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Abstract—Multiwall carbon nanotube (MWCNT)-based
interconnects have been shown to outperform conventional
metal interconnects. For reliable operation of such interconnects,
it is imperative to evaluate their reliability at possible fatal
events. Here, we report the ESD reliability of MWCNT-based
interconnects. High failure current of ∼10 mA and unique
failure behavior involving discrete and gradual breakdown
of individual shells is reported. It was found that MWCNT
interconnects change resistance in steps of fundamental quantum
resistance (h/2e2) after individual shell burning. The role of
individual shells, diameter, and resistance of the tube in deciding
the ESD behavior is investigated, while monitoring the response
on a shell-by-shell basis. Contrary to widespread notion of
immunity of MWCNT interconnects to electromigration, the
ESD-induced melting of contacts is also observed.

Index Terms—MWCNT, interconnects, ESD, reliability.

I. INTRODUCTION

AGGRESSIVE downscaling of transistors and
interconnects coupled with increase in power con-

sumption has lead to the occurrence of extremely high power
densities and formation of hot-spots across the semiconductor
integrated circuit. The consequent high temperatures generally
result in catastrophic failure of interconnects [1]. Such failure
issues are addressed by reducing the performance of the
integrated circuit [2]. In such a scenario, the interconnects
are set to play a vital role in deciding performance and
reliability trade-off. In conventional metal interconnects,
barrier layer effect, grain boundary scattering and surface
scattering increases with down-scaling [3], which in turn
reduces their current carrying capacity. Moreover increase
in power density makes them prone to catastrophic events
like electro-migration [4], [5]. Hence there is a need to
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replace conventional metal interconnects with relatively
more robust material. In this regard, multiwall carbon
nanotubes have emerged as a promising material for future
interconnects [6]–[8].

The unique band-structure of MWCNTs offer very high
current carrying capacities [9], while its sp2 hybridized car-
bon lattice provides extremely high mechanical strength and
high thermal conductivity [10]. These properties together
enable high current conduction through MWCNTs, while
making them relatively more resilient to high-field and tem-
perature induced breakdown like electro-migration. Various
matured synthesis and process technologies exist for fabricat-
ing MWCNTs based interconnects. Few prominent methods
include CVD based growth of MWCNT vias [11], low-
pressure chemical vapor deposition (LPCVD) based aligned
growth on quartz substrate [12], deterministic placement
through dielectrophoresis [13], [14], deposition of long hori-
zontal CNT bundles [15]. Device and circuit models have also
been discussed and reported in the past [16], [17]. Moreover,
physics of carrier transport under low and high electric fields,
quantum conductance, and thermal failure in CNTs have
been extensively studied for quasi-static operation [18], [19].
However, MWCNTs have still not been challenged in terms
of their reliability. In order to guarantee reliable operation of
MWCNTs based interconnects, it is imperative to investigate
and improve their operational reliability. The long-term reli-
ability of MWCNTs has been investigated in the past, with
current densities of 109A/cm2 reportedly recorded for dura-
tion of two weeks at the temperature of 250◦C [20]. Note
that the current density in the unit of Ampere per unit cross-
sectional area includes the contribution of both inner and outer
shells. Unfortunately, comprehensive investigations on short
term reliability, especially under ESD conditions, is still not
available, except for few pioneering works [21]–[24]. ESD
investigations of MWCNT interconnects is vital to overall
design targets, as they are set while considering the limitations
of the semiconductor devices [25]. Interconnects are expected
to give robust performance while carrying vital signals and
power across the integrated circuit. In this contribution, we
present a comprehensive investigation on ESD reliability of
MWCNT interconnects, while considering two different device
architectures - 1) suspended single MWCNT and 2) bundle
of dielectric-supported MWCNTs. Since the performance of
a MWCNT interconnect depends largely on diameter, for the
overall understanding of the ESD behavior, it is instructive
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Fig. 1. Concentric cylindrical structure of multiple SWCNTs, which forms
MWCNT. The inter-shell spacing is around 3.4 Å, which in turn increases
with decrease in diameter of the shell [29].

to investigate MWCNTs of different diameters. Interestingly,
different kinds of interconnects require different architectures
of MWCNTs. For example, individual MWCNTs can act as
on-chip interconnects, while the same tubes in bundled archi-
tecture can deliver huge power by acting as through-silicon
via. Rest of the paper is arranged as follows - Section II
gives a brief overview of MWCNTs, Section III describes the
experimental details, Section IV discusses breakdown char-
acteristics, Section V presents the analysis of ESD-induced
failure, Section VI discusses the possibilities of ESD-induced
current annealing of the interconnect, Section VII concludes
the overall work and findings.

II. CARBON NANOTUBES

MWCNTs are concentric shells (figure 1) of single layer
of sp2 hybridized carbon atoms [26]. The individual shells
can independently be metallic or semiconducting. The metal-
lic tubes have zero bandgap and offers very high mobility
due to linear dispersion relation. The bandgap of the semi-
conducting shells is given by 0.7/d eV , where d is diameter
of the shell in nanometers [27]. Due to this inverse depen-
dence on diameter, the semiconducting shells with diameter
more than 30 nm behave as semi-metals at room tempera-
ture. The optical phonon modes of the shells lie at relatively
higher energy of 160 meV [28], which allows large mean free
paths and unimpeded flow of carriers. The individual tubes
can be bundled together to achieve even higher current den-
sities. The individual shells of MWCNTs can independently
be chiral, armchair or zigzag. Each configuration results in
different electronic properties. The shells can be conceptu-
ally formed by wrapping of monolayer graphene. Figure 2
depicts wrapping of graphene monolayer to form CNTs. The
shaded regions (figure 2i and 2ii) show the wrapping plane
and portion of graphene monolayer which forms the tube.
CNTs electrical properties depend on the chiral vector Ch,
where: Ch = na1 + ma2 = (n, m), (n, m are positive integers
and 0 ≤ m ≤ n); diameter (d) of the tube, which is derived
from the chiral vector |Ch| : d = √

Ch × Ch/π and angle
φ (cos φ = Ch × a1/|Ch||a1|), which is the angle between
chiral vector and lattice vector a1. Zigzag tubes have φ = 30◦
(figure 2i) and armchair tubes have φ = 0◦ (figure 2ii),
whereas chiral tubes have 0 < φ < 30◦. A CNT is metallic if

Fig. 2. Wrapping of graphene monolayer to form an (i) armchair SWCNT and
(ii) zigzag SWCNT. Nanotubes in armchair configuration are metallic, while
in zigzag configuration the tube can be either metallic or semiconducting.

(n m) is an integer multiple of 3 or 0, otherwise it is semicon-
ducting [27]. Typically SWCNTs diameter ranges from 0.5 nm
to 5 nm. MWCNTs can have diameter up to 100 nm. The min-
imum spacing between individual SWCNTs in a MWCNT
is 3.4 Å. Typically MWCNT have 2/3rd metallic SWCNTs
and 1/3rd semiconducting SWCNTs. Therefore, in general,
MWCNTs are metallic in nature. Another interesting property
of CNTs is related to its band structure. CNTs have multiple
sub-bands at higher energies (number of sub-bands increases
with CNTs diameter [30]). Moreover, CNTs have symmetric
band structure, especially at low energies, i.e., high electron-
hole symmetry at low energies. Figure 3a and 3b depict the
band bending in metallic and semiconducting CNTs respec-
tively. Both figure 3a and 3b show the high energy sub-bands
and electron-hole symmetry. Figure 3a shows zero bandgap,
whereas figure 3b shows a finite bandgap (Eg). In this work
MWCNTs are used for ESD exploration.

III. DEVICE UNDER TEST AND MEASUREMENT SETUP

MWCNTs for ESD investigations were grown by thermal
chemical vapour deposition (CVD) of a mixture of ferrocene
and toluene at a temperature of 850 ◦C. For fabricating devices
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Fig. 3. Band bending in metallic (a) and semiconducting CNTs (b) depicting
high energy sub-bands, electron-hole symmetry and respective bandgap, which
in turn decreases with increase in diameter.

with suspended MWCNTs, the grown tubes were detached
from the substrate and then dispersed individually on top of
250 nm thick Cr/Au contact pads. Cr/Au contact pads were
deposited and patterned over a Si/SiO2 substrate (thermally
grown SiO2 over a Si substrate). Spacing between individual
metal pads was 2 μm (figure 4). Such a deposition technique
ensured that only the outermost shell (henceforth, referred as
the 1st shell and its breakdown as 1st breakdown) contacts the
metal pads, and hence paved the way to look into the effect
of ESD stress on individual shells. Devices with bundle of
MWCNTs were fabricated by dielectrophoresis of MWCNT
suspension across the pair of pre-patterned electrodes [13].
ESD behavior was investigated through a TLP setup shown
in figure 4. It is also important to mention that this work
targets fundamental behavior of MWCNTs under ESD con-
ditions, therefore TLP pulses with different pulse widths were
used for investigations, rather than emulating ESD stress using
models like HBM, CDM etc. It is too early to study, for exam-
ple, HBM behavior of a single MWCNT. This approach also
gives physical insights into the transport behavior of CNTs
under ESD conditions, which gives a vital piece of informa-
tion, as the MWCNTs attain thermal equilibrium in few tens
of nano-seconds.

IV. TLP I-V CHARACTERISTICS

Figure 5 shows TLP I-V characteristics of 6 different
MWCNT samples stressed using 100 ns, 5 ns and 10 ns
TLP pulses, respectively. After each stress/TLP pulse, tubes

Fig. 4. (a) A 4-probe, transmission line pulsing setup, with an inductive
current-sensor (5 mV/mA) and a 4 GHz sampling oscilloscope (25 GS/sec)
(b) Measurement and extraction routine followed for emulation of ESD stress.
(c) SEM image of one of the pristine MWCNT suspended across metal
electrodes.

Fig. 5. (a,b,c) TLP I-V characteristics of various metallic CNT samples
stressed under 100 ns, 5 ns and 10 ns TLP stress. (d,e,f) CNT tubes resistance
at low-bias, extracted after each stress pulse during TLP test, in the units of
fundamental quantum resistance R0 (= h

2e2 ).

resistance was extracted in the units of fundamental quantum
resistance (R0),

R0 =
(

h

2e2

)
(1)

where h is Planck's constant and e is electron charge [31].
Figure 5 shows that CNTs under ESD test have pre-fail
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resistances in a range of 0.1R0 to 2R0 with a distinct TLP
I-V relationship at high currents. A clear metallic (linear I-V)
behavior can be seen from various TLP I-V plots at lower
voltages; however, MWCNT changes its behavior at high cur-
rents and fields. For example, device A under 100 ns TLP stress
shows a liner relation till the first fail, however, device B shows
an exponential relation after 4 V (see figure 5a). Exponential
I-V relation at higher voltages can be attributed to band-
to-band tunneling between non-crossing energy bands [32].
Interestingly, device A has a quantized (step like, in multiples
of R0) increase in tubes resistance after each fail, however
device B shows a gradual increase in tubes resistance (see
figure 5d). Other clear difference can be observed in terms of
current handling capacity of device B. Despite of ∼ 3× smaller
diameter, device B can carry ∼ 10× more current than device
A. A similar I-V behavior can be observed from other sam-
ples device C, device D (figure 5b) and device E, device F
(figure 5c) stressed under 5 ns and 10 ns TLP. Device D and
device C show initially a linear I-V relation, which changes
to exponential relationship at higher TLP voltages. Moreover,
both the samples (with tubes resistance > R0) show a step
like drop in current and quantized increase in resistance after
each fail. Exponential I-V relation at higher bias can also be
attributed to filling of high energy states in these materials.
For clarity and statistical justification of arguments presented
above, few more samples (device G, device H and device I)
were stressed using TLP (pulse widths = 20 ns, 50 ns and
500 ns, respectively). Their respective TLP I-V behaviors are
depicted in figure 6, which adds to the explanations given
above. In general, all the samples under test conduct at all
TLP voltages, and undergo into the failure mode at higher
voltages. Unlike to metals in which ESD/TLP current drops
immediately after the (first) fail, MWCNTs show a gradual or
step like drop in current [19], [33]. Moreover, after each failure
tubes resistance either changes gradually or in steps of funda-
mental quantum resistance (R0 = h/2e2). This behavior can be
linked with the geometry or tubes arrangement in MWCNTs
(discussed in the next section). A comparison of failure cur-
rent (It2, at first fail) of different samples (device D, device E
and device A) with comparable tubes resistances (∼ R0, at
low-bias) and stressed under different TLP pulse widths (5
ns, 10 ns and 100 ns respectively) show a power law like
relation (here It2 ∼ t−n, where n < 0.2), i.e., It2 falls with
increasing pulse width (3.4 mA, 2.3 mA and 1.1 mA respec-
tively). Similarly, tubes (device B and device I) with resistance
< R0(∼ 0.2R0) show a power like behavior. Its worth high-
lighting that comparison of It2 must be done for tubes with
comparable resistance (extracted at low-bias). Unfortunately,
a comparison in terms of It2 per unit diameter is not possible
given that each tube may have different number of shells avail-
able for current conduction, which is attributed to immaturity
of the state-of-the-art CNT growth process available.

With the understanding of ESD behavior of suspended thick
MWCNTs (diameter > 30 nm), we investigate the ESD behav-
ior of dielectric-supported bundle of thin MWCNTs (diameter
< 10 nm) in figure 6(d). Such bundle of tubes emulates
the behavior of MWCNT based through-hole via [34]. The
device shows step-by-step breakdown in response to high

Fig. 6. (a,b,c) TLP I-V characteristics of various metallic CNT samples
stressed under 20 ns, 50 ns and 500 ns TLP stress. (e,f,g) CNT tubes resistance
at low-bias, extracted after each stress pulse during TLP test, in the units of
fundamental quantum resistance. (d,h) Measured TLP I-V and low-bias DC
characteristics of bundle of thin dielectric-supported MWCNTs. The device
shows linear TLP I-V characteristics. The gradual and discrete failure is also
clearly visible, where the low-bias resistance shows discrete increment situated
near hundreds of kilo-ohms.

voltage ESD pulse, which is similar to the devices discussed
previously. A distinct difference can be observed at high volt-
ages. The thicker tubes show quasi-exponential behavior at
high voltages, while the tubes with smaller diameter retains
their linear behavior at higher voltages. This also suggests
that as the outer-shells are sequentially broken by ESD pulses,
the TLP I-V behavior should gradually change from quasi-
exponential to linear due to reduction in number of sub-bands
with decrease in diameter [30], [32].

A comparison between tube’s resistance with R0 and
TLP I-V characteristics (figure 5 and 6) shows a correlation
between the resistance and nature of the TLP I-V character-
istics. Most of the tubes with resistance < R0 give rise to
an exponential increase in current at higher TLP voltages,
moreover, such tubes fail with a gradual drop in current.
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Fig. 7. A model depicting a possible way of coupling between metal pads and
CNT shells and explaining step change in resistance after each fail. (a) Figure
shows a possible way of CNT shell to contact coupling of a virgin device.
(b-c) Show how a quantized change in tubes resistance is possible after 1st and
(N-1)th fail. (A 3D illustration of shell burning is also given in figure 10b).

On the other hand, tubes with resistance > R0 mostly show
a linear I-V relation till the first failure (burning of outer
shell) and current drops in steps with the failure/burning of
each shell. Moreover, the linearity in TLP I-V characteristics
increases with decrease in diameter. This further suggests that
tube’s resistance increases with decrease in diameter. As dis-
cussed earlier, the quasi-exponential behavior arises because
of participation of more sub-bands and inter-shell tunneling
at higher voltages. Number of sub-bands in a shell increases
with diameter of the shell. Moreover, the inter-shell spacing
increases with reduction in diameter [29]. Due to decrease
in number of sub-bands and number of shells with diameter
and increase in inter-shell tunneling distance, the tubes with
smaller diameter show linear behavior at high ESD voltages,

Fig. 8. Post-failure SEM images of MWCNTs damaged after ESD stress.
Damage location (indicated by arrow) was often found to be at the center
along the length of the tube.

while the ESD behavior of thicker tubes shifts from linear to
quasi-exponential at higher TLP voltages.

Note that the failure behavior of MWCNT bundles is very
different from that of a single tube. Moreover, the failure
behaviour changes with variation in diameter of the tube.
This is contrary to what is generally observed in conven-
tional silicon devices or metals, where the linear scaling can
relate the physical quantities among up-scaled or down-scaled
devices. Although bundling of tubes and increasing the diame-
ter, increases their current carrying capabilities, a direct linear
extrapolation of the physical quantities and failure mecha-
nism cannot be derived because of the following constraints:
(i) number of CNTs in a bundle cannot be precisely con-
trolled with the existing deposition techniques, (ii) current
flowing through individual tubes is not the same and depends
on various factors like chirality, defect density, and contact
resistance, which cannot be directly controlled via the avail-
able set of experimental methods. (iii) electrical properties of
single nanotube are entirely different from that of the bun-
dle. For example, single MWCNT can behave as a ballistic
conductor; however the same when bundled behaves like a dif-
fusive conductor. (iv) Both inter-shell spacing and number of
sub-bands show strong dependence on diameter of shells/tube.

V. FAILURE ANALYSIS

In this section ESD failure behavior of CNT samples is dis-
cussed. However, before explaining failure behavior, we have
tried to develop a generalized model for the quantized change
in resistance after each fail (seen as a fall in I-V characteris-
tics). Figure 7a shows a possible way of contacting (coupling)
between CNT shells and metal pads. MWCNTs have multiple
concentric shells (also depicted in figure 10b). The model
shows N groups of CNT shells, each group consists of one or
more CNT shells. Figure 7b and 7c show two extreme cases
after failure and respective effective tubes resistance, depict-
ing the quantized change in resistance. Its worth pointing that
increase of tubes resistance does not result from degrading
contacts. It is due to removal of single carbon layers, which
is a novel failure mechanism. This is proven by the location
of the final fail in the center of the CNT tube as shown in
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Fig. 9. Thinning of carbon nanotube close to the failure point validating loss
of carbon material under ESD stress. (a) SEM image of virgin device with
tubes diameter of 47.35 nm. (b) SEM image of damaged tube with reduced
diameter (28.32 nm) close to the failure point.

SEM images (figure 8). The SEM images in figure 8 fur-
ther shows: (i) damage location at the center position, which
can be attributed to thermal failure of diffusive CNTs, and
(ii) no carbon left over at the failure site, i.e., carbon mate-
rials have no molten state. Failure at the center (i) can be
explained using diffusive carrier transport, in which carrier
travelling from one terminal to the other uniformly loses its
energy across the channel (here CNT). As the center of tube
will see highest thermal resistance, this region will gain the
maximum heat (location of hot spot) and therefore will burn
first. Later (ii) can be explained as loss of carbon due to oxi-
dation under extreme stress (thermal) conditions. This is also
evident from figure 9 and 10, both of which show thinning of
carbon nanotube close to the damage site.

The failure behavior of bundle of thin MWCNTs
is distinctively different from individual thick MWCNT.
Electromigration of contact metal is observed in devices with
bundle of thin MWCNTs (figure 11). Interestingly, ESD-
induced melting of metal can be noticed at both hot and cold
electrodes. This shows that under ESD conditions, MWCNTs,
due to high thermal conductivity, transfers a huge amount of
thermal energy to metal contacts. Melting of metal contacts is
not observed in case of thick tubes, even though they carry rel-
atively more ESD current. This can be attributed to reduction
in axial thermal conductivity, which decreases with increase
in diameter [35].

VI. ESD-INDUCED CURRENT ANNEALING

In this section we investigate the pre-breakdown behaviour
of MWCNTs under ESD conditions. Figure 12 shows the

Fig. 10. (a) A closer view of failure location in one of the MWCNT sample,
clearly depicting reduced tubes diameter and loss of carbon next to failure
point. (b) A pictorial representation of the same.

Fig. 11. (a,b) Post-breakdown SEM images of bundle of thin MWCNTs.
Failure of individual tubes and melting of metal electrodes are clearly visible
near both hot and cold electrodes. Melting of the electrodes show transfer of
huge amount of thermal energy to contacts via MWCNT channels.

TLP IV characteristics and resistance of MWCNTs, where
the latter shows permanent decrease in pre-breakdown region.
Such a decrease in resistance indicates ESD-induced annealing
of the MWCNT and can be explained by considering ESD-
assisted thermal transport through the MWCNT. Under ESD
conditions, a huge amount of thermal energy flows through
quasi-1D constricted channel of MWCNTs, which can cause
oxidation of carbon material. Steady-state oxidation of car-
bon material happens at the temperature of around 700◦C.
The Arrhenius relation predicts an exponential dependence of
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Fig. 12. (a,b) TLP I-V characteristics and corresponding change in device
resistance of dielectric-supported (a,b) and suspended (c,d) MWCNTs. The
suspended tubes show enhanced effect of annealing and relatively more
increase in current than the dielectric-supported tubes.

rate of oxidation of carbon on temperature [36], consequently
under ESD conditions, which involves application of high-
voltage nano-second time scale pulses, the carbon material can
sustain much higher temperatures, without showing any sig-
nificant breakdown or oxidation of outer-shells [21]. Although
existence of high local temperature for few nano-seconds can
cause negligible or slow rate of oxidation of MWCNTs, it can
result in appreciable desorption of adsorbents from the sur-
face of MWCNTs and metal-MWCNT interface. Moreover, it
can also result in diffusion of metal atoms into the MWCNT.
Desorption from channel results in reduction in scattering cen-
ters, while desorption from MWCNT-metal interface brings
reduction in distance along which carriers tunnel across the
interface, thereby increasing the interaction between pz orbital
of outer-shell of MWCNT and d orbital of metal. ESD current
in both the cases show substantial increase due to annealing of
channel and contacts respectively. Such a current annealing is
captured in figure 12, where the device resistance shows per-
manent decrease after sustaining high-bias TLP pulses. The
current annealing is expected to be more pronounced in sus-
pended semi-ballistic tubes than diffusive dielectric-supported
tubes, as the surface phonon modes of substrate in latter case
can remove heat from MWCNT. This is evident in figure 12,
where the suspended tubes show enhanced increment in
current than the dielectric-supported tubes. Similarly, the high-
bias short duration pulses are expected to cause current anneal-
ing before initiating oxidation of the tube, while relatively
low-bias long pulses are expected to initiate gradual oxidation
of shell without causing any current annealing of the tube.

VII. CONCLUSION

In summary, we have investigated the ESD failure behav-
ior of MWCNT interconnects, while considering two different
device architectures - suspended single MWCNTs and bun-
dle of dielectric-supported MWCNTs. The ESD behavior of
MWCNT interconnects was found to be different from metals,

featuring step-by-step destruction of individual shells with
increasing pulse amplitude. Moreover, a quantized increase
in tube’s resistance in the units of h/2e2 was observed. The
quantized increase in tube’s resistance is used to model a pos-
sible scheme for CNT-to-metal contact. At high ESD current,
annealing and electromigration of contacts was observed in
many devices, which emphasizes the need for robust metal
contacts for reliable operation of MWCNT interconnects.
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