.56 MHz) component and the
second through fifth harmonics. Phases obtained from the fits were then corrected to account for propagationdelays
in the cables connecting the probes to the oscilloscope. Corrections for the effects of parasitic stray capacitance and
series inductance in the powered electrode assembly were also made, using a technique21 that requires no
assumptions about the parasitics. To improve the precision of the corrected results, an inductive shunt circuit2.3.5.21
was connected between the power lead and the chamber ground, downstream of the current probe, and it was
adjustedto nulltheparasiticcurrentat 13.56MHz. .

By this process, we convert the voltage and current waveforms measured by the probes into the waveforms Vet)
and I(t) present on the powered electrode. I(t) represents the current flowing from the surface of the powered
electrode into the plasma, and Vet)representsthe voltage between the powered electrode an~ its ground shield. This
is not exactly the same as the voltage between the electrodes, as parasitic inductance in the ground connections
between this shield and the grounded electrode produces a voltage drop between them. Nevertheless, we have
measured this inductance and found it to be sufficiently low that the rf voltage difference between the grounded
electrode and the ground shield of the powered electrode would be < 1 V for the frequency and current levels at
which we operated. Thus Vet) is very nearly the voltage between the electrodes, and we will treat it as such below.

Several different voltage drops across distinct regions of the plasma contribute to Vet). These include a drop
across the sheath at the powered electrode, a smaller voltage drop across the glow region of the plasma, and another
drop across the sheath at the grounded electrode. The voltage drop across each sheath varies with time as the sheath
expands and collapses during each rf cycle. Ideally, one would want to know the time-dependent values of the
sheath voltages individually, but this requires more information, either from additional experimental measurements
or from a model of the electrical behavior of the plasma. Nevertheless, if certain reasonable assumptions are made,
an estimate of the peak-to-peak value of the sheath voltages can be obtained. 14.22 The assumptions are that the
voltage drop across the glow is negligibly small, that the two sheaths oscillate 1800 out of phase, and that the voltage

. drop across the ground sheath, when it is fully contracted, is the same as the drop across the fully contracted
powered sheath. Given these assumptions, the peak-to-peak value of the ground sheath voltage drop can be shown
to be equivalent to V max, the highest value attained by the waveform Vet). The absolute value of Vmin, the
minimum waveform voltage, provides a value for the peak-to-peak amplitude of the powered sheath voltage.
Measurements of Vmax and Vmin can thus be used to determine the sensitivity of the sheath voltage drops to
perturbations of the plasma. For example, when the voltage applied to argon discharges is changed, Vmin changes

while Vwax remains constant, indicating that only the powered sheath, not the ground sheath, responds to this
change. 1 Finally, as the voltage drop across a sheath varies, the acceleration experienced by ions in that sheath will
also vary. Thus, changes in Vmax and Vmin can be used to detect changes in the kinetic energies of ions striking the
grounded and powered electrodes, as demonstrated below.

4. ELECTRICAL RESULTS AT 13.3 PA

Electrical data measured at 13.3 Pa (100 mTorr) are shown in Fig. I. In three separate experiments, 02, H20 and
N2 were added to the argon plasma in varying amounts, using the leak valve. During the experiments, the mass
spectrometer was operated as a residual gas analyzer to monitor neutral species in the plasma. The count rates at
masses 32, 18 and 28 (measured with the plasma ignited, simultaneous with the electrical measurements) were
converted to the values of 02, H20 and N2 concentration shown on the x axes. These values, representing the
concentration of each species relative to argon, were obtained as follows. First, we subtracted a background count
rate to account for residual gases in the differentially-pumped mass spectrometerchamber. The difference was then
divided by the count rate of the argon isotopeat mass 36 to account for any changes in the efficiency of the electron-
impact ionizer over time. Such changes affect all mass species equally, so they are canceled out by this
normalization. The resulting ratios were then converted to relative concentrations by a calibration factor obtained
using the capacitance manometer. Separate calibrations were performed for each gas. During calibrations, the
feedback loop controlling the pressure was disabled and the exhaust valve set to a fixed position. While the argon
flow was maintained, the flow of the second gas (02, H20 or N2) was interrupted by closing the leak and isolation
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valves. Values of the count ratio and pressure measured with the valves open and closed yield the necessary
calibration factor. Calibration factors obtained at varying concentrations (in the range 0.5-15%) were all in
agreement. Calibrations repeated over many weeks also agreed well.

The electrical parameters on the y axes of Fig. 1are derived from V(t) and I(t), the corrected voltage and current
waveforms. As described above, Vmaxis the highest voltage attained by V(t) while Vdc and VI are the amplitudes
of the dc and fundamental (13.56 MHz) components of V(t). Also shown are the magnitude and phase of the
impedance defined as Vlilt. where II is the fundamental component of I(t). At concentrations as low as 60 ppm
02, 200 ppm H20 and 600 ppm of N2, significant changes in these parameters were observed, illustrating how
sensitive argon discharges can be to small concentrationsof these common impurities. In this paper, we concentrate
on the changes in Vmax and Vdc, but the impedance changes are also important. The im~dance data contains
additional information about the mechanisms of power dissipation in the discharge.10-13,24,2SBut it is difficult to
obtain such information when many different dissipation mechanisms are present simultaneously, as simulation~
suggest.26

Despite changes in the impedance of the plasma, the rf power supply was able to maintain a rather stable output
voltage without requiring readjustment. Thus, V I remained relatively constant throughout the experiments, and so
did Vpp, the peak-to-peak amplitude of V(t). Because the amplitudes of the harmonic components of V(t) were
relatively small, Vpp =2V I and Vmax =V) + Vdc. Thus, with V) constant, the changes in Vmax and Vdc were
approximately equal.
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Fig. I. Electrical data for Ar/02 (left), ArIH20 (center) and ArIN2 (right) plasmas at 13.3 Pa (100 mTorr). The
relative concentrations in parts per million (ppm) given on the x axes were obtained from calibrated mass
spectrometer measurements. The electrical parameters on the y axes include: Vmax, the maximum value
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Vmaxand Vde rose with increasing 02 or H20 concentrations up to 1-2%,but at higher concentrations they fell.
This reversal may be related to the production of negative ions in the bulk plasma which would act to lower the
plasma potential, thus reducing the sheath voltage drops and the parameter Vmax. Negative ions should be less
prevalent in Ar/N2 mixtures, as N2 has relatively low attachment rates.23 Therefore it is not surprising that only a
monotonic rise in Vmaxand Vde is observed for Ar/N2. The rise in Vmaxand Vdc, seen for all three mixtures, is not
presently understood. Nevertheless, the changes in Vmaxin both directions were correlated to changes in the ion
energy measurements presented below.

To study the chemical reactions induced by the plasma, we turned the discharge off periodically throughout these
experiments, while we continued to acquire mass spectrometer data. Typically, the count rate of whichever gas we
were adding to argon increased when the plasma was extinguished (and decreased again when the plasma was re-
ignited) indicating that some fraction of the 02, N2 or H20 flowing into the cell was dissociated within the plasma.
Species produced in the plasma behave in the opposite fashion; when the discharge is turned off their count rates
fall. For example, when Ar/02 or ArIH20 discharges were turned off, the count rate of mass 44 and 28 neutrals
fell, indicating that oxygen radicals produced by the plasma decomposition of 02 and H20 were reacting with some
source of carbon (presumably pump oil) to produce C02 and CO. (Here, the mass 28 signal represents CO, not
N2, as cracking ofN2 in the mass spectrometer would produce a corresponding N signal at mass 14, which was not
observed.) The plasma dissociation of H20 also produced 02; in ArIH20 plasmas, we observed significant 02
concentrations that eventually reached 0.1% at the highest H20 concentrations shown in Fig I. When the ArIH20
discharges were turned off the 02 counts fell to background levels. Small declines in 02 counts were observed
when pure argon plasmas were extinguished, indicating that 02 was produced in these plasmas, presumably from
sputtering of oxygen previously adsorbed on surfaces within the cell. Additional evidence of reactions of 02 with
surfaces was obtained at lower pressures, as described below.

5. ELECTRICAL DATA AT 2.7 PA

Electrical measurements of Ar/02 plasmas at 2.7 Pa (20 mTorr) are shown in Fig. 2 as a function of 02
concentration. The experimental procedures were the same as at.13.3 Pa, with one exception: this time the vacuum
was maintained by a variable-speed turbo pump rather than the throttled mechanical pump. Consequently, we used a
different calibration method, in which the 02 flow was shut off and the Ar flow was then increased to maintain the
turbo pump at the same speed of rotation. The change in argon flow divided by its initial flow yielded the values for
02 relative concentration shown on the x axis. This procedure is less accurate than the 13.3 Pa calibration method,
and strictly speaking it provides a calibrated flow ratio, rather than a ratio of partial pressures.

The data in Fig. 2 display a surprising degree of hysteresis. In one experiment, shown in Fig. 2a, a constant
flow of 02 was abruptly introduced into an argon discharge and maintained for 40 min. Then the flow was shut off
and the plasma was monitored for an additional 50 min. Seconds after initiatingthe flow, the 02 concentration in the
cell jumped to -0.5%, but Vde and the other electrical parameters responded much more slowly to this change. Vde
required 30 min to stabilize at a new, higher value. Similarly, when the 02 flow was stopped, a rapid fall in 02
concentration was observed over several seconds, a time scale consistent with the residence time of gas in the
chamber. But Vde required40 min to fall back to its original value.

We believe that the slow upward drift in Vde arises from the development of an oxygen-rich layer on the surface
of one or both aluminum electrodes - either a layer of physisorbed oxygen or else an oxide layer formed by
chemical reaction. Interestingly, as Vde rises there is a simultaneous slow rise in ~ concentration, producing a
positive slope in this portion of the hysteresis curve. This increasing gas-phase 02 concentration can be explained
by a decreasing loss of gas-phase 02 to the surface, as the oxygen-rich surface layer develops. Apparently, the
development of the surface layer is self-limiting. By the time that Vde stabilizes the layer has presumably reached its
limiting thickness.

Conversely, the slow decline in Vde after the 02 flow is turned off can be explained by ion millingof the oxygen-
rich surface layer as it is bombarded by argon ions. An alternate explanation is that this layer is not removed but is
covered by aluminum sputtered off of the opposing electrode. However, this second hypothesis does not explain
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Fig. 2. Vdc. the dc component of the voltage waveform. for Ar/02 mixtures at 2.7 Pa (20 mTorr). In one
experiment (a) a constant 02 flow was turned on and then shut off 40 min later. In another (b) the 02
concentration was first ramped to -10% (.). then cycled between 0.1 and 10% (+). and then the 02 flow was
stopped while we continued to measure Vdc for a period lasting 50 min (0). The hysteresis in the data arises
from the slow formation of an oxygen-rich layer on the surface of the aluminum electrodes. and a subsequent
slow removal of the layer by sputtering.

the 02 concentrations observed after the oxygen flow was shut off. After the initial, rapid decline, a slow decline
from 600 to 200 ppm was observed. Presumably, this 02 signal arises from oxygen sputtered off of surfaces. The
flux of oxygen from a surface will decline as it is sputtered clean, resulting in the observed slow decrease in gas-
phase 02 concentration. Plasma must be present to observe this signal; in subsequent experiments the discharge
was turned off during this part of the hysteresiscycle and the 02 signal fell rapidly to background levels.

The slow surface-dependent changes in Fig. 2a may be analogous to changes in Vdc observed at the endpoint of
plasma etches6. 7 and may originate from changes in the emission of secondary electrons from the electrode
surfaces. Because secondary electron emission is a very surface-sensitive property, a very thin oxygen-rich layer,
possibly only a monolayer thick, could have measurableeffects. It is interesting that evidence for sputtering of 02
from surfaces was obtained at 13.3 Pa, as described above, but the hysteresis effects that dominate Fig. 2 were not
observed. This suggests that changes in surfaceconditionsstill occur at 13.3 Pa, but the electrical'characteristics are
less sensitive to these changes. Indeed, a previous study has shown that the impedance of argon discharges at
pressures ~ 13.3 Pa is not very sensitive to changes in the electrode surface.12 Excitations in the plasma glow are
more important at higher pressures12and they may dominate the effects of secondary electrons.

Fig. 2b reveals additional effects at higher 02 concentrations. In this experiment the 02 concentration was first
ramped (in staircase fashion) to about 10%. During this initial ramp Vdc rose, reached a maximum at around 1%
~, and then fell, This behavior results from a combinationof the slow time-dependent rise in Vdc related to surface
conditions (as in Fig. 2a) and a fall in Vdc at higher 02 concentrations. The fall in Vdc, also observed for high 02
and H20 concentrations at 13.3 Pa (Fig. I), is presumably a gas-phase effect, related to the production of negative
ions in the plasma glow. We then cycled the 02 concentration down to 0.1% and back up to 10%. During this part
of the experiment (labelled "subsequent cycles") the electrical parameters were functions solely of the 02
concentration at the time of the measurement. Data from different cycles were in agreement. There were no time-
dependent effects. This is presumably because the oxygen-rich surface layer had reached a self-limiting thickness
near the end of the initial ramp in 02 concentration. Finally, we shut off the oxygen flow and observed a slow
recovery of the electrical parameters lasting 50 min which is again explained by removal of the surface layer by
sputtering, as in Fig. 2a.
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6. COMPARISON WITH ION ENERGY DISTRIBUTIONS

We did additional experiments to see if the changes in Vmax observed in Figs I and 2 were correlated with
changes in the energies of ions bombarding the grounded electrode. We are primarily interested in the highest
energy ions: ions fonned in the glow that accelerate across the sheath without losing energy to collisions. The
highest energy ions are often the most important in etching and damage processes.27 Moreover, it is the energy of
these ions that should be most closely correlated to the sheath voltages and the electrical parameter Vmax. Ions that
loseenergyvia collisionsin the sheathor are fonned in the sheathwill havelowerenergiesthat wouldbe more
difficult to relate to the electrical measurements.

Because we were primarily interested in the highest energy ions, we extracted from each distribution a maximum
kinetic energy Emax. To define this energy, the sharp drop at the high energy end of each distribution was linearly
extrapolated, as shown in Fig. 3. The x-intercept of the extrapolation defines Emax. A small amount of signal was
observed at energies above this, because the energy resolution of the spectrometer is not perfect.

The Ar+ and 02+ ion energy distributions shown in Fig. 3 were measured for a 13.3 Pa Ar/02 plasma at an
oxygen concentration of 2%. The 02+ distribution is relatively sharp, but broadening and multiple peaks are
observed in the Ar+ distribution. These features, also observed in pure argon discharges, are caused primarily by
symmetric charge-exchange collisions in the sheath.20,28 They are not observed in the 02+ distribution, because,
at such a low o~ygen concentration, the probability of an 02+ ion encountering an 02 neutral in the sheath is
relatively small. At higher 02 concentrations, however, multiple peaks do appear in the 02+ distributions.
Similarly, in ArIH20 mixtures at 13.3 Pa, the distribution of H20+ ions exhibit such features only at high H20
concentrations. In contrast, in Ar/N2 mixtures N2+ ions showed evidence of collisions in the sheath even at low
concentrations of N2. In all cases, the Ar+ distributions were broad at 13.3 Pa. However, when the pressure is
lowered, the probability of collisions decreases, and the multiple peaks disappear. At 2.7 Pa the ion energy
distributions of Ar+, 02+ and N2+each show only a single, narrow peak. As the gas mixture was varied at 2.7 Pa,
the distributions did not broaden or change in shape, and so shifts in Emax at this pressure closely tracked shifts in
the mean ion energies.
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Values of the maximum kinetic energy Emax are compared with the parameter Vmax in Fig. 4 for Ar/02, ArIH20
and Ar/N2 mixtures at 13.3 Pa. During these experiment, the mass spectrometer remained in energy analysis mode,
with the electron-impact ionizer turned off. Count rates for neutral species were not measured. Instead, the
concentration values on the x axis were estimated from simultaneous measurement of the impedance magnitude and
its previously measured dependence on concentration, given by Fig. I.

In Fig 4, a qualitative agreement between the changes in VMaxand the changes in Emax is observed. In all cases,
the initial increase in Vmax occurs simultaneously with an increase in Emax. When Vmax starts to decrease at 2% 02
in Ar and at I% H20 in Ar, the Emax values also begin to decrease. The slopes of the initial increases in Emax are
smaller than the slopes seen in V max, while at higher concentrations the decreases in Emax are more rapid than
decreases in Vmax. In Ar/N2 mixtures the total increase in Emax is small, -I Volt. While this increase levels off at
high N2 concentrations, the plot of VMax shows positive curvature.

While VMaxis an estimate of the peak-to-peak amplitude of the ground sheath voltage, the maximum kinetic
energy Emax is more closely related to the time-averaged value of the sheath voltage. These relatively heavy ions
have a plasma frequency lower than 13.56 MHz, and therefore they do not readily respond to the rf fields in the
sheath. Electrical models22relate the time-averaged and peak-to-peak value of the ground sheath potential, but we
know of no fundamental reason why they should be equal. Thus changes in VMaxshould be correlated to changes
in Emax,as observed, but there is no reason to expect them to exactly coincide. Furthermore, the accuracy of the
VMaxvalues shown is rather limited, as VMaxis essentially given by the difference between two larger numbers,
Vdc and V). Systematic errors of a few percent in either the dc or 13.56 MHz calibration of the oscilloscope or
voltage probe would result in a shift of the VMaxcurve up or down by several volts, although these errors would
not noticeablychange the shape of the curve.

Finally, Fig. 5 shows a comparison of VMaxand Emax for Ar/02 mixtures at 2.7 Pa. In this experiment alone,
the Ar flow was increased to 3.4 x 10-2 Pa m3/s (20 sccm) and a mass flow controller, rather than the' leak valve,
was used to control the 02 flow. The 02 concentrations were obtained from the flow ratios. At the start of the
experi.ment the aluminum electrodes were fully oxidized by an oxygen-rich plasma so electrical data acquired
thereafter did not suffer from the hysteresis seen in Fig. 2. In Fig. 5, as in Fig. 4, most of the trends revealed by
the electrical measurementVMaxalso appear in the Emax values. An exception occurs at high 02 concentrations,
where the decline in VMaxlevels off while the Emax values continue to decline. Otherwise, the VMaxand Emax
curves are almost parallel. In other experiments, under conditions similar to the experiment of Fig. 2a, no change
was observed in ion energies measured simultaneously with the slow surface-dependent changes in the electrical
measurements. Thus at 2.7 Pa, the electrical measurements were sensitive both to fast changes in gas-phase
composition that perturbed the ion energies, as well as slow, surface-dependentchanges that did not.

7. CONCLUSIONS

We have found that argon discharges are sensitive to small concentrations of the common contaminant gases 02,
N2, and H20 and to changes in surface conditions, specifically increases and decreases in the quantity of oxygen
adsorbed on the surface of the cell's aluminum electrodes. Electrical measurements can be used to detect these
changes and to prediCt,to some extent, how sheath voltage drops and ion kinetic energies will respond to them. In
particular, a correlation was found between the electrical measurementsand the kinetic energies of the most energetic
ions, which are most important in sputter damage and plasma etching mechanisms. We do not currently fully
understand the mechanisms that produce the changes in the electrical parameters and ion energies. More
sophisticated models of the electrical behavior of rf discharges must be developed and tested experimentally before
quantitative predictions of ion energies can be obtained from electrical measurements. Nevertheless, the correlation
between the electrical measurements and ion energies means that the electrical measurements could prove
immediately useful for monitoring plasma conditions in plasma etching applications, even without the development
of additional models. Although we have only mentioned ions incident on the grounded electrode, the techniques
described here are not limited to grounded substrates. Etching is also performed on wafers that are rf biased, both in
parallel plate reactors and remote plasma sources, and we expect the electrical measurements to be equally useful in
detecting changes in the kinetic energies of ions incident on these rf biased wafers.
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