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High-speed integrated nanowire circuits

Inexpensive sophisticated circuitry can be ‘painted’ on to plastic or glass substrates.

acroelectronic circuits made on sub-

strates of glass or plastic could one

day make computing devices ubiqui-
tous owing to their light weight, flexibility
and low cost'. But these substrates deform
at high temperatures so, until now, only
semiconductors such as organics and amor-
phous silicon® could be used, leading to
poor performance. Here we present the use
of low-temperature processes to integrate
high-performance multi-nanowire transis-
tors into logical inverters and fast ring oscil-
lators on glass substrates. As well as
potentially enabling powerful electronics to
permeate all aspects of modern life, this
advance could find application in devices
such as low-cost radio-frequency tags and
fully integrated high-refresh-rate displays.

The mobility of single-crystal semicon-
ducting nanowires is comparable to that of
computer-grade silicon’. Multi-nanowire
transistors*® — analogous to thin-film tran-
sistors — can be assembled from solution
on pieces of glass and plastic®. For many
applications, however, fully interconnected
nanowire devices that function as viable cir-
cuit elements operating at high frequencies
will be required.

We integrated two nanowire thin-film
transistors to generate inverters (Fig. la),
which we made in a parallel process over glass
substrates by using standard photolitho-
graphy techniques (for methods, see supple-
mentary information). The process gives a
high yield of devices that show reliable, well
defined signal inversion under direct current
conditions (see supplementary information).
Investigation of the alternating-current
response of these inverters (Fig. 1b) shows
that the gain, or signal amplification, is
greater than unity, and the expected phase
inversion is achieved when these devices are
driven by a 1-MHz sine wave at a supply of
15 V. As signal propagation in an integrated
system requires gain that is greater than
unity, these results and the high reproducibil -
ity of our nanowire transistors suggest that
fully interconnected nanowire oscillators
could operate in the megahertz regime.

Our ring oscillators consist of three
inverters in series (Fig. 1¢), where the input of
eachinverter is connected to the output of the
previous device, with a feedbackloop to com-
plete the ring. The necessary on-chip integra-
tion is achieved during fabrication and does
not require any external wiring. We charac-
terized the nanowire ring oscillators on glass
substrates and found that the output-voltage
oscillations were stable and self-sustained.

The devices show a maximal oscillation
frequency of 11.7 MHz, corresponding to a

NATURE ‘ VOL434 | 28 APRIL 2005 | www.nature.com/nature

, Vsupply /”“‘ /Substrate
‘”%vmﬂ VSUP;y /Ap an(:rnn:d
[Dielectric = ~—Via

b
- A A A
EINAVNAVN A
SBSENV YN VY NLY
Bl NANARS
a\ [M\ /WM [V
5 \Y \¥ V
Time (500 ns per division)
d
AR AR A AR
AR ATHAR AR AN
A AN INENANRIAE AN AN
BN NRURTRE RN RN
gl ALV A AL
VYUY
Time (100 ns per division)

Figure 1 Alternating-current properties of integrated multi-nanowire
circuits on glass. a, Circuit diagram and schematics of the multi-
nanowire inverters. Labelled voltages are bias (V). input (V)
and output (V) voltage. The dielectric is omitted in the perspective
schematic for clarity. ‘Via’ indicates one of a pattern of holes in the
dielectric layer that are used to connect different metal layers.
b, Output waveform (green) of an inverter fabricated on glass driven
by a 1-MHz sine wave (red) with V=15 V. ¢, Optical images
and circuit diagram of nanowire ring oscillators. The gate level
edge, source-drain level edge and nanowires appear green, pink
and white, respectively, in dark field. Scale bar, 100 pm. d, Oscil-
lation of 11.7 MHz in a ring oscillator structure with V;,,,, =43 V.

stage delay of 14 ns (Fig. 1d). Significantly, all
devices measured on glass have oscillation
frequencies at or above 10 MHz. Further-
more, nanowire oscillators made on glass
substrates have higher frequencies than
devices made on silicon substrates (see sup-
plementary information). This could be a
key advantage for nanowire circuits as the
properties of devices made with other
materials often degrade upon transfer to
non-crystalline substrates’.

Thestable oscillation frequencies seen for
our nanowire-based devices are many orders
of magnitudelarger than previous ring oscil-
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lators based on nanoscale building blocks.
For example, carbon-nanotube devices have
oscillation frequencies from 5 to 220 Hz
(refs 8, 9). Although this is not an intrinsic
limit for nanotubes, ithighlightshowimpor-
tant reproducible material properties are for
the successful creation of integrated, high-
performance devices.

It is interesting to compare these nano-
wire-device features with those of organic
ring oscillators, given that the active material
inboth canbe deposited atambient tempera-
tures from liquid solutions. Reported stage-
delay times for organic ring oscillators are
typically longer than 300 ns (ref. 10) and
therefore substantially (20X ) slower than
those we obtain for nanowires on glass.
Comparable results have been seen for other
semiconductors with low synthesis temp-
eratures; to our knowledge, the fastest
reported stage delay for amorphous silicon
ringoscillatorsis 210 ns (ref. 11).

Our integrated nanowire-based transis-
tors open the way to a variety of electronic
applications; the techniques we describe are
all compatible with low-deformation-tem-
perature materials such as plastics, broaden-
ing the scope for design. One limitation is
that supply voltages of 35 volts or more are
required to achieve stable oscillations, but
device structures could be improved by
incorporating higher-k dielectrics, more
advanced nanowire materials and reduced
channel lengths. This would enable them to
be operated at lower voltages and much
higher frequencies, takinglow-cost electron-
ics to high-performance computinglevels.
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