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Photoluminescence measurements on high-quality (In, Ga)N quantum wells reveal that carriers dif-
fuse laterally to long distances at room temperature, up to tens of microns. This behavior, which shows
a pronounced dependence on the excitation density, contrasts with the common expectation of a short
diffusion length. The data is well explained by a diffusion model taking into account the full carrier
recombination dynamics, obtained from time-resolved measurements. These observations have important
implications for understanding the high efficiency of III-nitride emitters, but also for proper interpretation
of photoluminescence experiments and for the design of efficient small-scale devices.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Carrier transport in (In, Ga)N compounds has attracted
interest due to the complex physics at play. The energy
fluctuations stemming from the distribution of In and Ga
atoms can localize carriers on the scale of a few nanome-
ters. This influences the macroscopic transport properties,
including lateral transport in the plane of thin (In, Ga)N
layers, leading to a nontrivial diffusion coefficient that
various groups have studied. Some key experimental tech-
niques are near-field microscopy, [1] time-of-flight mea-
surements [2,3], and transient grating spectroscopy [4,5].
Notably, these studies often assume a fast recombination
lifetime—a few nanoseconds—in their analysis, translat-
ing into a diffusion length (Ld) of a few hundred nanome-
ters. This may appear reasonable for light-emitting diodes
(LEDs) in operating conditions. However, as this paper
shows, this overlooks the intricacies of (In, Ga)N carrier
dynamics.

In this paper, we directly observe long-range lat-
eral carrier diffusion in (In, Ga)N quantum wells (QWs)
at room temperature, through simple photoluminescence
(PL) experiments. The diffusion length is power depen-
dent, reaching tens of microns at low power. These data
are very well explained when the carrier dynamics are
considered. We discuss the fundamental and applied con-
sequences of such long-scale diffusion.

II. OBSERVATION OF LONG-RANGE DIFFUSION

The studied samples, provided by Soraa, Inc., are single-
QW (In, Ga)N structures embedded in p-i-n junctions
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specially designed for PL studies. They are grown by
metal-organic chemical-vapor deposition on bulk GaN
substrates. They have high internal quantum efficiency
(IQE). The recombination physics of similar samples have
been extensively reported in our previous work [6–9]. The
samples are covered with antireflective SiO2 coatings to
avoid reflection of the exciting laser and emitted light.

The PL setup is shown in Fig. 1(a). The beam of a 405-
nm laser diode is expanded and focused to a Gaussian spot
with a waist of 2.5 μm. The drive current of the laser is
varied to control the excitation density [this does not affect
the shape of the laser spot, as shown in Fig. 2(a)]. The
resulting PL signal is collected by a calibrated spectrom-
eter, which gives access to the absolute PL IQE. Due to
the Gaussian spot profile of the laser, the excitation den-
sity varies spatially; for simplicity, we define a nominal
photoexcited current density (J ) in a uniform excitation
disk, the diameter of which is the beam waist. The laser
signal can also be time modulated and the resulting time-
dependent PL collected by a network analyzer to determine
the differential carrier lifetime, as described in Ref. [6].

A charge-coupled-device (CCD) camera is placed in line
with the optical axis to image the laser or PL spot. Laser or
PL imaging is selected by inserting appropriate dichroic
filters; the image is carefully refocused in each case.
A small aperture (diameter approximately 2 mm) is placed
in the collimated path of the image, to limit the angular
aperture of the collected signal to near-normal incidence.

Figures 1(b) and 1(c) show images of PL spots col-
lected on a sample (4-nm-thick QW, composition [In] =
13%, peak IQE 80%) at two current densities. At mod-
erate density (near peak IQE), the spot extends far away
from the laser excitation: the radius where the PL reaches
10% of its peak value (the so-called 10% radius) is more
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(a) (b) (c)

FIG. 1. Photoluminescence experiments. (a) The experimental setup. (b),(c) CCD images of the PL spot (logarithmic scale, shown
on the right) at nominal current densities of 25 and 9500 A/cm2, respectively. The dotted line is the isoline at 10% of the PL intensity.
The dashed line is the isoline at 10% of the laser-excitation intensity.

than 10 μm. For comparison, the 10% radius of the laser
spot, also shown, is about 3 μm. Note that since lumi-
nescence scales with the square of the excitation at low
density [in the Shockley-Read-Hall (SRH) regime], the
PL spot should actually be narrower than the laser spot
in the absence of diffusion. At a high excitation den-
sity (nominally 10 kA/cm2), the PL spot is substantially
smaller.

These observations are more easily quantified on cross-
section plots, shown in Fig. 2(a), at various excitation den-
sities (spanning from peak IQE to the droop regime). The
PL spot shape depends strongly on the pump power and
extends over tens of micrometers at low power. Given the
bimolecular nature of radiative recombination, the under-
lying carrier density extends even further. The pronounced
dependence on the excitation power confirms that optical
artifacts cannot account for the large spot size at low exci-
tation. More details are given in the Appendix, where we
consider such artifacts in detail (including laser reflection,
variations in laser-spot size, PL reabsorption, multiple-
bounce signal, and thermal effects) and show they do not
influence our measurements.

These data cannot be explained assuming a constant Ld.
Instead, a proper interpretation requires consideration of
the power-dependent carrier dynamics.

To this effect, joint measurements of the IQE and dif-
ferential carrier lifetime are performed on the sample
at varying power density [6] and fitted by the common
ABC model to yield recombination coefficients A (SRH),
B (radiative), and C (Auger). The ABC model is only
an approximation, as the radiative and Auger coefficients
can display a carrier dependence (as discussed in Refs.
[6,10]). Nonetheless, this carrier dependence is modest

in the present sample and a standard ABC model is suit-
able. The resulting coefficients are A = 1.2 × 105 s−1,
B = 4 × 10−14 cm3 s−1, and C = 1 × 10−34 cm6 s−1. The
very low value of A (corresponding to an SRH lifetime of
approximately 10 μs) is explained by (1) the high qual-
ity of the sample and (2) the thick QW, in which the low
electron-hole overlap reduces the SRH coefficient [11].

Armed with this knowledge, the PL data are fitted by a
steady-state diffusion model:

G = R − D�n, (1a)

R = An + Bn2 + Cn3, (1b)

where R and G are the local recombination and genera-
tion rates, D is the ambipolar diffusion coefficient (limited
by hole diffusion), and n is the local carrier density. In
Eq. (1a), R is commonly written as R = n/τ , with τ (the
carrier lifetime) assumed constant. In contrast, in our anal-
ysis, R depends on the local carrier density—in other
words, we take into account the carrier-density dependence
of the carrier lifetime τ(n). This variation is very large:
at low density (in the SRH regime), τ = 1/A ∼ 10 μs,
whereas at high density (in the droop regime), τ reaches
a few nanoseconds. This results in a substantial change in
the local diffusion length Ld = √

Dτ , from approximately
50 μm at low density (where τ = 1/A) to less than 1 μm at
high density. Note that this model ignores various second-
order effects, such as density-induced drift, polarization
field screening, and any possible density dependence of D.

The model is solved numerically by finite differences
with an iterative loop, solving Eqs. (1a) and (1b) in turn
until convergence. The spatial distribution of the lumi-
nescence is then computed as Bn2. The data to be fitted
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FIG. 2. PL diffusion data. (a) A cross section of the PL versus
the radius, for various current densities J : solid lines, experimen-
tal data; dashed lines, model; dotted lines, the laser profile at the
highest and lowest excitation levels. Note the logarithmic scale.
(b) The luminescence spot radius versus the current density, for
two samples: circles, experimental data; lines, model.

are the set of PL spot profiles (Fig. 2) and correspond-
ing IQEs at varying power [shown in Fig. 3(b)]. This is
a very overspecified data set, since the only free param-
eter is the diffusion coefficient D. Good fits are obtained
for D = 3 cm2 s−1, a value in good agreement with pre-
vious reports [1–5]. This confirms that the PL spot size is
determined by density-dependent carrier diffusion.

Similar measurements are repeated on a sample with
a different QW configuration: thickness 2.5 nm, compo-
sition [In] = 25%. Despite its high In composition, this
sample has a relatively high peak IQE of 73%. The PL
spot size varies with excitation density, albeit in a smaller
range than for the previous sample: from 7 μm at low den-
sity to 5 μm at high density. Again, these data are well
explained by a diffusion model based on lifetime mea-
surements. The experimental and modeled 10% radius are
shown in Fig. 2 (b). This sample is best fitted with a higher
diffusion coefficient D = 6 cm2 s−1.

Our observations might seem at odds with multiple
literature reports of Ld ∼ 100 nm [4,12,13]. In fact, such a

short scale is valid at a high excitation density (associated
with a fast lifetime). In contrast, the present measurements,
at larger distances and on a logarithmic scale, reveal the
long-range behavior. Besides, samples of sufficient quality
(i.e., a low A coefficient) are required to observe long-range
diffusion—this has not necessarily been the case in past
studies.

Nor are our conclusions in conflict with numerous
microscopy studies in GaN (e.g., cathodoluminescence)
with approximately 100-nm resolution; indeed, GaN has
a much faster SRH lifetime (approximately 50 ps [14])
and, accordingly, a short Ld. Regarding microscopy in
(In, Ga)N, very few studies exist at room temperature in
high-IQE material—both required to observe long-range
diffusion. Such a study has been performed in Ref. [15],
where it has been found that submicron features become
smeared out at T = 170 K—in excellent agreement with
our findings. Finally, note that the imaging resolution
around dislocations is not governed by diffusion [16].

In summary, lateral diffusion in (In, Ga)N QWs can be
substantial. Indeed, even in high-carrier-density experi-
ments, the lifetime increases rapidly away from the excited
region, leading to a large local Ld. This effect holds true
in high-IQE samples, as it goes hand in hand with a
slow SRH lifetime, which governs long-scale diffusion.
The electron-hole separation, caused by the polarization
fields that characterize III-nitride heterostructures, slows
down the recombination dynamics overall [9]: this leads to
longer Ld than in conventional III–V samples [17] and to
the pronounced density dependence reported here.

III. IMPLICATIONS OF LONG-RANGE
DIFFUSION

We now discuss three implications of these observa-
tions, from fundamental to applied.

A. The IQE of III-nitride quantum wells

A long-standing puzzle is how group-III nitrides can
reach a high IQE despite a high threading dislocation den-
sity (TDD), as dislocations are believed to act as nonradia-
tive centers. It is often argued that this can be explained by
carrier localization at In-rich fluctuations (approximately
10-nm scale), which prevent the carriers from reaching dis-
locations [18]. However, the long-range diffusion reported
here is incompatible with such tight localization. Accord-
ingly, our recent numerical studies have found no support
for a fully localized carrier distribution at room temper-
ature but, rather, for a thermalized distribution with a
mix of localized and propagative states, as sketched in
Fig. 3(a) [8]. Incidentally, the value of D for (In, Ga)N
(both here and in other reports) is on the same order as
for bulk GaN [19], further confirming that alloy disorder
does not lead to full localization.
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FIG. 3. (a) A sketch of the thermalization process, driven by fast scattering (arrows) between localized and delocalized states (red
shapes). (b) The IQE from PL experiments: solid lines, experimental data. The reference curve is obtained by varying the spot size.
The other curves, with a constant spot size and varying power, have an altered shape due to diffusion. The dashed lines show the fit
by the diffusion model. (c) The modeled diffusion of carriers from an injected area with a 2.5-μm radius (injection boundary shown as
dashed line) at various current densities. (d) The modeled IQE of LEDs of varying sizes, with nonradiative side-wall recombinations.

More quantitatively, the present samples are grown on
bulk GaN substrates and have a low TDD of approxi-
mately (1 − 5) × 106 cm−2. This corresponds to a few
dislocations in a 10 × 10 μm square. It is clear from
Fig. 1 that at low-to-moderate excitation density, the car-
rier distribution will “see” tens of dislocations—yet, this
does not preclude a very high peak IQE. This would
be even more true in common GaN-on-sapphire samples,
where the TDD reaches approximately 108 cm−2 and a
high IQE is nonetheless achievable.

It has also been proposed that delocalization at high
density could account for IQE droop [20]. This is also
incompatible with our observations, as diffusion actually
decreases at higher density. This causes no contradiction
with the previously reported trend of a higher contrast at
higher current in nanoscopic imaging of (In, Ga)N lumi-
nescence [21]: this effect is due to a sharpening of the local
carrier distribution (due to lower diffusion) which reveals
inherent in-plane inhomogeneities.

Therefore, we conclude that localization alone cannot
explain the high IQE of group-III nitrides. Rather, dislo-
cations must have a limited nonradiative effect—possibly
due to the shielding effect of local strain [22] or V-
shaped pits [23]. In fact, there is conclusive evidence that
SRH recombinations are instead mostly caused by point
defects [24].

B. Interpretation of PL experiments

The IQE of semiconductors is often studied with power-
dependent PL: the excitation is varied to obtain a PL
IQE curve without device fabrication. This curve can then
be used for temperature-dependent analysis [25] or ABC
fitting [26].

However, our findings imply that the shape of the IQE
curve can be strongly affected by diffusion, especially
when a focused laser-spot size is used (which is desirable

to reach the droop regime). This is illustrated in Fig. 3(b),
which shows the PL IQE curve collected with various
laser-spot sizes. In this comparison, the reference IQE
curve (the details of which are explained hereafter) is the
PL IQE curve associated with the lifetime measurements;
it constitutes a “ground truth” for the other PL measure-
ments. In comparison, the measurement with a maximally
focused laser spot severely alters the IQE curve: the peak
IQE is reached at a much higher nominal current density
and the overall shape is much narrower. Qualitatively, it is
clear how diffusion causes such distortions: although the
laser is tightly focused, the generated carriers diffuse lat-
erally, which results in a much-reduced effective carrier
density—thus the late onset of peak IQE and droop. To
verify this quantitatively, we compute the IQE versus exci-
tation density, using Eqs. (1a) and (1b). The results, shown
in Fig. 3(b), agree very well with the experimental data;
they should be compared with the theoretical IQE curve
in the absence of diffusion effects, which agrees very well
with the reference IQE curve.

As a further confirmation, measurements are repeated
with defocused laser spots under two defocus conditions,
with diameters 25 and 80 μm, respectively. The resulting
IQE curves are shown in Fig. 3(b): as the laser is defo-
cused, the IQE curve shape is modified and progressively
converges toward the reference IQE shape. Again, the the-
oretical IQE curves predicted by the diffusion model are in
excellent agreement with measurements.

Clearly, the distortion effects reported here would sub-
stantially alter any analysis of the IQE curve and should
be minimized. This can be done by using a less-focused
laser beam (though this may preclude a high excitation
density). A better approach is that used to obtain the ref-
erence IQE curve, which we now clarify. This curve is,
in fact, obtained by maintaining a constant (maximal)
laser power, while progressively defocusing the laser spot

054015-4



LONG-RANGE CARRIER DIFFUSION... PHYS. REV. APPLIED 15, 054015 (2021)

(in contrast to the conventional measurements, where the
spot size is constant and the laser power is varied). In
this approach, diffusion artifacts are inherently minimized
because the excitation spot size increases as the power den-
sity decreases: at all but the highest densities, the laser
spot is large enough to minimize diffusion artifacts. This
advantageous excitation scheme has been used in our
previous studies of carrier dynamics [6–9] and is recom-
mended for practitioners of PL measurements.

C. Design of small devices

There is currently much interest in optical devices with
small lateral dimensions, including micro-LEDs and lasers
[such as narrow-ridge lasers or vertical-cavity surface-
emitting lasers (VCSELs)]. In these devices, a small
area is injected electrically (e.g., by forming a selec-
tive p contact), with the intention of restricting the
QW carrier population to the same area. However, our
results indicate that carriers will unavoidably diffuse away
from the injected area. Figure 3(c) illustrates this. In
this calculation, we assume typical recombination coeffi-
cients for a thin (approximately 3-nm) blue QW (namely
A = 1.2 × 106 s−1, B = 3 × 10−12 cm3 s−1, C = 1 ×
10−31 cm6 s−1, leading to a peak IQE above 80%) [9,27].
These faster coefficients lead to a shorter Ld than in our first
sample—nonetheless, the low-density Ld remains as high
as 17 μm: this is directly tied to the moderate value of A
characteristic of high-IQE material. We assume a cylindri-
cal injection with a 2.5-μm radius and compute the radial
carrier distribution at various current densities. A substan-
tial diffusion is observed, together with a sharpening of the
distribution at high density.

For micro-LEDs, this effect has implications regard-
ing nonradiative recombinations at device side walls: it
explains how these can affect the efficiency of relatively
large devices (even hundreds of micrometers [28])—which
would clearly not occur if Ld were only 100 nm. To con-
firm this, we model the effective IQE of a blue LED (square
shape, same recombination coefficients as above) with
side-wall recombinations of infinite velocity and vary-
ing dimensions. The results, shown in Fig. 3(d), confirm
that even for a 100-μm-wide device, side-wall recombina-
tions significantly affect the IQE. This result is in quali-
tative agreement with experimental data (e.g., Ref. [28]).
One could consider adding a noninjected “belt” at the
device perimeter to prevent carriers from reaching side-
wall defects; even so, however, a sizable long-range dif-
fusion current to the noninjected region is unavoidable and
the prospects of this approach are limited. Instead, defect
passivation appears more promising [29].

For laser diodes, the diffusing carriers cause a reduction
in injection efficiency near threshold, since they cannot
contribute to lasing. The quantitative consequences for

threshold density and carrier clamping call for future inves-
tigations, especially in emerging small-dimension lasers
such as VCSELs.

In summary, long-range diffusion must be accounted
for in order to understand and optimize micron-scale III-
nitride devices.

IV. CONCLUSION

To conclude, we observe carrier diffusion over tens of
micrometers in high-quality (In, Ga)N QWs under opti-
cal excitation, which stands in contrast to the shorter
lengths (approximately 100 nm) often derived by assum-
ing a nanosecond-order carrier lifetime. Our observations
are well explained by a conventional diffusion model, with
a reasonable diffusion coefficient, if the full carrier dynam-
ics are taken into account. Indeed, the lifetime varies by
orders of magnitude with the carrier density, and the dif-
fusion length away from the excited region is governed
by the SRH lifetime. Hence, long-range diffusion occurs
in high-quality (In, Ga)N materials, due to their slow SRH
lifetime. This has several important implications: the high
IQE of (In, Ga)N LEDs cannot be simply ascribed to car-
rier localization; great care must be taken in avoiding
diffusion artifacts in photoluminescence experiments; and
upcoming small-scale emitters should be designed with
long-range diffusion in mind.

APPENDIX: EXCLUSION OF OPTICAL
ARTIFACTS

To be certain that the CCD images are actually mea-
suring the PL spot, we investigate and exclude possible
optical artifacts, as described below.

1. Laser-spot variations

One may wonder if the profile of the laser spot itself may
depend on the laser current. As already shown in Fig. 2,
this is not the case: by imaging the laser spot, we find that
it remains stable at all currents. As a further confirmation,
we repeat experiments where the laser power, rather than
being current controlled, is decreased by inserting a density
filter in the collimated path of the laser beam (attenuating
it 300 times). As shown in Fig. 4, we observe the expected
effect: the PL radius increases to 15 μm—the same value
as in the main text at the same power density.

Although we discuss other possible artifacts below, we
believe that the power dependence of the PL spot, while
the laser spot remains the same, is in itself evidence that
our observations cannot be caused by an optical artifact
(as none would cause such power dependence).

2. Laser reflection

The laser beam is partially reflected on both facets of
the sample, which may lead to additional excitation with a

054015-5



AURELIEN DAVID PHYS. REV. APPLIED 15, 054015 (2021)

0 5 10 15 20
–2

–1

0

lo
g 10

 P
L 

(a
rb

. u
ni

ts
)

Radius (µm)

FIG. 4. The PL profile at maximum power (in blue) and with
the laser attenuated 300 times by a density filter (in red). The
broadening of the PL spot is the same as when the laser power is
reduced by controlling the current.

wider spot size. Hereafter, we show that these reflections
do not contribute to our observations.

The sample is coated with SiO2 antireflection layers; the
layer on the substrate side is optimized for the laser wave-
length (to minimize reflection), with a laser reflection of
approximately 1% expected from modeling, and the layer
on the epilayer side is optimized for the PL wavelength (to
minimize light-extraction effects), with a laser reflection of
a few percent expected from modeling.

The actual laser reflection can be measured experimen-
tally in our setup. To this effect, the sample is slightly tilted
so that the laser spot after a round trip is offset from the
initial laser spot on the CCD image (the offset between

the two spots increases with the tilt angle, confirming that
the secondary spot is caused by reflections). Note that the
focus of the collecting lens of the CCD camera must be
slightly adapted to image the laser reflection, due to its
extra round trip in the sample. The intensity of the reflec-
tion can be measured by the intensity of the imaged spot,
as shown in Figs. 5(a) and 5(b): it is about 0.3% of the peak
intensity of the laser spot. This is in reasonable agreement
with the modeled reflection values (namely, we estimate
that the substrate-side reflection is about 3% and the epi-
side reflection is about 10%). Given the broadening of the
laser spot after reflection (approximately 5 μm radius),
the relative peak excitation intensity of the reflected spot
is well below 1%, which is too low to induce lumines-
cence on the scale we are observing (our PL data show
two decades of dynamic range).

To further confirm unambiguously that this laser reflec-
tion does not contribute to the PL measurement, we can
actually measure the PL spot size in this tilted-sample
geometry. Figures 5(c)–5(e) show such measurements:

(1) Figure 5(c): at the maximum laser power, the initial
PL spot has a 10% radius of approximately 4–5 μm. This is
the same value as reported in normal-incidence geometry.

(2) Figure 5(d): at this same power, the PL spot size
from the laser reflection (which is, of course, offset from
the initial PL spot) has a large radius, about 15 μm. This
is because the reflected spot is excited at low intensity and
hence is much larger due to diffusion. This figure shows
an image with a long CCD integration time, such that the
primary PL spot is saturated and the reflected PL spot can
be measured.

(a) (b) (c) (d) (e)

FIG. 5. Images of the laser spot (a),(b) and the PL spot (c)–(e) with a tilted sample. (a) An image of the initial laser spot.
(b) The same image with a much longer integration time. The initial spot is saturated and the reflection (after bouncing off the substrate
and epilayer interfaces) is visible, with an offset due to the sample tilt. The relative intensity of the reflection is 0.3%. (c) At maximum
excitation density, the primary PL spot has a radius of approximately 4–5 μm (the same value as for normal incidence). (d) In the
same conditions, but with a much longer integration time, the PL from the reflected laser spot can be seen. It has a large radius, due to
the low excitation density and the broadening of the reflected laser spot. The relative peak PL intensity is 1% of the primary PL spot.
(e) At lower excitation density, the primary PL spot has a radius of approximately 15 μm (the same value as for normal incidence).
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FIG. 6. The PL intensity (at low excitation) and the single-pass
absorption of the QW. The strong Stokes shift leads to a low net
single-pass reabsorption of approximately 0.02%.

(3) Figure 5(e): at the minimum laser power, the initial
PL spot has a 10% radius of 15 μm, again the same as for
normal incidence.

In summary, if we tilt the sample to move the laser reflec-
tion away from the initial laser spot, we obtain the exact
same PL spot sizes as reported previously. This confirms
that laser reflection plays no role in the results.

3. PL reabsorption and photon recycling

One may wonder if PL guided inside the sample could
be reabsorbed by the QW and lead to PL reemission (a pro-
cess also known as photon recycling). As we now show,
reabsorption in this sample is very weak and causes no
contribution to the PL measurements.

The single-pass reabsorption in this single-QW sample
is very low. It can be quantified accurately by measuring
the absorption and PL spectra, as shown in Fig. 6 (with the
PL spectrum shown at low power density).

The corresponding single-pass reabsorption is approxi-
mately 0.02%. This very low value is due to having only
one QW and to the strong Stokes shift in this sample,
caused by the p-i-n geometry. The single-pass reabsorption
increases at higher power density (because the PL spec-
trum blue shifts) and it reaches approximately 0.5% at the
highest density investigated.

The resulting net reexcitation of the QW in the experi-
ment is caused by two sources of reflection:

(1) PL reflected from the epilayer surface (located 150
nm away from the QW): this reflection occurs within the
same lateral region as the laser spot, because light cannot
travel far laterally over such a small thickness.

(2) PL reflected from the substrate surface (located L =
150 μm away from the QW): this reflection is diluted by
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FIG. 7. A comparison of the experimental initial QW excita-
tion by the laser (blue) and the computed reexcitation due to
PL reabsorption (red). Reexcitation is always lower by orders of
magnitude, precluding any impact on our results. (Note that the
long tail of the initial excitation is caused by background noise
of the CCD.)

the very long distance traveled and amounts to a very low
reexcitation density (scaling with 1/L2).

These effects are easily quantified by a simple ray-tracing
calculation, taking into account the sample and excita-
tion geometry and the QW reabsorption. The results are
shown in Fig. 7. In this calculation, we use the worst-
case single-pass absorption of 0.5% (corresponding to the
highest excitation density). The computed reexcitation is
compared with the experimental initial excitation (defined
as the product of the laser power density and the absorp-
tion coefficient at the laser wavelength), both in absolute
units. Reabsorption is most intense at the beam center
(this corresponds to effect (1) above—reflection at the epi-
layer surface) and then strongly decreases away from the
beam. It is always orders of magnitude smaller than the ini-
tial excitation and therefore does not contribute to the PL
signal that we measure.

It should be noted that the total reexcitation (integrated
over the whole sample area) is actually not small—in this
calculation, more than 10% of the emitted light eventually
gets reabsorbed. However, this occurs over the whole area
of the sample; therefore, the reexcitation density is very
low, as shown above.

4. Multiple bounces

Despite the presence of antireflection coatings, a frac-
tion of the PL is reflected at interfaces. Therefore, PL
emitted off axis can travel laterally inside the sample and
lead to a broadening or smearing out of the PL spot. We
find that this effect is indeed significant at the highest laser
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FIG. 8. The PL spot cross section at the maximum excitation
density: blue, with an iris limiting the numerical aperture of the
collection; red, without the iris.

density (where the PL spot is the sharpest), if no precau-
tions are taken. Figure 8 compares two measurements at
the highest laser intensity. In one, the numerical aperture
of the collecting lens is not limited (leading to a collection
> 10◦), whereas in the other a small iris (diameter 2 mm)
placed in the collimated imaging path limits the collection
to near-normal incidence. The former measurement shows
an artificially broad tail caused by multiple-bounce PL. In
the latter, off-axis PL is not collected and the intrinsic PL
spot shape is resolved. In the rest of this paper, an iris is
used to remove this artifact.

Note that the iris does not affect the results at a lower
power density, where diffusion is stronger and the PL spot
is broad, so that multiple-bounce PL does not lead to
further broadening.
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FIG. 9. The PL spot cross section at the maximum excitation
density, with cw (blue line) and pulsed (red line) excitation.
The two profiles are identical, showing that no thermal effects
influence the results.

5. Nonlinear absorption

One might worry that two-photon absorption (2PA)
could alter our measurements, leading to a nonlinear
power dependence. However, 2PA is too low by orders
of magnitude to contribute to PL. The 2PA coefficient in
(In, Ga)N is on the order of β ∼ 10 cm/GW. We are using a
70-mW cw laser diode; even at the peak laser intensity
(say, with a 1-μm radius), the resulting 2PA absorption
coefficient is thus approximately 0.02 cm−1—to be com-
pared with the linear absorption coefficient of approxi-
mately 104 − 105 cm−1.

6. Thermal effects

One might worry that lattice heating at high excita-
tion could influence diffusion. However, the total absorbed
laser power is small (approximately 2.5 mW at the high-
est density) and we expect it to be dissipated in the GaN
substrate with its high thermal conductance. To verify this,
we repeat a measurement at the maximum power, compar-
ing the laser in cw mode and pulsed mode (100-ns pulses,
10-μs period, 1% duty factor). The PL profiles, shown in
Fig. 9, are not affected by the duty factor.
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