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BOLOMETRIC SENSOR WITH HIGH TCR
AND TUNABLE LOW RESISTIVITY

This application is a continuation of PCT/US2009/002484
filed Apr. 21, 2009 claiming priority of U.S. Provisional
Application No. 61/125,080 filed Apr. 21, 2008.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to the field of infrared (IR) imaging
technology, and specifically it relates to the Focal Plane Array
(FPA) technology based on resistive readout of individual
semiconducting microbolometers (sensors).

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Visualization of IR radiation in the atmospheric IR window
of 8-12 um (and in principle in a wider spectral range) is
achieved in the technology by projecting an IR picture onto a
sufficiently large (up to hundreds of thousands of pixels) 2D
matrix (array) of small square sensing microbolometers, typi-
cally from 25x25 um? to 50x50 pm? each, this array being
placed in the focal plane of IR optics projecting the picture.
For a fixed period of time referred to as the frame (typically in
the 1-30 ms range) an IR picture is projected onto an array,
exposing it to spatially non-uniform intensity of IR radiation.
Each pixel integrates the IR radiant energy it receives and,
provided it is thermally isolated from a heat-sunk substrate,
reacts to the energy influx by raising its temperature. In the
prior art thermal isolation is achieved by placing individual
sensing pixels onto silicon nitride membranes (micro
bridges) suspended above a substrate, and by evacuating the
package to eliminate heat conduction through air. Provided
that sensor resistivity is temperature-dependent, a change in
pixel’s temperature in turn produces a change in its electrical
resistance. The two electrical leads applied to each sensing
element provide for reading out the change in said element’s
electrical resistance. For example, in one implementation,
this change in resistance is producing a current change at a
constant-voltage pulsed bias applied for 70 us to each
microbolometer, thus providing a means of transforming an
IR picture into a collection of electrical signals from the
pixels. These electrical signals in turn can be visually dis-
played, thus reproducing the pixilated image of the original
IR picture in the visible domain.

One of the issues resolved by the Invention relates to the
sensor material and its electrical resistance as a function of
temperature. The material of choice in the modern commer-
cially available (focal plane array) FPA technology is a thin
film (typically 50 nm) of vanadium oxide VO,. While VO,
contains mostly VO,, it is not a pure-phase vanadium dioxide.
Initially in the uncooled infrared imaging technology there
were proposals to operate the uncooled (even heated) bolom-
eter as a transition-edge device using the strong semiconduc-
tor-to-metal phase transition (SMT), such as found in VO, at
68 C in single crystals and between 50 C and 90 C in typical
polycrystalline films. SMT-based device was proposed as a
high-temperature substitute for a superconducting transition-
edge bolometer operating at low temperatures. Resistivity p
changes by a factor of ~10>-10* in SMT in VO, films, pro-
viding high temperature coefficient of resistivity TCR=(1/p)
dp/dT and thus holding a promise of high bolometer respon-
sivity.

Although this attractive idea continues to reappear in the
prior art, the modern practical implementation of the
uncooled focal plane array (UFPA) infrared imaging technol-
ogy is based on resistive readout of individual VO, microbo-
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lometers operating at or around room temperature, away from
the SMT in VO,. Usually the non-stoichiometric VO, films
used in this technology do not posses SMT at all. The reason
for abandoning the very high TCR found in the transition
region is that, it is accompanied by other undesirable features,
such as hysteresis for example. There is also latent heat
released/absorbed in the transition, which is feared to inter-
fere with bolometer operation. Also the fact that transition
takes place at elevated temperatures requires heating of the
bolometer above the room temperature. There are also rea-
sons to suspect that VO, in the hysteretic transition region will
exhibit an excess flicker 1/f noise resulting from electrons
transitioning by tunneling or activated hopping between con-
ductive (M) microdomains separated by semiconducting (S)
microdomains. Indeed, it is known that mixtures of conduc-
tive and insulating domains are prone to such noise, which has
been found, for example, in polymers filled with metallic
particles. This excess noise in the transition region of VO,,
has not been properly measured, but assumed to be there
based on the physical picture of fluctuating M and S micro-
domains co-existing in the hysteretic region.

In view of the above, initial attempts to use the phase-
transition were abandoned. Mixed vanadium oxide VO, with
x=~2 was found to posses an attractive combination of reason-
ably high TCR=(1/p)dp/dT and low R—=p/d at 25 C in the
semiconducting phase [here p is resistivity, d film thickness,
R is the resistance of a square (pixel)], as well as moderately
low 1/f noise. Thus, vanadium oxide was considered a suit-
able semiconductor sensor material despite a decision to
abandon its phase transition capability. The mixed oxide VO,
used at ~25 C in commercial UFPA bolometers may not even
exhibit a phase transition at higher temperatures.

VO, is manufactured to provide TCR~(-2%). In the prior
art parameter of VO, sensor material R varies in the wide
range, from 10kQ to 200 kQ at 25 C. However, R=10-20kQ
is the preferred range in FPA applications, with higher R
causing problems in readout and in terms of noise. With this
limitation on R, the use of high crystalline quality pure
phase VO,, which would have higher TCR, is problematic:
VO, single crystals and epitaxial films have p(25 C) in the
range 0.1 €2m to 1.0 Qm. This implies R—=2-20 MQ for a 50
nm film thickness typically used in FPA sensors. These R
values are 100-200 times higher than required. In the work of
the inventors it was found that the room-temperature values of
R for 50 nm pure-phase VO, films were from about 1.5 MQ
to about 4.2 MQ, while TCR varied from -2.5% to -5%.
Despite an attractive TCR, the high R values should make
these films unsuitable for the resistive-readout IR imaging
application at or around 25 C.

An important issue discussed in the application is why high
R is detrimental?

First, one needs to match the pixel resistance to the elec-
tronic readout circuit which is amplifying the small resistance
change associated with the IR signal. This matching is appar-
ently becoming more difficult at high R—.

A second reason why high R is detrimental to the FPA
performance is the increase in Johnson’s noise. Johnson’s
noise has been sited as the major contributor to overall noise
even at R=20kQ. Johnson’s noise is one ingredient in more
practical consideration of signal to noise ratio (SNR) in the
device of the invention. Let us consider R-dependence of
signal to noise ratio in the prevailing measuring scheme, in
which all pixels (sensors) are biased by the same constant
voltage V,, and the change in each pixel’s resistance AR is
producing a change in individual pixel’s current Al, the latter
representing the useful signal.
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By Ohm’s law [=V /R and, at constant V., |AlI=(V/R%)
AR. At the same time Johnson noise manifests itself as
fluctuations in V,, with the rms average of these voltage
fluctuations 8V, being proportionate to R'2, according to
dV =(4kTAf R-)"?, where k is Boltzmann’s constant, T
absolute temperature, Af measurement bandwidth. Therefore
current noise will be equal to 81=3V/R=(4kTAf/R)">.
The signal-to-noise ratio for the current S/N=IAIl/d]=
[V,AR/(4KkTAD?)/R*?, and further replacing AR /R
with AT(TCR), we find

S/IN=IANI=[VAT(TCR)/(4kTAS) 2 J/R5 " 1)

As could be expected, in this voltage-bias measuring
scheme, the SNR for the current is proportional to the voltage
pulse amplitude, to the pixel’s temperature change AT and to
the TCR. However, this analysis also shows that it is propor-
tional to R~"2, indicating that higher R, corresponds to
significantly lower SNR. For example, a factor of 100 higher
Ry corresponds to 10 times lower SNR. Note that if SNR
were defined as the ratio of corresponding powers, formula
(1) would have to be squared, and in our example SNR power
would be 100 times smaller.

The third reason for rejecting the high resistance pixels is:
increased current (Joule) heating during readout.

One can not effectively resolve the difficulty of exceed-
ingly high pixel resistance by making the sensing layers
thicker, and thus reducing R. One can not make them 100
thicker for technological reasons; While making films which
are 2-3 times thicker is technologically feasible, any increase
in sensor thickness is undesirable as it increases the bolom-
eter thermal mass and thus reduces responsitivity. In this
sense, an increase in thickness is equivalent to a reduction in
TCR.

Clearly, in a semiconductor, the requirements of high TCR
and low p (or R) are directly conflicting with each other,
making high TCR pure phase VO, films unusable in FPA
application due to their high resistivity.

Ifit were not for the large resistance, pure phase VO, would
be preferred over VO, in the near room temperature operation.
This is because of higher bolometer TCR of 2.5-5% vs. 2%
and because a well-defined single phase sensor material
should provide for an easier process control compared to a
need to reproduce and make uniform layers of a mixed, ill-
defined, ill-behaved VO.. Furthermore, a pure phase sensor
material with fewer defects should have a lower 1/f noise.

The present invention is based on inventor’s discovery of a
new phenomenon which takes place in pure phase VO, and
offers the possibility of preserving the high TCR, while
avoiding hysteresis and dramatically, by orders of magnitude,
lowering R. Moreover, the explanations of such new phe-
nomenon indicate that its use circumvents many other diffi-
culties associated with the phase transition, namely, the emis-
sion/absorption of latent heat and excess noise.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In the resistive phase transition in VO,, temperature excur-
sions taken from points on the major hysteresis loop produce
minor loops. It has been found that for sufficiently small
excursions these minor loops degenerate into single-valued,
non-hysteretic branches (NHBs) linear in log(p) vs. T and
having essentially the same or even higher temperature coef-
ficient of resistance (TCR) as the semiconducting phase at
room temperature. This behavior can be understood based on
the microscopic picture of percolating phases. Similar short
non-hysteretic branches are found in otherwise hysteretic
optical reflectivity. The opportunities NHBs present for infra-
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red imaging technology based on resistive microbolometers
are considered. It is possible to choose a NHB with 10>-10°
times smaller resistivity than in a pure semiconducting phase,
thus providing a microbolometer (sensor) with low tunable
resistivity and high TCR. Noise measurements performed
from 1 Hz to 20 kHz in a semiconducting phase below the
transition and on various NHBs inside the hysteresis loop
confirm absence of significant detrimental excess noise in the
new regime of bolometer operation.

One aspect of the invention teaches using VO, operating in
one of the NHBs chosen so as to simultaneously benefit from
relatively high TCR and low R, this value of R being
tunable within a fairly wide range. It provides for means of
positioning the sensor (or a collection of sensors) at the desir-
able operating temperature. These means include capability
of temperature control over the whole temperature range of
the major hysteresis loop, and means of measuring R(T) over
that range. It also teaches about the limitations of the dynamic
range of device operation, providing for the best performance
of the device.

As to another aspect of the invention, TCR in VO, is higher
than in VO, benefiting bolometer responsivity. Low tunable
R provides for matching with an electronic circuit reading
out small changes in sensor resistance, for low readout noise
and for absence of microbolometer heating during resistive
readout. In the invention, a Johnson noise lower than in an
existing technology is possible, provided NHB is chosen with
R<20 kQ.

As to a further aspect of the invention, TCRs in NHBs are
generally higher than at room temperature, which is further
benefiting bolometric responsivity.

As to still another aspect of the present invention, the
sensor material is well defined in terms of its stoichiometry
(ratio of V to O in the formula), and in terms of its crystallo-
graphic phase (preferably pure-phase VO,). A well-defined
single phase sensing material will allow for an easier process
control as compared to a need to reproduce and make uniform
layers of a mixed, ill-defined oxide VO, in the present art.

As to still a further aspect of the present invention, utiliza-
tion of well-defined, reproducible, phase-transitioning doped
VO,, which could have a lower operating temperature and
higher TCR than undoped VO, is not precluded. The deposi-
tion process for the said pure-phase VO, is compatible with
the normal bolometer fabrication process: in the inventor’s
work, good quality VO, was deposited by the Precursor Oxi-
dation Process (POP) at below 400 C. A better (fewer defects)
sensor material will have a lower 1/f noise.

According to an essential aspect of the present invention, it
is offered relative insensitivity to imperfections in pixel uni-
formity as well as to variations in the operating temperature
across an array: both are expected to be well tolerated given
that neighboring NHBs have essentially the same TCR, and
that NHBs are linear in log R vs. T. This simplifies tempera-
ture control requirements in FPA technology.

According to another essential aspect of the invention,
given the nearly-frozen (transitionless in a sense of not form-
ing new topological connections) domain structure within an
NHB, the material does not experience as many microdomain
phase transitions within its dynamic range of operation AT*.
Even though it is a mixture of S- and M-phase domains,
within a NHB it is expected to behave essentially as a single
phase material, without extra noise. This will at least partially
remove noise problems sited in the past when using VO, in the
region of its hysteretic phase transition.

In a manner similar to the above, the release and absorption
of' the latent heat of the first order phase transition which was
mentioned in the prior art as one of the reasons for why the
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phase transition region in VO, was abandoned, is expected to
be minimized within the sluggishly-changing domain struc-
ture in the NHB. The limited dynamic range AT* of a few
degrees is not a problem in the FPA imaging application,
where much smaller temperature changes (typically in the
mK range) occur as a result of a pixel exposure to an IR
picture. It may be also possible to operate the sensor in a
regime known in the prior art in which the operating tempera-
ture does not change at all, rendering the limited dynamic
range irrelevant. In this approach the power delivered to a
pixel is adjusted so as to compensate IR induced temperature
changes on each pixel, said compensating power being used
to provide a useful signal instead of a resistance change.

Asto afurther essential aspect of the invention, it is noticed
that the NHB width AT* gets proportionately larger in wider
hysteresis films (such as in PLD films as compared to POP
films, as well as in PLD films on Si/SiO, as compared to PLD
films on sapphire). This appears to be a natural consequence
of larger hysteresis widths in individual domains. The inven-
tors observed NHBs with AT* up to 6 C in some samples. It
is further noted that AT* depends on the placement of a NHB
inside a given major loop. These considerations will allow
widening of the dynamic range from about 4 C to about 6 C or
even higher, should it be necessary.

Asto the detailed resistive behavior in the hysteresis region
of VO, films, the invention provides an essential new possi-
bility of preserving the high TCR, while dramatically, orders
of magnitude, lowering of the resistivity and thus R. More-
over, according to the invention, it is possible to choose the
desired value of R, within the wide range of its possible
values; R— becomes tunable. At the same time, itis avoided of
having to deal with hysteretic resistivity. The invention also
provides means of setting up and maintaining this new regime
of operation in VO, for FPA bolometric IR imaging applica-
tion.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1A is a chart showing major resistivity loop of a POP
sample, where major loops are shown with a number of minor
loops;

FIG. 1B is a chart showing major resistivity loop of'a PLD
sample, where major loops are shown with a number of minor
loops;

FIG. 2A is a chart showing major resistivity loop with a
number of minor loops, of POP sample, (similar to that of
FIG. 1A) measured with shorter excursions;

FIG. 2B is a chart showing major resistivity loop with a
number of minor loops of PLD sample, (similar to that of FIG.
1B) measured with shorter excursions;

FIG. 3A is a chart illustrating a non-hysteretic branch
(NHB) of POP sample, shown on an expanded scale;

FIG. 3B is a chart illustrating a non-hysteretic branch
(NHB) of PLD sample, shown on an expanded scale;

FIG. 4 is a chart illustrating temperature coefficient of
resistance (TCR) and optical reflectivity slopes of various
NHBs of POP sample;

FIGS. 5A and 5B show a schematics of semiconductor-
metal boundary which corresponds to temperature T';

FIGS. 5C and 5D show schematics of semiconductor-
metal boundary which corresponds to temperature T,>T;

FIG. 6 is a chart illustrating order parameter characterizing
the local transition in a certain region, including contribution
of'a boundary energy;

FIG. 7 is a schematic block diagram of one embodiment of
an apparatus of the invention;
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FIGS. 8A and 8B are diagrams illustrating a method of
positioning a sensor at the desired operating point of the
invention;

FIGS. 9A and 9B are further diagrams illustrating a method
of positioning sensor at the desired operating point of the
invention;

FIG. 10 A illustrates one embodiment of a sensor matrix
encapsulated in a thermal enclosure;

FIG. 10B illustrates another embodiment of the sensor
matrix encapsulated into the thermal enclosure;

FIG. 11A illustrates one embodiment of the apparatus of
the invention with an optional shutter being closed;

FIG. 11B illustrates the apparatus of FIG. 11A with the
shutter being opened; and

FIG. 12 is atable containing data related to the calculations
discussed in the application.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

Itis known from prior art that minor hysteresis loops can be
generated inside the major hysteresis loop in the resistivity of
VO, films. These minor loops can be initiated at any attach-
ment temperature T, on the major loop by making what is
referred as a “backward round-trip excursion” from that tem-
perature. For T, on a heating branch this excursion consists of
cooling down and then warming up back to T, and for T, on
a cooling branch it takes place in reverse order: first warming
up and then cooling down. Using mathematical symbols, for
T, on the heating branch (FIB), the backward roundtrip
excursion denotes a T,—=T,—-AT—T, process, i.e. cooling
down from T to T;—AT and then warming up by AT back to
T,. In this invention, it is assumed that AT>0 and will be
referred to a positive quantity; AT as the excursion length, or
simply as an excursion. On the cooling branch (CB) the
backward direction is that of warming up, and so the back-
ward roundtrip excursion is T,—T,+AT—T,. Excursions in
the opposite (forward) direction on either HB or on CB do not
produce minor loops. Instead they produce, upon return to the
initial temperature, a changed value of a measured quantity
(such as resistivity or optical reflectivity), which sometimes is
referred to as a “memory” effect.

Referring now to FIGS. 1A and 1B, which show major
resistivity loops of respectively POP (having thickness d=220
nm) and PLD (having thickness d=95 nm) samples with
minor loops attached at regular intervals. In FIGS. 1A and 1B
these minor loops have widths (excursion lengths) of AT=7C
and 10 C respectively. Most of the minor loops in FIGS. 1A
and 1B are hysteretic, with some of them being rather flat.
Continuing to decrease excursion lengths AT, it was uncov-
ered that for sufficiently small AT, all minor loops flattened
out, degenerating into non-hysteretic branches. Although
some minor loops may become flat even at ~10 C, as can be
seen in FIG. 1B, practically the majority of them become flat
at or below a threshold value AT*=4 C-5 C., as can be seen in
FIGS. 2A and 2B.

For AT<AT* the minor loops become single-valued
branches. These single-valued branches are linear in log(p)
vs. T. The inventors call them non-hysteretic branches
(NHBs). A NHB can be initiated from any attachment point
on the major loop, either on a heating branch (HB) or on a
cooling branch (CB). Another prominent feature of NHBs
evident from the FIGS. 2A and 2B, is that most of them are
linear in log(p) vs. T and have the TCR of the semiconducting
phase or even higher. The limited exception to this rule, are
the NHBs on a heating branch that are close to the high-
temperature merging point T,, (metallic phase end) of the
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major loop where NHBs have visibly lower TCRs. This
behavior and the physical reasons for it will be discussed
below.

Two NHBs, one for a PLD and another for a POP sample
are shown on an expanded scale in FIG. 3. The straight lines
represent linear fits to the data, showing TCR values of
-3.96% and -2.90% respectively.

Examination of FIGS. 2A and 2B indicates that, except for
the region close to the high-temperature merging point of the
major loop T,,~90 C, all NHBs exhibit similar slopes on the
log(p) vs. T plot, or similar TCR=d[In p/dT]=(1/p)dp/
dT=2.303 d[log p]/dT, and that these slopes are also similar to
the slope in the pure semiconductor (S) phase below the phase
transition. This similarity, points to the underlying cause of
semiconducting behavior in NHBs being the electrical con-
duction through the percolating semiconducting phase, as
will be discussed in more detail below.

Examining NHB behavior around the major loop in more
detail, the actual TCRs obtained by fitting NHBs of a POP
sample of FIG. 2A are plotted vs. T, in FIG. 4 for both HB and
CB. Currently TCRs are being discussed; the optical reflec-
tivity slopes plotted on the same figure will be discussed later.

It is noted that TCRs in S-phase at 25 C in the POP sample
is 3.5%, which is considerably higher than typical TCR=2%
at 25 C found in the prior art on VO,. This is in fact, higher
than most TCRs reported in the prior art for un-doped VO,
films. This can be attributed to the fact that the POP samples
are composed of an essentially pure VO, phase.

Looking at TCR values in NHBs as a function of T,
non-monotonic behavior is observed with a maximum. The
highest TCR exceed the S-phase value significantly, reaching
4.73%. TCR drops when T, rises to within 15 C of the upper
merging point of the major loop, T,,.

NHBs and their TCRs remain stable and reproducible after
multiple cycling. This includes repeated excursions back and
forth about a mid-point of a given NHB, and global cycles
over the whole major hysteresis loop. Starting at a given NM
attachment temperature, a global trip over the entire major
loop can be effected, but once the temperature returns to the
same attachment point T ,, a small backward excursion will be
tracing an NHB with the same TCR as before the global trip.

The resistive NHB properties can be summarized as fol-
lows: NHB can be initiated from any attachment temperature
T, on amajor loop; NHB is reproducible upon repeated back-
and-forth temperature excursions and upon returning to the
same attachment temperature after a global excursion; NHB
is linear in log(p) vs. T; and TCR vs. T, in various NHBs
exhibit a peak, with the highest TCR values exceeding the
S-phase 25 C value by as much as 40%. All TCR values fall
off when T, approaches T,,.

Optical data will be briefly discussed here as it is relevant to
the physical interpretation of NHB phenomenon and as it
additionally provides guidance in locating resistive TCRs
with the highest values. In addition to hysteretic transition in
resistivity, the SMT leads to hysteretic optical reflectivity.
Optical reflectivity measured as a function of temperature at
a fixed wavelength A, R, (T), exhibits similar behavior to
resistivity in that short backward round-trip excursions also
produce optical non-hysteretic branches (optical NHBs). The
detailed data on optical reflectivity as a function of T for a
fixed wavelength of light is not shown here. However, in FIG.
4 slopes of optical NHBs, dR,/dT, are shown alongside resis-
tive TCRs. As can be seen, the maxima in TCR and optical
NHB slopes occur at essentially the same temperatures for
both HB and CB data.
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A qualitative explanation will be provided to the observed
NHB phenomenon providing insight into both the non-hys-
teretic behavior and the fact that all NHBs have similar TCR
that is essentially the S-phase TCR. The explanation will also
explore the fact that optical NHBs have T-dependence as well,
and that resistive TCRs and optical NHBs exhibit a peak at
essentially the same temperatures.

The hysteretic region in VO, is a mixed state consisting of
both the semiconductor (S) and the metallic (M) phase
regions. Each such region located in a film around a point with
spatial coordinates (x,y) transitions into the other phase at its
own temperature T (x,y) with an intrinsic hysteresis charac-
terized by the coercive temperature T*(X,y). In a macroscopic
sample these parameters are continuously distributed. Ignor-
ing for the sake of simplicity the variation in T*, it is assumed
that the film is characterized by a local T (x,y). At a given
temperature T inside the hysteretic loop, some parts of the
film have T (x,y)<T and some T ~(x,y)>T. In the first approxi-
mation, the boundary wall between the S and M phases is
determined by the condition T ~(x,y)=T. In this approxima-
tion, the wall is highly irregular and its ruggedness corre-
sponds to the scale at which one can define the local T ~(X,y).
A refinement is needed that takes into account the boundary
energy, associated with the phase domain wall itself. The
boundary energy is positive and to minimize its contribution
to the free energy the domain walls are relatively smooth.

As to the heating branch, when the temperature rises, the
area of the M phase increases. Two metallic lakes that are
about to merge will be now discussed.

Referring now to FIG. 5, showing semiconductor-metal
boundary separating metallic and semiconducting phases.
FIGS. 5a and 54 correspond to temperature T,. FIGS. 5¢ and
5d correspond to temperature T,>T,. Since the boundary
illustrated in FIG. 5 is smooth, at some temperature the dis-
tance between the lakes becomes smaller than the radius of
curvature of either lake at the point they will eventually touch.
In this situation simple geometric considerations show that at
some T=T_, the following two configurations will have equal
energies. The first configuration comprises two disconnected
M phase lakes that are near touching. The other configuration
is formed with a finite link formed between the two lakes,
FIGS. 54 and 55 respectively. Both configurations are char-
acterized by equal boundary lengths and therefore have equal
free energy. In the thermodynamic sense, T, can be
addressed as the critical temperature for the link formation.
The actual transition forming a local link, however, does not
occur at that temperature because of an immense kinetic
barrier between these two macroscopically different configu-
rations. The transition occurs at a higher T,=T+AT* when it
is actually forced, i.e. when the two phases touch at a point.
The steep slopes of the major loop are associated with the
quasi-continuous formation of such links, i.e. with local topo-
logical changes. On the FIB the steep slope is associated with
the merger of metallic lakes; on the CB it is the linkage of
semiconductor regions.

Consider now a small excursion backwards from T,,. As the
temperature decreases, the last formed M-link does not dis-
appear immediately for the same kinetic reason. One has two
S regions that need to touch in order to wipe out the M-link.
It takes a backward excursion of amplitude AT* to establish
an S-link and thus disconnect the last M-link. So long as we
are within AT*, i.e. stay on the same NHB, the area of S and
M domains changes continuously, but the topology is stable
and no new links are formed. Within the range of that stable
“frozen topology”, the resistivity of NHB is predominantly
controlled by the percolating semiconductor phase.
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Referring now to FIG. 6 showing order parameter charac-
terizing the local transition in a certain region, including
contribution of the boundary energy. At temperature T, the
two phases have equal energies. By definition, the local T ~(x,
y)=T,. The actual transition occurs at T, and corresponds to
the formation of a finite link, as in FIG. 54.

FIG. 6, further illustrates the local transition which depicts
an order parameter A that characterizes the transition; A=0 in
the metallic phase and finite in the semiconductor phase. The
points (a) to (d) correspond to the configurations in FIG. 5.

Upon slightly cooling of the sample, the local region will
follow the lower branch of the curve, will pass point (b) and
undergo transition at the lefimost knee. That transition corre-
sponds to establishment of a link between the top and the
bottom semiconductor phases, as illustrated in FIG. 5. The
temperature range of the transitionless cooling corresponds to
shrinkage of the metallic region without a local topological
change. The described picture is the basis of the inventor’s
interpretation of the slopes in the hysteretic p(T) loop, cf.
experimental FIGS. 2A and 2B.

The slope (TCR) on the NHB may be somewhat higher
than that of the semiconductor phase itself. This is because it
includes not only the temperature variation of semiconductor
resistivity but also the smooth change of geometry. Indeed,
looking at FIG. 4 where TCRs and optical slopes dR,/dT are
plotted on the same graph. It can be observed that the peak in
dR,/dT takes place in the same temperature interval in which
the peak in TCR is observed. Comparing different NHBs,
higher values of dR,/dT imply the higher rate of area re-
distribution between the S- and M-phases within a NHB. Let
A and A,, be the total areas of S-phase and M-phase in a
sample, so that the total sample area is A=A +A,,. Clearly, as
A does not depend on T, dA,/dT=-dA /dT, i.e. the area of
one phase grows at the expense of the other. The optical slope
dR,/dT is proportional to this area re-distribution rate, and the
maximum in dR,/dT reflects the maximum in dA,,/dT. This
proportionality is true for the slopes on a major loop as well as
for much smaller slopes we find in NHBs. When temperature
is increasing, in all cases M-phase either grows or stays the
same, dA,/dT=0; equal sign here corresponds to those
NHBs with “frozen geometry”. Increasing M-phase content
promotes electrical conductivity (lowers resistivity), and
therefore TCR in NHBs corresponding to non-zero dR,/dT
should be enhanced compared to the pure S-phase, and the
maximum in dR,/dT should correlate with the maximally
enhanced TCR. FIG. 4 confirms this correlation for POP
samples.

The percolation picture also helps to understand why dR,/
dT will exhibit such a maximum in the first place. With
changing temperature, the boundary moves, each section of
the boundary line advancing in the direction normal to this
line at any given temperature. [t is clear that the highest rate of
change of'the area of each phase will therefore occur when the
boundary is the longest, i.e. at the percolation transition. Thus
the observed peak in dR,/dT occurs right at the percolation
transition, allowing its detection. The considerations
expressed above for a HB apply equally to a CB of the major
loop.

In summary, it has been explained why there exists a
threshold excursion length AT* below which all minor loops
become NHBs; in our samples AT*=4-5 C. As long as the
S-phase forms a global cluster (and therefore the M-phase is
disconnected), the S-phase TCR will be observed in the
NHBs. A secondary but noticeable and beneficial effect is the
increase of TCR values above the S-phase value due to re-
distribution of S- and M-phase areas within an NHB. This
effect is strongest when the boundary line between the phases
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is the longest, i.e. at the percolation transition. At higher
temperatures, above the percolation transition, the M-phase
percolates, shorting out the S-phase, and TCRs fall to low
values.

Thus the higher values of dR,/dT found in certain regions
around the major hysteresis loop at the same time guide us to
the regions where the highest values of TCR will be found.
Inversely, the regions in which we find the absence of optical
slope, dR,/dT=0, indicate “frozen” geometry of S- and
M-phases and thus signal a condition of TCR being essen-
tially equal to the TCR of the pure S-phase (with the exception
of temperatures close to the merging temperature T,, of the
major loop).

The discovered NHB phenomenon can be beneficially
employed in FPA applications. Thus, it is possible to utilize a
good quality, single phase VO, material instead of a mixed
oxide VO, to fabricate the pixilated bolometric sensor array or
sensor matrix. The deposition process for VO, is compatible
with the normal bolometer fabrication process: using POP
good VO, was deposited at below 400 C. The sensor array
should be set to operate within a NHB attached either to the
HB or to the CB. The NHB will be chosen on the basis of its
desired resistance, which can be adjusted in a wide range in
order to be matched to the readout circuit amplifier. It will be
also chosen to maximize TCR, which, as we have seen, may
vary between different NHBs around the major loop, peaking
at the percolation transition. The operating temperature T,
(i.e. the temperature at which the sensor array is stabilized
awaiting the projected IR signal) can be chosen anywhere
within a desired NHB: T,-AT*<T,,<T, on the heating
branch and within T,<T ,,<T,+AT* on the cooling branch.

Two essential requirements for the correct operation of a
sensor according to the present invention are as follows: (1) A
sensor should operate so as to produce no memory effects,
and (2) A sensor should operate so as to produce no minor
hysteresis loops.

To satisfy the first requirement presented above, the oper-
ating point must be removed from T,, as moving forward
from T, will produce memory. In order to satisfy the second
requirement, it should also be removed from T, +AT* (here +
refers to CB and - to HB). Once the sensor’s temperature will
deviate by more than AT* from T, NHB will turn into a minor
loop and thus the R(T) of a device will loose its single-valued
character.

The dynamic range of a device can be defined as the range
of T over which it is maintained within a NHB. One possible
choice is to place T, in the middle of an NHB. In this case,
the dynamic range will be symmetrical around T 5, allowing
for equal amount of heating and cooling of a pixel (heating or
cooling of a pixel is produced when a sensor is staring at a
scene which is hotter or colder than a sensor, respectively).
The maximum temperature change consistent with working
within a given NHB in this case, is equal to a half of the total
NHB width, or AT*/2. In the reviewed samples, this implies
operating within approximately £2°.

It may be however, beneficial to choose T, closerto one or
the other side of the dynamic range interval. For example, if
an IR radiation projected onto a sensor warms it up above
T op, for the NHB attached to the heating branch it may be
beneficial to position T, closerto T,—AT*, and for the NHB
attached to the cooling branch, closer to T,,.

Situation now will be considered, what should happen if a
device exceeds the dynamic range (in other words, if either
the fixed T, will inadvertently shift, or the projected IR
picture will cause T to deviate to the outside of the dynamic
range)? The result will depend on which side of the allowed
interval is exceeded.
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It the sensor will exceed T, (here the term “exceed” means
“becomes greater than” on the heating branch and “becomes
smaller than” on the cooling branch), it will change its resis-
tance according to amuch higher TCR on the major hysteresis
loop at T',. The round trip temperature excursion exceeding
T, will move the sensor to a different NHB attached to a
different temperature point onthe major loop T', (on aheating
branch T';>T, and on a cooling branch T'(<T,). Once in a new
NHB, as long as the new T'; is not exceeded, the device will
work essentially as before, provided that T'-T is small and
therefore the new NHB has very similar TCR to the old NHB.
In this sense, the device is expected to be resistant to such
shifts changing NHB’s attachment temperature as long as
they are sufficiently small.

On the other side of the dynamic range interval, exceeding
T,+AT*, the sensor will operate on a minor loop instead of
NHB. It will not experience a high major-loop TCR and will
not acquire different resistance from moving along the major
loop as above. However, the double-valued nature of the
minor loop is expected to make correct IR picture visualiza-
tion difficult or distorted. If T,+AT* is exceeded by a small
amount, the minor loop will be rather flat, making such dis-
tortions less detrimental.

The procedures which have to be followed in order to set
the sensor matrix in the correct operating regime according to
the present invention, will be now described in detail.

Referring now to FIG. 7 which is a schematic block dia-
gram of an apparatus 100 adapted to perform various func-
tions required for operation of the invention. A sensor matrix
102 encapsulated into a thermal enclosure 104, includes a
plurality of regular pixels 106 with single or multiple test
pixels 108 (shown in gradual shading), which are designated
for measuring the resistance. It will be discussed below, that
in order to measure the resistance as a function of tempera-
ture, the predetermined test pixel which is chosen for such
measuring should accurately represent conditions/character-
istics of the matrix. A thermometer or a temperature measur-
ing device 110 is provided in thermal contact with the sensor
in general and the designated test pixel in particular. A signal
generated by the temperature measuring device 110 is
directed to a temperature readout 112 which is in turn con-
nected to a temperature controller 114. This signal is also
directed to the processor or computer 116 which is pro-
grammed to control the whole process as will be described
below. An embodiment where the temperature readout and
temperature controller are implemented in one unit is also
contemplated. A feed back function provided by this connec-
tion will be discussed below.

It is also illustrated in the diagram of FIG. 7 that from the
test pixel or a plurality of test pixels, a signal is also provided
to aresistive readout 118. The resistive readout may comprise
a system providing constant current to a test pixel and mea-
suring voltage drop across the pixel, resistance being the ratio
of said voltage to the said current, or it may operate in any
number of ways in which resistance is known to be measured
in the art.

The processor or computer 116 is provided, so as to func-
tion as a means of assembling together the readings from the
resistive readout and from the temperature readout. In this
manner, the computer 116 is capable of reconstructing resis-
tance as a function of temperature R(T), and to further control
the whole process according to the obtained R(T). The pro-
cessor or computer 116 is programmed for controlling the
setting and maintaining the operating temperature of the sen-
sor matrix 102 and its immediate thermal surroundings, such
control being directed by the said R(T). The process control is
exercised substantially by controlling the temperature of the
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sensor matrix 102 and its immediate thermal surroundings. In
order to exercise such process control, the processor or com-
puter 116 is connected to a temperature controller 114. It
should be noted however, that the temperature controller itself
can be in the form of a programmable device. In such
instance, there is no need for a separate computer adapted to
carry out this function. In this case all of the functions of the
processor or computer 116 and the temperature controller 114
may be combined in a single unit.

An arrangement or means for changing temperature 120 is
provided and can be in the form of an electric cooler/heater
adapted for controlling the heating or cooling function. It will
be discussed below that the temperature control arrangement
is provided for maintaining an operational temperature not
only for the sensor itself, but also to all immediate surround-
ings of the sensor. For example, a thermo-electric cooler,
which is a reversible thermal device capable of providing
either heating or cooling function, can be utilized.

The means of temperature control will have to be sufficient
to perform these tasks. The temperature T ,, would have to be
fixed and maintained with some precision during the opera-
tion of a device. The stability of T, required in the present
invention should be similar to the stability required in the
prior art UFPA technology operating at or around 25° C., as
the present invention is dealing with linear NHB similar to the
S-phase at 25 C. However, additionally the means of tempera-
ture control and means of R(T) measurements will have to be
such as to maintain a similar precision over a much wider
temperature range than in existing technology.

Based on the measured R(T), the processor or computer
116 is adapted to control the temperature controller 114,
which in turn controls the arrangement for changing a tem-
perature or heater/cooler 120, thus providing a desired tem-
perature profile as a function of time. In this manner, the
actual censor can be provided with either constant or variable
temperature.

The required feedback function is provided through a con-
nection between the thermometer readout or temperature
reading arrangement 112 and the temperature controller 114.
The same signal is also supplied to the processor or a com-
puter 116. As indicated above, the two functions can be com-
bined in one. A signal generated by the thermometer 110
which measures temperature of the test pixel, is directed back
to temperature controller 114 and to the processor or com-
puter 116. The processor/computer, based on this informa-
tion, provides an input causing the temperature to be adjusted
according to its program, either raised, or lowered. It also
provides control of the rate at which temperature is raised or
lowered, so as to avoid overshooting of the desired tempera-
ture levels. In this manner, the feedback function is accom-
plished.

In an alternate embodiment, a temperature reading func-
tion carried out by the thermometer readout can be accom-
plished by a portion of the temperature controller arrange-
ment. In such instance, there is no need to provide a separate
thermometer readout device.

Referring now to diagrams of FIGS. 8A, 8B, 9A and 9B,
illustrating a method of setting a sensor at the desired oper-
ating point or a method of positioning a sensor at the desired
operating point of the invention. Because of the hysteretic
nature of the sensor material, setting the correct operational
temperature range is an essential aspect of the invention. This
is the reason why distinctive heating and cooling steps are
exercised in the invention. In order to function according to
the present invention, the sensor should be placed in the
proper working regime in one of the NHBs. Because of the
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hysteretic nature of the phase transition, this requires specific
steps which depend on the location of the NHB on the major
hysteresis loop.

Referring now to FIGS. 8A and 8B which illustrate how a
sensor temperature should be set up at the operating tempera-
ture on a heating branch (HB) of the major hysteresis loop.
The figures show a sensor initially before the system is turned
on, at some ambient temperature T, (for example, at room
temperature). Starting from this initial point T ,, the sensor is
eventually positioned at a desired operating temperature T,
when it is operating on a heating branch (HB) of the major
loop, with the NHB attachment temperature T,. The operat-
ing temperature T, is chosen between the limits (end-
points) ofa given NHB of'total temperature width AT*, which
on a HB means T,—AT*<T ,,<T,. If the operating tempera-
ture is chosen in the middle of NHB, than T ,=T,-AT*/2.

FIG. 8A shows the sensor temperature T as a function of
time t (the thermal history, or T(t)), while FIG. 8B shows
corresponding sensor resistance R as a function of tempera-
ture T (i.e. it traces sensor resistance as it is changing along
the actual R(T) curve corresponding to T(t) of FIG. 8A.).

Specific way in which the temperature approaches points
T, and T, is not essential, except for the requirement that in
temperature intervals from T, to T, and from T, to T, the
temperature increases and decreases in a monotonous way,
and that the desired temperatures T, and T, should be
approached sufficiently slowly. In this manner the system
temperature does not rise or fall above or below these tem-
peratures, does not “overshoot”. Because of the hysteresis,
such overshooting, if significant, will be difficult to correct. If
significant overshooting occurs, starting the whole process
from the beginning may be required. The process of reaching
Top according to FIGS. 8A and 8B will be governed by
computer or processor or by a programmable temperature
controller similar to that discussed above. This thermal path
setting the sensor atthe desired T, may be followed not only
by the sensor matrix, but by all of the immediate sensor
surroundings thermally interacting with the sensor. The sen-
sor matrix is in an approximate thermal equilibrium with such
surroundings, which may include but not limited to: a heater/
cooler, a substrate on which a sensor matrix rests, walls of the
chamber housing the sensor, shutter or a diaphragm separat-
ing the sensor chamber from the outside, infrared optics, etc.
Such sensor surroundings are shown in FIG. 11A. This sensor
thermal equilibrium with its immediate surroundings is inten-
tionally violated only during the periods of sensor exposure to
the IR signal from the outside scene, as shown in FIG. 11B,
which shows the shutter being opened and the sensor matrix
being exposed to an IR signal. As the sensor chamber may be
evacuated from air, there may be another IR-transparent par-
tition or a wall not shown in FIG. 11B which maintains the
integrity of the vacuum system, as is practiced in prior art.

The thermal path shown in FIGS. 8A and 8B should be
followed only once, at the beginning of sensor’s operation (or
at the beginning of a new cycle of its operation). After that, as
long the sensor is operating within a given NHB, this process
does not have to be repeated.

Referring now to FIGS. 9A and 9B which illustrate how a
sensor, initially at some ambient temperature T, is posi-
tioned at a desired operating temperature T, when it is
operating on a cooling branch (CB) of the major loop, with
the NHB attachment temperature T,. In this case, the sensor
and the respective surroundings have to be first heated above
the upper merging point of the major loop T, ,and then cooled
to the desired T, on a CB. After that the sensor including the
surroundings are heated to T, which is within NHB limits:
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To<T op<To+AT*. If the operating temperature is chosen in
the middle of NHB, than T =T ,+%/2.

As before, in FIG. 9A, the precise way in which the tem-
perature changes as a function of time is not important. How-
ever, it must change in a way allowing setting the desired
operating temperature correctly, which implies that monoto-
nous parts of the curves lie between temperatures T, and T, ,,
T,,and T, T, and Tz, and that temperature overshooting is
avoided.

A preferred region for the operating temperature is on the
cooling branch of the major hysteretic loop. This is because,
it has lower operating temperatures and because some of
highest TCR’s are also found on the cooling branch. Again in
the invention, in view of the hysteretic nature of the system,
transferring from ambient temperature T , to the desired tem-
perature T, on the CB requires following of a specific ther-
mal path. This specific path requires reaching or exceeding
the upper merging point of the major hysteresis loop (the
minimal requirement is that of reaching T, ; slight overshoot-
ing of T,, can be executed to guarantee that it has been fully
reached; this overshooting has no detrimental effect on the
process of setting T,z). Significant overshooting of T,, is
unnecessary. Furthermore, since the sensors based on VO, are
not very stable at high temperature, the significant overshoot-
ing of T,,is not only unnecessary but also undesirable, as it
may produce some damage to a sensor. Exceeding T,,by 1-5
C should be sufficient and safe. Once the T,, is reached or
slightly exceeded, temperature is reduced and the cooling
branch is eventually reached, as shown in FIG. 9B. The tem-
perature is lowered until it reaches the desired T, on a cooling
branch. Once the desired T, on the CB is reached, the tem-
perature starts to go up again, as illustrated in FIGS. 9A and
9B. When the temperature goes up at this point, the R(T) point
is moving down on the non hysteretic branch, finally reaching
the desired R(T ) inside the desired NHB.

The above-discussed examples are provided to illustrate
placing the sensor matrix and their immediate surroundings at
the desired operating point of a system. An essential feature of
the invention is to define means and location for measurement
of the resistance as a function of the temperature, which in
turn serves as a “map” for the said process of setting the
desired T, as illustrated in FIGS. 8A, 8B, 9A, 9B, and FIG.
11A and FIG. 11B.

Since the sensor matrix is formed with multiplicity of
separate pixels, in order to measure the resistance as a func-
tion of temperature, predetermined test pixels or test patches
(which may have geometry and contact placement identical
or different from regular pixels) have to be chosen for such
measuring. Referring now to FIG. 10A showing a sensor
matrix 132 encapsulated into a thermal enclosure 134. The
matrix includes a plurality of regular pixels 136 (shown by
hatch squares) with only four test pixels 138 (shown by
shaded squares), which are designated for measuring the
resistance. The test pixels 138 form a part of the sensor matrix
itself. Although in the embodiment of FIG. 10A the matrix
with four test pixels designated to measure such resistance are
illustrated, in actuality any number of pixels can be desig-
nated as test pixels for the purpose of measuring resistance as
a function of temperature. The test pixels should accurately
represent characteristics of the matrix. When a sensor matrix
is essentially uniform, measurements performed on a single
test pixel or a test patch are sufficient to represent the behavior
of the whole matrix. When the matrix is somewhat non-
uniform in terms of pixel properties, R(T) for different pixels
may not be identical. In this case, measurements on a plurality
of test pixels or patches may be required, and additional
measures may have to be taken to position the sensor matrix
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at the optimum regime of operation. For example, the user
(through the programmed computer/controller) may choose
some average values of T,,, T,, T,p which best serve the
given sensor matrix. As well indicated below, small non-
uniformities should not be detrimental for the operation of a
sensor according to the present invention, as neighboring
NHBs are essentially similar to each other.

In the embodiment of FIG. 10A, the four test pixels 138 are
uniformly/randomly disposed within the multiplicity of their
regular counterparts. It should be noted however, that actual
location of the test pixels is not very important as long as their
positioning provides accurate representation of the condi-
tions within the sensor matrix. As illustrated in the embodi-
ment of FIG. 10B, there are no test pixels provided within the
body of the matrix formed with the plurality of regular pixels
136. In this embodiment the test pixels 135, 137 are disposed
atthe periphery of the matrix, so as to be bound by the thermal
surroundings 134. FIG. 10B illustrates three test pixels 135
with two contacts and one test pixel 137 having four contacts,
s0 as to accommodate various approaches in measuring the
resistivity, for example, two-contact methods and four-con-
tact (four-probe) methods. The latter approach allows for the
exclusion of contact resistance, which generally provides for
a more accurate measure of R(T).

Preferably, the reference pixels or film patches should not
be thermally isolated from the substrate. In fact, such isola-
tion is considered to be detrimental for the measurement of
R(T), as it may produce undesirable heating in the test pixel or
patch during its measurement. For temperature measurement
the conventional thermometers such as thermocouples, or
semiconductor thermometers, or thin-film versions of such
thermometers can be utilized.

If resistivity p(T) is desired, it can be found from R(T)
knowing the geometry of the rectangular-shaped film patch
being measured, according to the formula p=Rwt/L. In this
formula, L is the distance between voltage leads in the direc-
tion of the current flow, w is the width of a film perpendicular
to the current flow, and t is its thickness.

Although, specific locations of the test pixels have been
discussed hereinabove, it should be obvious to a person of
reasonable skills in the present art that any reasonable varia-
tions of such locations are within the scope of the invention.

It should be noted, that all or part of the regular pixels may
simultaneously serve as test pixels: test pixels may not differ
from the regular pixels, and may serve a dual function, or they
may differ only in terms of their thermal isolation from the
substrate. The computer/controller may be programmed to
find R(T) of any pixel within the sensor matrix. This is appli-
cable to specially designated test pixel or patch or a regular
pixel. The whole plurality of pixels in the matrix may be used
for determining R(T), with the results of R(T) measurements
being averaged over all pixels or a subset of all pixels.

When producing very uniform and reproducible sensor
matrices will become possible so all sensor matrices behave
in a predictable and reliable way, then some of the operations
described above might be unnecessary. In this case, being
sure of the “map” R(T) without a need to measure it in every
sensor matrix, the user may program the computer/controller
to reach the desired T, by directly following the temperature
paths T(t) of FIGS. 84 and 94 for the HB and the CB respec-
tively, without a need to measure R. This will simplify the
block diagram of FIG. 7, since removing from it the means of
measuring R will be possible. However, the need to follow
specific thermal paths will remain.

Referring now to FIGS. 11A and 11B, illustrating one
embodiment of the apparatus of the invention 150, which is
provided with a chamber 152 adapted to accommodate a
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sensor matrix 154 within an interior thereof. Side walls 156,
158 extending upwardly from a bottom wall 162 and form an
inlet area 160 of the chamber. An optional shutter 164 can be
provided for opening or closing the inlet area of the chamber
when required. In the embodiment of FIGS. 11A and 11B, the
sensor matrix 154 is positioned at and spaced from the bottom
wall 162 or from a substrate. This spacing signifies micro-
bridges, i.e. it signifies the need to have small thermal con-
duction between the sensor and the substrate, in order for the
sensor to react with high sensitivity to the incident IR signal.
Further, air should be evacuated from the chamber 152 in
order to reduce or eliminate thermal conduction through air
between the sensor and the surroundings. An infrared lens
166 is provided in the interior of the chamber between the
sensor 154 and the inlet area 160. The lens can be also placed
outside of the immediate thermal surroundings of a sensor
matrix. The arrangement or means 168 for changing a tem-
perature, such as for example an electric heater or cooler, is
provided in the vicinity of'the bottom wall (or a sensor matrix
substrate). In an alternate embodiment, such arrangement can
be arranged to essentially surround the sensor chamber. In
still another embodiment, the arrangement or means for
changing temperature can be provided at any other location
and is connected to the sensor chamber by a sufficiently high
thermal conductivity connection, so as to provide efficient
heat transfer between the heater/cooler and the sensor cham-
ber.

Prior to opening of the shatter 164, a thermal equilibrium is
maintained and all areas of the chamber interior are kept at a
substantially similar temperature. Such thermal equilibrium
affects not only the sensor, but practically all surroundings of
the sensor 154 within the chamber 152. This thermal equilib-
rium can be also understood as dynamic equilibrium, in
which case there could be some temperature gradients
between different parts of the system.

The infrared lens 166 is exposed to outside infrared signals/
radiation emanating from a target or an observed object. Upon
opening of the shutter 164, the interior of the chamber is
exposed to an outside scene projected or focused onto a
sensor matrix 154 by the infrared lens 166. In FIGS. 11A and
11B the infrared signals are represented by the arrows 170.
The arrows converge toward the matrix 154, depicting the
incoming infrared signals being focused by the lens onto the
sensors matrix. Actually, by means of the lens 166, a picture
of'the object is focused on the matrix generating an IR image
of'the observed object. At this point, thermal equilibrium (or
the dynamic thermal equilibrium) is broken and the pixels of
the sensor are warmed or cooled down according to this
picture. A given pixel exposed to a part of the focused picture
of the outside scene which is hotter than T, will heat up,
while a pixel which happened to be exposed to a part of the
focused picture of the outside scene which is colder than T
will cool down.

As to the sensor 154, which is operating in a certain regime,
as the shutter 164 opens or by any other means the images are
projected on the sensor, various pixels acquire different tem-
peratures and, as a result, different values of R(T) within a
given NHB. Through electrical contacts to each pixel, this
distribution of R values among different pixels is read out and
eventually transformed into a visual picture. Thus ultimately,
the infrared signals directed from the observed object are
transferred into visual picture images on the screen, or other-
wise recorded or reproduced in a non-IR domain suitable for
the end user. The system of reading out of the electrical
signals from all of the pixels of the sensor matrix is well-
known in the art.



US 8,158,941 B2

17

Does the narrow dynamic range of a few degrees (e.g. 2 C
if T,p is chosen in the middle of an NHB) present a problem
in IR visualization?

There are two sources of a temperature change in a pixel:
exposure to a scene which is integrated by a pixel for a
ms-scale exposure times, and pulsed readout which sends
voltage pulses to the pixels and reads out current, the latter
reflecting pixel resistance and its changes under the IR radia-
tion exposure.

The temperature change from scene exposure does not
appear to be large, at least for the moderate intra-scene
dynamic range (range of scene temperatures that has to be
handled by the IR camera). In prior art, the following numbers
were used to estimate these changes: in a microbolometer
having a thermal isolation of 1x10”K/W and thermal capacity
10~° J/K (which corresponds to a typical thermal time con-
stant of 10 ms) an incident IR signal of 10 nW produces
temperature change of 0.1 K.

It can be also noted, that faster frame rates (rates above 30
Hz), which are desirable in present-day UFPA technology,
imply shorter integration times and thus will produce smaller
AT excursions.

The second reason for a pixel temperature change (in this
case, solely an increase) may come from pulsed readout (ei-
ther current-biased or voltage biased, with voltage bias appar-
ently preferred by the UFPA technology). The estimates of
the signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) presented in a Table in FIG. 12
show that the pulsed voltage amplitude can be significantly
lowered as compared to 5 V amplitude of the prior art, thus
reducing pulsed heating.

This problem may be avoided altogether in an alternative
approach that requires no excursions from the operating tem-
perature at all. Prior art discusses the heat balancing design in
which an electro-thermal feedback cycle is used to maintain
the resistance and thus the temperature at a constant value.
Instead of directly detecting the temperature change by mea-
suring changes in resistance, prior art proposes electric power
to be delivered to each detector pixel in such a way as to
balance the heat absorbed from the target, maintaining a
constant resistance and thus constant temperature. As incom-
ing radiation increases, the power needed to maintain a con-
stant temperature decreases. The measure of said power dif-
ference provides information about heat input into the
microbolometer from the scene. In the prior art, this approach
was designed to avoid individual array calibration, but it also
appears very well suited for the NHB regime as proposed in
the present invention.

As was discussed in the background section, one of the
reasons why the high R films are detrimental to the FPA
performance is the increase in Johnson’s noise. However,
increasing R also increases the useful electrical signal.
Therefore, the more meaningful figure of merit to consider is
the signal-to-noise ratio (SNR). Consider SNR values which
are predicted by formula (1) for the POP sample studied by
the inventors. This sample will serve as an example of an
improvement in SNR values which can be achieved with the
present invention.

Assuming that the prevailing noise source is Johnson’s
noise, formula (1) for SNR was derived above. It can be
expressed as a product of a T-dependent prefactor C(T)=
Vo AT/(4KTAD'?, TCR and R~

SNR=IAIAI=C(T)(TCR)/RS"? )

First, checking this formula for its consistency with the
prior art: the numbers used in the prior art were: bias voltage
V=5V, AT=0.01 K, measurement time of 70 us correspond-
ing to noise bandwidth of 140 us=7.1 kHz, temperature T=25
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C=298 K. With typical VO, TCR=0.02 and R=50 k€, the
value of SNR obtained in prior art was SNR=416. With the
same parameters, using formula (2), the value of the prefactor
becomes C(298K)=4.63x10° KQ? and formula (2) predicts
the same SNR=416 as in the prior art.

Referring now to Table of FIG. 12 containing data related
to measured parameters and calculated SNR for a POP
sample, d=220 nm. In Table of FIG. 12, the parameters and
results of calculations relate to POP film previously discussed
with reference to FIG. 1A and FIG. 2A. The calculations were
conducted for the film in a semiconducting phase below the
transition at 25 C and for several NHBs, taking operating
temperatures in the middle of NHBs. Accounting for the
difference in our POP film’s thickness d=220 nm and the 50
nm thickness typically used in FPA applications, the values of
Ro at 25 C and in the middle of NHBs were recalculated as
R=R)arzss0men*220/50=Ry)rmasurepxd 4

In Table of FIG. 12, the first row corresponds to film in an
S-phase at T=25 C=298 K. Keeping the same parameters as in
the prior art in the prefactor C(T) in (2), with TCR=0.0352
and resistance R=3.5 MQ (the latter corresponding to R in
a 50 nm pixel), SNR=87, which, despite a higher TCR, is
lower than SNR=416 of the prior art. This illustrates that
resistive VO, films are less favorable in terms of SNR than
VO, films when used at room temperature.

Demonstrating a significant advantage of the present
invention, substantially higher SNR was uncovered in various
NHBsS, reaching in some cases values well over 1000, as can
be seen in Table of FIG. 12. SNR is particularly high in NHBs
with low R—. A part of this very high SNR may be sacrificed
in favor of lowering V,, thus decreasing pixel heating during
measurement, and/or in favor of shortening the measurement
time (increasing Af).

Intheinvention, an FPA matrix can be fabricated according
to the existing technology, except for the sensor material.
Instead of a mixed VO, oxide, the sensor material should be
good quality VO, which exhibits p from about 0.1 Qmto 1.0
Qm in the semiconducting phase at room temperature, i.e. it
will have R—=2-20 MQ at 25° C. for a 50 nm film (utilizing
material with room temperature R outside of this range does
not violate the present invention). This VO, material should
have a pronounced phase transition similar to the ones
depicted in FIGS. 1A, 1B, 2A, and 2B.

In addition to a sensor containing pure VO,, it is contem-
plated to use an appropriately doped VO, (having the follow-
ing chemical formula, V, X O, or VO, X, depending on
which element, V or O the dopant X substitutes). As to VO,
doping, the guiding principle is choosing an appropriate
dopant element or a combination of elements X. The opti-
mum doping level (see y in the chemical formulas above) of
the sensor is based on whichever additional benefits such
doping may provide (see below), while maintaining the pro-
nounced semiconductor-to-metal phase transition as required
by the present invention. One of the advantages offered by
such doping includes a significant reduction of the phase
transition temperature T .. In a film this means that the major
hysteresis loop shifts to lower temperatures, and in the con-
text of the present invention this implies that utilization of a
NHB with a significantly lower operating temperature T, is
possible. For example, doping VO, with tungsten W produces
reduction of T, at a rate of 24° C. per atomic % W. A similar
effect can be achieved with doping VO, with some other
elements, such as Nb, Mo, Re, Fe. Another beneficial effect of
such doping may be in S-phase TCR increase. If TCR
increases at room temperature, TCR in NHBs will also
increase in such a doped film. However, simultaneously with
these beneficial effects, doping tends to have detrimental
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effects on the phase transition strength in VO,, which may
render doped films inferior or unusable in the context of the
present invention. Indeed, the general washing-out of the
phase transition and reduction of the range of available resis-
tivities between p,, and p, which tends to accompany VO,
doping may make the choice of a NHB with high_TCR and
low resistivity more difficult or impossible. Interplay of the
beneficial and detrimental effects of doping would have to be
considered and optimized in view of specific sensor applica-
tion in FPA technology. According to the invention, pure
phase VO,, implies and includes an appropriately doped VO,
as well.

The IR visualization system is equipped with a temperature
controller capable of changing and stabilizing temperatures
in the interval from about room temperature to about 100° C.
The temperature control will be sufficient to position and
maintain the desired working temperature as described
above. The sensor array is set at an operating temperature. An
example of such temperature is as follows, T,,=74.8° C., in
the middle of a NHB attached to the heating branch of the
major loop at approximately 77.7° C. (see FIG. 3B). Alterna-
tively, the operating temperature can be chosen for example,
T ,7=72.0° C., in the middle of a NHB attached to the cooling
branch of the major loop at approximately 70° C. This is
illustrated in FIG. 3A. However, it should be noted that the
invention refers to two different samples depicted in FIG. 3A
and in FIG. 3B.

In order to reach a NHB on a heating branch, the device is
heated from room temperature to T,=77.7° C., and then cool
it from 77.7° C. to 74.8° C. In order to reach a NHB on the
cooling branch, the device is warmed to above the upper limit
of the hysteresis curve (i.e. approximately to 90°-95° C. for
the sample in FIG. 2), then it is cooled downto T,=70° C., and
then warm it up to 72° C.

Once T,p has been set, each microbolometer pixel will
operate in the range of temperatures in which it is remained
within a single NHB. In this instance, NHB does not trans-
form into a minor loop. In present examples, this means
operation is provided in the interval of temperatures between
72°C.and 77.7° C. onthe heating branch of a POP sample. As
to FIG. 3B, the major loop and other data on this sample are
not shown, only the NHB. The operation is actually con-
ducted between 70° C. and 74° C. on a cooling branch of a
PLD sample. In the interest of system stability, T, can be
chosen at a temperature in the middle of the available
dynamic range. In the interest of increasing the dynamic
range for heating, the temperature can be chosen to be closer
to the lower temperature end of each interval.

It is noted that exposing a sensor to a projection of an IR
picture from objects or parts of objects hotter than T, will
produce sensor heating above T . In the same manner, expo-
sure to projected pictures of objects or parts of objects which
are cooler that T, will produce sensor cooling below T . In
this sense the most versatile T, will be in the middle of the
dynamic range. However, when it is known that objects of
interest are predominantly either cooler or hotter than T, it
may be beneficial to shift T, accordingly.

The sensing layer will have TCR from ~2.5% to ~5% or
even higher. It will be beneficial to have as high a TCR as
possible. In this respect the higher TCR values found in NHBs
as compared to TCR at 25° C. are beneficial. For example, as
illustrated in FIG. 3A, TCR 0f 3.96% at T,,,=72° C. in case of
a cooling branch NHB. In this sample, S-phase TCR at 25° C.
is 2.5%. The essential advantage offered by the present inven-
tion is that by utilizing an NHB near the lower part of the
major hysteresis loop, it is possible to maintain resistivity
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orders of magnitude lower than at room temperature. The
exact value of resistivity (and, therefore, R) can be fine-
tuned within the wide range of available values between p,,
and p,. This is possible as long as TCR on a corresponding
NHB stays sufficiently high. A region of resistivity values
close to T,,, as was mentioned above, is excluded. Some of
the representative numbers are found in Table of FIG. 12.

Given the wide range of available R values, if desirable,
one can even operate with R which is considerably lower
than R—~20 kQ, the latter being accepted as a standard in the
existing VO, -based technology.

We claim:

1. A bolometric sensor element, comprising:

a substantially thin film exhibiting metal-insulator transi-
tion qualities, an arrangement for controlling and regu-
lating a temperature of said film, an arrangement for
detecting a resistance of said film as a function of the
regulated temperature, an arrangement for setting said
resistance at a predetermined point within a main hys-
teretic loop of the metal-insulator transition, said prede-
termined point being inside of a region in which resis-
tance versus temperature relationship of said film is
essentially non-hysteretic, and an electronic readout
arrangement for detecting variations of said resistance
about said predetermined point in response to infrared
irradiation.

2. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 1,
wherein said predetermined point within the hysteretic loop is
further chosen so as to match input impedance of said elec-
tronic readout arrangement.

3. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 1,
wherein said readout arrangement generating a readout sig-
nal, said predetermined point within the hysteretic loop is
further chosen so as to minimize the noise in the electronic
readout signal.

4. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 1,
wherein said predetermined point within the hysteretic loop is
further chosen so as to minimize heating of a sensor element
from the current passing through the bolometric element dur-
ing electronic readout.

5. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 1,
wherein said predetermined point within the main hysteretic
loop is chosen so as to allow for a temperature range of
non-hysteretic behavior to be at least 1° C. wide.

6. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 1,
wherein said predetermined point within the hysteretic loop is
further chosen so as to maximize the temperature coefficient
of resistance (TCR) of said sensor bolometric element.

7. A bolometric sensor element, comprising:

a substantially thin film exhibiting metal-insulator transi-
tion qualities, an arrangement for controlling and regu-
lating a temperature of said film, an arrangement for
setting said temperature at a predetermined point within
a main hysteretic loop of the metal-insulator transition,
said predetermined temperature point being predeter-
mined by a prior measurement of said sensor element or
by a prior measurement of a different sensor element,
and an electronic readout arrangement for detecting
variations of sensor resistance about said point in
response to infrared irradiation.

8. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 7,
wherein said predetermined temperature point within the hys-
teretic loop is chosen so as to provide sensor resistance such
as to match an input impedance of said electronic readout
arrangement.
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9. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 7,
wherein said predetermined point within the hysteretic loop is
further chosen so as to minimize the noise in the electronic
readout signal.

10. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 7,
wherein said predetermined point within the hysteretic loop is
further chosen so as to minimize heating of said sensor ele-
ment from a current passing through the bolometric element
during electronic readout.

11. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 7,
wherein said predetermined point within the main hysteretic
loop is chosen so as to allow for a temperature range of
non-hysteretic behavior to be at least 1° C. wide.

12. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 7,
wherein said predetermined point within the hysteretic loop is
further chosen so as to maximize the temperature coefficient
of resistance (TCR) of said sensor bolometric element.

13. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 7,
wherein said substantially thin film is made of vanadium
dioxide.

14. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 7,
wherein said predetermined point within the main hysteretic
loop of the metal-insulator transition is chosen to be disposed
on a non-hysteretic branch connected to a cooling branch of
said main hysteretic loop.

15. A bolometric sensor element according to claim 7,
wherein said predetermined point within the main hysteretic
loop of the metal-insulator transition is chosen to be disposed
on a non-hysteretic branch connected to a heating branch of
said main hysteretic loop.

16. Infrared imaging array comprising: at least one bolo-
metric element, said at least one bolometric element consist-
ing of a substantially thin film exhibiting metal-insulator
transition qualities, an arrangement for controlling and regu-
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lating a temperature of said film, means for detecting a resis-
tance of said film as a function of the regulated temperature,
an arrangement for setting said resistance at a predetermined
point within main hysteretic loop of the metal-insulator tran-
sition, said predetermined point being inside a region in
which resistance versus temperature ratio of said film is
essentially single valued and non-hysteretic, and an elec-
tronic readout arrangement for detecting variations of said
resistance about said predetermined point in response to
infrared irradiation.

17. A bolometric system comprising:

a sensor matrix including a plurality of regular pixels and at
least one test pixel designated for measuring resistance
as a function of temperature;

a temperature measuring arrangement being in thermal
contact with said at least one test pixel, a temperature
readout associated with said temperature measuring
arrangement, a resistive readout associated with said at
least one test pixel;

an arrangement for combined reading of inputs from the
resistive readout and the temperature readout, so as to
reconstruct resistance as a function of temperature; and

a temperature control arrangement provided for maintain-
ing an operational temperature of the sensor matrix and
surrounding thereof;

whereby based on measuring resistance as a function of
temperature said arrangement for combined readings is
adapted to control a temperature controller which con-
trols the temperature control arrangement, thus provid-
ing a desired temperature profile as a function of time.

18. The bolometric system according to claim 17, wherein

a feedback function is provided through a connection
between the temperature readout and the temperature control
arrangement.



