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Abstract—Trough Silicon Via (TSV) is a key enabling tech-
nology to achieve the integration of various dies by exploiting
the third dimension. This allow the integration of heterogeneous
chips in a single package (2.5D integration) or to achieve
higher integration densities of transistors (3D integration). These
vertical interconnections are widely used for both IC and MEMS
devices. This paper reviews TSV technology focusing on their
implementation in MEMS sensors with a broad overview on the
various fabrication approaches and their constraints in terms of
process compatibility. A case study of an inertial MEMS sensor
will then be presented.
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I. INTRODUCTION

3D integration is a key technology for the future of
microfabrication that already resulted in great improvements
in performance and miniaturization in the field of memory,
imaging, computing and sensing. This technology has been
listed in the road maps of both More Moore and More than
Moore approaches for which a series of design tools are
currently under development.
It is well-known that the Moore’s law [1] had accurately
predicted the increment of the transistor density in integrated
circuits (IC) for more than half a century. However, the
transistor scaling started to slow down due to the extremely
high difficulties in further reducing the channel length [2].
There are several challenges that need to be addressed. Firstly
is the large of both R&D and manufacturing costs. As a result
there are only three main player in the race to scale down
the channel length. Alternatively, 3D integration increases the
density of the transistor per die by adding several layers,
interconnected by Thought Silicon Vias (TSVs). This approach
is less costly and has resulted in interest among foundries that
cannot afford the extremely high costs needed for the reduction
of the channel length.
An orthogonal direction than the More Moore approach is
described by the More than Moore trend. This term is used to
indicate application driven devices where heterogeneous chips
need to be integrated. The dies that could be integrated in
a single system could include logic circuits, RF transceiver,
MEMS sensors and batteries. The various chips could be
integrated by a chip-to-chip, chip-to-wafer or wafer-to-wafer
stacking process. In this case TSV technology is a key enabling
technology widely exploited to realize electrical interconnec-
tions among dies.
In all these technologies, TSV is the key enabling technology
that allows to electrically connect chips stacked in a 3D fashion
[3]. Depending on the specific application, the requirements of

the TSVs technology could drastically change.
Certain MEMS devices, such as gyrometers and accelerome-
ters, need to be encapsulated at low pressure or vacuum level
for optimum performance. Wafer-to-wafer zero-level packag-
ing enabled by various bonding methods and can drastically
improve the yield compared to vacuum packaging individual
components. However, TSVs are then required for electrical
connection of the active layer in the MEMS.
While the C-MOS fabrication process is standardized the
MEMS fabrication process is typically tailored on the specific
application and design and could differ depending on the
specific laboratory equipment.
In this paper, the various approaches to realize TSVs in MEMS
fabrication process will be presented and reviewed. The pros
and cons of the different approaches will be discussed with
a specific case study of an inertial sensor which is currently
fabricated at SINTEF MinaLab. This paper is organized as
follows, the second chapter presents an overview of the main
fabrication processes and some exotic implementation aiming
to go behind the state of art. In chapter III both the mechanical
and electrical performances of TSVs are presented highlighting
the main parasitic and failure contributions. Chapter IV instead
presents the TSV solution that is currently developed within
MUPIA project. The paper is than concluded by a brief
summary in the Conclusion.

II. TVS IN A NUTSHELL

TSVs are structures that electrically connect the two sides
of a wafer. The fabrication process of a TSV could be divided
in three steps: silicon etching, oxidation and filling of the via.
Depending on the specific implementation, a diffusion barrier,
typically a titanium thin layer, could be deposited before the
conductive filling of the TSVs.
The IC fabrication process is standardized and is commonly
divided in two specific phases: definition of the transistor
devices, i.e. First-End-Of-Line (FEOL) and definition of the
electrical connections by metal lines, i.e. Back-End-Of-Line
(BEOL). The via process is commonly identified depending
on when it is realized with respect to the two main process
phase.
The via-first sapproach identifies structures that are realized on
a bare wafer which will be then processed in a conventional
C-MOS line. The main concern of this approach is the
compatibility of the structures with the high temperature
process commonly used in the fabrication of transistors, up
to 1000◦C. The via-middle approach refers to TSVs that are
realized between the FEOL and the BEOL processes, while
the via-last approach is to realize the TSVs as the last step
(i.e. via-last) [4]. All these approaches need to be compatible
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Fig. 1. Possible fabrication of a TSV, DRIE etch with a metal hard mask
through the whole wafer (a), passivation (b) and filling (c) of the vias. The
excess of conductive material is typically removed by CMP or wet processes
ant then metal layers are deposited on both sides of the wafer, i.e. (d) and (e).

with the presence of the transistor avoiding high temperature
processes. The via-last approach has a major advantage since
it could be realized even on 3rd parties devices but requires
challenging etching techniques.
Similar considerations cannot be made for MEMS devices

where the fabrication process is typically developed ad-hoc
for the specific device. To integrate a TSV process in the
fabrication process of a MEMS device it is fundamental to
understand the key fabrication steps of the TSVs [3].
Fig. 1 presents a possible implementation of a TSV process.
The initial step is the via etching, which is typically realized
with an anisotropic dry process, i.e. Deep Reactive Ion
Etching (DRIE). It is well known that the aspect ratio of the
structure etched with a DRIE process is strongly related to
both the single TSV design (i.e. circular or trench section)
[5], [6], [7] and the layout design (i.e. fill factor) [5]. The
aspect ratio constraints directly the minimum via size for a
given silicon thickness. While for IC the main parameter is
the minimum feature size, which should be comparable with
the connections size, in MEMS design the main concern is the
mechanical stability of the packaged device. With advanced
fabrication processing exploiting the DRIE Bosch process,
it has been demonstrated 500 µm-deep trenches with aspect
ratio of 80 and circular vias with aspect ratio > 20 [7]. With
such a technique is possible to realize through-trenches with a
minimal feature size of 6 µm and through-circular vias with
diameters of 25 µm in a 500 µm-thick wafer. Applications
that require smaller via size need to use thinner wafers or
process blind vias, which will be then opened by a wafer
thinning process as presented in Fig. 3. The blind via and the
through via approaches greatly affect the subsequent process

performances.
The vias need to be electrically insulated to avoid electrical
shorting to the bulk of the wafer. A dielectric layer needs
to be deposited on the vertical walls of the vias and so a
conformal process needs to be implemented. The growth of
silicon oxide, by e.g. dry or wet oxidation, is a common
solution for wafers that could sustain the high temperature
process, i.e. via-first approach. In many applications the
temperature of such a process could be an issue and low
temperature solutions commonly used are chemical and
physical vapor deposition (e.g. CVD and PVD) techniques.
Those deposition tools need to be optimized to avoid any
undesired accumulation of dielectric material that could
create problems in the subsequent via filling. A possible
solution is to use the Atomic Layer Deposition (ALD) which
guarantees an uniform and conformal layer with a wide range
of possible materials. However, the drawback is an extremely
low deposition rate [8].
Similar fabrication steps are then used to fill the TSV with
conductive materials. The main challenge of the filling step
is to achieve a void free fill. Non uniform deposition could
create uncompleted filling that could drastically increase
the resistance of the connection, thus increasing the power
consumption and the temperature of the device. The most
commonly used techniques are polysilicon filling based on
CVD techniques and metal electroplating[9]. The polysilicon
layer deposited to fill the via needs to be doped to reduce the
resistivity and the doping type needs to be tailored on the
device in order to obtain suitable ohmic contacts and to avoid
undesired p-n junctions.
Better performances in terms of resistance is obtained by
metal filled TSV. The most common metal used is copper
due to its compatibility with electroplating technology [10],
[11]. This approach consists in first deposit a conductive
and uniform seed layer which is subsequently used in the
electroplating process as electrode. There are three approaches
to fill the vias, conformal growth, bottom up growth [12]
and a combination of the two. The deposition rate is defined
by the current density during the deposition, the specific
topography of the wafer and non-ideal conditions could
induce a non-uniform growth of the metal layer. Additives
that help to improve the electron mobility in the solution
have been developed to improve and accelerate the filling of
the metal layer especially for blind vias[11]. However, the
Cu electroplating process is long and requires parameters
adjustment that could impact the cost of the process. A
different implementation uses CVD tungsten instead of
electroplated copper. Tungsten has a lower conductivity with
respect to copper, however has a thermal expansion similar to
silicon improving the reliability of TSV [13], [14].
Great effort was invested in developing alternative techniques

that further improve the filling process. An interesting
approach investigates the possibility to fill the TSV directly
with solder. This approach greatly reduces the costs of the
final system since it merges two fabrication steps, i.e. TSV
filling and deposition of solder bumps for system assembly.
The filling of the vias is achieved with liquid solder that is
forced into the vias by capillary effect [16], high pressure at
wafer level [17] or at die level [18], and, for compete trough
silicon vias only, by applying a depression on the back side of
the wafer [19]. All those techniques show optimal void free
filling within few seconds. During the final assembly however,
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Fig. 2. Main fabrication steps of the Au coated Ni microwires asseembly
process proposed by Bleiker et. al.. Source : ref [15] ( c©[2013] IEEE)

the liquid solder could leak out of the vias interrupting the
electrical contacts [17].
Another promising approach consists in the filling of the
TSV with highly conductive microwires [20]. The microwires
are made with ferromagnetic material, e.g. nickel, which are
driven into the TSVs by means of a magnetic field. The
resistance of each wire could be decreased by a suitable
coating, e.g. gold layer [15]. Once the wires have entered
each via the wafer is coated by a polymer, which fills the
vias and avoids the detaching of the wires. The wires are then
electrically connected to the devices by means of suitable
metal patterning.
As already mentioned, the TSV could be through the whole
wafer but it could also be realized with a non-complete
etch. There are two reasons to implement a blind TSV, first
because the requirements in terms of aspect ratio and density
of the application are too high or because the vias need to
electrically connect to a specific layer already fabricated, i.e.
via-last. In such a case there is another issue, the dielectric
layer should be removed at the bottom of the vias. Such
selective etching could be extremely challenging in case of a
high aspect ratio vias [4]. A complex fabrication process to
avoid it have already been proposed [21], however it greatly
increase he complexity of the process and so the overall cost.
A possible fabrication process used to realize high density
and high aspect ratio TSV is presented in Fig. 3. The defining
process for wafer thinning widely used to expose the TSV
enabling electrical contact with suitable metal deposition is
Chemical-Mechanical Polishing (CMP) [22]. This process is
even compatible with the highly demanding fusion bonding
process [23].
The design and fabrication process of the TSV needs also
to be considered in the assembly of the system. In most
applications the assembly is performed with solder bonding
which is a standard process used in the packaging industry.
Solder bonding has various advantages in the 3D stack of
chips as it provides both the mechanical bonding and the
electrical connections between wafers. Furthermore the liquid
phase solder could improve the alignment of the dies due to
the surface tension of the solder [24]. A similar approach
commonly implemented in wafer MEMS fabrication process
is thermo-compression bonding. This solution realizes a
metal-to-metal bond without exploiting the liquid phase. For
this reason it could be used also for low pressure packaging.

Fig. 3. Possible fabrication of a blind TSV, high aspect ratio silicon etching
(a), the via are then passivated (b) and filled (c). The vias are then electrically
connected with a metal layer (d). The wafer is then thinned to reveal the Vias
by a CMP process (e). The vias are then completed with a second metal layer
on the back side of the wafer (f).

III. TVSS PERFORMANCES

Each TSV introduces non-idealities in both the electrical
and mechanical domain that could affect the device’s perfor-
mances. As already mentioned, the requirements of the TSVs
could differ quite a lot depending on the specific application.
Memory and logic circuits require, in general, high number of
TSV with fine pitch and high bandwidth. While for a MEMS
sensor, the requirements depends on the specific transduction
mechanism implemented, but are in general less strict in terms
of electrical performance. Ndip et. al. made an accurate high
frequency electrical model for the TSV [25]. The model takes
into account various parasitic contribution that affect the high
frequency performance of the TSV, e.g. skin effect. Such
a model is even too detailed for the majority of MEMS
sensor and could be greatly simplified by considering specific
implementations of the sensor.
For most sensor designs there are two contributions that have
major impact on performance: the in-line resistance is split in
two (i.e. RTSV ) and the parasitic capacitance toward ground
(i.e. Cpar) as shown in Fig. 4. The resistance is defined by the
via design, i.e. area and length of the via, and the resistivity of
the conductive material. The parasitic capacitance depends on
the area around the TSV, the thickness of the insulating layer
and dielectric constant related to the specific material, typically
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Fig. 4. Simplified equivalent circuit of a single TSV.

SiO2. The resulting equivalent circuit represents a low pass
filter which cut-off frequency depends on both values.
In literature various approaches to improve the performances

of TSVs have been investigated. The in-line resistance could
be improved by implementing a material with higher conduc-
tivity. The current implementation of high performances TSV
exploits electroplated Cu, which has extremely good conduc-
tance. For this reason, most of the effort has been focused
on the reduction of the parasitic capacitance, which is directly
related to the geometry and material properties of the insulation
layer. The oxide layer commonly implemented has a certain
residual stress that limits the maximum thickness of the layer
and hence most of the approaches tend to replace the insulation
layer. A common solution, exploited also in the magnetic
microwires approach, uses a polymer material, e.g. BCB, used
also to bond the wires in position [20], [15]. A similar approach
has also been implemented in electroplated TSV where the
vias are patterned into the BCB polymer (which is also a
photosensitive material). To further improve the capacitance
value the TSV was then realized in a polymer well. This
approach drastically increases the distance between the vias
and the electrical ground reducing the parasitic capacitance.
But having the TSVs in a common polymer well, however,
could increase the cross-talk between different lines, which
should be carefully evaluated. The BCB polymer used in those
implementations has also been substituted by low-k polymer
to further reduce the parasitic capacitance [21].
Polymer based TSV not only could improves the electrical per-
formance of the TSV but it could also reduce the stress induced
by temperature variation. TSV could introduce reliability is-
sues related to the mechanics of such heterogeneous structure
[26]. The difference in thermal expansion coefficient of the
various layers could induce deformations that could jeopardize
the mechanical and electrical performance of the device [27],
[28], [29]. This result is even more critical in copper TSV,
which has a thermal expansion 6-7 times higher than silicon.
At high temperatures, the metallic vias expand more then the
surrounding silicon, generating an high compressive stress that
could plastically deform the metal generating metal extrusion
up to 200 nm. This issue is commonly referred as copper
pumping. The induced thermal stress could damage also the
dielectric layer insulation the vias from the Si, e.g. layer
delaminations [30] and cracks. The scalloping obtained by the
bosh DRIE process could create stress accumulation points that
induce those failures. Once the device is cool down to room
temperature the metal TSV generates tensile stress that could
also affect the performance of the neighboring device, e.g.
by lowering the carrier mobility. All these failure mechanics

Fig. 5. TSV with electroplated Cu and polymer filling. Source : ref [15]
( c©[2015] IEEE)

induced by the stress could be reduced by optimizing the
fabrication process [31] or by implementing low stiffness
material, e.g. polymer, as dielectric layer as shown in Fig.
5. The induced thermal stress is extremely important in the
reliability of devices packaged in a low pressure cavity since
the thermally induced deformation could affect the ambient
stability of the device.

IV. MUPIAS TSVS

MUPIA project addresses the topic of a manufacturing
process for a high performance inertial MEMS [32]. There
are various challenges that need to be addressed from the
fabrication point of view. Among the various processes that
are currently being developed and optimized in our laboratory
the TSV is one of the most interesting. The device consists of a
capacitive inertial sensor realized in the device layer of an SOI
wafer, which must be packaged at high vacuum. Furthermore,
the design requires high thermal stability that can only be
achieved by a careful design.
As presented in the previous chapter, the design of the TSV is
strongly dependent to the specific fabrication process imple-
mented. The main step that needs to be define is the packaging.
Among the different approaches to realize a low pressure cav-
ity the wafer-to-wafer fusion bonding is the most convenient
because it guarantees a good bonding quality without any
interlayer which could induce undesired thermal stresses. The
requirement of fusion bonding is however quite challenging,
as it requires an extremely flat surface and, due to the high
temperature involved, avoidance of any incompatible materials
(e.g. metal layers). The fabrication process that has been
defined within this project is depicted in Fig. 6. The fabrication
process of the capping wafer starts with the etching of cavities
needed for housing the mechanical part of the device. Then
the TSVs are etched trough the capping wafer (Fig. 6(b))
with a DRIE process. The used DRIE tool implements a
3-stage process, which guarantee a superior aspect ratio of
the etched structures as shown in the SEM image in Fig. 7.
Furthermore, the design of a single TSV is not circular, as in
many implementations, but rectangular with the longer side
approximately 10 times longer than the shortest side. This
design facilitates improving the etching performance without
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Fig. 6. Main process steps of the TSVs fabrication process within MUPIA
project. Etch of the cavity housing the inertial sensor (a), Etch of the TSVs
(b), oxidation of the wafer (c), fusion bonding of the capping wafer onto the
device layer (d) and (e), Vias filling by polysilicon deposition (f) and then
deposition and pattern of metal pads (g).

affecting the filling step with CVD tools [6].
The etching step is followed by the growth of the oxide layer.

Since there are no other material than silicon and silicon oxide
on the capping wafer, the wafer can sustain a high temperature
process which guarantees a better and more conformal oxide.
Growth of the oxide before the wafer bonding step has another
advantage as it does not require to open the passivation at the
bottom of such a deep TSV, which could be quite challenging
process wise [4].
The capping wafer is then bonded onto the SOI wafer, which

Fig. 7. SEM cross section of high aspect ratio 350 µm deep TSVs in a test
wafer

has had the native oxide removed. The blind vias are then
filled by a high temperature, conformal polysilicon deposition
process. The deposition of the polysilicon layer is split in two
steps allowing to adjust the doping content to the desired value.
The excess of polysilicon is then removed by a dry process
leaving the TSVs electrically insulated. The process is then
concluded by the deposition and patterning of the top metal
layer, used for signal routing and contact pads.
To guarantee a minimal thermal impact most of the device
is realized in Si, while the SiOx, used for passivation, was
designed as symmetric as possible. Each TSV is designed
to have approximately 50 Ω and 0.7 pF when realized in
400 µm-thick wafer.

V. CONCLUSION

3D integration is a promising approach to achieve the
higher and heterogeneous integration by exploiting the third di-
mension. However, wire bonding technology does not provide
sufficient performances and needs to be substitute with a more
suitable technology. Through silicon vias is a key enabling
technology for advance packaging and 3D integration compati-
ble with typical fabrication processes used in microfabbrication
of both IC and MEMS devices. This paper reviews TSV
technology focusing on their implementation in MEMS sensors
with a broad overview on the various fabrication approaches
and their constraints in terms of process compatibility. The
electrical and mechanical performances of TSVs are presented
highlighting possible countermeasure. The paper then presents
a case study of TSV designed for an inertial MEMS sensor
within SINTEF MiNaLab laboratories.
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