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Electrophonon Resonances in Mesoscopic Structures

V. L. Gurevich
Solid State Physics Division, A. F Ioffe .Institute, 194021 Saint Petersburg, Russia

V. B. Pevzner
Electrical and Computer Engineering Department, North Carolina State University, Raleigh, North Carolina 27695-7911

G. Iafrate
Army Research Office, Research Triangle Park, Worth Carolina 27709

(Received 1 March 1995)

A new type of resonant behavior is predicted for the hot electron 10 ballistic transport regime in
nanostructures. The resonances are manifested by the sharp drops in current which occur when (i) the
separation between a pair of levels of transverse quantization equals the energy of an optical phonon
htuo, and (ii) a condition for generation of optical phonons eV ) hcoo is met, where V is the voltage
bias across the conductor.

PACS numbers: 72.10.Di, 72.10.Bg, 72.20.Dp

We investigate a new type of resonant behavior that
can occur in quasi-1D (Q1D) nanostructures in the hot
electron regime. The resonant condition is of the form

Here ceo is the frequency of the long wavelength optical
phonons, whereas e (0) is the threshold of propagation
in the mth Q1D subband (channel). In addition, the
overall condition for the generation of the optical phonons
eV ) hcoo has to be met along with Eq. (1) in order for
the resonances to take place [1]. Sharp resonances may
be achieved only for sufficiently low temperatures.

The physics of this phenomenon is associated with
singularities peculiar to the 1D electron density of states.
The same kind of singularity is also typical for a 3D
electron spectrum in a magnetic field. Hence there is
a close resemblance between this phenomenon and the
magnetophonon resonance [2]. The term electrophonon
resonance (EPR) was first introduced by Bryskin and
Firsov [3] who have predicted EPR for nondegenerate
semiconductors in a very strong electric field (cf. also
with [4,5]). Although in our case the resonances are
achieved by the variation of the electric voltage as well,
the underlying physics is quite different. Such voltage
can be either the bias voltage across the nanostructure or
the gate voltage whose variation can result in a variation
of the electron spectrum.

We begin with a description of the main features
of the background on which the resonant structure is
superimposed. In the zeroth approximation, the collisions
can be neglected and the electron transport may be
considered as ballistic. In the linear response regime
(see [6]), the conductance G is a steplike function of the
Fermi level or the gate voltage. Each step corresponds
to inclusion of a new mode of transverse quantization
to the conduction process. The height of each step
is equal to the quantum of conductance, G& = 2e /h,

and according to the Landauer formula is multiplied by
a prefactor whose physical interpretation is that of a
transmission probability [7]. It is unity for a uniform 1D
conductor which we consider here. In such a case, the
electron spectrum consists of a set of 1D subbands. Each
is characterized by the dispersion law e„(p) = e„(0) +
p2/2m*, where n is the index for the Q1D subbands, p
is the x component of the electron quasimomentum, whileI* is the electron effective mass.

With an increasing bias voltage V, one could ex-
pect a non-Ohmic behavior of the conductance. A sub-
stantial deviation of current from the Ohmic value may
be expected if the ratio eV/p, is not small —cf. with
Ref. [8]. The functional dependence of Jto)(V) may be
rather peculiar, so that the differential conductance g =
dJto) (V)/dV appears to be an oscillating function of the
potential difference V [9] (see Fig. 1). Another important
parameter is k~T. For eU && k~T the dependence J~ ~ on
U is purely Ohmic, with an exponential accuracy. How-
ever, g(V) exhibits oscillations for eV ~ ksT

The distribution function of electrons, flu)(e), in the
subband n is given by fto)(e) = ft )(e —p, t —l), where

f~ l is the Fermi function while e = e„(p) is the electron
energy. The upper (lower) sign is for p ) 0 (p ( 0)
that corresponds to electrons coming from the left (right)
reservoir (cf. with Ref. [6]), and p, t —) = p, ~ eV/2 is
the corresponding chemical potential.

The current Jt ) is given by [10]

e g 1 + exp(Pp, ~ )
I. +)

ln
( ) , (2)

n 1 + exp(P ,p~)
J(o) =

where p, i„—) = p, ~
—) —e.„(0) and P = I/k~T. Here we

assume that the chemical potential p, is determined by
the chemical potentials of the reservoirs with which the
ballistic conductor is in contact. Half steps of the dif-
ferential conductance in basic units of Go can be seen in
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FIG. 2. While the conditions for EPR are favorable in (a) and
(c), no EPR is possible for (b).
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indicated by the arrow is allowed. Such a transition would
correspond to the electrophonon resonance.

Indeed, in this case, the right-hand part (p ) 0) of
band 2 near its bottom is occupied by electrons, whereas
the left-hand part (p ( 0) of band 1 is empty. Therefore,
the transitions where an electron is backscattered by an
optical phonon from the bottom of band 2 to the bottom
of band 1 are allowed. If, on the other hand, the position
of the Fermi level is shifted by, say, Ap, upward from
the midpoint between the bottoms of subbands 1 and 2
[see Fig. 2(b)], then in general transitions between the
subbands accompanied by optical phonon emission are
still possible (as is indicated by the arrow). However,
they would not be resonant ones. Indeed, at eV = h~o,
both the right-hand part of band 2 and the left-hand part
of band 1 are occupied so that the resonant transitions
are forbidden. In Fig. 2(c), however, the electrostatic
potential exceeds the value of that shown in Fig. 2(b), to
the extent that p, ( ) ( et(0). The resonances are allowed
but at a voltage bias that is higher than in Fig. 2(a).

A number of cusps appear in Fig. 3(a), each cor-
responding to a current drop due to electron-phonon
interaction. Their sharpness depends on the magnitude
of 6R, the amount by which EPR condition (1) is
mismatched, namely, Btuo = e (0) —e„(0) —6R (6R
can be either positive and negative). In the limit of
6R ~ 0, the sharpness of real resonances is approached.
The signature of EPR is particularly pronounced for
the differential conductance g(V) and may prove to be
instrumental in the experimental investigation of this
effect [see Fig. 3(b)].

ln the absence of electron-phonon scattering, new
uppermost channels are populated with increasing applied
voltage bias, each adding a half integer of Go to the
collisionless differential conductance (see Fig. 1). For
such a new uppermost channel I, if the partial current
5J„ that Ilows from channel m to any n is large because
it meets EPR condition (1), the total current I no longer
increases with increasing voltage bias as J( ) would have,
but it decreases instead [see Fig. 3(a)]. Hence resonant
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drops in current can be attributed to the blockage of the
uppermost current carrying channel that would be open
in the absence of collisions with phonons at the voltage
bias values corresponding to the positions of cusps. The
thermal averaging built into the integral Eq. (5) via the
Fermi functions and the phonon occupation broadens
the range of energies at which the effect of the divergence
is evident. The resistance peak associated with EPR is
broadened and, consequently, the voltage bias threshold is
lowered [17].

As explained above, to the first order in the electron-
phonon scattering, the contributions from different
phonon branches are additive. The acoustical phonons,
having finite occupation numbers at low temperatures,
can also be generated in a strong electric field. However,
as shown in Ref. [18], because of a larger strength of

V [mV]
FIG. 3. (a) The current 1 and (b) differential conductance
g(V) as a function of V for various temperatures (L~ =
100 nm). Curves are vertically offset by 10 p, A in (a) and
by 10Go in (b). A constant chemical potential of 14 meV is
assumed.
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the coupling with the optical phonons and their larger
frequency, one may expect that the main features of the
resonant behavior predicted here remain observable.

One can see that actually, exactly as in the case of mag-
netophonon resonance, the existence of EPR is determined
only by the singularities of the electron density of states
(DOS) and the existence of a nonvanishing phonon limit-
ing frequency for q ~ 0 and is independent of any other
details of the electron and phonon spectrum and their in-
teraction. Thus the existence of the 1D channels, rather
than their exact structure, is sufficient for EPR to exist.

In summary, we have calculated a reduction in current
due to the electron-phonon scattering in wires connecting
two thermal reservoirs with a large voltage bias. We have
found oscillations in the resistance as a function of the
applied voltage bias. The sharp resonances are a conse-
quence of the confinement and of a special form of the DOS
in the 1D case. As electrons undergo the transitions be-
tween the bottoms of the subbands, the resonant condition
(I) comes into play. We have also pointed out the apparent
similarity between the magnetophonon and electrophonon
resonances. We have found that EPR is extremely sen-
sitive to the variations of either the gate or bias voltages.
Finally, we have found that at finite temperatures the volt-
age bias threshold required for the onset of EPR may be
somewhat lower than the low temperature threshold given
by condition (I).

We believe that this effect can be used as a probe for
investigating various physical characteristics of nanostruc-
ture systems: investigating the character of the actual in-
teractions between the electrons and optical phonons (bulk
as well as confined and interface modes), ascertaining the
details of the electron band structure and the actual posi-
tions of the levels of transverse quantization, and exam-
ining the generation of nonequilibrium phonons (as well
as the emission of submillimeter electromagnetic waves-
cf. with [19])in the transport phenomena, to name a few.
We also encourage experimentalists to think of a physical
situation where a blockage of a single channel due to EPR
may play a crucial role so that one can separate a one-
channel contribution experimentally. Finally, we stress
the significance this effect may have on the utilization of
nanostructures for the robust applications.
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