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Thin film nanocalorimeter for heat capacity measurements of 30 nm films
D. R. Queena� and F. Hellman
Department of Physics, University of California, Berkeley, Berkeley, California 94720, USA

�Received 27 February 2009; accepted 1 May 2009; published online 1 June 2009�

A silicon nitride membrane-based nanocalorimeter is described for measuring the heat capacity of
30 nm films from 300 mK to 800 K and in high magnetic fields with absolute accuracy �2%. The
addenda heat capacity of the nanocalorimeter is less than 2�10−7 J /K at room temperature and
2�10−10 J /K at 2.3 K. This is more than ten times smaller than any existing calorimeter suitable
for measuring thin films over this wide temperature range. The heat capacities of thin Cu and Au
films are reported and agree with bulk values. The thermal conductivity of the thin low stress silicon
nitride is substantially smaller than thicker membranes while the specific heat is enhanced below 20
K. Design of the nanocalorimeter will be discussed along with fabrication details and calibration
results. © 2009 American Institute of Physics. �DOI: 10.1063/1.3142463�

I. INTRODUCTION

Understanding the thermodynamic properties of nano-
scale materials has become increasingly important as
samples with nanometer length scales are routinely produced
in the laboratory and semiconductor processing technologies
shrink to tens of nanometers in size. Heat capacity in particu-
lar reveals information about electronic, magnetic, and struc-
tural properties. Measurements at the lowest temperatures
tell us about the fundamental excitations in a system while
measurements to several hundred degrees centigrade are
typically most important in revealing phase transitions or
determinations of total enthalpy and entropy. Many of these
materials �e.g., amorphous, multilayers, and nanostructured�
cannot be produced as bulk samples and are not amenable to
traditional measurement techniques. Calorimetry measure-
ments necessarily require that the heat capacity of the calo-
rimeter be measured along with the sample of interest. Heat
capacity c is an extensive quantity and a calorimeter suitable
for measuring these small quantities should have a heat ca-
pacity, and thus, of comparable magnitude to the nanoscale
materials and films in addition to operating over a wide
range of temperatures and fields.

Microcalorimeters based on amorphous, low stress sili-
con nitride �Si–N� membranes have been used for over a
decade to understand the thermodynamics of thin films and
small �micrograms� samples.1–5 Heats of fusion and heat ca-
pacities of ultrathin films and monolayers have previously
been measured, but these measurements have been confined
to high temperatures and zero magnetic field.6,7 Films as thin
as 200 nm have been measured from 2–800 K and in mag-
netic fields up to 8 T with an absolute accuracy �2%. �See
Ref. 8 and the references therein.�

Here we describe the design and fabrication of a thin
film nanocalorimeter for use from 300 mK to 800 K and in
high magnetic fields. This nanocalorimeter is a scaled down
version of the previously reported microcalorimeter1,8 and

has more than ten times less addenda heat capacity over
this wide temperature range, enabling the heat capacities of
30 nm films or submicrogram samples to be measured with
�2% absolute accuracy.5,9 Calibration measurements for the
device will be discussed along with an analysis of the spe-
cific heat and thermal conductivity of the amorphous Si–N
membrane.

II. DEVICE DESCRIPTION

The low thermal conductance and heat capacity of amor-
phous Si–N membranes make them ideal for thin film calo-
rimeters both because of their intrinsic properties �high De-
bye temperature and corresponding low C� and their
mechanical strength �can be made extremely thin with a
large area�.1,10 These membranes are made from a low stress,
silicon rich film that is grown by low pressure chemical va-
por deposition �LPCVD� and they are commonly used for
x-ray and TEM windows.11

Figure 1 shows a schematic �a� and cross section �b� of
the new nanocalorimeter with the sample heaters and ther-
mometers labeled. All of the elements on the device are
lithographically patterned and their geometries are well
known. The 2 mm�2 mm�30 nm Si–N membrane acts
both as a substrate for the thin film sample and a weak ther-
mal link between the sample and the Si frame. Samples
are deposited onto the backside of the membrane in the
1�1 mm2 sample area through a microfabricated deposition
mask, shown in Fig. 1�b�. A Cu or Au thermal conduction
layer is also deposited on the back of the membrane in the
same central sample area to ensure that the sample is isother-
mal with the thermometers.9 The sample heater is used to
raise the temperature of the sample area from fractions of a
degree to several hundred degrees above the frame tempera-
ture depending on the measurement technique.

The heat capacities of the membrane, thermal conduc-
tion layer, and sample, when present, are the dominant con-
tributions to the total measured heat capacity cT. The back-
ground, or addenda, heat capacity of the calorimeter ca is due
to the membrane, conduction layer, and thin film heaters anda�Electronic mail: dqueen@berkeley.edu.

REVIEW OF SCIENTIFIC INSTRUMENTS 80, 063901 �2009�

0034-6748/2009/80�6�/063901/7/$25.00 © 2009 American Institute of Physics80, 063901-1

Author complimentary copy. Redistribution subject to AIP license or copyright, see http://rsi.aip.org/rsi/copyright.jsp

http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.3142463
http://dx.doi.org/10.1063/1.3142463


thermometers. The thermal link K that couples the sample
area to the environment includes contributions from thermal
conduction and radiation. The thermal conduction term de-
pends on the elements that connect the sample area and the
frame: Si–N membrane and Pt leads for the heater and ther-
mometers. Heat loss due to radiation becomes appreciable
above 100 K and depends on the membrane area and
emissivity.12

The ability to reliably make thin membranes with a large
area sets the minimum possible size for the calorimeter. Here
we describe how the important device properties should
scale in terms of the device parameters: membrane thickness
t and width x. In scaling down the microcalorimeter to re-
duce ca, the membrane’s strength is kept relatively constant
by maintaining the ratio of membrane area to thickness
x2 / t�constant.11 Membranes as thin as 30 nm are strong
enough to withstand fabrication, processing, and routine han-
dling. To meet this constraint for a 30 nm membrane, where
t is reduced by a factor of six compared to the 180 nm
membrane of the microcalorimeter, the membrane area must
be reduced by 6, hence from 5�5 mm2 to 2�2 mm2,
therefore reducing x by 2.5.

The reduced size of the nanocalorimeter changes two

thermodynamic quantities that in turn control all the other
measurement parameters: the addenda heat capacity ca and
the thermal link K connecting the sample to the environment.
ca scales in a straight forward manner as it depends only on
the total mass m=�V of the elements on the membrane. The
membrane contribution scales as x2t and is reduced by a
factor of 36 for a 2 mm�2 mm�30 nm membrane. The
in-plane dimensions of the heater, thermometers, and leads
were reduced by the factor as x and their thicknesses by ti. If
the scaling of ti� t, then the overall ca�x2t which is reduced
by a factor of 36. K has contributions from conduction
through the membrane and the Pt leads and, for T�100 K, a
measurable contribution from radiation. Since the device is
scaled uniformly in the plane of the wafer, all contributions
from conduction scale as ti� t. �x appears in both the numera-
tor and denominator of k, hence, is canceled.� The radiation
contribution Krad=��AT3 depends on the heated area of the
membrane A�x2� t. Therefore, K� t since both contributions
separately scale as t. Thus, the heat capacity of films as thin
as 30 nm can be measured by scaling the microcalorimeter’s
membrane thickness t by 6 and area x2 by 6 to decrease ca.
Furthermore, this scaling results in no change in systematic
error for this measurement since the systematic error depends
on the ratio of the thermal conductances of conduction layer
and membrane which both scale at t.8

The measurement sensitivity is determined by the off-
null voltage of the bridge circuit �V= Ith�R where Ith is
the current through the sample thermometer and
�R=�T�dR /dT� is the change in thermometer resistance
upon heating the sample area. The reduction in t and x for the
heaters and thermometers results in an increase in their re-
sistance that scales as t−1. �since all elements’ lengths and
widths scale as x� The sensitivity of the scaled thermometers
is evaluated by considering the bridge response as the rel-
evant figure of merit �FOM�. It is shown in Ref. 13 that
FOM= �t / tth�1/2T3/2 /�1/2d� /dT where t and tth are the thick-
ness of the membrane and thermometer, respectively, and
� is the resistivity of the thermometer. For the
Pt thermometer, where t / tth and ��T� are both constant,
FOM=constant and there is no loss of sensitivity upon scal-
ing. For the low temperature a-NbySi1−y thermometers, both
t / tth and � were varied to optimize the sensitivity while keep-
ing the resistance at a measurable value, typically, �1 M	.
This will be further discussed in Sec. III.

III. FABRICATION

The thin film nanocalorimeters are fabricated in the UC
Berkeley Microfabrication Laboratory on 4 in. �100� silicon
wafers using micro electromechanical systems �MEMS� pro-
cessing techniques with modifications required to protect
the thin Si–N before and after releasing the membranes. A
100 nm oxide layer is grown by wet oxidation of both sides
of the Si wafer at 1000 °C. This oxide layer reduces the
capacitive coupling between the heater, thermometers, and
ground through the silicon wafer. The oxide is etched from
the back of the wafer using 5:1 buffered HF �BHF� and low
stress amorphous Si–N is deposited at 835 °C in a LPCVD
furnace using a 4:1 mixture of dichlorosilane and ammonia.

FIG. 1. Schematic of the nanocalorimeter. �a� The sample and conduction
layer are in the 1�1 mm2 square at the center of the 2�2 mm2 membrane.
The silicon chip is 5�5 mm2. Three sample thermometers �two a-NbySi1−y

and one Pt� are located on the sample area with impedance matched ther-
mometers on the frame. Each thermometer’s resistance is optimized for a
different temperature range. A Pt sample heater is used for all T0 to heat the
sample area with respect to the frame. Lead resistances are �2% of the
measured resistance for the heater and over the range of each thermometer.
The Pt heater and thermometer are 12 
m wide. The a-NbySi1−y thermom-
eters have the same doping y and resistances that differ by a factor of 12.5
due to geometry. �b� The 30–50 nm thick low stress, amorphous Si–N mem-
brane is released by etching the Si wafer in KOH and then removing the 100
nm oxide layer in buffered HF. The 10–20 nm thick Pt film is lithographi-
cally patterned and etched prior to releasing the membrane. a-NbySi1−y is
deposited on the wafer with released membranes, patterned, and then etched.
The sample is patterned in the center of the membrane by depositing the film
through a separately micromachined deposition mask.
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The Si–N on the front surface of the wafer forms the mem-
brane and the Si–N on the back is the mask for the subse-
quent silicon etch. Scratches in the thin Si–N film will result
in unwanted etching of the Si therefore a 200 nm film of Cr
is deposited on the back surface of the wafer to protect the
Si–N during processing. A Pt film is sputtered onto the front
of the wafers where the heaters, thermometers, and leads are
lithographically patterned and then etched in aqua-regia at
85 °C. The front surface of the wafer is then protected with
photoresist and the Cr film is removed from the backside.
The Si–N on the back of the wafer is patterned and etched.
The membranes are released by etching the exposed Si in
KOH at 80 °C. The top surface oxide layer is removed from
the back of the membrane in 5:1 BHF leaving the clean
bottom surface of the Si–N as a growth surface for future
sample deposition. Vacuum chucks are avoided for the re-
mainder of the processing as the membranes are somewhat
fragile. The low temperature a-NbySi1−y thermometers are
cosputtered, annealed, patterned, and then etched in an SF6

plasma. Thicknesses of the Pt, a-NbySi1−y, oxide, and Si–N
are measured either with a profilometer or optical reflecto-
meter. A batch consists of 6–18 wafers with each wafer hold-
ing 52 devices and yields are typically 85%.

Residual stress is kept below 200 MPa for all films to
reduce strain on the membranes. The stress in the LPCVD
Si–N depends on the deposition temperature and ratio of
dichlorosilane and ammonia precursor gases.11 The stress in
the sputtered Pt and a-NbySi1−y films is controlled by varying
the pressure of the argon gas.14 Film stresses are determined
by measuring the Si wafer curvature before and after film
deposition with a Tencor FLX-2320.

The resistance of the a-NbySi1−y thermometers is a func-
tion of both doping y and annealing temperature TA.15 An-
nealing the devices ensures that they are thermodynamically
stable and thus reproducible for sample preparation or mea-
surements below TA. A device’s operating temperature range
is determined by the choice of y and TA. Thermometers with
R�1 M	 at 300 mK can be obtained for y�0.1 when TA

=300 °C. The operating temperature range can be expanded
by increasing both y and TA. Low temperature thermometers
have been reliably produced by annealing films with y
�0.13 at 500 °C.15 Figure 2 shows the predicted FOM for
the a-NbySi1−y where t / tth and � are both held constant. By
holding � constant and decreasing t / tth, the thermometer re-
sistance increases above 1 M	 and the FOM decreases. y
was increased to compensate for the increased thermometer
resistance but this resulted in a decrease in the FOM. The
FOM for these thermometers can be further improved by
annealing above 300 °C and by decreasing y and increasing
tth for future devices.

Samples and conduction layers are vapor deposited onto
the small central sample area of the membrane using a mi-
cromachined deposition mask. A 5 
m gap between the
deposition mask and membrane is used to keep the error in
sample area to �1% from typical shadowing effects during
growth. These deposition masks are fabricated from 6 in.
silicon wafers with a nominal thickness of 650 
m. The
wafers are coated with 400 nm of Si–N, patterned on the
front and back, and etched in KOH at 80 °C. The resulting

mesa structure fits in the etch pit on the nanocalorimeter and
has a through wafer opening in the center that defines the
1�1 mm2 sample area. Appropriate choice of convex cor-
ner compensation is required to prevent undercutting the
mesa structure along the �411� planes that are exposed at the
corners. The convex corner compensation method laid out by
Fan and Zhang16 was found to be sufficient for this deposi-
tion mask structure.

IV. EXPERIMENTAL METHOD

The nanocalorimeter is either mounted onto a measure-
ment system once the sample and conduction layer are de-
posited or the device is attached to a sample stage with a
deposition mask for in situ deposition and measurement. In
either case, the device is clamped to a Cu block with a small
amount of either Apiezon N or H grease applied to the block
to ensure good thermal contact. The device can be operated
over a temperature range from 300 mK to 800 K when it is
prepared as described above. Electrical connections are made
by gold wire bonding to the contact pads on the Si frame. A
commercial Cernox thermometer and temperature controller
are used to measure and control the temperature of the Cu
sample block. During the measurement, each resistance ther-
mometer on the device is calibrated to the temperature of the
block thermometer. The resistance of the device sample ther-
mometers typically vary by a small amount for devices from
the same wafer. This variation is due to either thickness or,
for the a-NbySi1−y, small composition gradients across the
wafer. All measurements are made under high vacuum
��1�10−7 Torr� to eliminate irreproducibility in c or K from
small amounts of gas or ice.

The small �T relaxation method1,8,17 is typically used for
heat capacity measurements, however, the nanocalorimeter is
compatible with other small sample calorimetry techniques.
For this measurement, the thermal link of the calorimeter K
is measured by applying a known power P to the heater and
then measuring the steady state temperature rise �T of the
sample area above the Si frame which is held at the tempera-
ture of the block T0. Solution of the steady state heat flow
equation gives K= P /�T. P is then set to 0 and the subse-

FIG. 2. Low temperature sensitivity FOM= �t / tth�1/2T3/2 /�1/2d� /dT of the
nanocalorimeter using a-NbySi1−y thermometers. The predicted nanocalo-
rimeter FOM �solid line� which is the same as the microcalorimeter, FOM
for t / tth=1 /6 and �=constant �dashed line�, and the measured FOM with
t / tth=constant and � decreased to reduce the thermometer resistance below
1 M	.
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quent exponential temperature decay is recorded as a func-
tion of time. The time constant of the temperature decay
�=cT /K where cT=ca+cs is the total heat capacity of the
calorimeter, sample, and conduction layer.

This simple model for heat flow in the device applies
when the sample area is isothermal and both K and c do not
change appreciably during the measurement. Temperature
gradients in the sample area have been shown to be �2%
when using a conduction layer with a high thermal conduc-
tivity, such as Au or Cu, that has at least the same thickness
as the membrane.9 Changes in K and c are kept sufficiently
small with the appropriate choice of �T. For the steady state
measurement of K, �T in the range of 1%–10% of T0 main-
tains the linearity of K over the temperature interval T0 to
T0+�T. For the temperature decay, �T of 1%–2% of T0 is
used and results in an error in c that is �0.01%. A detailed
discussion of this technique along with a comparison to both
a one dimensional �1D� model and two dimensional �2D�
numerical simulation are reported elsewhere.1,8,9,17

To measure �T, either the Pt or one of the a-NbySi1−y

sample thermometers �depending on temperature T0� is con-
nected to a lock-in amplifier through an autobalancing bridge
which references a matching thermometer on the device’s
frame �see Fig. 1�. The temperature of the block is held
stable at T0, the bridge is balanced, and the resistance of the
sample thermometer is measured along with the temperature
of the calibrated block thermometer. The bridge is then
driven off balance by an amount �V when power P is sup-
plied to the sample heater. �T of the sample is then deter-
mined from the measured R�T� calibration for the sample
thermometer.1,18 For a given T0, several heater powers are
applied corresponding to �T /2,�T ,3�T /2,2�T to test lin-
earity of K around T0+�T.

A Signal Recovery model 7265 DSP Lock-in amplifier
provides the excitation voltage for the bridge and records the
relaxation time constant � using an internal fast A/D con-
verter. An excitation frequency of several hundred hertz to
a few kilohertz is used for measurement of the decay. Be-
tween 25 and 100 decays are averaged at a single tempera-
ture. The resistance of the a-NbySi1−y sample thermometer is
500 k	−1 M	 at low temperatures and this leads to an RC
attenuation of the off-null voltage of the bridge for frequen-
cies above �3 kHz. This attenuation is acceptable for the
time dependant measurement as only the time constant of the
decay is important but it is unacceptable for K where an
accurate measure of �V of the bridge is needed to determine
�T. A low frequency, typically 17 Hz, is therefore used for
the steady state measurement to avoid this RC attenuation.

Usually, one nanocalorimeter per wafer is measured
�with a conduction layer� to determine ca for all devices from
the wafer. The remaining devices have both a sample and a
conduction layer deposited on them. The sample’s heat ca-
pacity cs is determined by subtracting the addenda from the
total measured heat capacity, cs=cT−ca. The small variations
in ca for each device due to differences in Pt and conduction
layer thicknesses between the addenda and sample devices
are calculated and corrected.

The data presented below are for devices with varying
conduction layer thicknesses and materials. The membrane

thickness for these nanocalorimeters is 50 nm though devices
with 30 nm membranes have been fabricated. Additionally,
process variations resulted in the thickness of the Pt heater
and thermometers being greater than the desired value from
scaling. The increased thickness of Pt increases ca and the
conduction term in K. All measurements were performed in a
4He cryostat over the temperature range 2–300 K. The resis-
tance of the a-NbySi1−y thermometers were successfully
measured down to 300 mK in a 3He cryostat. The Pt
thermometers were tested up to 800 K in vacuum both by
raising the temperature of the sample block and monitoring
the resistance of thermometer and also by holding the sample
block and silicon frame of the calorimeter at room tempera-
ture and heating the sample area of the membrane up to
800 K. For the remainder of the paper, we will refer to the
heat capacity of the Si–N membrane, heaters, and thermom-
eters as the addenda and treat the conduction layer as the
sample. It should be noted that a measurement of a device
without a conduction layer is not meaningful since the iso-
thermal criterion is not satisfied.

V. RESULTS

Figure 3 shows cT for a device with 86.4 nm thick Cu
conduction layer. Also shown are calculated c for each com-
ponent; Si–N membrane, Pt elements, and Cu conduction
layer. The heat capacity of the a-NbySi1−y thermometers is
not shown as it makes a negligible contribution.12 For this
sample, the bulk specific heats of Cu and Pt are used to
calculate the corresponding thin film contributions which is a
reasonable assumption given the results presented below.19

cCu is shown for the thickness of Cu in the 1�1 mm2

sample area. cPt is a combination of c for all of the Pt in the
sample area along with 29% of c for the Pt on the membrane
border. This geometric factor for the border contribution is a
result from 2D heat flow simulations.9 The Si–N’s heat ca-
pacity is calculated from cSi−N=cT−cCu−cPt. Knowing each
of these contributions allows ca to be calculated for any de-
vice to within 2% as is demonstrated below.

Figure 4 shows the temperature dependence of K, the
measured thermal link of the nanocalorimeter, and the vari-
ous components that contribute to this value. Measurements

FIG. 3. Total measured heat capacity cT of a 50 nm thick device with 86.4
nm of Cu �contributions from: Cu conduction layer; Si–N membrane; Pt
heater, thermometer, and leads; and a-NbySi1−y thermometers �small and not
shown��. cCu and cPt are calculated from bulk data. �Ref. 19� cSi−N is calcu-
lated from cT−cCu−cPt. �Ref. 12�.
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of K for devices from the same wafer agree to within 3%.
The inset in Fig. 4 shows K for devices from wafers A and B
that are from the same process lot. Variations in the thickness
of the Pt and Si–N account for the difference between the
measured K. The thickness differences between wafers for
the Si–N and Pt are 1.5% and �10%, respectively. Correct-
ing for these different thicknesses reduces the variation to
�2% which is within the measurement error.

The contributions to K shown in Fig. 4 were calculated
following the procedure detailed in Ref. 10. The thermal
conductance of the Pt leads KPt is calculated from the ther-
mal conductivity given by the Wiedemann–Franz law
�k /�=L0T�. The electrical conductivity � of the Pt is
calculated from the measured R�T� of the Pt heater which,
along with the thermometers and leads, is lithographically
patterned and its geometry well known. KPt is subtracted
from K and the resulting curve is fit to a functional
form a+bT+cT3 above 100 K. The cubic term is assumed
to be due to the leading term in the radiation contri-
bution Prad=Aeff����T0+�T�4−T0

4��Aeff��T3�T�Krad�T
with Krad=Aeff��T0

3. From this we can find the contribution
from the Si–N KSi−N=K−Krad−KPt.

12 The contribution from
Krad scales as the exposed surface area Aeff and is in good
agreement with the predicted reduction of x2.

Heat capacity measurements were also made on 52.5 nm
and 30.3 nm thick Cu films and a 54.6 nm Au film. In all
cases, the temperature decays were verified to be single ex-
ponential over 6�. The nanocalorimeter for the Au film was
from wafer A and the nanocalorimeters for the Cu films were
from wafer B. All of the sample films were grown by thermal
evaporation at a base pressure of 2�10−6 Torr and a depo-
sition rate of 2–5 Å/s. Film thicknesses were monitored dur-
ing growth with a quartz crystal thickness monitor and veri-
fied by measuring the thickness of a neighboring sample with
a KLA-Tencor Alphastep IQ surface profilometer. The uncer-
tainty in film thickness is 1.5% for these samples.

Figure 5�a� shows cs for several thicknesses of Cu. Here
we choose to find cs by taking the difference between � for
each of the measured samples and multiplying the result by
an average K for this wafer. This subtraction removes the

contribution of ca and the thinner conduction layer by treat-
ing the extra Cu of the thicker layer as the sample, e.g.,

cCu
33.9 nm = cT

86.4 nm − cT
52.5 nm

= K86.4 nm�86.4 nm − K52.5 nm�52.5 nm

= K��86.4 nm − �52.5 nm� ,

since K for each device was measured to be the same,
and similarly for 56.1 nm=86.4−30.3 nm and 22.2 nm
=52.5−30.3 nm. The assumption of an average K, and thus
ca, introduces an additional error that depends on small dif-
ferences in Pt lead thickness for each device. The resulting
data are normalized to their molar mass and are in good
agreement with the literature values for bulk Cu which is
shown as well.19

Figure 5�b� shows cs for a 54.6 nm thick Au film. For
this sample, ca was calculated as described above based on
the measured thicknesses of the Si–N and Pt for this wafer
compared to wafer B. The specific heat for bulk Au �Ref. 19�
is shown and is in good agreement with the measured value.
This agreement validates the differential method for measur-
ing heat capacity along with verifying that the extracted heat
capacity of the Si–N is correct since CCu�T� is very different
than CAu�T�. The agreement of the Cu and Au films with
bulk specific heat values also indicates that both electronic
and lattice contributions to the specific heat are not changed
for films as thin as 30 nm.

We turn now to the intrinsic values of k and C for the
Si–N extracted from the measured values of K and ca.10

We use the results of 2D heat flow simulations that
show how contributions from the membrane border area
need to be considered.9 The intrinsic thermal conductivity
of the Si–N kSi−N=KSi−N /t where t is the thickness of
the Si–N and =10.33 is a geometric constant obtained
from the simulations, somewhat equivalent to the ratio
of the path length to width. The intrinsic specific
heat of the Si–N CSi−N is calculated from cSi−N. From
the 2D simulations, the effective volume of Si–N is the
sum of the central sample area and border contributions,
Veff= 	1 mm2+0.24��2�2�− �1�1��mm2
�50 nm where
0.24 is a geometric factor taken from the simulations in the
limit of a good thermal conduction layer, as here.

FIG. 4. Measured total thermal link K= P /�T of a 50 nm nanocalorimeter
shown with the contributions from Si–N membrane, Pt leads, and radiation.
KPt is calculated using the Wiedemann–Franz law with the measured ��T� of
the Pt heater. KSi−N is calculated by subtracting the contributions from Pt
leads and radiation. Krad is taken as the T3 term in K−KPt. �Ref. 12� Inset: K
for two devices from different wafers in same process lot.

FIG. 5. Specific heat of Cu �a� and Au �b� films of various thicknesses. Bulk
values �solid lines� are from Ref. 19. Data in �a� is the difference between
devices with thick and thin Cu films. The specific heat of Au �b� was deter-
mined as described in the text. Insets: C /T vs T2 for 56.1 nm Cu �a� and
56.3 nm Au �b�.
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Figure 6�a� shows the thermal conductivity of Si–N for a
50 nm and several 200 nm membranes.10,20 The thermal con-
ductivity for 200 nm membranes below 10 K was reported to
be sensitive to the surface roughness of the membrane which
is primarily determined by oxide preparation technique.10

Phonon scattering from the rougher surfaces is believed to be
diffuse and leads to a decrease in thermal conductivity. k for
the nanocalorimeter’s 50 nm membranes is reduced over the
entire measured temperature range up to a factor of three
when compared to 200 nm membranes prepared under simi-
lar conditions. The reduction in k is likely due to boundary
scattering of long wavelength phonons from the surfaces of
the membrane. Recent thermal conductivity measurements of
an a-Si:H film using time-domain thermoreflectance have
shown that a large fraction of the room temperature thermal
conductivity is due to phonons with wavelengths of several
nanometers and mean free paths of hundreds of
nanometers.21 We suggest therefore that boundary scattering
in the thinner nitride films reduces the mean free path of the
phonons which in turn reduces k over the entire measured
temperature range.

Figure 6�b� shows the specific heat �J g−1 K−1� of the
50 nm Si–N compared to 200 nm Si–N membranes. Above
20 K, CSi−N for both samples agrees to within a few percent
and rules out any thickness errors that might account for the
discrepancy seen in k. Below 20 K, the 50 nm films show an
increase in c as compared to 200 nm films.

Rutherford backscattering �RBS� measurements for
Si–N films reported here and previously12 show the stoichi-
ometry to be SiN1.15�0.05 with �1 at. % hydrogen as mea-
sured by hydrogen forward scattering in agreement with pre-
vious results.22 The density, also determined from RBS, for
these films is �=2.68�0.07 g /cm3. There was no depth de-
pendence to the composition found from the RBS measure-
ments. The index of refraction, which is a measure of film
composition and stress, measured by spectroscopic ellipsom-
etry is 2.15�0.05 for all of these films as well.11 From these
measurements, all of the films in Fig. 6 appear to be very
similar chemically and it seems unlikely that any remaining
small variations in stoichiometry or density would lead to the
differences seen in k and C.

Room temperature acoustic measurements on the
50 nm films give the longitudinal speed of sound
vl=11.7�105 cm /s which is �6% larger than vl for
200 nm thick Si–N.12,20,23 The previous result from Ref. 23
are corrected here for the measured density. Room tempera-
ture measurements of k have been made on 50 nm20 and
200 nm12,22 Si–N films using the 3� technique. These values
are systematically 14% lower than the values determined
from calorimetry measurements and lie slightly outside of
the room temperature 10% error bar in k that is dominated by
uncertainty in the model for radiation. All of these differ-
ences are negligible compared to the factor of three change
in k at all temperatures and the factor of five change in C by
2 K.

Figure 7 shows the specific heat of Si–N plotted as
CP��D /T3 versus T /�D along with vitreous silica from
Ref. 24. Deviations from Debye-like specific heat, such as a
linear term below 1 K in C, are commonly seen in amor-
phous materials.24 The linear term, which appears as an up-
turn in C /T3, is attributed to degeneracies in the amorphous
matrix that gives rise to tunneling states and is believed to be
universal in all amorphous materials.25 The linear term in
Si–N is appreciable below 6 K in 200 nm films and 20 K in
the 50 nm films.12 The large linear term and high onset tem-
perature are both surprising given that Si–N appears to have
a low density of tunneling states, as measured by internal
friction, which is well outside of the universal regime.26,27

Measurements below 2 K are still needed to confirm these
results.

From a measurement perspective, the reduction in kSi−N

is beneficial as a decreased thermal conductance leads to
increased thermal isolation of the sample. This means that ca

can be reduced by using a thinner conduction layer and still
satisfy the isothermal condition for 2% accuracy.9 However,
the increase in CSi−N below 20 K results in an addenda that is
five times larger than expected at 2 K.

VI. CONCLUSIONS

A thin film nanocalorimeter for measuring the heat ca-
pacities of 30 nm thin films with �2% absolute accuracy has
been designed, fabricated, and tested. We present heat capac-

FIG. 6. Thermal conductivity �a� from 50 nm Si–N membranes �filled dia-
monds� compared to values for 200 nm membranes �squares� grown in the
same furnace as the 50 nm membranes and previously reported 200 nm
films �circles and triangles.� �Ref. 12� Room temperature values for 200 nm
��� and 50 nm �+� are measured by the 3� technique. �Ref. 20� Specific
heat �b� from 50 nm �diamonds� and 200 nm �squares� Si–N membranes.

FIG. 7. Reduced specific heat �J mol−1 K−1� of silicon nitride �50 nm and
200 nm� and vitreous silica �Ref. 24� plotted as CP� ��D /T�3 vs reduced
temperature T /�D. The dashed line is the Debye specific heat. Debye tem-
peratures were calculated from the measured sound velocities. �Refs. 20, 23,
and 24�.
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ity measurements from 2–300 K; device thermometry has
been tested from 300 mK to 800 K. Heat capacities of sev-
eral Cu and Au films were measured and showed that the
nanocalorimeter can be used to measure the heat capacities
of films as thin as 30 nm with absolute accuracy �5%, lim-
ited by a combination of electrical noise, film thickness un-
certainty, and �2% systematic error from the measurement
technique. The specific heat and thermal conductivity of the
thin amorphous silicon Si–N membrane have been extracted
and compared to data on thicker membranes. k is reduced by
approximately a factor of three over the entire temperature
range while an increase in C is found below 20 K and is a
factor of five at 2 K. The data presented here for amorphous
Si–N and recent results for a-Si:H suggest that the current
models for amorphous materials may need to be revisited as
new measurement techniques such as this allow investiga-
tions of materials not available for bulk measurement tech-
niques. When scaling down the thin film calorimeter, it was
necessary to optimize the electrical and thermodynamic re-
sponse of the device around the strength of the supporting
Si–N membrane. It is possible to further reduce the size of
the calorimeter, however, the ability to reliably make ultra-
thin membranes will determine the lower limit on the mem-
brane thickness and, thus, set a lower bound on the heat
capacity of the calorimeter.
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