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This paper presents the first principles, density functional theory, computations of pure zinc nitride (Zn3N2) and
its doped counterparts with dopants of native elements (Zn, N) and copper family elements (Cu, Ag, Au). Atomic
geometry, formation energy, and electronic structure of defects in Zn3N2 are also investigated. The formation
energies of both native defects and copper family element impurities are predominantly affected by the chemical
potential of different chemical species. The earlier experimental observation of electronic properties associated
with nitrogen deficiency in Zn3N2 is consistent with the results of formation energy calculations. Point defects
of copper family elements have an energetic preference to occupy a substitutional N site, rather than Zn or
interstitial position at a special value of chemical potential of nitrogen. The calculation of defect density of states
suggests that among all three copper family elements, copper is themost suitable candidate as a p-type dopant in
Zn3N2.

© 2014 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Zinc nitride (Zn3N2) is a II–V compound semiconductor [1], which is
considered as a promising material, for electronic, optoelectronic,
photovoltaic and sensor applications because of its favorable optical
and electrical properties [2–4]. It offers additional advantages such as
environmentally-friendly processing, non-toxicity, earth abundance of
zinc, and potentially low fabrication cost [5–7]. Although first synthesized
more than 70 years ago [8], zinc nitride remains relatively unexplored
and its physical properties are not well understood. In the last couple of
decades, there has been an increase in experimental studies on zinc
nitride. Beginningwith its structure identification in 1997 [9], zinc nitride
has been prepared and studied by various fabrication methods and
characterization techniques [1–3,6,10–14]. Theoretical investigation has
been restricted to the study of native and oxygen defects [15–17]. Zinc
nitride usually exhibits n-type conductivity, which has been confirmed
by different experimental groups [6,10–14]. Studies on other physical
properties, such as electronic band gap, as well as the transition type
(direct or indirect), electronic mobility, and conductivity, have produced
data with a large variation [1,3,5,6,10,11,18,19].

In order to apply this material in electronics and photovoltaics,
p-type doping of zinc nitride is very important. One possibility is to
1 419 530 2723.
).
create p-type Zn3N2 by doping it with appropriate elements. Copper
family elements were investigated as p-type dopants in ZnO [20].
Therefore, our group in University of Toledo is conducting experimental
work to study the possibility of copper family elements as p-type
dopants for Zn3N2. However, there has been no theoretical study, in
the past, on the effect of possible p-type dopants in zinc nitride. Such
an investigation would be intrinsically important and also serve as a
guide for future experimental work. Thus, this investigation is focused
on the first principles computational exploration of structural, electronic
and energetic properties of: (i) pure Zn3N2 and (ii) point defects in
Zn3N2 of native elements Zn and N along with those of the copper family
namely, Cu, Ag and Au. The band structure of pure Zn3N2 and the
electronic structure of pure and defective Zn3N2 were determined. The
formation energies of several native defects, aswell as those of the copper
family,were computed. Our results indicate that Zn3N2 is a small bandgap
material with a direct band transition behavior. We observe that the
formation energies of both native defects and copper family element
impurities are affected dramatically by the chemical potential of different
atomic species. At a special value of chemical potential of nitrogen, copper
family elements energetically favor occupancy of a nitrogen substitutional
site, rather than a zinc or interstitial position. However, the three
elements of the copper family show differences in individual electronic
character while occupying a nitrogen site. The electronic structure of
Cu-doped Zn3N2 supports strong p-type behavior whereas doping of
Ag or Au did not show such an effect.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.tsf.2014.05.032&domain=pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tsf.2014.05.032
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Fig. 1. Atomic structure of pure Zn3N2 (along z direction); red (larger) circles represent zinc
atoms, and white (smaller) circles represent nitrogen atoms. Shown is an 80 atom unit cell.
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2. Computational method

All computationswere performedby ab initio total energy calculations
within the generalized gradient (GGA) and local density (LDA) approxi-
mations to density-functional theory [21,22] using the Vienna ab initio
simulation package [23–26] of codes. In this implementation, core elec-
trons are implicitly treated by ultrasoft Vanderbilt type pseudopotentials
[27] as supplied by Kresse et al. [28] using the Ceperly and Alder
exchange-correlation functional as parameterized by Perdew and Zunger
for the LDA [29] and by Perdew and Wang (PW91) for the GGA [30,31].
For each calculation, irreducible k-points were generated according
to the Monkhorst–Pack scheme [32]. A k-point density equivalent to 4
k-points in the irreducible part of the Brillouin zone resulted from tests
for energy convergence in the 40-atom primitive cell. The single-
particle wave functions were expanded in a plane-wave basis using a
420 eV energy cutoff for LDA and 460 eV for GGA. These values were
determined to be sufficient by performing convergence tests for an
accuracy of 1 meV. The absolute minimum in total energy was obtained
by varying the lattice constant. Full relaxation of ions was performed to
find theminimum energy for each configuration. All atomswere allowed
to relax until a force tolerance of 1 meV/Åwas reached for each atom. The
calculations for the density of states (DOS) and local density of states
(LDOS) were performed with Methfessel–Paxton scheme for the energy
[33]. Computations for inclusion of defects were performed in a supercell
with 320 atoms of pure Zn3N2 constructed by periodically repeating the
40-atom primitive cell in three dimensions. Based on the type of defects,
an atom of a different kind was either added or removed or replaced in
these supercells of Zn3N2.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Optimized structure of pure zinc nitride

Pure zinc nitride belongs to the space group Ia3 with space group
number 206. It has a cubic anti-bixbyite structure with a Pearson
symbol cI80 [9]. The primitive cell of Zn3N2 consists of a Zn24N16 unit
of 40 atoms in a cubic shape. We computed the lattice constant of this
cell to be 9.839 Å by using GGA as shown in Table 1 or 9.601 Å by
using LDA. Based on the percent error, which is within 0.7% by GGA or
1.7% by LDA when comparing with the established value, 9.77 Å [9],
GGA was selected for all computations that follow. Positions of the
forty atom basis in this cell are obtained from International Tables for
Crystallography [34] and the corresponding atomic structure is shown
in Fig. 1. The Zn3N2 structure can be regarded as a face-centered cubic
(fcc) arrangement of N atoms with the larger Zn atoms occupying 3/4
of the tetrahedral sites. The absence of the Zn atoms in the unoccupied
tetrahedral holes produces a slight distortion of the fcc structure, as
shown in Fig. 1. The N atoms forming the fcc lattice occupy two distinct
N positions. The first type of position, N1, is the 8bWyckoff position [34]
while the second type, N2, is the 24dWyckoff position. The Zn atoms in
the tetrahedral sites occupy the 48eWyckoff position. As a result of the
Table 1
Calculated and experimental structural data, lattice constant a, bulk modulus B, bond lengths
respectively, in the Zn3N2 structure.

Structure This work

a (Å) 9.839 (GGA)
d(Zn–N1) (Å) 2.14 (GGA)
d(Zn–N2) (Å) 2.01, 2.06, 2.33 (GGA)

B (GPa) 140.2 (GGA)
176.6 (LDA)

a Ref. [17], theory uses GGA.
b Refs. [15,16], theory uses LDA.
c Ref. [9], experiment.
d Ref. [6], experiment.
e Ref. [35], experiment.
distortion, the Zn atoms in the tetrahedral sites have three distinct
nearest-neighbor Zn–N2distances. More details about atomic geometry
are described in next section. The bulk modulus was computed to be
140.2 GPa with GGA and 176.6 GPa with LDA. A comparison with
other published values is shown in Table 1.

We show the computed band structure of pure zinc nitride in Fig. 2,
along with the electronic DOS. Fig. 2 shows that the conduction band
(CB) minimum and the valence band (VB) maximum are both located
at the Γ point. The band structure also shows no band gap due to the
well-known error in the LDA and GGA methods of density functional
theory, which leads to the underestimation of approximately 50% or
more in many nitrides [35]. Differences in fabrication methods are
known to cause significant changes in physical properties of this
material. A common contaminant, upon growth of zinc nitride films, is
oxygen of which there is always a small fraction estimated to be at
least about 5% in the material and which occurs in many other nitrides
[6,36]. In general, larger fraction of oxygen contained in film will result
in the increase of the band gap value, up to the value of ZnO, 3.2 eV. Thus
there is a large uncertainty in the experimental values for the band gap
in the literature with reported values of 1.26 eV [6], 2.25 eV [37] and 3.2
eV [1]. This large uncertainty precludes the fixing of the band gap with
the LDA + U technique applicable in other materials such as Si or
GaAs where the band gap is precisely known experimentally.

The DOS in Fig. 2 indicates that the states near the top of the VB arise
mainly from N-2p states and Zn-3d states. The peak in the CB at around
2 eV is dominated by N-2p, Zn-4s and Zn-3p states. This observation is
between the Zn atom and nearest N atom of the first or second type d(Zn–N1) and d(Zn–N2)

Other theoretical results Other experimental results

9.667a, 9.769b 9.7691(1)c, 9.758d

2.095a, 2.122b 2.133c

(1.990, 2,019, 2.096)a

(2.002, 2.060, 2.287)b
(1.996, 2.068, 2.262)c

202.2a 228(2)e



Fig. 2. Band structure and density of states (DOS) of pure Zn3N2. The Fermi energy (EF) is
set to zero and represented by the dashed line.

Fig. 3. Native defect formation energies for (i) a vacancy at the first type of nitrogen site
(VN1), (ii) a vacancy at the second type of nitrogen site (VN2), (iii) a vacancy at the zinc
site (VZn), (iv) a nitrogen interstitial (IN), and (v) a zinc interstitial (IZn) as a function of
chemical potential of single N atom, top axis and Zn atom, bottom axis. Both interstitials
are positioned at high symmetry Wyckoff position 8a (0, 0, 0).
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consistent with previous theoretical work on zinc nitride [16,17]. The
appearance of N-2p states, near the Fermi energy, in the VB and CB
signifies their importance in the electronic behavior of zinc nitride.

3.2. Atomic geometry of pure and defective Zn3N2

The bond lengths in pure Zn3N2 are 2.14 Å for Zn–N1 and 2.01 Å,
2.06 Å, and 2.33 Å for Zn–N2. These values listed in Table 1 are in agree-
mentwith previous theoretical [15–17] and experimentalwork [6,9,38].
The geometry of atomic positions was influenced by the type of defect
introduced. When a vacancy was formed at the N1 position, the nearest
Zn neighbors, six in total, were pushed farther apart by ~8%. However, in
the cases of vacancies at N2 or Zn positions, nearest neighbors, six Zn
atoms or four N atoms respectively, remained almost unchanged.
Their mutual distances changed by less than 0.5%. It shows that the
effect of the relaxation response by introducing anN vacancy is strongly
influenced by its location and nearest neighbor environment. For an
interstitial defect (D) introduced at the high symmetry Wyckoff
position 8a, (0, 0, 0), there are six Zn and six N nearest neighbor atoms.
The average bond lengths from D to Zn atoms and D to N atoms are,
Table 2
The energy of formation of zinc nitride (Zn3N2) and related nitrides.

Type of nitrides Energy of formation (eV)

μN = −8.26 eV
Half of the total energy of the N2 molec

Zn3N2 0.13
Cu3N 1.21
Ag3N 2.57
AuN 3.26
respectively, 2.48 Å and 2.38 Å (for D = Zn), 2.15 Å and 2.65 Å (for D =
N), 2.41 Å and 2.46 Å (for D = Cu), 2.50 Å and 2.56 Å (for D = Ag), and
2.52 Å and 2.60 Å (for D = Au). Similarly when copper family elements
substituted N at the N1 position, the average bond lengths to nearest Zn
atoms were 2.48 Å (for Cu) and 2.59 Å (for Ag and Au), all of which are
larger than the one in pure Zn3N2, of 2.14 Å. These changes in the bond
lengths suggest that radii of the defect atoms are the main factor deter-
mining the atomic geometry for this interstitial position. This contrasts
with the case when copper family elements substituted Zn. Then the
bond lengths to N at N1 position are 2.14 Å (for Cu), 2.46 Å (for Ag) and
2.33 Å (for Au). All these values are closer to the value in pure Zn3N2 of
2.14 Å. These lengths cannot be explained away merely by the differing
atomic radii. The electronic bonding differences affect these lengths. The
same trend is observed for bond lengths from the defect atom to N at
the N2 site.

3.3. Defect formation energies

3.3.1. Formation energy calculation
Following standard practice [39–44] we computed the defect (D)

formation energies, Eform(D,q), in charge state q, by the equation:

Eform D; qð Þ ¼ Edef D; qð Þ–Epure Zn3N2ð Þ−nZnμZn−nNμN−nDμD þ q μe þ EVð Þ ð1Þ

where ni (i = Zn, N or D) denotes the number of atoms of type i that
were added to (ni=+1) and/or removed from (ni=−1) the supercell
when the defect was introduced with μi being the corresponding
chemical potential of the species i [40,45]. The electron chemical
potential is μe [46] and the valence band maximum in the pure
supercell, with no defect, is EV. The energy Edef(D,q) is computed for a
supercell containing the relaxed defect D in charge state q and
ule
μN = −3.28 eV
Total energy of a single spin-polarized N atom

−9.83
−8.75
−7.39
−6.70

image of Fig.�2
image of Fig.�3


Table 3
Formation energies (in eV) of native defects of Zn3N2.

Types of defects Eform (eV)

N-poor condition (μN = −8.20 eV; μZn = −1.10 eV) N-rich condition (μN = −3.28 eV; μZn = −4.38 eV)

IZn 1.22 4.50
IN 5.76 0.84
VZn 1.95 −1.33
VN1 0.11 5.02
VN2 0.36 5.27
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Epure(Zn3N2) is the total energy of a supercell of the same size with no
defect. Considering several charge states is beyond the scope of the
size of the current article. Hence, we will focus on the defects in neutral
state (q = 0). Therefore, Eq. (1) simplifies to:

Eform D;0ð Þ ¼ Edef D;0ð Þ–Epure Zn3N2ð Þ−nZnμZn−nNμN−nDμD ð2Þ

It is difficult to determine the values of μ for different species in a
given experimental setup purely from ab initio methods. Even so,
under equilibrium growth conditions, there are some thermodynamic
limits on the chemical potentials μi which we now list. First, to avoid
precipitation, the chemical potentials of Zn, N, and/or the impurity D
(D = Cu, Ag, Au) are bound by the conditions:

μZn≤μZn;bulk; μN≤μN;Max; μD≤μD;bulk; ð3Þ

where μZn,bulk is the total energy per Zn atom, computed in the bulk hex-
agonal closed pack phase ofmetal Zn, and μD,bulkwas computed from fcc
bulk phases of Cu, Ag and Au. Depending on fabrication conditions, μN,
Max is the maximum possible chemical potential of the nitrogen atom,
which is discussed in Section 3.3.2.

Second, μi is limited to those values that maintain a stable Zn3N2

compound, and therefore is bound by

3μZn þ 2μN ¼ μpure Zn3N2ð Þ ð4Þ

where μpure(Zn3N2) is the energy per formula unit Zn3N2. Combining re-
sults from Eqs. (3) and (4) we obtain the limits:

μpure Zn3N2ð Þ−2μN;Max

� �
=3≤μZn≤μZn;bulk ð5Þ

and

μpure Zn3N2ð Þ−3 μZn;bulk

� �
=2≤μN≤μN;Max: ð6Þ
Table 4
Computed formation energies (in eV) of single atom Cu, Ag and Au defects as interstitials or su

Types of defects Eform (eV)

N-poor condition (μN = −8.20 eV; μZn = −1.1

CuZn 1.57
AgZn 2.44
AuZn 2.98
CuN1 9.65
AgN1 9.43
AuN1 8.87
CuN2 10.39
AgN2 10.39
AuN2 9.82
ICu 2.19
IAg 3.18
IAu 4.00
Finally, to avoid the formation of secondary phases between the
impurity D and the host elements, μi is limited by

aμD þ bμZnbEpure DaZnbð Þ; ð7Þ

for substitution defects at N sites and

aμD þ bμNbEpure DaNbð Þ; ð8Þ

for substitution defects at Zn sites. Here a and b are the number of impurity
Dandhost atoms in the formula unit of the respective stable alloy (DaZnb)
or nitride (DaNb) phases. The energy Epure(DaZnb) is the total energy of
the alloy DaZnb, and Epure(DaNb) presents the total energy of Cu3N, Ag3N
or AuN computed from their most stable cubic phases which belong to
space group of Pm�3m, Pm�3m, Fm�3m, respectively. For small concentra-
tions (b1%) of either Cu or Ag or Au added as dopants, the corresponding
alloy phase diagrams [47–49] show alloys in the hexagonal close pack
phase. Therefore we computed Epure(DaZnb) values with a large supercell
of 1D (D=Cu, Ag, Au) atomand127Zn atoms. For substitution defects at
Zn sites Eqs. (3) and (8) give two different limits for the upper bound on
μD. We need to choose the minimum of these two limits. A similar case
occurs for the substitution defects at N sites with Eqs. (3) and (7). We
then get the final limits:

μD;Max ¼ min μD;bulk; Epure DaZnbð Þ–bμZn

� �
=a

� �
for DN1 and DN2 ð9Þ

and

μD;Max ¼ min μD;bulk; Epure DaNbð Þ–bμN

� �
=a

� �
for DZn: ð10Þ

3.3.2. Chemical potential of nitrogen
As mentioned in the previous section, μN is important for the defect

formation energy computations, and itsmaximum, μN,Max, will affect the
computation results significantly. In general, μN,Max is computed as half
bstitution defects in Zn3N2.

0 eV) N-rich condition (μN = −3.28 eV; μZn = −4.38 eV)

−0.45
−0.04

1.42
5.51
5.54
4.64
6.25
6.50
5.59
2.19
3.18
4.00



Fig. 4. Formation energies for different substitution defects, CuZn, AgZn and AuZn, at Zn
position as a function of chemical potential of single N atom. Dashed lines signify values
of μZn and μN where there is a change in slope of the formation energy lines.

Fig. 6. DOS of Zn3N2 (pure) with no defects and with different types of native defects: a
vacancy at the first type of nitrogen site (VN1), a vacancy at the second type of nitrogen
site (VN2), a vacancy at the zinc site (VZn), a nitrogen interstitial (IN), and a zinc interstitial
(IZn). Both interstitials are positioned at high symmetry Wyckoff position 8a (0, 0, 0).
Energy is relative to the Fermi energy (EF) represented by the dashed line.
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of the total energy of the N2 molecule [43,50,51]. However, the nitrides
of transition metals, XaNb, especially of copper family elements, are
extremely difficult to form. Their energy of formation is calculated as:

E f XaNbð Þ ¼ μ XaNbð Þ–aμX−bμN; ð11Þ

where μ(XaNb) is the energy per formula unit XaNb (X = Zn, Cu, Ag, or
Au), and a and b are the number of element X and nitrogen in their
stable nitride (XaNb) phases. Table 2 shows the positive energy of
formation of XaNb (namely, Zn3N2, Cu3N, Ag3N and AuN) calculated by
using μN as half of the total energy of the N2 molecule, verifying this
observation as well. This problem is caused becausemolecular nitrogen
N2, when directly used as a nitrogen source in growth, cannot form the
metal–nitrogen bond. It needs to transform to a charged species such as
N3− [35,52–55]. In order to overcome this problem, extra energy should
be provided to help the charge separation by increasing the μN via use of
intermediate compounds or plasma source or both [39,56,57]. Therefore,
we have used, as μN,Max, the chemical potential value, of −3.28 eV, of a
Fig. 5. Formation energies for different substitution defects at N1 and N2 position of nitro-
gen as a function of chemical potential of single N atom.Note that the X axis is not uniform
with break in uniformity shown by the dashed line. The breaks also signify values of μ
where there is a change in slope of the formation energy lines.
spin-polarized single N atom instead of half the total energy of the N2

molecule,−8.26 eV. This value accounts for the breakup of the N2 mole-
cule which occurs during growth due to the plasma and the resulting
complex chemical alteration of the N2 molecule. From this changed
Fig. 7. LDOS of pure Zn3N2 and with different substitution defects at the N1 position of
nitrogen. The LDOS is only the portion of total density of states projected onto the defect
and its nearest neighbor atoms. Energy is relative to the Fermi energy (EF) represented
by the dashed line.

image of Fig.�4
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Fig. 8. LDOS of pure Zn3N2 and with different substitution defects at the Zn position. The
LDOS is only the portion of total density of states projected onto the defect and its nearest
neighbor atoms. Energy is relative to the Fermi energy (EF) represented by thedashed line.
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value of μN emerges the, physically more meaningful, negative energy of
formation of XaNb shown in Table 2.

3.3.3. Formation energy of native defects
We simulated several possible native defects, namely N vacancy at

two types of nitrogen sites (VN1, VN2), Zn vacancy (VZn), and self-
Fig. 9. LDOS of pure Zn3N2 and with different interstitial defects at the Zn position. The
LDOS is only the portion of total density of states projected onto the defect and its nearest
neighbor atoms. Energy is relative to the Fermi energy (EF) represented by the dashed line.
interstitial of N (IN) and Zn (IZn) at the high symmetryWyckoff position
8a, (0, 0, 0).

The formation energies for various native defects, computed from
Eq. (2) with chemical potential limits deduced from Eqs. (5) and (6),
are presented in Fig. 3. Table 3 lists the formation energies for various
native defects in two extreme conditions: (i) N-poor (Zn-rich)
condition where μΖn reaches its maximum μΖn,bulk which takes a value
of −1.10 eV, and (ii) N-rich (Zn-poor) condition where μΖn reaches its
minimum, at −4.38 eV. Due to the limits in Eq. (4), for the first case
μN reaches its minimum at −8.20 eV and in the second case it reaches
its maximum at−3.28 eV.

As shown in Table 3 as well as the right-end of Fig. 3, in N-poor (Zn-
rich) condition, the small formation energy for an N1 and N2 vacancy,
by one order of magnitude compared to other three types of defects
(VZn, IZn, and IN), may suggest its propensity in experimental observa-
tion [3,6,11,18,58,59]. Upon the existence of such vacancies and
exposure to air, replacement of N1 site vacancies by oxygen may be
possible. The DOS in Fig. 2 has already indicated that nitrogen p states
influence the electronic behavior of zinc nitride significantly. Thus
differences in N vacancy concentrations may be the reason of
disagreement in electronic band gaps reported in experimental
work [1,6,37], which differ in sample preparation and hencematerial
chemical composition. In the N-poor condition, next to VN1 and VN2,
IZn has the third lowest formation energy with a value that is only
about half of the value of VZn and one fifth of the value of IN. Based
on the observations in earlier experimental work [3,6,11,18,58,59],
there is a gradually emerging consensus that excess of zinc and
deficiency of nitrogen are the two main factors responsible for
n-type conductivity of zinc nitride. Present results here support
this conclusion.

With the increase of μN and simultaneous decrease of μZn, as
depicted in Fig. 3, the formation energies for VN1, VN2 and IZn increase
while those of IN and VZn decrease. When an N-rich (Zn-poor)
condition is reached, the VZn will be extremely easy to form while
probability of IN formation will also be non-trivial, based on the
results of formation energy, seen in Table 3 and the left-end of
Fig. 3. The presence of these two types of defects will result in
p-type conductivity. This observation suggests that by adjusting
the chemical potential of nitrogen in the fabrication process, the
type of conductivity of the defective zinc nitride can be changed.
This may unveil the reason for the different types of electrical
conductivity of zinc nitride in previous experimental work, since
variations in growth conditions lead to different values of μZn and
μN affecting defect concentrations significantly [3,5,6,11,18,19,58,
59].

3.3.4. Formation energy of impurities — Cu family elements
Systematic approaches to synthesize p-doped Zn3N2 are currently of

experimental interest. The copper family elements, Cu, Ag, and Au have
one less outer shell electron than zinc. They have also been theoretically
investigated earlier, as p-type dopants in zinc oxide [20]. Therefore, the
single atom defects of Cu, Ag, and Au are identified as the potential
p-type dopants in Zn3N2.

The formation energies of zinc nitride with single atom Cu-family
element, as an uncharged defect at various positions, were computed
from Eq. (2) with chemical potential limits deduced from Eqs. (5), (6),
(9), and (10). These positions include the interstitial (ID) at high
symmetry Wickoff position 8a (0, 0, 0) and substitution defects at Zn
(DZn), and at two types N sites (DN1 and DN2) where, D = Cu, Ag, and
Au. Table 4 lists the formation energies for these defects in two extreme
conditions, (i) N-poor (Zn-rich) condition where μΖn reaches its maxi-
mum value, μΖn,bulk, which equals −1.10 eV and (ii) N-rich (Zn-poor)
condition where μΝ reaches its maximum value of −3.28 eV.

In Fig. 4, the influence of chemical potential of single N atom on
formation energies of substitution defects at Zn position is shown. In
N-poor condition (right-end of the figure), the highest possible

image of Fig.�9
image of Fig.�8
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chemical potential of defect elements, μD,Max, was found to be μD,bulk
from Eq. (10). Therefore, based on Eq. (2) along with Eqs. (4) and
(10), the defect formation energy of substitution defects at Zn position
was calculated as:

Eform D;0ð Þ ¼ Edef D;0ð Þ–Epure Zn3N2ð Þ– −1ð Þ � μpure Zn3N2ð Þ−2μN

� �
=3

h i
– þ1ð Þ � μD;Max:

ð12Þ

Wenote that Eq. (10) indicates that μD,Max=μD,bulkwhen μN is belowa crit-
ical value μC. The value of μC changeswith the defect D and is−7.05 eV for
Cu,−5.69 eV for Ag and−5.00 eV for Au. Similarly, μD,bulk is−3.77 eV for
Cu,−2.72 eV forAg, and−3.19 eV forAu.On the other hand if μNN μC then
μD,Max = (Epure(DaNb) − bμN)/a. In this latter case μD,Max becomes a
function of μN, instead of being a constant value μD,bulk. This change in
the value of μD,Max indicates the shift in propensity for the defects to
form bulk precipitates compared to the formation of secondary defect
element nitrides. Based on Eq. (12), the defect formation energies for
CuZn and AgZn keep decreasing with increasing μN but with a slow rate
of decrease and reach the minima at the N-rich (left-end of the figure)
condition, while for AuZn, the formation energy increases instead of
decreasing with the increase of the μN. Moreover, as seen in Table 4,
formation energies of DZn increase with atom radius, of the defect,
under N-poor and N-rich conditions.

The defect formation energy of substitution defects at N positions
can be written in a similar manner to Eq. (12) as:

Eform D;0ð Þ ¼ Edef D;0ð Þ–Epure Zn3N2ð Þ– −1ð Þ � μpure Zn3N2ð Þ–3μZn

� �
=2

h i
– þ1ð Þ � μD;Max:

ð13Þ

Fig. 5 shows the influence of chemical potential of a singleN atom, μN, on
formation energies of substitution defects atN positions, N1 andN2. The
change of slope of formation energies is also observed, and it is caused
by the similar changes in μD,Max. When μN b −8.09 eV for all three
defect elements, including the N-poor condition, the value of
μD,Max = (Epure(DaNb) − bμN)/a, is a function of μN. While μN increases
and gets larger than−8.09 eV, μD takes the constant value of μD,bulk. We
observe the minimum in formation energies of substitution defects at N
positions at μN = −8.09 eV for all defects. This indicates energetic
favorability to substitute N at the N1 and N2 sites even over substitution
of Zn at this special point. We speculate that the easy formation of native
defect N1 vacancy (based on data from Table 3 and Fig. 3) could be
another reason of this occurrence, besides the change of the μD,Max.

For interstitial (ID) at high symmetry Wickoff position 8a (0, 0, 0),
the formation energies are calculated from Eq. (2) and listed in
Table 4. They increase with the atomic radii for defects in both N-poor
and N-rich conditions. The same trend is also observed at for the defect
substitution at the Zn site but not at the N positions. We observe in
Table 4 that the formation energies of defects of a given element follow
in descending order for the defects DN2, DN1, ID, and DZn.

3.4. Electronic structure

3.4.1. Native defects
In Fig. 6, the DOS of pure Zn3N2 and with different types of native

defects is shown, and they correlate well with their respective formation
energies in N-poor condition. With respect to its own Fermi energy, the
filled and empty DOS of VN1 are shifted to a lower energy level, compared
to the case of pure zinc nitride. A similar shift, though lesser inmagnitude,
is seen for the case of VN2 and IZn. This correlates well with these three
defects exhibiting the lowest formation energies. This case contrasts
with the case of VZn and IN where the filled state DOS shifts to the right
in Fig. 6 and these two defects have the highest formation energies. The
shift of the DOS to a lower energy level for VN1, VN2, and IZn is accompa-
nied by the first peak in the CB getting closer to the Fermi energy (EF)
indicative of n-type character as seen in experiment [3,6,11,18,58–60].
3.4.2. Impurities — Cu family elements
Fig. 7 shows the LDOS of pure Zn3N2 and with different substitution

defects at the N1 position. The effects, in the LDOS, of substitution defects
at the N2 positions are similar to those at N1. Therefore, only the N1 case
is shown in Fig. 7. The LDOS is only the portion of total density of states
projected onto the defect and its nearest neighbor atoms. For a substitu-
tion defect at N1 or N2 position, there are six Zn nearest neighbors.
Fig. 7 shows that the magnitude of the defect-introduced states in CuN1
is higher than that in AgN1 or AuN1. In addition, the location of these states
in CuN1 is different than that in AgN1, or AuN1. The defect-introduced
states for CuN1 are located close to the top of the valence band, while in
AgN1 or AuN1, they are located relatively higher in energy. This suggests
that Cu-doped zinc nitride is likely to show p-type character while
Ag- or Au-doped zinc nitride may display n-type conducting behavior.

In Fig. 8, LDOS of pure Zn3N2 and of different substitution defects at
the Zn position are presented. To differentiate the effect of first forming
a vacancy by removing a Zn atom and subsequent filling of this vacancy
by a dopant atom the LDOS for VZn is shown. For a substitutional defect
at a Zn position, there are four N nearest neighbors. The effect of copper
family elements as substitution defects at Zn position on the electronic
properties at the edges of valence band and conduction band is very
similar and all show an increase in the density at EF.

Fig. 9 depicts the LDOS of pure Zn3N2 and of different interstitial
defects. To compare with native defects, LDOS for IN and IZn are shown.
The nearest neighbor atoms of the interstitial defect include six Zn
atoms and six N atoms. In Fig. 9, it can be seen that the copper family of
elements as interstitial defects all produce a shift in the LDOS to lower
energy levels. This shift is similar to the one caused by Zn as an interstitial
defect.

4. Conclusion

Structural, electronic and energetic properties of (i) pure Zn3N2 and
(ii) point defects of native species Zn and N and copper group elements
Cu, Ag and Au were investigated, with density functional theory compu-
tations. The lattice constant, bulk modulus and electronic band structure
of pure Zn3N2 were computed. The analysis of the DOS of pure Zn3N2

showed clearly that electronic behavior is closely related to and,
therefore, easily affected by nitrogen. The formation energies of both
native defects and copper family element impurities are affected signifi-
cantly by change of chemical potential of different species. For native
defects, in N-poor condition, nitrogen vacancies and zinc interstitials are
energetically favored over nitrogen interstitials. There exists a special
region in parameter space, near μN = −8.09 eV, where substitution of
N atoms, by Cu, Ag and Au, is favored over substitution of Zn atoms. The
LDOS of copper family elements suggests that Cu-doped zinc nitride
will tend to show the p-type characterwhile Ag- or Au-doped zinc nitride
may display n-type conducting behavior.
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