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Abstract
Currently, preclinical drug testing and disease modelling are based on static cell cultures and animal
models that often fail at predicting the human pathophysiology. Alternatively, Organ­on­Chips (OoCs),
dynamic microphysiological platforms, can be employed to recapitulate organ functions and mimic the
cell’s microphysiological environment. OoCs also promote the study of transport mechanisms and
tissue barriers, such as the blood­brain barrier (BBB), a critical structure responsible for the regulation
of the brain fluid microenvironment. Monitoring the ionic environment of the BBB and its variation due
to the effect of drug testing is thus critical, indicating the need for integrated sensing elements.

The rapid evolution of silicon technology and microelectronics has contributed to the development of
field­effect transistors (FETs) for use as biosensors, ever since their first appearance in the 1970s. Such
devices can provide real­time and label­free detection of target bioanalytes with high sensitivity. There
are several types of FET­based biosensors based on different geometries and utilising various materi­
als, but currently, no optimal consensus for a biocompatible FET­based biosensor with high sensitivity
and reliability has been established.

In the present thesis, floating gate FET­based sensors implementing flexible electrodes suspended
on an optically transparent sensing area were designed and successfully fabricated for application
on blood­brain barrier ion environment monitoring. Before the designing process, a thorough literature
study on FET­based alternative solutions compatible with the BBB­on­chip application gave an overview
of the available technology. It also indicated a lack of theoretical background behind the sensor’s
operation mechanisms. To face this issue, theoretical and simulation models were created based on
the floating­gate MOSFET operation. Additionally, the electrical double layer (EDL) role, only included
in models in the presence of a reference electrode is examined.

The novelty of the sensor configuration lies with the implementation of an additional planar electrode
in the sensing area of the OoC, tackling the issue of the external reference electrode use. Possible
models describing the interaction between the additional electrode and the FGFET are created for
comparison with experimental data. The novel sensor is designed aiming towards optimised sensitivity
while also examining the effect of different configurations on the behaviour of the planar electrode. Dual­
gate operation of the fabricated sensor in electrolyte indicates an increase of the output signal up to
16% compared to single­gate operation. In contrast to model predictions, the sensor does not operate
in saturation mode, rendering the mathematical models ineffective. The simulation­based model is
suggested for following applications after fine­tuning based on experimental data. Overall, a strong
basis of the theoretical background was established, making ground for future studies.
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1
Introduction

In the rapidly evolving domain of medical technology, advancements in sensing applications play a
paramount role in ensuring people’s wellbeing. Bioelectronic interfaces are commonly used for medi­
cal and pharmaceutical applications, indicating the high demand for biosensors. Especially in the field
of drug testing, the critical monitoring of the microphysiological environment and the recording of cell
activity are the authority of biosensors. Approximately a century ago, the first two­dimensional cell cul­
tures were developed, but failed to recapitulate tissue­specific behaviour, thus leading to more complex
models for drug testing. The other big player in the field, animal­based models, also exhibit limited drug
effect predictivity mainly due to the phylogenetic distance between said models and human physiology.
Microfluidic organs­on­chip (OoCs) are ambitious platforms that combine cell cultures in a dynamic en­
vironment with physiological cues, while supporting in­situ monitoring with biosensors to overcome the
limitations of conventional methodologies in preclinical drug testing.

This thesis illustrates the process of developing an organ­on­chip (OoC) from concept to fabrication
and characterisation, with an end­point application in blood­brain barrier (BBB) tissue monitoring. The
OoC implements electrochemical sensors on the same platform, based on the field­effect transistor
(FET) configuration, a sophisticated device that can be utilised for measuring biochemical signals.
Unfortunately, the first part of the project had to be carried out remotely due to unforeseen obstacles
as a result of the COVID19 pandemic, leading to an extended literature and theoretical study, while the
later on­field work was also limited due to pandemic­related restrictions. The fabrication took place at
the Else Kooi Lab (EKL) cleanroom facilities of the Electrical Engineering, Mathematics and Computer
Science (EEMCS) Department, at TU Delft.

The current chapter serves as an introduction to the OoC state­of­the­art and introduces the essential
background behind the BBB physiological anatomy and function. Subsequently, the problem statement
of the present work is described, followed by its translation to concrete requirements and research
questions, which constitute the target objective of the thesis. Finally, the outline of this report is given.

1.1. Organ­on­Chip
Two­dimensional cell cultures were the first platforms for preclinical drug testing. Problems associated
with these structures, such as the inability to recapitulate tissue specific behaviour and failure at in­
vivo drug effect prediction, led to the development of more complex models. The more recent three­
dimensional (3D) cell cultures allow better cell­to­cell interaction, accompanied by higher drug effect
predictability. However, 3D cell cultures fail at forming tissue interfaces comprised of different types of
cells, such as endothelial cells in contact with connective tissue. The absence of physiological cues in
the aforementioned models is a critical flaw. 3D cultures lack mechanical and electrical stimuli as well
as the interaction with fluid elements mimicking the function of the blood and immune system [1].

On the path towards higher physiological relevance, as illustrated in Fig 1.1, tissue samples are also
used for preclinical drug testing, with animal­based models being the most relevant method. Animal­
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Figure 1.1: Schematic illustrating the platforms finding application in preclinical drug testing studies and presented from the less
towards the more physiologically relevant. Created with BioRender.com.

based drug testing is a common tool during drug assessment as it replicates both single­ and multi­
organ function [2]. However, the biosimilarity gap between animal models and human physiology re­
sults in significant drug failure on human trials [3]. Commonly, animal models fail at predicting adverse
effects, while also drug­side effects demonstrated on animal models do not necessarily translate into
adverse effects on the human organism. These false positive and false negative results indicate the
need for a novel strategy towards more effective drug testing.

Microfluidic organs­on­chip (OOC) pursue combining the extracellular cues of organ systems with 3D
human cell cultures to optimise preclinical drug testing. By implementing human cells, it is possible
to mimic patient­specific pathophysiology in vitro and work towards personalised treatment [1]. Thus,
OOCs can check both drug effectiveness for specific treatments and the absence of adverse effects,
such as toxicologic events. An overview of the OoC application towards personalised medicine is
illustrated in Fig 1.2.

Cells are cultured inside continuously perfused, microfluidic chambers, incorporating physiologically
relevant stimuli, such as fluid shear stress and mechanical compression. The complex mechanical
environment of tissues is replicated on OOC platforms in vitro, aiming at recapitulating the human
physiology in minimal functional units in a controlled manner, but not in a whole­organ level. Electrical
physiological cues can also be replicated on these in­vitro platforms, while also the interaction between
different cell types can be promoted [2], [4]. Parallel microchannels can be separated by porous sub­
strates/membranes, acting as the skeleton for the formation of cell interfaces. Different cell types can
be cultured on either side of the membrane and thus OOCs allow the study of transport mechanisms
and tissue barriers, such as the BBB [1].

Currently, the function of OOCs is based on organ­ or tissue­architecture and study pathologies in a
short time frame (less than approximately one month). Physiologically, some functions such as cog­
nitive behaviour between brain cells and the mechanical function of connective tissue are based on
macroscale architectures and thus, cannot be modelled on a chip. OOCs can however include small
organ sections which can respond to chemical and electrical stimuli, and recapitulate specific organ­
level functions [1].

By imitating the physiology of functional tissue, an interesting scenario arises for connecting individual
OOCs throughmicrofluidic vasculature. This way, various in vitro tissue­specific models can be linked to
form wider human subsystems, possibly allowing off­target drug toxicity identification during preclinical
studies. This idea for a “human­body­on­a­chip” introduces an extra level of biological relevance by
using connective pathways between individual organ models, which can also extend the viability of the
system and imitate human homeostatic mechanisms [3]. The inclusion of complex biological systems,
such as the immune or endocrine system, in a “human­body­on­a­chip” will offer a significant advantage
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Figure 1.2: Illustration showing the path of OoCs towards personalized medicine. Created with BioRender.com.

over animal models but remains quite challenging. Up to this point, controlling cell interactions onOOCs
to maintain the structure and function of one unit has already proven a significant challenge [2].

OOCs come in a combination of materials, they are usually glass­ and/or silicon­based, accompanied
by polymers, ceramics, or biological materials, depending on the requirements of the studied tissue.
The original OOC fabrication method was based on a modified photolithography process for microchip
fabrication, and thus came the “chip” part of the “organ­on­chip” name. Photolithography allows the
formation of various patterns that are also compatible with cell structures, which is why soft lithography
is commonly used for microfluidic structure fabrication. The patterns are initially designed on silicon
chips and then used as a mould for flexible materials. Liquid polymers are poured into the silicone
mould, and after polymerisation a polymer stamp is formed. Most commonly, poly­dimethylsiloxane or
PDMS, a highly compliant and deformable material is used for biocompatible scaffolds and microfluidic
systems. PDMS is optically transparent, allowing real­time monitoring of cell cultures and fluid flow and
oxygen permeable, making it an ideal candidate for biological applications [1], [3].

Nevertheless, the microfabrication of OoCs can be time­consuming due to the various process steps
and the manual assembly, especially in the case of polymers [5]. However, this fabrication allows the
integration of sensors that can monitor and gather data form cell cultures and their environment, in
contrast with 3D cell cultures which have been proved challenging to monitor. It is important to note
that at this point, OoC technology can not replace animal models, but can yield additional data towards
a better insight on drug effectiveness and improved preclinical drug testing methods.

1.2. Blood­Brain Barrier
The central nervous system (CNS) function heavily relies on the highly controlled fluid microenviron­
ment of the brain. The well­regulated chemical composition and ion concentration in this microenviron­
ment are critical for effective neural signalling [6]. Three protective mechanisms regulate the internal
environment of the brain: the blood­brain barrier (BBB), the blood­cerebrospinal fluid barrier (BCSFB)
and the arachnoid barrier. The main interface for blood­CNS exchange is the blood­brain barrier ren­
dering it responsible for ion balance, nutrient transport, and inhibition of unwanted substances. This
barrier was first studied by Paul Ehrlich in 1885, and its critical function led to numerous following
studies towards identifying the BBB structure and function.

The main building blocks of the BBB are endothelial cells that form the brain capillary walls. As shown
in the capillary cross­section of Fig 1.3, endothelial cells fully enclose the circumference of the capillary,
while tightly connected to each other, forming “tight junctions” that impede the transfer of solutes from
the blood plasma to the brain extracellular fluid. Other types of cells are also part of the barrier’s
structure, forcing bloodborne substances to pass through two more cell layers before reaching the
neural tissue. A thick lamina layer surrounds each capillary and astrocyte ‘feet’ connect to the capillaries
[7]. The reduced permeation of solutes from the BBB to the cerebrospinal fluid is accompanied by
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Figure 1.3: Illustration of the BBB anatomy including the various types of cells. Created with BioRender.com.

restricted ion transfer. This restricted movement of ions or charged molecules through the barrier
results in high in­vivo electrical resistance (approximately 1800 Ω𝑐𝑚2 [8]), which can be measured
as an indicator of barrier tightness. Transendothelial electrical resistance or TEER measurements
provide a quick, non­invasive and possibly real­time barrier assessment without the use of labels, such
as fluorescent dyes.

The tight endothelial junctions form a physical barrier for bloodborne substances, but existing mecha­
nisms allow the transportation of essential solutes, making BBB a metabolic barrier. To maintain a con­
stant microenvironment for the CNS, BBB is a dynamic, highly selective barrier. Some substances like
water, respiratory gases and essential nutrients pass through the barrier to the neural tissue, fulfilling
the considerable neural metabolic demands. Fat­soluble molecules can also enter neurons, explain­
ing how substances like nicotine, alcohol and anaesthetics affect the neural system. On the contrary,
water­soluble substances like some proteins, toxins, metabolic wastes, and most pharmaceutical drugs
are prohibited from entering neural tissue. The concentration of critical ions like H+ , Ca2+ and Mg2+ is
actively regulated by the BBB and disruption of physiological BBB function can lead to ionic imbalance.
The concentrations of some solutes on the two sides of the barrier are shown in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1: Typical concentrations of some selected solutes in plasma and cerebrospinal fluid (CSF), as extracted from Begley et
al. [9]

Solute Units Plasma CSF Ratio
𝑁𝑎+ mM 140 141 1
𝐾+ mM 4.6 2.9 0.63
𝐶𝑎++ mM 5.0 2.5 0.5
𝑀𝑔++ mM 1.7 2.4 1.4
𝐶𝑙− mM 101 124 1.23

𝐺𝑙𝑢𝑐𝑜𝑠𝑒 mM 5.0 3.2 0.6

𝐴𝑙𝑏𝑢𝑚𝑖𝑛 mg/ml 42 0.192 0.005
𝐼𝑚𝑚𝑢𝑛𝑜𝑔𝑙𝑜𝑏𝑢𝑙𝑖𝑛(𝐼𝑔𝐺) mg/ml 9.87 0.012 0.001

𝑝𝐻 7.4 7.3
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Barrier dysfunctions might affect the regulation of the neural microenvironment and contribute to a
developing pathology. In most cases, the correlation between BBB impediment and pathology is not
necessarily cause and effect, like in Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease. However, BBB dysfunction
is associated with numerous other CNS pathologies. Change in the permeability of the barrier due to
tight junction openings, breakdowns or transport mechanism impediments is commonly associated with
diseases such as multiple sclerosis (MS), hypoxia, ischemia and diabetes. Reversibly, BBB abnormal­
ities can result from a CNS pathology like ischemic stroke and traumatic brain injury. Monitoring of the
barrier function as well as identifying sites of disturbance can be critical for compromising developing
neurological disorders and can form a crucial strategy for brain­focused drug therapy [6], [10], [11].

Some scientific groups studied the combination of OoC platforms with the BBB and focused on the
microfluidic chamber configuration, cultured cell type, shear stress application and TEER measure­
ments. The lack of monitoring the cell environment, first on the basis of ion exchange between different
cell types, can be overcomed by integrating electrochemical sensors. Complex and critical biological
structures like the BBB indicate the need for sensing elements to achieve a deeper understanding of
physiological tissue interactions.

1.3. Problem Definition
Targeting the BBB that selectively regulates the passage of analytes and drugs into the nervous system,
an electrochemical sensor platform that will monitor the effect of drugs on the BBB microphysiological
ionic environment is developed. In a previous effort, floating­gate based FET sensors were integrated
into an OoC platform following standard CMOS process technology for application in monitoring ion
exchange in cell culture environments [12]. This OoC platform, whose structure is shown in Fig 1.4,
implements eight FET­based sensors, four n­type and for p­type, to produce output as a response
to both positive and negative sensing charges. Each sensor/transistor system comprises two basic
parts, the sensing area and the transducing section of the device. The active device contains the
electrical parts and lays on the Si substrate, while an electrode extension connected to the transducer
is suspended on the PDMS sensing area. A sensing well is formed in the middle of the chip composed
of PDMS, thus providing a flexible and optically transparent platform. All eight transistors lay their
extensions on the same sensing area, where cell culturing is supported.

For this project, the basis established by the previous OoC platform is used as a stepping stone for
the development of the novel BBB­on­chip. Emphasis is given on the theoretical background behind
the underlying mechanisms of the sensor’s operation, for the creation of models that effectively predict
such behaviour. Said models are used for the determination of the final design. The integration of a
planar electrode on the flexible sensing well and the study of its interaction with the FGFET asserts the
novelty of the sensor.

1.3.1. Requirements
In order for the sensor platform to be compatible with OoC applications, and thus for interaction with
cell cultures in physiological media, the following criteria were chosen:

Biocompatibility: The sensor must be able to operate in the environment of the OoC platform and
co­exist with cells without eliciting any undesirable effects. The term biocompatibility might be a vague
one, but it also includes criteria like low operation voltage of the sensor to avoid hydrolysis and damage
to biological specimens [13], [14].

Mechanical Flexibility: Materials that are characterised by Young’s moduli similar to moduli of soft
biological tissues are safe for material­cell interaction, in contrast with rigid, stiff materials that can
damage cells and tissues during their interaction. Soft materials are also deformable and flexible,
which are factors that promote biocompatibility [15].

Optical Transparency: The sensing area of the device should be transparent allowing various optical
microscopy techniques for studying the interaction between biological specimen and the device [16].
This factor is of high importance for biological studies.
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Figure 1.4: Cross­sectional schematic, frontside and backside of the previously fabricated OoC. The PDMS well forms the
sensing area where cell cultures are supported.

Sensitivity: The sensitivity of the sensor derives from its output characteristics and indicates the output
signal change in respect to varying input signal. For example, the sensitivity of a pH sensor is commonly
defined as the change of the output voltage in respect to pH variation Δ𝑉/𝑝𝐻. The sensor must exhibit
a significant response to ionic variation in the measurement medium.

CMOS Compatibility: Complementary metal–oxide–semiconductor (CMOS) techniques are well­ es­
tablished and support the cost­efficient mass production and standardisation of reliable, miniaturised
sensors, as well as promote the integration of said devices in dense arrays for parallel sensing [17],
[18]. CMOS techniques are useful tools for sensor fabrication, even though some applications often
require a few non­standard steps, such as post­processing. It should be noted that the integration of
flexible structures, such as polymeric membranes, often requires some manual processing.

Operation Stability, Durability: Exposure to wet environments can affect the transistor stability by
causing degradation of the exposed sensor parts. Depending on the sensor structure, the device might
also be sensitive to environmental parameters like temperature, humidity and pH, limiting the perfor­
mance stability [14]. For OoC applications, the physiological relevance of the measurement medium is
important, indicating that the transistor’s electrical parts must be protected from the hostile measure­
ment environment.

Use of reference electrode: An external reference electrode commonly accompanies biosensors
in wet condition measurements. An electrode in the form of the conventional bulky Ag/AgCl rod­like
electrode or a noble metal wire is dipped in the measurement medium to gate the sensing area and
according to theory enhance sensitivity [18]. It is clear that these electrodes are not integrated to
the sensor platform, impeding CMOS compatibility and sensor portability. The implementation of an
external electrode should be thus avoided.

1.3.2. Constraints
During the designing of the BBB­on­chip, some practical constraints should be taken into account. The
limitations of the cleanroom equipment and the availability of materials dominate the decisions around
the final design of the sensor. Red metal use should be limited, if possible, to avoid further complicating
the fabrication process. Furthermore, the use of lower resolution photolithography masks should be
examined, when allowed by the design dimensions, aiming at minimising the fabrication cost.
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1.3.3. Research questions
This thesis aims at developing a biocompatible FET­based biosensor with high performance and re­
liability while combining wafer­scale, CMOS compatible fabrication with an isolated and mechanically
flexible sensing area. The project initially examines whether the fabrication of such a sensor is possible
and in a deeper level, targets:

• The construction of effective mathematical models based on electrostatic theory for the prediction
of the sensor’s behaviour in various measurement media and justification of the new design.

• The creation of simulation models using either electrical­ or physics­based software to counter­
act any shortcomings or oversights of the theoretical models and aid the determination of the final
design.

• Studying the electrical double­layer (EDL) formation at charged electrode/electrolyte interfaces
and its effect on the sensor’s operation. More specifically, examining whether the EDL formation
on a floating­gate electrode can be considered valid.

• Tackling the external reference electrode impediment. In other words, aiming at developing a
sensor that effectively operates without the use of an external reference electrode or integrating
the electrode during the fabrication process.

1.4. Report outline
The structure of the report is presented as follows. Chapter 2 introduces the results of an extended
literature study on FET­based devices compatible with OoC applications. In Chapter 3, the necessary
theoretical background for later interpretation of the results is presented, and the models used for the
design determination are explained and verified. The complete process of the final design determination
for the new generation of OoCs is analysed in Chapter 4. In Chapter 5, the fabrication process is
explained step by step, including issues that hindered the procedure, and the fabricated OoCs are
presented in an overview. The results of the process wafer failure investigation, accompanied by chip
characterisation measurements, follow in Chapter 6. The report ends with Chapter 7, where the project
is briefly discussed in its entirety, and prospective future efforts are examined.





2
Literature Study

In this chapter, a condensed form of the literature study accompanying this project is presented. Follow­
ing the evolution and the growing interest in FET­based biosensors, a literature study was conducted,
aiming at the identification and categorization of such devices suitable for OoC implementation. The
identified devices were categorized based on geometry and gate material and were compared based
on the following criteria: biocompatibility, mechanical flexibility, optical transparency, sensitivity, CMOS
compatibility and operation stability. Identifying all possible FET configurations for biosensing is a de­
manding and nearly impossible task, but this literature study provides a better insight into available
structures. A short introduction to the basic limitations of electrochemical FET­based sensors and the
electrical double layer formation is later presented. An overview of the identified structures is shown in
Fig 2.1.

2.1. FET­based biosensors
A biosensor is defined as a device capable of converting a biochemical reaction into a measurable
electrical signal [19]. Structurally, a biosensor is composed of two functional parts, the bio­recognition
element which is also called bioreceptor and the transducer [17], [20], [21]. Biosensing applications
include detection of target analytes from ions to macromolecules, such as DNA strands, while also
real­time monitoring of biological environments [22], [23]. Especially in the case of constantly regulated
environments that promote cell viability/longevity, like in OoC platforms, long­term recordings are also
possible [24], [25].

A specific structure of interest is the field­effect transistor (FET), which is a sophisticated device that
can be utilized for measuring biochemical signals [26], [27]. The first FET­based biosensor was al­
ready developed by the 1970s by Bergveld et al. [28] for pH measurements with numerous FET­based
alternatives following over the years. Such devices have been widely studied owing to the variety of
materials used and performance reliability. A common field of interest is the sensitivity improvement of
said devices and the functionalization of sensing areas towards selectivity improvement [29], [30], [31].

2.2. Silicon­based FETs
Silicon­based sensors are the natural evolution of modern electronics and take advantage of comple­
mentary metal­oxide­semiconductor (CMOS) fabrication. Even though not favorable for disposable
sensors due to the costly fabrication, they are highly reliable and reproducible [13], [32], [33]. The in­
organic semiconductor stiffness is also a concern for biomedical applications, but several studies have
shown interest in developing flexible structures [15]. Thus far, conventional FET biosensors have been
used to detect several analytes such as ions, DNA, proteins and peptides, and they have also used
for cell activity recording [22]. One or more cells can be either directly deposited on the gate electrode
or the gate dielectric of the FET, or placed in a chamber in contact with the sensors, while also com­
bining microfluidics for maintaining the viability of cells towards long­term studies [25]. Thus far, such
applications are limited to in­vitro conditions due to limited biocompatibility of the top layer of inorganic
FETs [27].

9
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2.2.1. Ion­sensitive FETs (ISFETs)
Ion­sensitive FETs (ISFETs), or gateless FETs, are the most extensively studied amongst all the dif­
ferent types of FET­based biosensors. The ISFET structure is based on the removal of the metallic
gate of conventional MOSFETs, resulting in the gate dielectric interacting directly with the electrolyte
containing the target analyte and the placement of a reference electrode in the aqueous solution [28].
The basic structure of ISFETs can be seen in Fig 2.2.b. and it also offers the ability to enhance the
gate dielectric with a chemically sensitive layer depending on the sensing application [22], [24], [34].
ISFETs can be considered electrically identical to MOSFETs, which means that the ISFET operation
principles are based on the modulation of the drain current 𝐼𝐷𝑆 resulting from charge density alterations
at the electrolyte/oxide interface. The reference electrode, typically Ag/AgCl, is used to apply the gate
voltage 𝑉𝐺 and bias the device, so that the target ions or charged biomolecules accumulate at the elec­
trolyte/gate insulator interface. These charges can not pass through the passivation layer of the ISFET,
but similarly to MOSFETs, create an electrical field perpendicular to the layers of the structure which
modifies the effective gate voltage 𝑉𝐺𝑆 [18], [21], [35].
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Figure 2.1: Diagram summarizing field­effect transistor based biosensors that show potential for OoC applications. The biosen­
sors are grouped into categories based on structure geometry and gate material.

Negatively (or positively) charged entities accumulating on the sensing layer of an n­type ISFET (or p­
type) result in a decrease of the drain current. The effect of the charged molecules can also be studied
from the transistor’s I­V characteristics [36]. More detailed information on the ISFET theory as well as
their technology and instrumentation can be found in the review paper by Bergveld [18].

The reference electrode sets the operation voltage of ISFETs, which must be maintained during the
measurement period. For a stable potential to be established, the reference electrode is a thermody­
namic half­cell that accommodates a reversible cell­electrode reaction when in electrolytic contact with
the analyte. Such electrodes contain two or more conducting phases which exchange charge carriers,
with usually one phase being the carrier conductor and the other the electrolyte. The name of said elec­
trodes derives from these phases e.g. Ag(s)/AgCl, while ignoring other involved phases. The Ag/AgCl
reference electrodes are the most widely­used, mainly on account of environmental compatibility and
as seen in Fig 2.2.c. consist of a metal lead, hardly soluble metal salt (AgCl), a reservoir containing
the related anion (KCl), all encapsulated in one unit with an optional diaphragm at the bottom. These
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structures are bulky and must be fabricated separately from the sensor, impeding thus the miniaturiza­
tion and cost­effectiveness of silicon­based sensors. The embodiment of reference electrodes to the
fabrication procedure is critical, but for now classical reference electrodes dominate the market [37],
[38].

Figure 2.2: General representation of: a. the MOSFET structure, b. the ISFET structure and c. a conventional reference
electrode and its components.

Both sensitivity and selectivity of ISFET devices are largely determined by the chemical and physical
characteristics of the outer gate insulator. Especially for the pH sensitive ISFET, themost studied ISFET
device, several types of𝐻+ sensitive layers have been used on top of the original silicon dioxide, such as
𝑆𝑖𝑂2, 𝑆𝑖3𝑁4, 𝐴𝑙2𝑂3 or 𝑇𝑎2𝑂5 [34], [39]. However, exposure to electrolyte or even harsher environments,
in the case of biological media, can result in poor transistor stability and fast degradation of the exposed
layers [14]. Therefore, during the ISFET designing process most modifications aim towards solving
encapsulation issues, so that the device can effectively operate in wet environments with minimization
of the post­processing, while still being suitable for mass production [18].

Currently, the fabrication of CMOS compatible ISFETs is associated with extending the gate of the
ISFET to the top metal, thus forming floating electrodes, and by having the passivation layer (usually
silicon nitride and/or silicon oxynitride) act like the chemically sensitive membrane [40]. Despite their
widespread use, drawbacks other than fabrication­related ones are still potent, including an external
reference electrode. To overcome the low sensitivity of ISFETs, various sensitive membranes were
studied, but the sensitivity can still not overcome the Nernst limit at 59 mV/pH [22], [36]. When these
membranes are chemically sensitive to specific ions, the devices are called chemically­sensitive FETs
(ChemFETs). Biological FETs (BioFETs) implement biorecognition materials such as single­stranded­
DNA, proteins and enzymes for sensing applications and also act as cell­based biosensors. BioFETs
can be divided into categories based on their biological target like the enzyme­modified FETs (EnFETs
or Enzyme­FETs), immunologically modified FETs (ImmunoFETs) and cell­based FETs. Cell­based
ISFETs are formed by depositing a cell directly onto the gate insulator of the transistor, in order to study
the metabolism of the cell or record extracellular potential measurements. An overview of some major
historical landmarks on the evolution of ISFETs and their subcategories can be found in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1: Significant landmarks on the history of ISFET technology

1970 ISFET concept, pH measurements in neurophysiological environment [28]
1976 Concept of EnFET [41]
1978 Concept of ImmunoFET [42]
1980 First realized EnFET[43]
1981 First tissue­MOSFET device [44]
1983 First extended­gate FET [45]
1984 First attempt towards CMOS compatible ISFET [46]
1991 First neuron­transistor [47]
1997 Concept of Beetle­FET [48]
1997 First attempt of direct DNA­hybridization detection [49]
2003 First commercialized ISFET­based pH sensor [18]
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2.2.2. Metal­oxide­semiconductor FETs (MOSFETs)
In the case of aMOSFET biosensor (or insulated gate FET ­ IGFET), ametallic electrode is deposited on
the insulating surface and thus the gate is electrically isolated from the other electrodes (see Fig 2.2.a.).
In a nutshell the MOSFET’s drain current is modulated by the voltage applied through the gate. When
the IGFET is used as a biosensor, the changes of the surface charge density of the gate, due to binding
of the target analyte, lead to a shift of the threshold voltage 𝑉𝑇. In this way, the charged entities on
the gate surface result in a measurable electrical signal [22]. This literature study indicated that the
only biological­related IGFET applications are pH and DNA hybridization detection. DNA detection is
common in numerous biosensor types, presumably as negatively charged oligomers cause a significant
threshold voltage shift in p­channelled MOSFETs [50]. It is not clear whether other biological targets
can also induce significant FET response.

2.2.3. Extended­gate FET (EGFET)
The extended­gate FET (EGFET), as seen in Fig 2.3.a. follows the same operation principles with
ISFETs, but separates the transducing from the sensing part of the biosensor. A metal signal line is
extended from the transistor’s gate and a sensing membrane is deposited on the end of the line [51],
[52]. The decoupling of sensing and transducing part of the biosensor allows independent designing
of each part and simplifies the fabrication of the device. EGFET studies indicated that low­resistance
materials, such as 𝑆𝑛𝑂2, 𝑇𝑖𝑂2, 𝑍𝑛𝑂, 𝑇𝑖𝑁, anodized 𝐴𝑙𝑂𝑥 and indium tin oxide (ITO) are preferable
for the sensing layer to avoid electrical signal attenuation [52], [53]. In contrast with conventional
MOSFET biosensors, EFGETs have successfully been used for label­free detection of both ions and
biological molecules including proteins, urea, glucose and DNA, as well as for En­FET and Immuno­
FET applications. Research groups have studied the fabrication of extended electrodes on flexible
substrates such as PET and PEDOT ([51], [52], [54]), while others focus their efforts on the fabrication
of low­cost, disposable electrodes ([53], [55], [56], [57]).

Figure 2.3: Schematic representation of a. the generic structure of an extended­gate FET (EGFET), b. a floating­gate FET­based
sensor geometry (FGFET), and c. dual­gate FET (DGFET) sensor.

2.2.4. Floating­gate FETs (FGFETs)
The floating gate FETs (FGFETs), first introduced as memory cells, are composed of a fully electrically
insulated metallic gate electrode that is capacitively coupled to a second gate electrode. The floating
gate electrode acts as a charge storage element following the charge conservation principle, and is
governed by the secondary control gate [58]. By exposing a part of the floating gate to a measurement
medium, as for example in Fig 2.3.b., the FGFET can act as a biosensor. The independently driven
control gate sets the operating point of the device, and as the charged analytes interact with the sens­
ing gate, the induced electric field causes charge separation inside the floating electrode. This effect
modulates the FG potential and as a consequence the drain current 𝐼𝐷𝑆 [59], [34]. In the FGFET config­
uration, no external reference electrode is needed to bias the floating gate, but some studies tested the
combination of ISFET ionic interaction with the FGFET double­gate geometry [60], [61], [31]. FGFETs
have been successfully used for the detection of analytes ranging from ions to biomolecules, such as
glucose and urea (see Table A.1), as well as for cell monitoring [62], [63],[64].
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2.2.5. Dual­gate FETs (DGFETs)
Compared to a conventional FET, dual­gate structures employ an additional back gate that interferes
with the operation of the device (see Fig 2.3.c.). Dual­gate FETs (DGFETs) consist of two capacitively
coupled gates, one placed on the top and usually the thicker at the bottom of the transistor. The back
gate formation requires post­processing, as the back of the transistor must be opened and filled with a
dielectric [34]. The gate coupling effect is considered to increase the drain current for shorter channels
and it is reported that DGFETs exhibit an enhanced shift of the threshold voltage 𝑉𝑇, when measured
from the back gate [65]. DGFETs can operate with or without a reference electrode immersed in elec­
trolyte, by biasing the device through the two gates. Thus, the performance of DGFET sensors depends
both on the capacitive effect, influenced by the gate and gate oxide thickness, and the sensing area
configuration [66]. Similarly to MOSFETs, the only identified DGFET biosensing applications involve
pH and DNA detection.

2.3. Organic Semiconductor­based FETs
The idea of using organic materials as the active component of transistors was first realized for gas
sensors [67], with liquid detection applications following later [68]. These materials combine the elec­
trical properties of semiconductors and the favorable properties of plastics, such as mechanical flexi­
bility, solubility and physico­chemical adjustability [69]. However, organic semiconductor­based tran­
sistors are not expected to reach the performance and stability of their inorganic counterparts. Organic
semiconductors are characterized by limited carrier density and low carrier mobility, which are coun­
teracted by applying high operation voltages [13], [59]. Several studies focus on developing organic
semiconductor­based FET biosensors that operate on low voltages, by either implementing new ma­
terials or designing new configurations [70], [71]. The fabrication of organic­based transistors usually
involves printing techniques or thermal evaporation at low­temperatures, with no cleanroom facilities
requirement and a variety of available inexpensive substrates, such as glass, metal foils, plastics and
papers. Organic semiconductors are suitable for the fabrication of flexible biosensors, but with low re­
producibility and fast degradation, especially during liquid media measurements. In most cases, such
devices are marketed for disposable application thanks to their low fabrication cost and environmental
friendliness [72],[73], [33].

Figure 2.4: Basic structures of organic semiconductor­based FET biosensors: a. Organic Electrochemical Transistor, b. Organic
FET, c. Ion sensitive organic FET, d. Electrolyte gated FET. ECP stands for electrically conducting polymer, and OSC for organic
semiconductor.
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2.3.1. Organic electrochemical transistors (OECTs)
Organic electrochemical transistors (OECTs) use a conducting polymer as the connection between the
source and drain electrodes, while the external gate electrode is separated from the polymer by an
electrolyte (see Fig 2.4.a.). The OECT operation is based on the conductivity modulation of the active
layer by electrochemical doping (or de­doping) of the polymer, which involves ion transport in (or out)
of the active layer from (or to) the electrolyte. The external gate electrode controls the behaviour of the
conduction channel and OECT sensors operate at low voltages, reaching below 1V, thus prohibiting the
risk for unwanted redox reactions in aqueous media [74], [75]. They are commonly used as enzyme
biosensors, because enzymatic reactions cause a local change of pH and most OECT polymers are
sensitive to pH alteration [13], [36].

2.3.2. Organic FETs (OFETs)
In the case of a thin organic semiconducting channel separated from the gate electrode by an insulating
layer instead of electrolyte as shown in Fig 2.4b., an organic FET (OFET) is formed. The operation
of OFETs is similar to that of conventional FET transistors. It is based on the regulation of carrier
density in the active channel which is exposed to the target analytes, by controlling the applied gate
voltage [76]. In contrast with OECT devices, OFET sensors operate on high voltages that generate high
electric fields close to the source and drain electrodes and increase the risk of hydrolysis [14], [13].
The performance of OFETs is influenced by the properties of the dielectric­semiconductor interface,
including the semiconductor layer thickness, as well as the properties at the grain boundaries of the
organic semiconductor [33], [77].

2.3.3. Ion­sensitive organic FETs (ISOFETs)
The ion­sensitive FET geometry is also used for organic semiconductor­based FETs, by omitting the
gate electrode from the bulk of the OFET and implementing a reference electrode instead. As shown
in Fig 2.4.c., the dielectric layer is exposed to the electrolyte, in contrast with OECTs where the semi­
conducting polymer comes in contact with the measurement medium. The operation of ISOFETs is
similar to that of ISFETs as the drain current is modulated by the electric field across the insulating
layer. The potential of the electrolyte/insulator interface is affected by accumulation of ions or charged
molecules, which results in variations of the drain current [78], [13]. Similarly to inorganic ISFETs, the
gate insulator material plays a significant role in the performance of the device and By immobilizing
biorecognition elements on the insulator, ISOFET sensors can detect a variety of biomolecules [13].

2.3.4. Electrolyte­gated OFETs (EG­OFETs)
The concept of electrolyte­gated OFETs (EG­OFETs) for sensing application emerged later than the
other organic­based transistors and they are often classified as a subcategory of OFETs. They consist
of an external gate electrode immersed in an electrolyte that comes in direct contact with the organic
semiconductor, as seen in Fig 2.4.d. EG­OFETs are structurally similar to OECTs, but their working
principles are different. The operation of EG­OFETs involves capacitive processes and no charge ex­
change between electrolyte and semiconductor, whereas OECT operation is based on electron trans­
fer from electrolyte to active layer [33]. The working principle of EG­OFETs is tightly connected to the
formation of an electrical double layer (EDL) at both the electrolyte–semiconductor and the electrolyte–
gate interfaces, which acts as a dipole preventing charge transfer across the interface [13]. As a result
of the double­layer formation, EG­OFETs present higher gate capacitance than other solid dielectric
gated OFET types, hence EG­OFETs can operate at low voltages. The detection mechanism in EG­
OFET sensors is based on the double layer capacitance variation induced by the interaction with target
analytes such as DNA strands, enzymes, and proteins [79].

2.3.5. Floating­ and extended­gate OFET variants
A variance of the floating gate configuration, the organic charge­modulated FET (OCMFET) has two
gates, an elongated floating electrode capacitively coupled to a control electrode. In this design, part
of the floating gate acts as the sensing area of the device [23]. The function of the OCMFET is based
on field­effect modulation induced by target analytes and not on the modification of the organic semi­
conductor properties. The accumulation of electrical charge from target analytes on the sensing area
results in a shift of the threshold voltage 𝑉𝑇 that can be recorded without high operation voltages [80],
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[71]. OCMFET devices have been successfully tested as pH and DNA hybridization sensors and they
have also been used for neuronal activity recording applications [70], [72], [81], [82].

The implementation of an extended gate leads the path for organic­based biosensors with flexible
and potentially disposable sensing electrodes. This configuration separates the sensing device part,
thus making the choice of gate dielectric less critical and commonly utilizes a reference electrode [83],
[16]. Such devices usually operate on low voltages and have been studied for detection of proteins,
saccharides, amino acids as well as for immunosensing applications [84], [85], [86].

2.4. Alternative FET­based structures
2.4.1. Heterostructure GaN/AlGaN FETs (HFETs)
Some studies have focused on using other materials for the active part of the device or the gate area.
For example, Heterostructure GaN/AlGaN field­effect transistors (HFETs) are planar devices, where
the conducting channel is formed by the two­dimensional electron gas (2DEG) at the interface of the
heterostructure, as shown in Fig 2.5.a. The electrical properties of the heterostructure lead to high
mobility and density of the charge carriers, the 2DEG electrons. Furthermore, the HFET conductive
channel is formed very close to the surface of the device, thus making the device significantly sensi­
tive to external parameters like stress and proximal electrical charges [87], [88]. The chemically inert
surface of an AlGaN/GaN HFET makes them highly stable in aqueous solutions, and can be functional­
ized with chemical receptors, so that target biomolecules can bind in close proximity with the conductive
channel or cells can be directly placed on the gate [89], [90]. These structures can have two gate con­
figurations, either using a gate electrode on top of the AlGaN layer or operating gateless by immersing
a reference electrode in the measurement medium.

2.4.2. Electrolyte–insulator–semiconductor FETs (EISFETs)
electrolyte–insulator–semiconductor (EIS) FET structures were initially studied as capacitive biosen­
sors, but can also detect the binding between immobilized receptors and target analytes. They trans­
late the biochemical signal into a change in capacitance, in the same way a binding event would lead
to a threshold voltage shift in conventional FET biosensors [91], [92]. This mechanism made EIS struc­
tures useful initially for pH measurements and later for DNA hybridization as well as protein detection
and as capacitive immunosensors [93], [49], [91], [94]. There are two types of EIS­based biosensors,
planar EIS FETs and FETs that utilize porous silicon (pSi). Porous silicon is frequently used as the
transducer material of the device, because it provides a larger active surface area compared to planar
EIS transistors, which leads to an increase of the maximum capacitance. The sensitivity of the devices
is also enhanced by the use of porous silicon, as receptors are immobilized onto the pore walls and
thus the binding of analyte molecules inside the pores protects them from leaching out [93], [95].

Figure 2.5: a. Schematic representation of: a. an AlGaN/GaN heterostructure FET biosensor, b. a dielectric modulated FET
structure, and c. a generic nanostructure­based FET sensor, where either a nanowire, nanotube or graphene connects the
source and drain terminals. 2DEG stands for two­dimensional electron gas.

2.4.3. Dielectric modulated FETs (DMFETs)
Dielectric modulated FETs or DMFETs are quite similar to conventional MOSFETs with the difference
that there are nanogaps filled with air at the edge of the gate electrode. These nanogaps can be either
planar or vertical, like the one shown in Fig 2.5.b. [36]. Similarly to EIS devices with porous silicon,
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the functionalized nanocavities act as the biorecognition sites where target analytes are immobilized
covering a significant percentage of the cavity volume and thus increasing the sensitivity of the device
[96]. The binding effect results in a shift of the threshold voltage 𝑉𝑡 that depends on two factors, the
modulation of the gate dielectric constant (and capacitance) and the target’s charge [97]. Based on this
principle, DMFET devices have been used to detect DNA and proteins, the last being weakly charged
molecules. In the case of protein detection, the charge effect is insignificant on the modulation of the
threshold voltage, and the sensor operation is mainly based on the dielectric constant change [98],
[97].

2.4.4. Silicon nanowire FETs (SiNWFETs)
Both one­dimensional nanomaterials like silicon nanowires and carbon nanotubes, and two­dimens­
ional materials, such as graphene, can be combined with FETs, mainly by implementing nanostruc­
tures on the gate area as the transducer, in the way depicted in Fig 2.5. The high surface­to­volume
ratio of nanostructures permits accumulation of more analytes per unit area, in contrast with analytes
interacting only with the sensing surface area in the case of planar structures [99], [100].

A typical silicon nanowire (SiNW) biosensor utilizes a nanowire as the channel between the source and
drain electrodes, which can be directly functionalized with receptor molecules. In this configuration,
the SiNW is both the sensing component and the conduction channel of the device, while surface
interactions due to the binding of target analytes on the SiNW affect the measured drain current [101].
The nanowire carrier density alteration is caused by charge transfer and/or electrostatic gating [102].
The sensitivity, as well as the electrical properties of semiconducting nanowires, can be controlled
and reproduced with high accuracy by manipulating the dopant concentration, growth and diameter
of the wires [103], [101], [104]. SiNWFET sensors have been developed for protein, DNA and small
molecule detection as well as for virus, early­cancer and biomarker detection [25], [103]. Nevertheless,
even though a SiNW­based device has been efficiently used for single virus detection, the nanowire
dimension is unsuitable for the detection of cells [103].

2.4.5. Carbon nanotubes FETs (CNTFETs)
Carbon nanotubes (CNTs) are single­atom­thick, quasi­one­dimensional structures characterized by
electrical properties such as low resistance and high charge carrier mobility that render them promis­
ing sensing components [105]. They are divided into two categories, multi­walled CNTs (MWCNTs) with
metallic conductive properties and single­walled CNTs (SWNTs) which exhibit metallic or semiconduct­
ing electrical properties depending on their diameter and chirality [30], [103]. SWNTFET structures can
be composed of either individual SWNTs or random SWNT networks positioned between the source
and drain electrodes. Their operation principles are complex, involving both the field­effect and elec­
tron transfer, but the interaction between analytes and CNT surface alters the CNT band structure,
resulting in drain current modulation [106], [107]. There are several CNTFET devices for DNA, protein
and single­molecule detection, while CNTFETs have also been used for cell monitoring [103], [105].

2.4.6. Graphene­based FETs (GFETs)
Graphene, the ”youngest” cousin of carbon nanotubes, is a two­dimensional ultra­thin carbon hon­
eycomb lattice with exceptional and highly controllable electrical properties that can be utilized as the
transduction material for FET devices. Single­layer graphene possesses high carrier mobility and large
carrier concentrations, and offers a larger detection area than nanotubes [108], [30]. In a graphene­
based FET (GFET), the graphene sheet acts as the semiconducting channel between the source and
drain electrodes and charged analytes can directly bind on the graphene film. The analytes act ei­
ther as electron donors or acceptors and alter the conductivity of the channel [103], [109]. Graphene
nanosheets, similarly to nanotubes, are highly sensitive to surface charge and so unwanted charged
entities are expected to significantly affect the graphene conductance upon binding [108]. Graphene­
based FETs have been used to detect several biomolecules such as DNA, glucose and proteins, and
bacterial activity recording. Similarly to CNTFETs, most GFETs follow the external gate electrode con­
figuration, but there are also cases that utilize a back gate [109], [110].
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2.5. Nernst limit and Debye screening effect
The first papers on FET­based sensors report that the pH response of the devices is described by
inserting the Nernst equation into the MOSFET operation equations [18]. By treating the ions of the
electrolyte as points with no physical dimensions, it can be hypothesized that the application of a gate
potential leads to ion accumulation near the electrode’s surface. There, the repulsion between counter­
ions generates the formation of a wide diffusion layer in proximity to the gate. The pH of the electrolyte
affects the number of protons that can accumulate on the gate area and consequently influences the
surface potential of the gate [34]. The Nerstian law describes the response of the sensing component

𝐸 = 𝐸0 +
𝑅𝑇
𝑧𝐹 𝑙𝑛[𝑖] (2.1)

where 𝐸 is the measured surface potential in Volts,
𝐸0 is a constant depending on the external electrode,
𝑅 is the gas constant,
𝑇 is the absolute temperature in Kelvin,
𝑧 is the signed ionic charge,
𝐹 is the Faraday constant,

and [𝑖] is the molar concentration of the free ions.

The Nernstian model indicates that the relation between surface potential of the electrode and pH
response is linear with a slope of 59 mV/pH. This is the so called Nernst limit of MOSFET sensitivity
[39]. Experiments show sub­Nernstian slopes, which are accounted for in later theoretical models.

More advanced theories consider pH sensitivity due to both ion site­binding on the gate insulator and
formation of an electric double layer (EDL) close to the sensing surface. Liquid electrolytes contain
ions of different sizes and charge, which accumulate in an anisotropic fashion at the sensing sur­
face/electrolyte interface, thus forming the double­layer [39]. According to the Gouy–Chapman theory
[111] outer charges then form a diffuse layer between the Helmholtz planes at the bulk of the elec­
trolyte (see Fig 2.6.a.). Before taking into account the mobile solvated ions that form the diffusion layer,
Helmholtz [112] theorized that the interfacial capacitance of the EDL 𝐶𝐼 depends on several parameters
as indicated by the equation

𝐶𝐼 = 𝐴
𝜖𝑜𝜖𝑟
𝑑𝑂𝐻𝑃

(2.2)

where 𝜖𝑜 is the permittivity of free space,
𝜖𝑟 is the permittivity of the electrolyte,
𝐴 is the sensing component/electrolyte interface area,

and 𝑑𝑂𝐻𝑃 is the distance between the outer Helmholtz plane (OHP) and the metallic gate electrode.

It was understood that the double layer acts a capacitance, so a simple capacitor equation of the form
𝑄 = 𝐶/𝑉, where Q is the surface charge due to accumulated ions on the gate area, C is the double
layer capacitance at the interface and V is the surface potential (equivalent to the one written down
as 𝐸 in eq. 2.1), can efficiently explain experimental results [113]. Consequently, the sensitivity to pH
measurements can be described as

ΔΨ
Δ𝑝𝐻𝑏𝑢𝑙𝑘

= −2.3𝛼𝑅𝑇𝐹 (2.3)

with

𝛼 = 1
(2.3𝑘𝑇/𝑞2)(𝐶𝑠/𝛽𝑠) + 1

(2.4)

where Ψ is the surface potential,
ΔΨ is the pH change of the bulk solution,
𝛼 is a sensitivity factor with values from 0 to 1,
𝐶𝑠 is the double layer capacitance,

and 𝛽𝑠 is the surface buffer capacity.
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The correlation between eq 2.3 and the Nernst model is described by the sensitivity factor 𝛼. High 𝛼
values (approaching 1) correspond to the maximum Nernstian sensitivity, while lower 𝛼 values explain
the sub­Nernstian behavior [18], [34].

Figure 2.6: a. Illustration of the electric double layer at the electrolyte­charged surface interface, showing the inner (IHP) and
outer Helmholtz plane (OHP), and the diffusion layer. b. A schematic depiction of the electrical double layer’s length for different
target molecules (not scaled). The distance of one Debye length 𝜆𝐷 is noted, while the surface potential Ψ is exponentially
decreasing with distance. Created with BioRender.com.

The same double­layer affects the performance of FET devices when detecting biological analytes as
well. When large charged­macromolecules in an ionic solution are immobilized on the sensing area,
the free­moving small counter­ions of the electrolyte accumulate around the target­molecules, thus
forming a cloud of opposite charge. This screening of the target­molecules by electrolyte counter­ions
depends on the distance between the sensing surface and target molecule [34]. The further from the
sensing surface, the less the screening effect. The distance where the electrical signal reaches 1/e of
its initial value is defined as one Debye length 𝜆𝐷 [114]. This means that the detection of charges or
biomolecules is only possible within the range of one Debye length, which strongly impedes the sensing
ability of FET devices [17], [21]. The Debye length 𝜆𝐷 for an electrolytic buffer solution is described by
the equation

𝜆𝐷 = (
𝜖𝑒1𝜖0𝑘𝑇
2𝑧2𝑞2𝐼 )

1/2
(2.5)

where 𝜖𝑒1 is the dielectric constant of the electrolyte,
𝜖0 is the vacuum permitivity,
𝑘 is the Boltzmann constant,
𝑧 is the electrolyte ion valency,
𝑞 is the elementary charge,

and 𝐼 is the ionic strength of the solution.
The equation indicates that the Debye length is inversely proportional to the square root of 𝐼, which
means that reduced ionic concentration increases the Debye length. Typically, the screening length is in
the order of 1nm, but it can increase in the case of highly diluted solutions [13]. Furthermore, the screen­
ing length dependence on the distance from the sensing surface designates that larger molecules cor­
respond to stronger screening effects (Fig 2.6.b.). As the electrical signal of one macromolecule can
only result from the part of the target that is in the range of one Debye length, long molecules and the
use of linkers for the binding of the targets further impede biological measurements[34]. For exam­
ple, highly sensitive detection of DNA is not possible in a physiological solution where 𝜆𝐷 = 0.8𝑛𝑚,
because most of the charge will be further away from the screening length [92]. On the other hand,
smaller molecules like aptamers can lead to protein detection with high sensitivity [105].

The Debye screening effect is a fundamental limitation of FET sensors, so considerable efforts have
been made to overcome this issue [22]. In the review article by Kaisti et al. it is mentioned that success­
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ful efforts have been noted for label­free detection of large molecule complexes (like antibody­antigen),
but there is no standard method of overcoming the screening effect yet [34].

2.6. Comparison
Here, the results of the comparison between the identified FET­based devices are presented and sum­
marised in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2: Comparison table between the devices discussed in this study. Some basic remarks are noted for each category of
biosensors in regard to the comparison criteria. No optimal sensor can be identified from this table.

Biocompatibility Flexibility, Optical Sensitivity
Transparency

Silicon­based ISFETs and FGFETs used as Made of rigid materials. Devices like CMFETs and EGFETs
FETs cell­based sensors. Lack of Possible use of flexible show improved performance. DGFETs

studies in physiological media extended gate electrodes. exhibit super­Nernstian responses

Organic Mostly high operation voltages. Inherently flexible and Organic­semiconductors have poorer
Semiconductor­ OECTs and OCMFETs applications transparent structures. electrical properties than Si, with
based FETs as cell­based sensors. No They can be fabricated on structures like the OCMFET improving

physiological media studies several substrates. their performance. They are marketed
as cheap, disposable biosensors.

Planar alternative Non­toxic HFETs are suitable for Non­flexible structures EISFETs and DMFETs increase the
FETs cell­based sensors and have surface­to­volume ratio towards

achieved detection in physiological improving sensitivity. HFETs exhibit
media high SnR.

Nanotechnology­ C nanotube­ and graphene­ Graphene­sensors have Nanotechnology­based FETs are
based FETs based sensors are suitable for been fabricated on flexible promising thanks to the high

cell monitoring. substrates. surface­to­ volume ratio, especially
when a back­gate is implemented.

CMOS Compatibility Operation Stability
Silicon­based They can take full advantage The drain and source elec­
FETs of CMOS compatibility. trodes must be protected from

the electrolyte. Some geome­
tries promote physical sepa­
ration between sensing area
and active device.

Organic Fabrication is mostly based Poor stability for direct
Semiconductor­ on soft lithography methods. electrolyte/semiconductor
based FETs contact. The separation of

the sensing area overcomes
this issue.

Planar alternative EISFETs are compatible, DMFETs No stability issues
FETs require some off­standard steps, were reported.

while HFETs are based on
materials other than Si.

Nanotechnology­ Other than the nano­structure, No stability issues
based FETs the transistor is based on Si were reported.

technology.

2.6.1. Biocompatibility, Flexibility and Optical Transparency
Several FET­based sensors have been used for extracellular activity recording, including ISFETs, float­
ing gate FETs, heterostructure FETs and CNT,graphene­based FETs. Silicon­based structures have
been studied as cell­based sensors despite their rigidity, a disadvantage compared to organic­based
sensors that promote flexibility. On the contrary, the high operation voltage of the latter not only in­
creases hydrolysis risk, but is also dangerous for the surrounding cells. The operation voltage is noted
as a biocompatibility indicator in the summary tables in appendix A. The common and persistent im­
pediment of FET­based biosensors is the Debye screening effect that inhibits detection in electrolytes
with high ionic strength. Detection in physiological media is critical for organ­on­chip applications which
aim at accommodating sensor­cell interaction, but only a few studies successfully detected analytes in
physiological media like serum and urine (with poor sensor performance). Most studies choose highly
diluted electrolytes to increase the Debye screening length 𝜆𝐷 so that firstly the detection is possible and
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secondly for achieving higher sensitivity. By overcoming this screening effect, FET­based biosensors
are expected to be commercialized and replace other platforms like enzyme­linked immunosorbent
assays (ELISA).

2.6.2. Sensitivity
As indicated by the identified studies, there is no standardized way of quantifying sensitivity with dif­
ferent alternatives including measuring the variation of the threshold voltage Δ𝑉𝑇, gate voltage Δ𝑉𝐺𝑆,
drain current Δ𝐼𝐷𝑆 or transconductance Δ𝐺 before and after introducing the target analyte in the elec­
trolyte. For pH sensing, sensitivity is commonly defined as the threshold voltage shift Δ𝑉𝑇 in respect to
pH variation, in 𝑚𝑉/𝑝𝐻. However, even with a standardized way of measuring sensitivity, the direct
comparison between different studies is not possible unless the same measurement medium is used.
Up to this point, sensitivity is merely an indicator of the sensor’s performance rather than a means of
direct comparison between different structures. Another sensor performance indicator is the limit­of­
detection (LOD), which corresponds to the lower concentration of analyte that the sensor can detect in
electrolyte. The limit­of­detection is also affected by the Debye screening effect.

The sensing performance of FET­based devices can be improved by either amplifying the field­effect
and/or by increasing field susceptibility. Devices that utilize gate extensions, floating gates or the
dual gate configuration follow the first strategy, while structures and materials such as porous sil­
icon, nanowires and nanotubes provide a higher surface­to­volume ratio. The summary tables in
appendix A indicate improved performance for more recent FET geometries compared to conven­
tional ISFETs and highly promising performances for nanomaterial­based sensors. The performance
is lower for organic semiconductor­based sensors, with only one device exhibiting super­Nernstian re­
sponse. Nanotechnology­based FET biosensors show low detection limits, reaching the femtomolar
range (100pM at the lowest), while they perform better than other sensors that take advantage of bigger
effective areas, such as DMFETs and EISFETs with porous silicon. An interesting comparison based
on Table A.3 indicates that the nanowire­based sensor by Zheng et al. (with a sensitivity of 0.9pg/mL)
is more effective than the heterostructure­FET by Wang et al. (100ng/mL) in the detection of analytes
in undiluted serum.

2.6.3. CMOS Compatibility
The inherent advantage of silicon­based technology is based on the widely studied fabrication tech­
niques and processing methods. Initially, ion­sensitive FETs were not fully CMOS compatible, but they
are currently developed so that no post­processing or material removal is needed, with the exception of
the external reference electrode fabrication. Organic semiconductor­based sensors are developed by
different methods, mainly soft lithography­related, heterostructure FETs are based on the AlGaN/GaN
interface and DMFETs require material removal steps to form the gaps of the sensing area. EISFETs
and porous silicon fabrication is CMOS compatible, and in the case of nanotechnology­based FETs,
most of the times the main part of the transistor is based on silicon technology.

2.6.4. Operation Stability
When the sensing area is placed on top of the active sensor, the continuous interaction between elec­
trolyte and device can lead to fast material degradation and unstable sensor operation. ISFETs utilize
the gate oxide as the sensing layer, so the source and drain electrodes should be protected from elec­
trolyte exposure to maintain the reliability of the sensor. Organic semiconductors are inherently more
vulnerable to electrolytes since they might absorb charge carriers and alter their electrical properties,
thus affecting the output of the device. Devices such as OECTs, OFETs and electrolyte gated­OFETs
which utilize the organic semiconductor as the sensing area are vulnerable to degradation and exhibit
limited operation durability. As a result, such devices are usually marketed as disposable and low­cost
sensors. To overcome this issue, other geometries like the OCMFET and the extended gate OFETwere
developed, so that the sensing area is independent of the active part of the sensor. Heterostructure
FETs exhibit operational stability even for measurements in physiological buffers, while for the other
planar structures (EISFETs and DMFETs) no stability issues were noted. Similarly, nanotechnology­
based sensors do not show instability issues when in contact with an electrolyte.
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2.6.5. Reference Electrode Alternatives

Table 2.3: The table sums up all studies that either have flexible structures or operate without the use of an external reference
electrode. The type of the biosensor, the selective layer and the detection target of the studies are also noted.

Device Detection Layer Target Flexibility Reference Electrode Reference
MOSFET 𝑆𝑖𝑂2 DNA Non flexible Gate electrode on gate oxide Dashiell et al. [115]
MOSFET PLL DNA Non flexible Gate electrode on gate oxide Fritz et al. [116]

+DNA probes hybridization
MOSFET thiolated­ssDNA DNA Non flexible Gate electrode on gate oxide Kim et al. [117]

probes hybridization
EGFET 𝑁𝐻3 plasma pH Flexible electrodes Reference electrode Yang et al. [52]
EGFET boronic acid pH Flexible substrate Yes Singh et al. [51]

modified 𝑅𝑢𝑂𝑥 glucose
EGFET anti­HbA1c HbA1c Non flexible Differential measurements Bian et al. [57]

anti­Hb Hb
FGFET thiolated DNA DNA Non flexible Control gate Barbaro et al. [58]

strands hybridization
FGFET thiolated DNA DNA Non flexible Control gate Barbaro et al. [118]

strands hybridization
FGFET nitride layer ions Non flexible Control gate Chengwu et al. [119]
FGFET 𝑆𝑖𝑂2 ions Non flexible Control gate Chen et al. [26]
CvMOS poly­Si ions Non flexible Control gate Shen et al. [120]
DG­ISFET 𝑆𝑖𝑂2 pH Non flexible Back gate Park et al. [65]
OFET 𝑇𝑎2𝑂5 pH Flexible structure Integrated Ag/AgCl electrode Gao et al. [121]
ISOFET Mylar insulator pH Flexible, Mylar­based Reference electrode Loi et al. [122]
ISOFET SiN:H on pH Flexible Reference electrode Diallo et al. [123]
EGOFET streptavidin biotinylated IgG Flexible electrodes Reference electrode Minamiki et al. [84]
EGOFET artificial 𝛼­casein Flexible electrodes Reference electrode Minamiki et al. [124]

phosphoprotein
receptor

EGOFET anti­CgA hCgA Flexible electrodes Reference electrode Minamiki et al. [125]
antibody

EGOFET ITO/PET pH Flexible electrodes Reference electrode Tang et al. [126]
EGOFET PEGs GFAP Flexible No reference electrode Song et al. [127]
EGOFET 𝑁𝐻2­group pH Flexible Control gate Caboni et al. [83]

SAM
EG­FGFET ssDNA DNA Non flexible Control gate White et al. [128]

probes hybridization
EG­FGFET DNA aptamer ricin Non flexible Control gate White et al. [129]
EG­FGFET carboxylic acid­ pH Non flexible Control gate Thomas et al. [130]

terminated SAM
HFET biotin streptavidin (SA) Non flexible Gate electrode on gate oxide Kang et al. [88]
HFET single stranded DNA Non flexible Gate electrode on gate oxide Kang et al. [131]

DNA (ss­DNA) hybridization
HFET biotin SA Non flexible Gate electrode on gate oxide Gupta et al. [87]

SA interferon𝛾 (MIG)
SiNWFET biotin SA Non flexible Back gate Cui et al. [106]
SiNWFET peptide nucleic DNA mutation Non flexible No reference electrode Hahm et al. [104]

acid (PNA) site
SiNWFET Abl protein ATP binding Non flexible No reference electrode Wang et al. [132]

or inhibition
SiNWFET monoclonal cancer markers Non flexible Wires connected to nano­wire Zheng et al. [133]

antibodies (mAbs)
SWNTFET Aminated ssDNA DNA Non flexible Back gate Martinez et al. [107]

hybridization
SWNTFET PSA antibodies prostate specific Non flexible Si substrate as gate Li et al. [134]

antigen (PSA)
GFET graphene amines single bacterial Non flexible Si substrate as gate Mohanty et al. [110]

(GAs) cell
GFET BSA antibodies bovine serum Non flexible Si substrate as gate Ohno et al. [109]

albumin (BSA)

There are FET­based sensors for which by definition the gate voltage is applied through an external
reference electrode immersed in the electrolyte, with first and foremost the ion­sensitive FET. Bergveld
realized that the external electrode is a practical problem during his first studies on ISFETs, but de­
spite that, the conventional ISFET remains the most widely used FET sensor structure. Devices like
ISFETs and their organic counterparts (ISOFETs), OECTs and electrolyte­gated OFETs need the ex­
ternal reference electrode to operate, while other structures such as the ISFGFET extended­gate FETs
can operate either by using the external electrode or by an alternative mechanism. For these devices
a second gate, called the control gate is used to modulate the main gate electrode voltage. The control
gate configuration is also used by devices that exclusively function without the external electrode, like
some floating­gate FETs and the charge­modulated FETs. However, the two gates are capacitively
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coupled, adding parasitic capacitances to the device.

FET­based devices with a metallic gate electrode deposited on top of the gate oxide, in contrast to the
buried, electrically insulated floating gate electrode, also operate without an external electrode. Such
devices are the conventional MOSFET sensor as well as EISFETs and DMFETs. Similarly, AlGaN/GaN
based sensors can also function without a reference electrode, but some studies investigated the exter­
nal gate bias configuration [135], [136], [137]. Another interesting alternative is using a back gate placed
below the substrate or biasing the substrate to act as a back gate. This strategy has been followed for
silicon­based sensors and forms the dual­gate FETs, but is also used in nanotechnology­based sen­
sors. Finally, secondary electrodes like the control or the back gate can be avoided by implementing
differential measurements between two identical sensors. Studies that investigate sensor operation
without using an external gate electrode are summed up in Table 2.3.

2.7. Steps towards the BBB­on­chip
The overview of existing FET­based biosensors revealed some interesting designs that can inspire the
next generation of the BBB­on­chip electrochemical sensor.

Some interesting FET­based configurations were identifying through the literature study, for appli­
cation on the next generation of the BBB­on­chip electrochemical sensor. One of the main design
parameters for the sensor is the embodiment or avoidance of the cumbersome reference electrode.
Towards this end, differential measurements between two structurally identical transistors can reduce
noise and lead to increased sensitivity. In the Bergveld ISFET review, this configuration is called REFET
(Reference FET) and follow two types of measurements. In the first case, the aim is for one of the tran­
sistors to be completely insensitive to the measurement sample and for the other to be able to detect the
target analyte. This is already challenging, as an electric double layer is expected to form on the insu­
lated/insensitive transistor making the two transistors electrically non­identical. In the second case, two
identical transistors are exposed to different samples, one with constant concentration and the other
varying [18]. In a different configuration, Caboni et al. fabricated floating­gate transistors that share
source and control­gate terminals to avoid common­mode noise [83]. However, differential measure­
ments require an amplifier accompanied by a signal processing system to control signal amplification
better, further complicating the design of the device [57], [66].

Figure 2.7: The electrolyte­gated FGFET (EG­FGFET) structure developed by White et.al.. An organic semiconductor (P3HT)
forms the transistor’s channel. The control gate is coupled to the floating gate through an ion gel (secondary electrolyte) and
the floating gate modulates the channel though another ion gel (primary electrolyte). A platinum wire is immersed in the primary
electrolyte.

Dual­gate FETs also show promising performances and their operation has been studied enough to
be explained by theoretical models, but it is not clear why they have limited bio­related applications.
The isolation of the sensing area and the implementation of flexible structures is essential for the BBB­
on­chip, but it is not known if a dual­gate device would still operate effectively with an extended upper
gate. The advantage of the two gates is the double modulation of the channel, with one interface on
strong and the other on weak inversion, aiming at better channel control [34], [65].

Some studies made attempts at planar embodiment of the reference electrode [55], [121], [138], while
another scientific team used the control­gate electrode in a planar geometry. This organic FET, the
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electrolyte­gated FGFET (EG­FGFET) combines an organic semiconductor channel with two gate elec­
trodes and two electrolytes. The EG­FGFET structure is shown in Fig 2.7, where a high­capacitance
ion gel acts as a gate dielectric and couples the semiconductor with the floating gate. The other side
of the floating electrode is coupled to the control gate through an aqueous electrolyte [129]. A high­
capacitance ion gel is chosen instead of solid dielectrics that exhibit lower capacitances to achieve
higher threshold voltage shift [128]. EG­FGFETs operate on low voltages and their operating mecha­
nism, still under investigation, is associated with capacitive effects and work function changes due to
the target analyte/floating gate interaction [130]. In an effort of implementing a reference electrode in
the fabrication of the BBB­on­chip the latter structure was further examined.

2.8. Final Remarks
The comparison Table 2.2 indicates that there is no optimal sensor geometry that exhibits high sen­
sitivity and operation stability, which is also flexible, biocompatible and relies on CMOS fabrication
techniques. Other criteria could be included, such as cost and material availability and it depends on
the reader which aspect has a higher weight of importance. Nevertheless, the literature search indi­
cated a variety of available technology for FET­based biosensors, including information on the selective
layer options for detection of specific targets (look at Appendix A) for future studies.

Overall, the major FET­based sensor issues are already known, and more research should focus on the
detection of analytes in physiological media and the implementation of flexible structures that promote
biocompatibility. In some cases, focusing into the theoretical background and operation principles of
the devices is suggested, as some structures’ operation is not yet clearly comprehended. Similarly to
the Debye screening limitation, other phenomena still hinder the sensitivity of FET biosensors and no
certain method of overcoming them has been reported. Finally, the formation of the electrical double
layer (EDL) on the sensing area/electrolyte interfaces and its effect on the sensing ability of the de­
vices is not clear and thus commonly excluded from the theoretical models. Consequently, one of the
main pillars of this project is studying the underlying mechanisms behind the developing sensor, while
specifically aiming towards better comprehension of the EDL phenomenon.

In conclusion, the literature study revealed that each device architecture is associated with different
advantages and drawbacks, leading to the conclusion that the combination of different device ele­
ments can be advantageous. The previously developed electro­chemical OoC incorporated floating­
gate based FETs, in combination with floating­electrode extensions on a flexible and optically trans­
parent membrane. This combined architecture benefits from regulating the sensor’s operation by a
control­gate instead of a reference electrode, while avoiding contact of the transducing part with the
measurement medium and supporting a measurement environment compatible for cell cultures. In­
spiration for taking this architecture a step forth, came through identifying structures of interest, such
as the electrolyte­gated FGFET with the implementation of coplanar electrodes in the place of parallel
capacitor plates. The mechanisms behind coplanar capacitors and electrolyte­gating are discussed in
the following chapter.





3
Theoretical Background

This chapter introduces the necessary theoretical background that establishes the basis to further un­
derstand the operational principles of the main components of the BBB­on­chip. This includes an
analytical description of the floating­gate FET operation, the theory behind ion­sensitive FGFETs and
the inclusion of the electrical double layer effect, the establishment of coplanar capacitance theory
and an introduction to pseudoreference electrodes. Each theoretical introduction is accompanied by a
mathematical model, built for the next step of this thesis. A reasoning is provided for each presented
model and their validity is tested based on experimental data. Assumptions that were introduced during
model construction as well as possible shortcomings are discussed.

3.1. Floating­gate FET operation
The first generation OoC electro­chemical sensor is based on the floating gate configuration and oper­
ates on saturation mode. The structure of the sensor is schematically respresented in Fig 3.1. Accord­
ing to theory, on saturation mode the channel gets pinched off with a constant drain current passing
through, called the saturation drain current 𝐼𝐷 [139]. The equation that follows describes how the drain
current is defined by the geometrical characteristics of the sensor and modulated by the applied volt­
ages

𝐼𝐷 =
1
2𝜇𝑛𝐶𝑜𝑥

𝑊
𝐿 (𝑉𝐹𝐺 − 𝑉𝑇𝐻)

2 (3.1)

where 𝜇𝑛 is the electron mobility (for n­type transistor), 𝐶𝑜𝑥 is the gate oxide capacitance per unit area,
and 𝑊 and 𝐿 are the width and length of the channel respectively. 𝑉𝐹𝐺 is the voltage of the floating
gate and 𝑉𝑇𝐻 is the threshold voltage. It is indicated that the drain current 𝐼𝐷 not only depends on the
floating gate voltage 𝑉𝐹𝐺, but it is also affected by the geometrical characteristics of the transistor and
the materials of the device.

3.1.1. Floating­gate voltage
Subsequently, the floating gate potential is determined by the control­ and sensing­electrode input,
and by the residual charge inside the FG, 𝑄𝐹0, that was trapped during the fabrication of the device
[58], [140]. This trapped charge can affect the threshold voltage of the device 𝑉𝑇𝐻, but techniques for
identifying and if need be, removing the residual charge are known [26]. The insulated floating gate
ensures uniform modulation of the semiconductor channel [63] and follows the charge conservation
principle, stating that the floating gate charge must remain constant

𝑄𝐹0 = 𝑄𝑖 + 𝑄𝐶𝐺 + 𝑄𝐹𝐵 (3.2)

𝑄𝐹0 = 𝑄𝑖 + 𝐶𝐶𝐹(𝑉𝐹𝐺 − 𝑉𝐶𝐺) + 𝐶𝐹𝐵𝑉𝐹𝐺 (3.3)

𝑄𝐹0 = 𝑄𝑖 + 𝑉𝐹𝐺(𝐶𝐶𝐹 + 𝐶𝐹𝐵) − 𝐶𝐶𝐹𝑉𝐶𝐺) (3.4)

𝑉𝐹𝐺 =
𝐶𝐶𝐹

𝐶𝐶𝐹 + 𝐶𝐹𝐵
𝑉𝐶𝐺 +

𝑄𝐹0 − 𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝐶𝐹 + 𝐶𝐹𝐵

(3.5)
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Figure 3.1: On top, cross­sectional schematic of the FGFET sensor including the different layers of materials. On the bottom,
the corresponding electrical circuit. The capacitances of the system are incorporated in the mathematical model.

where 𝑄𝑖 is the induced charge on the oxide of the floating gate due to the sensing charge 𝑄𝑠. Equa­
tion 3.5 practically shows how the control­gate regulates the voltage of the floating electrode while
induced charge 𝑄𝑖 variations cause 𝑉𝐹𝐺 alterations. Standard electrostatic equations can describe the
capacitances

𝐶𝐶𝐹 = 𝐴𝐶𝐹
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑝1𝑝2

+ 𝐶𝑓𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑒𝑃𝐶𝐹 , 𝐶𝐹𝐵 = 𝐴𝐶𝐹
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

(3.6)

where, 𝐴𝐶𝐹 is the floating gate area, 𝑡𝑜𝑥 is the thickness of the field silicon oxide, while 𝑡𝑝1𝑝2 is the
oxide thickness between the two gate electrodes. The dielectric constant of the oxide is 𝜖𝑜𝑥. The fringe
effect capacitance also contributes to the capacitance between floating and control gate, where 𝑃𝐶𝐹 is
the perimeter of this capacitor.

3.1.2. Additional parasitic capacitance
The operation of the floating gate­based device is modulated by the control gate at the expense of
signal attenuation due to the additional capacitive coupling between the floating and control gate elec­
trodes. Additional parasitic capacitances can be added to the previous equations in an effort to predict
the device operation with higher accuracy. A parallel plate capacitor is also formed between the floating
gate and the source, and drain electrodes, 𝐶𝐺𝑆,𝐶𝐺𝐷 respectively. The effect of these parasitic capaci­
tances is commonly ignored in theoretical models due to the small source and drain terminal surface
area (𝐴𝐺𝑆,𝐴𝐺𝐷) compared to the floating gate area.

The structure of the OoC sensor dictates that the titanium part of the floating electrode extension is
encapsulated in polyimide. A part of this sandwiched structure lays over the silicon substrate, thus
forming a mixed dielectric capacitor between the titanium extension and the silicon body 𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑, as
seen in the diagram of Fig 3.1. This structure corresponds to two capacitors in series with the polyimide
dielectric stacked over the silicon oxide. The mixed capacitance can be expressed as

𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 =
𝜖𝑜𝑥𝜖𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦𝐴𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑

𝜖𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦𝑡𝑝1𝑝2 + 𝜖𝑜𝑥𝑡𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦
(3.7)
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where 𝐴𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 is the area of the mixed dielectric capacitor plates, 𝑡𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦 is the thickness of the polyimide
layer and 𝜖𝑜𝑥, 𝜖𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦 the corresponding dielectric constants. The final form of equation 3.5 including all
parasitic capacitances is similarly derived, resulting in

𝑉𝐹𝐺 =
𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐶𝐺 +
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 +
𝑄𝐹0 − 𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.8)

where 𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 = 𝐶𝐶𝐹 + 𝐶𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑎𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑐 and 𝐶𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑎𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑐 = 𝐶𝐹𝐵 + 𝐶𝐺𝑆 + 𝐶𝐺𝐷 + 𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 (3.9)

Here 𝑉𝐷 is the drain voltage that enters the equation after including capacitance 𝐶𝐺𝐷. This model
assumes that the connection between aluminium and titanium parts of the electrode is ideal without
affecting the charge redistribution in the floating electrode.

3.1.3. Threshold voltage shift
Further, the assumption that the effect of the natural oxide on the titanium sensing pads is negligible
means that when a charge 𝑄𝑠 binds on the sensing pad, it induces an opposite charge on the inner
surface of the extension electrode 𝑄𝑠 = −𝑄𝑖. This charge causes a shift of the threshold voltage

𝑉𝐶𝐺 − 𝑉𝑇𝐻𝐹 = 𝑉𝐹𝐺 − 𝑉𝑇𝐻 (3.10)

𝑉𝐶𝐺 − 𝑉𝑇𝐻𝐹 =
𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐶𝐺 +
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 +
𝑄𝐹0 − 𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

− 𝑉𝑇𝐻 (3.11)

𝑉𝑇𝐻𝐹 = 𝑉𝑇𝐻 + (1 −
𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

)𝑉𝐶𝐺 −
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 −
𝑄𝐹0 − 𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.12)

𝑉𝑇𝐻𝐹 ≅ 𝑉𝑇𝐻 −
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 −
𝑄𝐹0 − 𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.13)

We consider that the parasitic capacitance is negligible in respect to the control capacitance, 𝐶𝐶𝐹/𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡
≅ 1. Thus, the threshold voltage shift can be expressed as

Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 = −
Δ𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.14)

as the rest of the terms remain constant. The equation indicates that both positive and negative charge
cause a threshold voltage shift and thus the sensor can detect both entities.

3.1.4. Effect of the sensing area
The charge variation Δ𝑄𝑖 as a result of the sensing charge 𝑄𝑠, determines a superficial charge variation
Δ𝜎𝑠 on the sensing area. The distinct parts of the floating gate are also characterized by superficial
charge variations, namely on the transducing part (𝐴𝑇), the part underneath the control gate (𝐴𝐶𝐹) and
the remaining parts of the electrode (𝐴𝑅). Following once more the charge conservation principle

Δ𝑄𝑖 = −Δ𝑄𝑠 = Δ𝑄𝑇 + Δ𝑄𝐶𝐹 + Δ𝑄𝑅 (3.15)

Δ𝑄𝑖 = Δ𝜎𝑇𝐴𝑇 + Δ𝜎𝐶𝐹𝐴𝐶𝐹 + Δ𝜎𝑅𝐴𝑅 (3.16)

The charge is regulated by the control gate and has a fixed value (Δ𝜎𝐶𝐹 = 0), and the area of the
remaining floating gate parts is negligible compared to the area of the control gate (𝐴𝑅 ≪ 𝐴𝐶𝐹). So, at
steady state the sensing charge variation only affects the transistor area and

Δ𝑄𝑖 = −Δ𝜎𝑠𝐴𝑠 = Δ𝜎𝑇𝐴𝑇 = Δ𝑄𝑇 (3.17)

The assumption that only an insignificant charge redistribution happens on the non­critical parts of the
floating gate was experimentally verified by Spanu et al. [81]. Thus, the following equation for the
threshold voltage shift Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 can be safely derived by combining eq 3.14, 3.17

Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 = −
Δ𝑄𝑇
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

= Δ𝜎𝑠𝐴𝑠
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.18)

is indicating the linear dependence between the transducting response of the sensor Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 and the
sensing area size 𝐴𝑠.



28 3. Theoretical Background

Figure 3.2: Cross­sectional schematic of the ISFGFET and its equivalent circuit. The solution in contact with the sensing pad
is modeled as the capacitance 𝐶𝑆𝐺 between the inner Helmholtz plane and the electrode and capacitance 𝐶𝑆𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑛 resulting from
the Stern layer formation.

3.2. Ion­sensitive FGFET operation
The ISFET variant of the floating gate configuration has also been studied in an effort to combine the
ionic interaction of ISFETs with the double­gate geometry of FGFETs. In this configuration, the device
has two modes of operation: either applying the operation voltage through the control gate or by using
a reference electrode immersed in the electrolyte. The electrolyte comes in contact with the sensing
part of the floating gate, and the polarisation of the electrode modulates the drain current [60],[61].
Electrolytes permit free movement of ions but are electron and hole insulators. This is why when in
contact with a charged electrode, ions of the opposite charge migrate towards the electrode, forming
the two Helmholtz planes which constitute the electrical double layer (EDL), as explained in Section 2.5.

Upon contact between an electrolyte and the sensing pad of the BBB­on­chip FGFET, an electrical
double layer is also expected to be formed at the electrode/electrolyte interface. This EDL capacitor
can reach capacitance values up to three orders of magnitude higher than oxide dielectrics and is
expected to play a significant role in the operation of the sensor [141]. Nevertheless, the effect of the
EDL is only inserted into the mathematical models when a reference electrode is used, and yet all
FET­based sensors are subjected to the Debye screening limitation, a phenomenon associated with
EDL formation. There is, thus, an apparent need for identifying whether or not the inclusion of the EDL
in theoretical models will increase their predictive performance.

3.2.1. Floating gate voltage and threshold voltage shift
Beginning with the basic principle of charge conservation for the floating gate electrode, similarly to the
previous section, and including all parasitic charges

𝑄𝐹0 = 𝑄𝑠 + 𝑄𝐶𝐺 + 𝑄𝐹𝐵 + 𝑄𝐺𝐷 + 𝑄𝐺𝑆 + 𝑄𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 (3.19)

Here, the sensing charge 𝑄𝑠 that binds on the sensing pads is the charge of the capacitor between the
inner Helmholtz layer and floating gate extension 𝐶𝑆𝐺, as indicated in Fig 3.2. This is not a conventional
parallel­plate capacitor but rather a metal/oxide/solution structure and is not well understood yet. The
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applied voltage on this capacitor is equal to the differenceΨ0−𝑉𝑟𝑒𝑓, where 𝑉𝑟𝑒𝑓 is the reference electrode
voltage. The purpose of using the conventional bulky reference electrodes is mainly to maintain the
applied voltage without fluctuations. By following a similar analysis to the previous section, it turns out
that

𝑉𝐹𝐺 =
𝐶𝑆𝐺
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(Ψ0 − 𝑉𝑟𝑒𝑓) +
𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐶𝐺 +
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 +
𝑄𝐹0
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.20)

where 𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 = 𝐶𝑆𝐺 + 𝐶𝐶𝐹 + 𝐶𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑎𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑐 and 𝐶𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑎𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑐 = 𝐶𝐹𝐵 + 𝐶𝐺𝑆 + 𝐶𝐺𝐷 + 𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 (3.21)
The voltage shift when all parameters are constant and the ISFGFET reacts only to the electrolyte

effect, is derived from eq 3.20 by differentiating

Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 =
𝐶𝑆𝐺
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

ΔΨ0 (3.22)

indicating that the capacitance ratio 𝐶𝑆𝐺/𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 is an important design criterion that determines the perfor­
mance of the sensor. This coupling ratio between 𝐶𝑆𝐺 and 𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 takes values between 0 and 1, limiting
the sensitivity of the sensor in terms of threshold voltage shift because of the electrolyte effect.

3.2.2. Chemical system equations
The effect of the Stern layer is also introduced in the system as an additional capacitor 𝐶𝑆𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑛, shown
in Fig 3.2. The potential on the upper limit of the Stern layer Ψ𝐷𝐿 is related to the other parameters of
the model by

𝜎𝐷𝐿 =
𝐶𝑆𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑛
𝐴𝑠

(Ψ0 −Ψ𝐷𝐿) (3.23)

where 𝜎𝐷𝐿 is the surface charge of the double layer and 𝐴𝑠 the sensing area. According to the model
in [31], the Stern layer capacitance 𝐶𝑆𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑛 is typically calculated assuming a dielectric constant of 10𝜖0
and a charge separation of 50 nm. Following the previous equation, the double layer potential can be
expressed as

Ψ𝐷𝐿 = Ψ0 −
𝜎𝐷𝐿𝐴𝑠
𝐶𝑆𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑛

(3.24)

The surface charge of the sensing layer is expressed as

𝜎𝑆𝐺 =
𝐶𝑆𝐺
𝐴𝑠
(𝑉𝐹𝐺 −Ψ0) (3.25)

The total surface charge is then a combination of both double layer surface charge 𝜎𝐷𝐿 and sensing
surface charge 𝜎𝑆𝐺 as

𝜎0 = 𝜎𝐷𝐿 − 𝜎𝑆𝐺 (3.26)
By combining eq 3.25 and 3.26 an expression for the sensing surface potential Ψ0 is derived

Ψ0 = 𝑉𝐹𝐺 −
𝜎𝑆𝐺𝐴𝑠
𝐶𝑆𝐺

= 𝑉𝐹𝐺 +
(𝜎0 − 𝜎𝐷𝐿)𝐴𝑠

𝐶𝑆𝐺
(3.27)

At this point, we have expressions for the critical voltages that modulate the operation of the FGFET. In
order for the electrochemical system to be solved, one more equation is needed to describe the double
layer surface charge, so according to the Grahame equation

𝜎𝐷𝐿 =
2𝜖𝑤𝜖0𝑘𝑇
𝑒𝜆𝐷

𝑠𝑖𝑛ℎ (
𝑒(Ψ𝐷𝐿 − 𝑉𝑟𝑒𝑓)

2𝑘𝑇 ) (3.28)

where 𝜖𝑤 is the dielectric constant that characterises the electrolyte, assuming for simplicity equal to
the constant of water, and 𝜆𝐷 is the Debye screening length.

A detailed overview of the chemical aspect of pH ISFGFET sensing is provided by Jayant et al. [142].
The protonated or deprotonated hydroxyl groups of the electrolyte bind to the inorganic oxide of the
sensing area, forming a charged layer. This charged layer attracts counter ions, thus resulting in the
electrical double layer. In this paper, theoretical models over the formation of the charged layers are
described, focusing more on the chemical aspect. For this project, mathematical models are created
based on the equations of the previous sections and considering a sensing charge 𝑄𝑠, instead of pH,
as an input.
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Table 3.1: Basic equations describing the FGFET operation model

Parameter Equation Description
Geometry­related
𝐶𝐶𝐹 𝐴𝐶𝐹

𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑝1𝑝2

+ 𝐶𝑓𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑒𝑃𝐶𝐹 Control gate­Floating gate capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐹𝐵 𝐴𝐶𝐹
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Silicon body capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐺𝑆 𝐴𝐺𝑆
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Source terminal capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐺𝐷 𝐴𝐺𝐷
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Drain terminal capacitance [F]

𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑
𝜖𝑜𝑥𝜖𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦𝐴𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑

𝜖𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦𝑡𝑝1𝑝2+𝜖𝑜𝑥𝑡𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦
Mixed dielectric capacitor [F]

Model Input 𝑄𝑠 = −𝑄𝑖 Sensing charge [C]
Model Output
𝑉𝐹𝐺

𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐶𝐺 +
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 +
𝑄𝐹0−𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

Floating gate voltage [V]

Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 − Δ𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

Threshold voltage shift [V]

𝐼𝐷
1
2𝜇𝑛𝐶𝑜𝑥

𝑊
𝐿 (𝑉𝐹𝐺 − 𝑉𝑇𝐻)

2 Drain current [A]

3.3. Mathematical model validation
The equations derived in the previous sections form two different theoretical models:

• the FGFET model, where the sensing operation is based on the binding of sensing charge 𝑄𝑠,
without taking into account the chemical phenomena between sensing electrode and electrolyte.

• the ISFGFET model which includes the effect of the electrical double layer formation.

These models are going to be compared with experimental measurements by the end of the project,
to determine which model better predicts the sensor’s behaviour and indicating whether the inclusion
of the EDL effect is advantageous. The critical equations that describe each model are shown in Ta­
bles 3.1 and 3.2 for the reader’s convenience. At first, the models are validated by using measurement
data from previously fabricated sensors. The measurement set­up is described in Chapter 6. Conse­
quently, the prediction ability of themodels can be examined, to justify their use in the designing process
discussed in the next chapter.

3.3.1. FGFET model validation
The effectiveness of the simple FGFET model is tested by a simple Matlab script and a simulation soft­
ware, the advanced design system (ADS) by Keysight Technologies. Modelling a floating node config­
uration can be challenging, especially in the case of SPICE simulators, so in a previous effort a bach­
elor graduation project undertook the modelling of the FGFET­based sensor in ADS. The schematic
overview of the ADS circuit and more information on the ADSmodel are presented in Appendix B. Over­
all, the difference between the Matlab script and the ADS simulation is the way the output, namely the
drain current 𝐼𝐷𝑆 and the floating gate voltage 𝑉𝐹𝐺, are derived. In the script they result from equations,
while in ADS they are the simulation’s output.

In Fig 3.3, the transfer characteristics derived from the ADS model are presented. On the left, the ADS
model is compared with the Matlab script and the measurement and it illustrates an efficient fit, while
being more accurate for higher drain voltage 𝑉𝐷𝑆 values in relation to the Matlab model. On the right,
the effect of the added parasitic capacitances of section 3.1.2 is examined. It is illustrated that for the
dimensions of the fabricated transistor, the extra parasitic capacitances due to source, drain and first
polyimide layer are insignificant. This result agrees with previous FGFET­studies where the effect of
these parameters is considered negligible. Nevertheless, the examination of their effect is strongly
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Figure 3.3: On the left, transfer characteristics of previously fabricated FGFET­based sensor in dry conditions are compared to
the FGFET equation model including all parasitic capacitances and the ADS­based model including the effect of interconnect
resistances. The applied drain voltage is 𝑉𝐷=100mV. On the right, the effect of the secondary parasitic capacitances is illustrated
as predicted by the Matlab model.

recommended, as it varies based on the geometry of the FGFET, and it can be easily implemented to
the models.

The ADS platform provides an easy and fast way to extract both the transfer and output characteristics
of a transistor. The Matlab scripts only describe the operation of the FGFET on saturation mode and
thus, the output characteristics are only examined in the ADSmodel. Figure 3.4 illustrates the ADS sim­
ulation data in comparison with measurement data in dry conditions for different values of control­gate
voltage 𝑉𝐶𝐺. The fit is satisfactory, indicating that just by tuning MOSFET parameters while following
the transistor’s geometry, the ADS model can be used for predictive purposes. It has to be noted that
even though the fabrication of the FGFET sensor in cleanroom facilities promises high replicability,
there is a high chance that an FGFET with the same dimensions will have a slightly different perfor­
mance. Nevertheless, it is expected that both Matlab and ADS models yield a meaningful insight into
the operation of the FGFET sensor.

The ADS model can also incorporate the effect of the interconnect resistances by considering

𝑅 = 𝑙
𝜎𝐴 (3.29)

where 𝑙 is the length of the interconnecting electrode, A the cross­sectional area of the conductor and 𝜎
the electrical conductivity of the material, in this case aluminum. On the right of Fig 3.4, the role of the
connecting electrodes is examined. As expected, the inclusion of these resistances in the ADS model
predicts lower performance, but not significantly.

3.3.2. ISFGFET model validation
The ISFGFETmodel is based on the equations that summarised in Table 3.2. It describes the behaviour
of the sensor in wet conditions. An electrolyte is needed for the formation of the EDL in proximity to
the sensing area. That is under the assumption that the double layer can be formed without applying
a voltage through a conventional reference electrode but as a result of the polarised floating electrode.
For illustrative purposes, the result of the mathematical model is shown in comparison with the pre­
viously plotted measurement and the corresponding ADS model in Fig 3.5. The sensor’s operation
varies between dry and wet conditions, indicating higher drain current values when in contact with an
electrolyte. This is expected as charged entities from the electrolyte in proximity to the sensing area
will affect the charge redistribution in the floating electrode. The ISFGFET model can not, by definition,
express the sensor’s behaviour under dry conditions.
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Figure 3.4: On the left, output characteristics of previously fabricated FGFET­based sensor in dry conditions and the correspond­
ing ADS­extracted data. On the right, the effect of the interconnect resistance based on the ADS model is shown.

The input of the Matlab ISFGFET model is the sensing charge 𝑄𝑠, while the previously created ADS
ISFGFET model considers pH as the input (more information can be found in Appendix B). In Fig 3.5,
the results of both models are plotted together, indicating different behaviours. In contrast with the
dry measurement, both models predict the sensor’s output under wet conditions where ions from the
electrolyte bind on the sensing area, thus inducing a threshold voltage shift. A different behaviour was
expected for the ADS model, as the concentration of protons [𝐻+] = 10−1[𝑚𝑜𝑙/𝑚3] in the solution
is significant and still the output closely resembles the dry measurement results. For future work,
measurements in wet conditions, initially with neutral buffers, can help identify which model replicates
the sensor’s behaviour better.

Figure 3.5: Transfer characteristics of previously fabricated FGFET­based sensor in dry conditions compared to the results of
two models. The mathematical ISFGFET model illustrates the sensor behaviour under wet conditions, assuming that the bound
sensing charge 𝑄𝑠 is approximately zero. The ADS model derives the drain current based on the medium pH and not based on
the bound charge. In all cases, the applied voltage is 𝑉𝐷𝑆=100mV.

3.4. Coplanar Capacitance Theory
Among the FET­based configurations examined during the literature study, a structure implementing
coplanar capacitors was identified, as shown in Fig 3.6. In this structure, developed by White et al.
[128], two planar electrodes take the place of the conventional parallel plate capacitor formed between
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Table 3.2: Basic equations describing the ISFGFET operation model, including the effect of the electrical double layer (EDL)

Parameter Equation Description
Geometry­related
𝐶𝑆𝐺 𝐴𝑠

𝜖𝑇𝑖𝑂2
𝑡𝑇𝑖𝑂2

Sensing gate capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐶𝐹 𝐴𝐶𝐹
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑝1𝑝2

+ 𝐶𝑓𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑒𝑃𝐶𝐹 Control gate­Floating gate capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐹𝐵 𝐴𝐶𝐹
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Silicon body capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐺𝑆 𝐴𝐺𝑆
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Source terminal capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐺𝐷 𝐴𝐺𝐷
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Drain terminal capacitance [F]

𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 = 𝐴𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑𝜖𝑜𝑥𝜖𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦 +
1

𝜖𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦𝑡𝑝1𝑝2+𝜖𝑜𝑥𝑡𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦
Mixed dielectric capacitor [F]

𝐶𝑆𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑛 𝐴𝑠
10𝜖0
50𝑛𝑚 Stern layer capacitance [F]

Model Input 𝜎0 =
𝑄𝑠
𝐴𝑠

Sensing area surface charge [C/𝑚2]

Model Output
𝑉𝐹𝐺

𝐶𝑆𝐺
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(Ψ0 − 𝑉𝑟𝑒𝑓) +
𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐶𝐺 +
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 +
𝑄𝐹0
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

Floating gate voltage [V]

Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻
𝐶𝑆𝐺
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

ΔΨ0 Threshold voltage shift [V]

𝐼𝐷
1
2𝜇𝑛𝐶𝑖

𝑊
𝐿 (𝑉𝐹𝐺 − 𝑉𝑇𝐻)

2 Drain current [A]

Ψ𝐷𝐿 Ψ0 −
𝜎𝐷𝐿
𝐶𝑆𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑛

Double layer potential [V]

Ψ0 𝑉𝐹𝐺 +
𝜎0−𝜎𝐷𝐿
𝐶𝑆𝐺

Sensing surface potential [V]

𝜎𝐷𝐿
2𝜖𝑤𝜖0𝑘𝑇
𝑒𝜆𝐷

𝑠𝑖𝑛ℎ ( 𝑒(Ψ𝐷𝐿−𝑉𝑟𝑒𝑓)2𝑘𝑇 ) Double layer surface charge [C/𝑚2]

𝜎0 𝜎𝐷𝐿 − 𝜎𝑆𝐺 Total surface charge [C/𝑚2]

Figure 3.6: The electrolyte­gated FGFET (EG­FGFET) structure developed by White et.al.. An organic semiconductor (P3HT)
forms the transistor’s channel. The control gate is coupled to the floating gate through an ion gel (secondary electrolyte) and
the floating gate modulates the channel though another ion gel (primary electrolyte). A platinum wire is immersed in the primary
electrolyte.
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Figure 3.7: Cross­sectional illustration of the difference between parallel­plate capacitor and coplanar configuration of electrodes.
The lines indicate the direction of the electric field.

floating and control gate. The planar electrodes are connected through an aqueous electrolyte and the
device behaves like a conventional FGFET. Thus, the coplanar capacitor has been proven operational,
but the theory behind its function is yet to be discussed. For illustrative purposes, the difference on the
resulting electric fields between a parallel plate capacitor and a coplanar one is shown in Fig 3.7.

The capacitance between two coplanar flat conductors is considered the sum of direct field capacitance
on the x­axis as shown in Fig 3.8 and the fringing effect. When two conductor plates of length 𝑙, width
𝑤 and thickness ℎ are placed one next to the other at a distance 𝑑 = 2𝑎, the voltage 𝑉 as a result of
the direct electric field 𝐸 can be expressed as

𝑉 = −∫
2𝑎

0
⃗⃗𝐸 ⋅ ⃗⃗⃗⃗⃗𝑑𝑙 = 𝐸 ⋅ 2𝑎 (3.30)

so the capacitance resulting from the direct field is

𝐶 = 𝑄
𝑉 =

𝜎𝐴
𝐸2𝑎 =

𝜖𝐴
2𝑎 (3.31)

where 𝐴 is the cross­sectional area of the direct field capacitor and the permittivity 𝜖 is equal to 𝜎/𝐸
according to the first Maxwell’s equation.

As the dimensions of the conductor plates get smaller towards themicro­ and nano­scale the fringing ef­
fect gets more significant [143]. Coplanar electrodes can detect changes in their dielectric environment
thanks to the fringing effect. As a result, coplanar capacitors find application as proximity sensors and
can be used for dielectric material properties characterisation [144]. Conformal mapping techniques
derive the distribution of the electric field around the two planar electrodes, as analytically described
by Chen et al. [145]. Assuming that the width of each electrode 𝑤 is negligible in comparison with its
length 𝑙 (𝑙 ≫ 𝑤) (in the z­direction) and that they have the same dimensions, the capacitance can be
calculated according to

𝐶𝑐𝑝 =
𝑄
2𝑉0

= 2𝜖𝑟𝜖0𝑙
𝜋 𝑙𝑛 [(1 + 𝑤𝑎 ) +

√(1 + 𝑤𝑎 )
2
− 1] (3.32)

where 𝑄 is the charge on one electrode, 𝜖𝑟 the relative permittivity of the dielectric and 𝑎 is half the
distance between the two electrodes 𝑎 = 𝑑/2, as seen in Fig . The coplanar capacitance 𝐶𝑐𝑝 does
not depend on the height of the electrodes and equation 3.32 is strictly valid only when 𝑤 ≫ 𝑎. For
higher values of the 𝑤/𝑎 ratio, the coplanar capacitance is identified through analytical methods and
not through a closed­form solution.

Considering the design of the sensor in Fig 3.2 intact, an additional planar electrode can be placed
in proximity to the sensing pad on the PDMS well. In this configuration, a coplanar capacitor with 𝐶𝑐𝑝
expressed by equation 3.32 is formed between the new electrode and the sensing pad. The sensor
can thus operate on three modes:

• by applying voltage through the conventional control gate

• by applying voltage through the planar electrode
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Figure 3.8: Cross­sectional illustration of coplanar electrode configuration with geometric parameters. 𝑎 is the half distance
between the electrodes.

• by applying voltage to both electrodes, a dual­operation mode

3.4.1. Coplanar capacitor mathematical model
There are two possible implementations of the coplanar capacitance in the FGFET model explained in
section 3.3. Firstly, it can be assumed that the charge 𝑄𝑠 binding on the sensing pad is the charge of
the coplanar capacitor

𝑄𝑠 = 𝐶𝑐𝑝2𝑉𝑐𝑝 =
2𝜖𝑟𝜖0𝑙
𝜋 𝑙𝑛 [(1 + 𝑤𝑎 ) +

√(1 + 𝑤𝑎 )
2
− 1] 2𝑉𝑐𝑝 (3.33)

As a result, the voltage applied on the planar electrode 𝑉𝑐𝑝, for definite electrode dimensions, con­
trols the bound charge on the sensing area 𝑄𝑠. This means that by following the charge conservation
principle

𝑄𝐹0 = 𝑄𝑠 + 𝑄𝐶𝐺 + 𝑄𝐹𝐵 + 𝑄𝐺𝐷 + 𝑄𝐺𝑆 + 𝑄𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 (3.34)

and inserting the equation for the coplanar capacitance 𝐶𝑐𝑝, after following the same steps as before,
it turns out that

𝑉𝐹𝐺 =
𝐶𝑐𝑝
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝑐𝑝 +
𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐶𝐺 +
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 +
𝑄𝐹0
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.35)

where
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 = 𝐶𝑐𝑝 + 𝐶𝐶𝐹 + 𝐶𝐹𝐵 + 𝐶𝐺𝐷 + 𝐶𝑆𝐷 + 𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 (3.36)

It is indicated that the floating gate voltage 𝑉𝐹𝐺 is affected by both control gate and planar electrode
terminals in this configuration. As already mentioned, when a voltage is applied to the planar electrode,
the sensing charge is determined and remains constant. Thus, the threshold voltage shift Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 is
expected to be a function of 𝑉𝑐𝑝.
In order to mathematically prove that, we derive an expression for the threshold voltage shift 𝑉𝑇𝐻. The
same principle with the FGFET model is followed. Based on equation 3.10 and adjusting for the current
structure

𝑉𝐶𝐺 + 𝑉𝑐𝑝 − 𝑉𝑇𝐻𝐹 = 𝑉𝐹𝐺 − 𝑉𝑇𝐻 (3.37)

𝑉𝑇𝐻𝐹 = 𝑉𝑇𝐻 + (1 −
𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

)𝑉𝐶𝐺 + (1 −
𝐶𝑐𝑝
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

)𝑉𝑐𝑝 −
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 −
𝑄𝐹0
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.38)

Assuming 𝐶𝐶𝐹 >> 𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 and 𝐶𝑐𝑝 << 𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡, the effective threshold voltage 𝑉𝑇𝐻𝐹 is

𝑉𝑇𝐻𝐹 = 𝑉𝑇𝐻 +
𝐶𝑐𝑝
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝑐𝑝 −
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 −
𝑄𝐹0
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.39)

All terms of the equation above are constant and a threshold voltage shift is only noted for altering
values of 𝑉𝑐𝑝 and 𝑉𝐷
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Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 =
𝐶𝑐𝑝
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝑐𝑝 −
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 (3.40)

The operation principle of the sensor is still the same with the conventional FGFET device. Thus, the
same equation could be directly derived from equation 3.14 by substituting −Δ𝑄𝑖 = Δ𝑄𝑠 with 𝐶𝑐𝑝𝑉𝑐𝑝.

Table 3.3: Basic equations describing the FGFET model including a planar electrode

Parameter Equation Description
Geometry­related
𝐶𝐶𝐹 𝐴𝐶𝐹

𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑝1𝑝2

+ 𝐶𝑓𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑒𝑃𝐶𝐹 Control gate­Floating gate capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐹𝐵 𝐴𝐶𝐹
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Silicon body capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐺𝑆 𝐴𝐺𝑆
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Source terminal capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐺𝐷 𝐴𝐺𝐷
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Drain terminal capacitance [F]

𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 = 𝐴𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑𝜖𝑜𝑥𝜖𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦 +
1

𝜖𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦𝑡𝑝1𝑝2+𝜖𝑜𝑥𝑡𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦
Mixed dielectric capacitor [F]

𝐶𝑐𝑝
2𝜖𝑟𝜖0𝑙
𝜋 𝑙𝑛 [(1 + 𝑤

𝑎 ) + √(1 +
𝑤
𝑎 )

2
− 1] Coplanar capacitance between sensing pad

+ 𝜖𝑟𝜖0𝑤ℎ
2𝑎 and planar electrode [F]

Model Input 𝑄𝑠 = 𝐶𝑐𝑝2𝑉𝑐𝑝 Sensing charge [C]
Model Output
𝑉𝐹𝐺

𝐶𝑐𝑝
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝑐𝑝 +
𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐶𝐺 +
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 +
𝑄𝐹0
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

Floating gate voltage [V]

Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻
Δ𝑄𝑠
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

Threshold voltage shift [V]

𝐼𝐷
1
2𝜇𝑛𝐶𝑖

𝑊
𝐿 (𝑉𝐹𝐺 − 𝑉𝑇𝐻)

2 Drain current [A]

3.4.2. Second coplanar mathematical model
In the second case, coplanar capacitance is formed between sensing and planar electrode, but the
charge binding on the sensing pad is considered an independent phenomenon. This means that both
terms 𝑄𝑠 and 𝑄𝑐𝑝 are inserted in the charge conservation principle, yielding

𝑄𝐹0 = 𝑄𝑠 + 𝑄𝐶𝐺 + 𝑄𝐹𝐵 + 𝑄𝐺𝐷 + 𝑄𝐺𝑆 + 𝑄𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 + 𝑄𝑐𝑝 (3.41)

and similarly to the previous derivations

𝑉𝐹𝐺 =
𝐶𝑐𝑝
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝑐𝑝 +
𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐶𝐺 +
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 +
𝑄𝐹0 − 𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.42)

where
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 = 𝐶𝐶𝐹 + 𝐶𝐹𝐵 + 𝐶𝐺𝐷 + 𝐶𝑆𝐷 + 𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 + 𝐶𝑐𝑝 (3.43)

So, the total parasitic capacitance remains the same, but an additional term is added in the floating
gate voltage equation. According to the new 𝑉𝐹𝐺, the threshold voltage shift is

𝑉𝑇𝐻𝐹 = 𝑉𝑇𝐻 + (1 −
𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

)𝑉𝐶𝐺 − (1 −
𝐶𝑐𝑝
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

)𝑉𝑐𝑝 −
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 −
𝑄𝐹0 − 𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.44)

𝑉𝑇𝐻𝐹 = 𝑉𝑇𝐻 −
𝐶𝑐𝑝
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝑐𝑝 −
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 −
𝑄𝐹0 − 𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.45)

Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 = −
Δ𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

(3.46)
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assuming that the drain voltage 𝑉𝐷 and coplanar voltage 𝑉𝑐𝑝 are constant.

The two models do not show significant differences, especially considering that the coplanar capac­
itance is expected to be significantly lower than the control gate capacitance. However, even minor
variations between themodels can give an insight on how to better replicate the behaviour of the sensor.

Table 3.4: Basic equations describing the second FGFET model including a planar electrode

Parameter Equation Description
Model Input 𝑄𝑠 = −𝑄𝑖 Sensing charge [C]
Model Output

𝑉𝐹𝐺
𝐶𝑐𝑝
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝑐𝑝 +
𝐶𝐶𝐹
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐶𝐺 +
𝐶𝐺𝐷
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

𝑉𝐷 +
𝑄𝐹0−𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

Floating gate voltage [V]

Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 − Δ𝑄𝑖
𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡

Threshold voltage shift [V]

3.4.3. Coplanar models validation
In comparison with the simple FGFET model of section 3.3, the coplanar model includes an additional
parasitic capacitance 𝐶𝑐𝑝, which becomes more significant for dielectric materials with higher relative
permittivity. For clarity, the equations describing the mathematical model for an FGFET structure ad­
ditionally implementing a planar electrode are shown in Table 3.3.

Figure 3.9: Transfer characteristics derived from the first coplanar model. It is assumed that the sensing charge is determined
by the coplanar capacitor 𝐶𝑐𝑝. On the left, the results of biasing the control gate 𝑉𝐶𝐺 for different values of planar electrode
voltage 𝑉𝑐𝑝. The results of operating the device based solely on 𝑉𝑐𝑝 are also illustrated. On the right, the effect of the sensing
well medium is examined. In all cases, the applied voltage is 𝑉𝐷𝑆=100mV.

The dimensions of the FGFET in the model remain the same, while assuming coplanar electrode di­
mensions as following: a length 𝑙 of 3mm, a width 𝑤 of 150 𝜇m and a separation of 2𝑎 160 𝜇m. These
arbitrary dimensions were chosen to check the effect of the model while still being compatible with the
general dimensions of the sensor. The electrodes should fit into the well area and the width should not
be impeding the visibility of the well.

For model validation, the transfer characteristics deriving from the Matlab script with the equations of
Table 3.3 are plotted. By applying voltage only through the new planar electrode 𝑉𝑐𝑝 (𝑉𝐶𝐺=0), the FGFET
behaves like a transistor and enters saturation regime (see Fig 3.9 .left). However, the drain current 𝐼𝐷
values are in the order of 10−11 A. This is explained by the low 𝐶𝑐𝑝 10−14𝐹, a value comparable to the
parasitic capacitance between source (and drain) terminal and the silicon body 𝐶𝐺𝐷,𝐺𝑆. In this operation
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mode, the critical capacitance of the structure remains the one between control and floating gate 𝐶𝐶𝐹.
Thus, operation based solely on biasing the planar electrode is not promising.

The effect of biasing both control gate and planar electrode are shown on the left part of Fig 3.9. The
FGFET operation is modulated by the control gate voltage 𝑉𝐶𝐺, with the coplanar voltage 𝑉𝑐𝑝 causing
a slight shift on the drain current values. For higher 𝑉𝑐𝑝 a shift towards higher 𝐼𝐷 values is indicated,
while in the case of 𝑉𝑐𝑝=0 there is a shift towards lower values. The difference is that for the coplanar
model the total parasitic capacitance is higher than that of the FGFET model.

The effect of the dielectric separating sensing pad from the planar electrode is examined on the right
part of Fig 3.9. Utilising different dielectrics is translated into applying different relative permittivities
𝜖𝑟. This is rather a simplistic approach that ignores chemical interactions between the electrodes and
the electrolyte or the liquid measurement medium. As seen in Fig 3.9, media with higher relative
permittivities, such as an electrolyte lead to steeper transfer characteristics. So far, the implementation
of a coplanar electrode yields slightly higher drain current values, on double­bias operation.

Figure 3.10: Transfer characteristics derived from the first and second coplanar model. The sensor operates by applying bias
on both control gate and coplanar electrode. The applied drain voltage is 𝑉𝐷𝑆=100mV.

For this model, the mathematical expressions for the floating gate voltage and threshold voltage
shift are noted for convenience in Table 3.4. The comparison between the two models is illustrated in
Fig 3.10. As expected, the two models predict very similar behaviour, with the second one indicating
slightly higher drain current values for the same value of 𝑄𝑠. The secondmodel predicts an extra charge
that modulates the floating gate voltage, other than the charge induced by the coplanar capacitor.

3.4.4. Coplanar electrode configuration in ADS
Both previous models indicate that an extra parasitic capacitance 𝐶𝑐𝑝 is inserted in the system. This
capacitance can easily be incorporated in the ADS FGFET model, as seen in the ADS schematic in
appendix B. A DC voltage source corresponding to the applied voltage 𝑉𝑐𝑝 on the planar electrode
is implemented on one of the capacitor terminals. On the other terminal, the node is connected to
the floating gate. The geometric parameters of the planar electrode are inserted into the model and
the equations describing the operation of the sensor are modified based on tables 3.3, 3.4. Both
mathematical and ADS model are based on the same system of equations, so a similar output is
expected, as seen in Fig 3.11.

3.5. Pseudoreference electrode theory
The development of fully miniaturised platforms such as the organ­on­chip has led to planar ref­

erence electrode implementation. Several scientific teams have worked towards this aim, including
efforts identified during the literature search [37]. Five studies integrated a reference, or more cor­
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Figure 3.11: Transfer characteristics of the FGFET­based sensor with an additional planar electrode. In dry conditions, the second
mathematical coplanar model is compared to the coplanar ADS model. The dielectric between floating and planar electrode is
air. The applied voltage is 𝑉𝐷𝑆=100mV.

Table 3.5: System of equations describing the operation of an FGFET with an integrated pseudoreference electrode

Parameter Equation Description
Geometry­related
𝐶𝑆𝐺 𝐴𝑠

𝜖𝑇𝑖𝑂2
𝑡𝑇𝑖𝑂2

Sensing gate capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐶𝐹 𝐴𝐶𝐹
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑝1𝑝2

+ 𝐶𝑓𝑟𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑒𝑃𝐶𝐹 Control gate­Floating gate capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐹𝐵 𝐴𝐶𝐹
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Silicon body capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐺𝑆 𝐴𝐺𝑆
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Source terminal capacitance [F]

𝐶𝐺𝐷 𝐴𝐺𝐷
𝜖𝑜𝑥
𝑡𝑜𝑥

Floating gate­Drain terminal capacitance [F]

𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 𝐶𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑 = 𝐴𝑚𝑖𝑥𝑒𝑑𝜖𝑜𝑥𝜖𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦 +
1

𝜖𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦𝑡𝑝1𝑝2+𝜖𝑜𝑥𝑡𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑦
Mixed dielectric capacitor [F]

𝐶𝑐𝑝
2𝜖𝑟𝜖0𝑙
𝜋 𝑙𝑛 [(1 + 𝑤

𝑎 ) + √(1 +
𝑤
𝑎 )

2
− 1] Coplanar capacitance between sensing

+ 𝜖𝑟𝜖0𝑤ℎ
2𝑎 and planar electrode [F]

𝐶𝑆𝑡𝑒𝑟𝑛 𝐴𝑠
10𝜖0
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rectly, a pseudoreference electrode on MOSFET structures, aiming both for higher miniaturisation and
higher sensor performance. In one case, in the study by Prodromakis et al., the effect of the integrated
electrode was reported as erratic and substituted by a conventional Ag/AgCl reference electrode [55].
The basic idea behind a reference electrode is that it creates an electrical field, biasing the measure­
ment solution, affecting the sensor’s measurement. It is also theorised that reference electrode usage
also counteracts the trapped charged in the floating gate configuration [146].

The implementation of an additional planar electrode in the sensing well area can, thus, either be
translated as a coplanar capacitance affecting the operation of the sensor, or as the implementation of a
pseudoreference electrode. The pseudoreference electrode, usually just a metal wire, does not exhibit
stable potential, because it does not operate under thermodynamic equilibrium. Even though there
have been efforts towards planar implementation of the conventional Ag/AgCl reference electrode, the
fabrication is not CMOS compatible. On the other hand, pseudoreference electrodes are wires or layers
made of chemically resistant materials, such as platinum, gold and silver, dipped in the electrolyte. In
some cases, very stable potentials were noted for pseudoreference electrodes in ionic liquids, but their
operation depends on the measurement conditions. Pseudoreference electrodes operate effectively
on a limited range of conditions (such as pH, temperature), where they do not show chaotic behaviour
[37], [38].

To sum up, a pseudoreference electrode dipped in an electrolyte creates an electric field that
affects the distribution of ions in the electrolyte. However, the electrode voltage 𝑉𝑟𝑒𝑓 is not main­
tained constant and it is not possible to identify due to thermodynamic imbalance. This renders the
pseudoreference­electrolyte­sensing pad interaction a complex system that a closed­form analytical
solution might not possibly describe.

3.5.1. Pseudoreference electrode model
A simplistic analytical model is proposed here, combining the theory of the previous chapters. The
pseudoreference electrode is a charged electrode, which means that an electrical double layer will be
formed on its surface and the exposed sensing pad’s surface. As a result, the system of equations that
dictate the EDL effect in section 3.2 can be used.

Figure 3.12: Transfer characteristics of the FGFET­based sensor with integrated pseudoreference sensor compared to the
ISFGFET mathematical model. The applied voltage is 𝑉𝐷𝑆=100mV.

By placing the pseudoreference electrode in proximity to the sensing pad in the coplanar configuration,
the attenuation of the electric field is avoided. Consequently, we consider that a coplanar capacitor
is still formed between sensing and pseudoreference electrodes. The total capacitance of the system
includes the coplanar capacitance 𝐶𝑐𝑝. Combining these expressions with the equations from the EDL
theoretical model, a new set of mathematical expressions arises, as noted in Table 3.5.
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The system of equations results in the transfer characteristics illustrated in Figure 3.12. The difference
between the original ISFGFET model and the pseudoreference model is the inclusion of the coplanar
capacitance. For 𝑉𝑟𝑒𝑓=0 the pseudoreference electrode does not affect the distribution of charged
species in the electrolyte and the coplanar capacitance acts as a parasitic capacitance. Thus, the
drain current 𝐼𝐷 values are lower for the new model compared to the ISFGFET one. On the contrary,
by applying even a low voltage on the pseudoreference electrode, there is a significant shift towards
higher 𝐼𝐷 values and lower threshold voltage 𝑉𝑇𝐻.

It is expected that biasing the pseudoreference electrode will induce a measurable change of the sen­
sor’s output, but not as drastic as in Figure3.12. The threshold voltage shift Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 predicted by the
model is 0.72 V per 1V change of 𝑉𝐶𝐺. The expected Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 for such sensors is in the order of mV,
as also indicated by the summarising tables in Appendix A. It is possible that the theoretical model
by Kaisti et al.[31], on which the simulations are based, is not designed for biasing both control gate
and pseudoreference electrode. For future suggestions, physics­based simulations might yield more
realistic results.

3.6. Final Remarks
As indicated by the literature study, a common drawback of biosensor­related studies is the lack of
focus on the underlying operation mechanisms of FET­based devices. To counter­act this effect, the
purpose of this chapter is to introduce the theoretical background behind four areas of interest:

• The operation of the conventional floating gate­based FET sensor

• The effect of the electrical double layer formation on the behaviour of the FGFET sensor

• The implementation of an additional planar electrode as a second control gate to the conventional
FGFET sensor

• The integration of a planar pseudoreference electrode on the FGFET sensor

Each theoretical section composes a system of equations to establish mathematical models. An insight
on the results of the models follows:

• FGFETmodel: The mathematical and ADSmodels successfully predict the characteristics of the
conventional FGFET in absence of sensing charge 𝑄𝑠. It is indicated that the effect of the added
parasitic capacitances and the interconnect dimensions is negligible.

• ISFGFETmodel: The mathematical and ADSmodels exhibit distinct behaviours. Measurements
in wet conditions will show the effectiveness of the models.

• Coplanar capacitance model: Two mathematical models were created, indicating very similar
behaviour. By biasing only the coplanar gate the device exhibits transistor characteristics, but
with low drain current values. The optimum operation is noted for the dual­gate mode.

• Pseudoreference model: A simplified model is proposed for the pseudoreference operation
mode, combining elements from the previous models. Drastic threshold voltage shifts are pre­
dicted when biasing the pseudoreference electrode.

The first two models aim at clarifying if the effect of the electrical double layer should be included
in mathematical models for floating gate­based FETs. Comparison between the established models
and experimental measurements will indicate which model captures the sensor’s behaviour more ac­
curately. Similarly, two different cases were studied for the implementation of a planar electrode in
proximity to the sensing electrodes. Future measurements will show whether it forms a coplanar ca­
pacitor or acts as a pseudoreference electrode.

Overall, the created models were validated and are going to be used as the basis for the designing
process. In the next chapter, the dimensions of the sensor elements are optimised aiming towards
higher sensitivity and maintaining operation in the saturation regime. Here, the 𝐶𝐶𝐺/𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 ratio was
indicated as a critical design criterion.
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This chapter describes and thoroughly details the decisions that led to the final design of the BBB­
on­chip. The sequence of the current chapter reflects the design flow that was followed during the
stages before the fabrication of the final platform. Initially, the conventional structure of the floating­
gate based FET is examined. New dimensions are suggested based on the developed models for the
next generation sensor. On the next step, the implementation of an additional electrode in the centre of
the sensing well is studied to determine an optimal geometry. Said structure was modelled both as an
electrode of a coplanar capacitor and a pseudoreference electrode. Finally, ten die designs and their
placement on the wafer are presented for the new photolithography masks.

4.1. Dimension Optimisation
At the first step, the dimensions and their effect on the performance of the sensor are studied. By
optimising the dimensions of the sensor, higher sensitivity is expected while still operating under the
saturation regime. The key elements of this procedure follow:

• The MOSFET dimensions (drain and gate terminal areas, gate oxide thickness) are maintained
for both practical and cost­related reasons. Firstly, MOSFETs with these dimensions have been
fabricated and tested, and by maintaining the dimensions the risk of non­operating transistors is
minimised. Secondly, high­resolution masks are used for the fabrication of the MOSFETs and
their replacement would prove rather costly.

• Three parameters are optimised, the dielectric thickness between floating and control gate 𝑡𝐶𝐹,
the thickness of the first metal layer (Al) 𝑡𝐴𝑙 and the control­gate area 𝐴𝐶𝐺.

• As indicated in the theory chapter, the 𝐶𝐶𝐹/𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 ratio regulates the output of the sensor. Accord­
ing to other studies that implement the floating gate configuration, the control­gate capacitance
should be 80­90% of the system’s total capacitance [23], [16], [147]. 𝐶𝐶𝐹 controls the state of
the floating gate and should be high enough to minimise charge variation between floating and
control electrodes.

• The so called parasitic capacitances, do not contribute to the transductive part of the sensor and
should be minimised. The previous MOSFET dimensions compose a capacitance between drain
terminal area and silicon substrate 𝐶𝐺𝐷 ≪ 𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡, reinforcing the decision of maintaining them for
the new design.

• Similarly to the drain capacitor, the capacitor that is formed between the floating electrode on top
of a polyimide (PI) layer and the silicon body is insignificant. As a result, regulating the thickness
of the polyimide layer will be of no consequence to the sensor’s performance.

• The effect of the interconnects is considered negligible based on the results of the previous chap­
ter and are not examined during the dimension optimisation.

43
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To check the effect of the critical design parameters 𝑡𝐶𝐹, 𝑡𝐴𝑙 and 𝐴𝐶𝐹 on the sensitivity of the sensor, a
sensing charge 𝑄𝑠 between 0.0001𝑎𝑛𝑑10𝑝𝐶 is assumed for the models. The selected 𝑄𝑠 values were
determined based on the paper by Barbaro et al., where a similar theoretical study was conducted.
The design parameters were examined with the ADS tuning tool, aiming at higher sensitivity Δ𝐼𝐷/Δ𝑄𝑠.

4.1.1. Simulation Results

Figure 4.1: ADS simulation results compared to the FGFET mathematical model. The sensor’s sensitivity can be studied both
as the response of the drain current 𝐼𝐷 and floating­gate voltage 𝑉𝐹𝐺 to the sensing charge 𝑄𝑠. Both ADS and FGFET model
derive the threshold voltage shift 𝑉𝑇𝐻 from the same equation. The sensor is biased under 𝑉𝐶𝐺 =2 V and 𝑉𝐷𝑆 =0.1 V.

Sensitivity as the current response of the sensor to an initial stimuli is experimentally easy to identify,
but the threshold voltage shift Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 in relation to the sensor’s input is also commonly used (look in
Appendix A). It is experimentally challenging to identify the threshold voltage, which is the intercept
between the linear extrapolation of the 𝐼𝐷 − 𝑉𝑔𝑎𝑡𝑒 curve at the maximum slope and the x plot axis. A
third method of studying sensitivity is observing the 𝑉𝐹𝐺 − 𝑄𝑠 slope (see table 4.2).

The ADS simulation predicts slightly different results from the FGFET mathematical model when 𝑄𝑠 is
the input, as shown in Fig 4.1. Both drain current 𝐼𝐷 and floating­gate voltage 𝑉𝐹𝐺 resulting from the
ADS simulations are compared to the results of the mathematical equations. The plots indicate that
the mathematical model predicts both higher 𝐼𝐷 and 𝑉𝐹𝐺 sensitivity. It is possible that the part of the
ADS model which introduces the sensing charge to the system does not accurately replicate its effect.

In the Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻−𝑄𝑠 plot, the step­like behaviour of the ADS graph is apparent. The values of the threshold
voltage shift result from the same equations in both models, explaining why they follow the same trend.
It is assumed that the reason for the step­like behaviour is not the step size (in this case 5 ⋅ 10−14 C)
of the simulations, but rather the numerical analysis capacity of ADS. Nevertheless, ADS was used for
the determination of the optimised dimensions.
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Table 4.1: Parameters studied during the optimisation process. The values used in each model are noted.

Parameter Old Optimised Final Design Description
Dimensions Dimensions Dimensions

𝑡𝐴𝑙 600 nm 600 nm 1000 nm Floating gate thickness
𝑡𝐶𝐹 45 nm 170 nm 170 nm 𝑆𝑖𝑂2 thickness between CG and FG
𝐴𝐹𝐺 490x490 𝑛𝑚2 400x400 𝑛𝑚2 490x490 𝑛𝑚2 Floating­gate area
𝐴𝐶𝐺 490x490 𝑛𝑚2 400x400 𝑛𝑚2 400x400 𝑛𝑚2 Control­gate area

4.1.2. Effect of examined parameters on sensitivity
It is already mentioned that the value of the 𝐶𝐶𝐹 capacitance is a crucial design criterion for floating­
gate based sensors. On one­hand, minimisation of the control­gate capacitance 𝐶𝐶𝐹 lowers the total
capacitance of the system 𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡, so that a slight variation of the sensing charge 𝑄𝑠 causes higher alter­
ation of the 𝑉𝐹𝐺 and Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 values. As a consequence, the 𝐼𝐷/𝑄𝑠 sensitivity is also higher. On the other
hand, a low 𝐶𝐶𝐹 capacitance in the same order with the parasitic capacitances of the system, will not
modulate the behaviour of the floating gate. The effect of the capacitance between floating­gate and
silicon body 𝐶𝐹𝐵, and between drain terminal and silicon body 𝐶𝐺𝐷 will no longer be negligible, and the
channel might not be formed.

Table 4.2: Sensitivity of the sensor based on the FGFET and the ISFGFET model, resulting from different sensor dimensions.

Δ𝐼𝐷/Δ𝑄𝑠 Δ𝑉𝐹𝐺/Δ𝑄𝑠
FGFET ISFGFET FGFET ISFGFET

Old Dimensions 1.526 𝜇A/pC ­0.030 𝜇A/pC 3.186 mV/pC 2.805 mV/pC
New Dimensions 4.025 𝜇A/pC ­0.060 𝜇A/pC 10.44 mV/pC 7.490 mV/pC
Final Dimensions 2.225 𝜇A/pC ­0.032 𝜇A/pC 8.386 mV/pC 6.202 mV/pC

Both the dielectric thickness between floating and control gate 𝑡𝐶𝐹 and the area of the control­gate
𝐴𝐶𝐺 are parameters that highly affect the performance of the sensor. Both parameters are directly
associated with the 𝐶𝐶𝐹 that regulates the values of floating gate voltage 𝑉𝐹𝐺 and the threshold voltage
shift Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻. So, taking both phenomena into account the final dimensions of the control­gate oxide
thickness and area are shown in Table 4.1.

The thickness of the floating­gate 𝑡𝐴𝑙 is also examined. A thicker floating­gate not only servers fabrica­
tion purposes, but also plays a role in the fringe­effect capacitance between control and floating gate.
However, this role does not significantly alter the sensitivity of the device. ADS simulations indicated
that an increase from 600nm to 6000nm results in 0.001% sensitivity increase.

Figure 4.2: Threshold voltage shift Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 in relation to sensing charge 𝑄𝑠 resulting from the FGFET and ISFGFET models. The
ISFGFET model, including the effect of the electrical double layer predicts lower performance. Both models indicate higher
sensitivity for the optimised dimensions, derived from ADS simulations. The sensor operates under 𝑉𝐶𝐺 =2 V and 𝑉𝐷𝑆 =0.1 V.
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The optimised dimensions are inserted in the FGFET and ISFGFET mathematical models to study how
they predict the effect of the sensing charge. As depicted in Fig 4.2, the model including the effect of
the electrical double layer (ISFGFET model) predicts lower performance than the conventional FGFET
model. In both cases, the optimised dimensions yield improved performance, as also indicated in
Table 4.2, where the slopes of Δ𝐼𝐷/𝑄𝑠 and Δ𝑉𝐹𝐺/𝑄𝑠 are noted.

4.1.3. Optimised design limitations
On the next step, the compatibility of the optimised dimensions with the fabrication process of the
sensor was cross­checked. A thicker aluminum layer for the floating­gate pad and a thicker 𝑆𝑖𝑂2 layer
over the floating­gate can be easily formed during the fabrication process. However, a high­resolution
mask was previously used for the patterning of the floating­gate layer with an area of 490x490 𝑛𝑚2, and
such a mask provides better­defined patterns with no need for manual alignment. The purchase of a
new high­resolution mask would be rather costly, while a lower resolution mask could lead to alignment
issues and rougher patterns. For this reason, the response of the sensor is studied in the case of the
control­gate area being smaller than the floating­gate area.

Figure 4.3: The response of the sensor to different values of sensing charge 𝑄𝑠 predicted the FGFET mathematical model. The
first graph shows the response of the sensor for the final design dimensions, with the area of the floating­gate being bigger than
the control­gate area. The threshold voltage shift Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 is plotted for all studied sensor dimension, demonstrating their effect on
the sensor’s sensitivity. The sensor is biased under 𝑉𝐶𝐺 =2 V and 𝑉𝐷𝑆 =0.1 V. The output characteristics of the sensor with the
final design dimensions result from ADS simulations and indicate that the sensor can operate on saturation mode.

A floating gate area of 490x490 𝑛𝑚2 and a control gate area of 400x400 𝑛𝑚2 are applied in both the
FGFET mathematical model and ADS simulations (as noted in Table 4.1). This translates to a direct­
field capacitor with an area of 400x400nm between floating­ and control­gate, with an altered fringe­
effect capacitance due to the larger surface of the floating gate. An overview of the simulation results
are shown in Fig 4.3. The voltage shift graph indicates that a sensor with the final dimensions shows
improved performance compared to the initial sensor, but lower than that of the optimised dimensions.
It was decided that just altering the dimensions of the control­gate, is an efficient design to achieve
improved sensitivity.
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The values of the 𝐶𝐶𝐹/𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 ratio are noted in Table 4.3, where in all cases the ratio remains higher than
0.3. This value is the limit of considering the effect of parasitic effects negligible. The change of the
ratio is drastic between the initial and the optimised dimensions, but not as much in the case of the final
dimensions.

Table 4.3: Critical capacitance ratios for the studied dimension cases.

Old Optimised Final Design
Dimensions Dimensions Dimensions

FGFET model 𝐶𝐶𝐹/𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 0.7523 0.4445 0.3479
ISFGFET model 𝐶𝑆𝐺/𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 0.9647 0.9892 0.9863

The ISFGFET model is characterised by the ratio between sensing gate capacitance 𝐶𝑆𝐺 and total
capacitance 𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡. Even though the sensitivity of an ISFGFET is highly affected by the electrolyte ca­
pacitance, the sensing capacitance 𝐶𝑆𝐺 should be in the same order with 𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡, achieving both high
sensitivity and control over the output of the sensor [34]. For the ISFGFET simulations a sensing area
𝐴𝑆𝐺 of 150x150 2 was used.

4.2. Implementation of planar/pseudoreference electrode
The innovation of this project is the implementation of a planar/pseudoreference electrode on the sens­
ing PDMS well during the fabrication of the chip. It is expected that this additional structure will lead
to increased sensitivity. The models of the previous chapter were studied in an effort to comprehend
the way the additional electrode functions. Figure 4.4 depicts how the electric potential is distributed
between two coplanar electrodes immersed in an electrolyte. The capacitance between coplanar elec­
trodes is based on the fringe­field, which results in the non­uniform voltage distribution. The electric­
field distribution is depicted in Fig 4.5 by the arrows and the contour plot shows the electric­potential
distribution.

Figure 4.4: Electric potential distribution between two coplanar electrodes. Arrows indicating the distribution of the electric­field
between two coplanar electrodes. The contour plot depicts the distribution of the electric­ potential.The schematics are extracted
from COMSOL.

In an effort to avoid the use of a conventional Ag/AgCl reference electrode, most studies utilize a gold
wire dipped in the electrolyte. Other studies, identified during the literature study, implemented planar
gold or platinum structures as pseudoreference electrodes. Three possible scenarios were identified
as shown in Fig 4.5: planar electrodes resembling flattened wires [117], [148], disk­shaped electrodes
[84],[121], [138], [149] or electrodes surrounding the sensing area [55]. The most common is the disk­
shaped electrode and according to literature, different dimensions were studied varying from the 𝜇𝑚 to
the mm­range [38].

One pseudoreference electrode can be used to gate several transistors or, like in the third case, one
electrode corresponds to one transistor. In the case of the studied BBB­on­chip, extended electrodes
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connected to eight different transistors are suspended on a PDMS membrane. The suspended elec­
trodes can easily break during the fabrication process, so the implementation of a planar electrode for
each extended­gate will be troublesome. Adding to that, fabricating multiple disk­shaped electrodes
can hinder the transparency of the sensing well, an essential factor for an OoC platform. Consequently,
it was decided that one disk­shaped pseudoreference electrode will be utilised in the centre of the well,
modulating the behaviour of all eight sensing pads.

Figure 4.5: Schematic representing the three different types of pseudoreference electrode structures identified though the liter­
ature study.

The general principle is that the reference electrode is placed in close proximity with the working elec­
trode, but the determination of the position gets more complicated when more electrodes are at play.
According to the book on reference electrodes by Inzelt et al., when there are two working electrodes,
the reference electrode should be placed further away in an area with a uniform electric­field. For the
final design, the size of the disk­shaped electrode, the distance between sensing­gates and the position
of the planar/pseudoreference electrode are determined based on simulations shown in the following
section.

4.2.1. Determination of planar/pseudoreference dimensions
The characteristics of the planar electrode are determined based on the following factors:

• To consider the formation of the coplanar capacitor of Section 3.4, the electrode’s finite width
should be negligible in comparison with its length and the width should be higher than the half
separation, 𝑤/𝑎 ≫ 1.

• The radius of the PDMS well based on the previous design is 3mm meaning that the sensing
electrodes can extend in the mm range.

• The coplanar capacitance 𝐶𝑐𝑝 is in proportion to the natural logarithm of the 𝑤/𝑎 ratio, which
attenuates the effect of the ratio to the capacitive signal.

• A disk­shaped planar electrode is chosen to create a concentric electric­field, accommodating
thus the same interaction between the central electrode and the sensing gates. For the models
it is considered that a coplanar capacitor is formed between sensing and central electrode with a
width equal to that of the sensing gate 𝑤𝑠.

The final dimensions of the planar electrode are determined based on the models of the previous
chapter. The results of the pseudoreference model are presented in Fig 4.6, being the model that
includes the sensing area 𝐴𝑠 term in the system of equations. The effects of sensing electrode width
𝑤𝑠, length 𝑙𝑠 and half­separation from the pseudoreference electrode 𝑎 are illustrated. It is indicated
that 𝑤𝑠 has the most significant effect on sensitivity, with higher width leading to lower slopes. It was
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Figure 4.6: Effect of the sensing electrode width 𝑤𝑠, length 𝑙𝑠 and distance 𝑎 to the threshold voltage shift Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻, based on the
pseudoreference mathematical model. The applied potentials are 𝑉𝐷𝑆=0.1V, 𝑉𝐶𝐺=2V and 𝑉𝑝𝑠𝑒𝑢𝑑𝑜=2V.

expected that Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 would be optimal in a range of 𝑤𝑠 values, where the sensing area would achieve a
balance between high surface charge and avoiding high electrolyte capacitances.

The effect of the electrode length 𝑙𝑠 and the half­separation 𝑎 do not significantly effect sensitivity
(see Fig 4.6). Longer electrodes contribute to a higher 𝐶𝑡𝑜𝑡 and lead to slightly lower sensitivity, while
the effect of 𝑎 is the opposite compared to the electrode width 𝑤𝑠. The coplanar capacitance 𝐶𝑐𝑝 is
analogous to the logarithm of the 𝑤𝑠/𝑎 ratio, but only 𝑤𝑠 is inserted to the equations describing the EDL
effect. Thus, parameter 𝑎 is less significant than the electrode width 𝑤𝑠. Still, the pseudoreference
model is based on the limitation 𝑤𝑠 ≫ 𝑎. Studying the behaviour of the sensor outside the range of this
limitation is an interesting design idea.

Figure 4.7: Electric potential distribution and electric­field direction between the planar pseudoreference electrode and sensing
electrodes in close proximity, as extracted from COMSOL. The electric potential contour shows the effect of one pseudoreference
electrode to all the surrounding electrodes.

4.2.2. Overview of optimised dimensions
In order to both validate the predictions of the models and aim towards higher sensitivity the following
dimensions were chosen for the new sensor.

• Sensing area: Two types of sensing pads are implemented with areas of 80x80 𝜇𝑚2 and 150x150
𝜇𝑚2 for comparison purposes. These dimensions do not inhibit the visibility in the PDMS well.

• Extended electrode length: Long electrodes of 2.6mmplace the sensing pads in close proximity
to the central electrode, as illustrated in Fig 4.7, assuming the formation of a coplanar capacitor. In
the second case, shorter electrodes with 2 mm length are chosen to study the interaction between
the central electrode and the sensing pads, when the equation for 𝐶𝑐𝑝 is not valid.
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• Planar electrode area: A disk­shaped electrode with a diameter of 300𝜇𝑚, based on literature,
will be implemented in the center of the well. It is expected that one electrode in the centre of the
well can affect the binding phenomena on all the surrounding sensing pads, as indicated by the
COMSOL schematic in Fig 4.7.

An overview of the results of the theoretical models for a pseudoreference electrode with a diameter of
300𝜇𝑚 and sensing electrodes with length 2.6mm, width 150𝜇m and separation a=80𝜇m is presented
in Fig 4.8. The Δ𝐼𝐷𝑆/𝑄𝑠 slopes predicted by the coplanar models (approximately 1.7 𝜇A/pC) are lower
than the FGFET model slope (at 3.7 𝜇A/pC), where no coplanar electrode is implemented. Even for
bias 𝑉𝑐𝑝 higher than 2V the slopes do not reach the level of the original structure, which means that
according to the models that ignore the effect of the EDL, the coplanar capacitance plays a parasitic
role rather than significantly affecting the 𝑉𝐹𝐺 value in combination with 𝐶𝐶𝐹. In the case of the model
implementing the EDL role, depicted with the purple line, the 𝐼𝐷𝑆 values are in the order of 26 mA
showing a sensitivity of 4.7 𝜇A/pC. This model is based on the equations by Kaisti et al. and has been
applied to describe the behavior of sensors when a Ag/AgCl reference electrode, an Au or an Pt wire
is dipped in the measurement medium. Thus, the model gives a promising indication for optimised
sensor performance with the addition of the planar electrode.

The results of all the models are compared on the top right of Fig 4.8. In terms of Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 sensitivity, the
conventional FGFET model without the planar electrode exhibits the highest slope and the pseudoref­
erence model the lowest one. Finally, for the dimensions mentioned above, and for a bias 𝑉𝑐𝑝=2V,
the output characteristics of the sensor are shown at the bottom left graph, as extracted by the ADS
simulation. While the sensor is double­biased, it still operates as a MOSFET and reaches saturation.

Figure 4.8: Overview of results from simulation models for the implementation of a pseudoreference electrode interacting with a
sensing gate of width 150𝜇m at a distance of 80𝜇m. On the left, the effect of the sensing charge 𝑄𝑠 on the drain current 𝐼𝐷𝑆 is
studied for different cases. On the top right, the threshold voltage shift Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 is investigated and on the bottom right the output
characteristics of the sensor operating on double bias 𝑉𝐶𝐺 and 𝑉𝑐𝑝=2V are plotted, as extracted by ADS.
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4.3. Final mask design
For the next generation sensor, three new masks were designed using L­EDIT (Layout Editor) by Tan­
ner. The design of the OoC remains the same up to the step of the first metallic layer, maintaining the
dimensions of the eight transistors and their floating gates.. As a result, the three new masks involve
the patterning of the control­gate structure, the extended­sensing electrodes and the coplanar elec­
trode in the centre of the sensing well. The main mask corresponds to the second metallic layer (for
titanium structures) and includes all the above­mentioned structures. Based on the second metallic
mask, two more masks are designed for the polyimide (PI) layers that are going to encapsulate the
extended­sensing electrodes. The ideas behind designing the new masks are explained step by step.

Each 100mm wafer consists of 52 dies, as seen in Fig 4.9, offering the opportunity of having many
different designs on one wafer. During the dimensions optimisation step, it was hypothesised that a
control­gate of smaller dimensions than in the original sensor, yields higher sensitivity. To experimen­
tally study this hypothesis, the top 26 dies of the wafer are designed with the old control­gate of 490x490
𝜇𝑚2 and the bottom 26 with a 400x400 𝑚𝑢𝑚2 control­gate area, as illustrated in Fig 4.9.

Figure 4.9: Schematic of 100 mm wafer including 52 dies. The coloured part corresponds to the dies with the old control­gate
dimensions of 490x490 𝜇m.

Next the length of the sensing­electrode extensions is arranged. Extensions with a length of 2.6 mm
were chosen for the right part of the wafer and on the left, the length of the extensions is 2mm. The
comparison between the effects of the two different electrode lengths is possible in one­chip, in the
so­called mixed design, as seen in Fig 4.10.

Figure 4.10: Schematic of 100 mm wafer including dies with the longer 2.6mm electrodes (light blue) and the mixed design
(purple). The mixed design contains both 2mm and 2.6mm long sensing electrodes.
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Finally, the effect of the sensing pad area will be studied by implementing two different pads. As
illustrated in Fig 4.11, the sensing pad area for some dies is 80x80 𝜇𝑚2, while for others is 150x150
𝜇𝑚2. This distribution of sensing pads is based on achieving all possible design combinations. In the
mixed design, sensing pads of both sizes are included. In the end, there are 10 different types of dies
based on combinations of all the parameters that were discussed, named as indicated in Table 4.4.

Figure 4.11: Schematic of 100 mm wafer where the light blue part corresponds to the dies with sensing pads of width 150𝜇m,
the white to pads of width 80𝜇m, and the purple to the mixed design combining both types of sensing pads.

Furthermore, the width of the electrode extensions that are going to lay on the PDMS layer was al­
tered from 5 to 15 𝜇𝑚 to prevent damage or breaking of the electrodes during the fabrication. It was
indicated by ADS simulations that even with a width of 15𝜇𝑚 the resistance of the electrodes does not
significantly affect the sensor’s performance. As already mentioned, the sensitivity of the sensor can
also be identified as the shift of the floating­gate voltage 𝑉𝐹𝐺 in response to the sensor’s input. Towards
this end, electrode connections were implemented between the floating­gates and connection pads
at the periphery of the die. The new connection pads have double the area of the pads regulated by
the first metallic layer mask to assist wire­bonding. The new planar electrode is connected to a wider
connection pad as well.

After taking all of the above into account, the final designs for the second metallic layer mask are shown
in Fig 4.12. Based on the length and area of the sensing electrodes, each metallic­mask die design
is accompanied by a compatible polyimide design. The purpose of the PI masks is to encapsulate
the metallic extensions, protecting them from the measurement medium, while keeping an opening to
the metal layer, where the sensing takes place. The alignment between the designs of the metal and
PI layers is of high importance to achieve both complete encapsulation of the electrodes and good
definition of the sensing areas.

Table 4.4: The designs of the second metallic layer mask, accompanied by the number of dies with each design.

Name: Control­gate type Extension Length Sensing­gate area
Old/New

name nr of dies name nr of dies
Old Mixed 6 New mixed 6
O 2.6mm 80𝜇𝑚 5 N 2.6mm 80𝜇𝑚 5
O 2.6mm 150𝜇𝑚 5 N 2.6mm 150𝜇𝑚 5
O 2mm 150𝜇𝑚 5 N 2mm 150𝜇𝑚 5
O 2mm 80𝜇𝑚 5 N 2mm 80𝜇𝑚 5
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Figure 4.12: First metal­layer mask designs in L­EDIT (dark green) accompanied by the first polyimide layer design (light green).
The five designs with the new control­gates are shown.
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4.4. Final Remarks
The next generation of sensors combine an additional planar electrode with the conventional operation
of a floating­gate based FET. Initially, the dimensions of the FGFET structure without the additional
electrode were studied and new dimensions were chosen for the control gate electrode and the dielec­
tric between floating and control gate. Half of the dies of the new masks have the new control gate
dimensions, so that the dimension effect can be experimentally studied. During the dimension study it
was indicated that:

• The ADS model predicts lower sensor response compared to the FGFET model. Nevertheless,
it was used for the determination of the final dimensions.

• The mathematical model including the effect of the electrical double layer predict lower threshold
voltage shift in response to the sensing charge compared to the FGFET model.

• Parameters that are directly associated with the control gate capacitance 𝐶𝐶𝐹 drastically affect
the sensor’s behaviour.

• The final dimension sensor exhibits transistor characteristics and enters saturation mode while
showing improved sensitivity.

Concerning the planar electrode integration, there is a leading question in mind, whether the additional
electrode acts as a pseudoreference electrode or promotes the formation of a coplanar capacitor. By
varying the length of the extended electrodes, the effect of the planar electrode to the sensing gates
will be studied. It is assumed that when in proximity a coplanar capacitor is formed, while for bigger
distance the planar electrode acts more like a pseudoreference electrode. The results of the planar
electrode dimension investigation showed that:

• Higher Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 sensitivity is predicted for smaller sensing areas, a behaviour to be cross­checked
with experimental measurements.

• The predicted effect of the sensing electrode length and the half­separation from the planar elec­
trode is very low, according to the defined coplanar capacitance.

• The coplanar mathematical models fit to the ADS predicted Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 sensitivity, with the pseudorefer­
ence model exhibiting lower results. On the contrary, the pseudoreference model predicts higher
drain current slope compared to the previous models.

• A FGFET sensor with an integrated planar electrode of the defined dimensions shows transistor
behaviour on dual­gate operation mode.

Overall, the results of the dimension investigation led to the design of 10 different types of dies as
described in Section 4.3.
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Fabrication

In this chapter the fabrication process of the second generation OoC is presented and discussed. The
fabrication took place at the Else Kooi Lab (EKL) cleanroom facilities of the Electrical Engineering,
Mathematics and Computer Science (EEMCS) Department, at TU Delft. Initially, the process flow is
introduced step­by­step, accompanied by cross­sectional schematics of the wafer and depictions of
the resulting structures. Fabrication process impediments that hindered the final devices are then pre­
sented in visual form and further discussed. The chapter ends with a visual overview of the fabricated
chips, including defects that might render them impractical for further study.

5.1. Process Flow
The fabrication of the second­generation electrochemical OoC follows a designated flowchart, based
on a standard BiCMOS process. On the grounds of saving time, four wafers were prepared up to the
step of gate oxide deposition, before the start the actual fabrication process. A brief description of the
preceding steps follows.

Figure 5.1: Cross­sectional schematics representing the fabrication steps from the gate oxide definition (step 1) to the patterning
of the first metal layer (step 5). The layer materials are indicated on the side.

Four 100 mm, 525 𝜇m thick, double­sided polished p­type silicon wafers were used for the fabrication
of both n­type and p­type transistors. The zero­layer was patterned on the frontside of the wafers for
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alignment purposes. On the following steps, the n­well and the source and drain terminals were defined
by ion implantation. Finally, thermally grown silicon dioxide of 200 𝜇𝑚 was deposited as the gate oxide.
A cross­sectional illustration of the structure is shown in step 1 of Fig 5.1.

The proceeding fabrication steps are accompanied by the schematics of Fig 5.2, for illustrative pur­
poses. A layer of 6 𝜇m thick PECVD silicon dioxide layer was deposited on the backside of the wafers
(step 2), patterned to form an etching hard mask (step 3). The periphery of the backside hard mask is
shown in Fig 5.3.(a). PECVD oxide was chosen over thermally grown oxide for the hard mask, aiming
at fast deposition of poorer quality oxide that will be etched during the final fabrication steps for the for­
mation of the sensing well. On the following step, contacts were opened on the frontside by wet etching
in BHF, landing on the drain, source and gate terminals (step 4). Contact openings accommodate the
connection between the mentioned terminals and the first metal layer .

Figure 5.2: Cross­sectional illustrations representing the fabrications steps for the process wafers. Two strategies were followed,
thus the two structure columns. A landing layer of oxide is deposited on two of the process wafers (step 6), while the fabrication
continues without this step for the remaining wafers. The details of the patterned layers are noted on the side.
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(a) Backside hard mask (b) Al transistor structures (c) Frontside landing layer

(d) Frontside via opening (e) 1𝑠𝑡 polyimide layer on well area (f) Ti control­gate over floating­gate

(g) PI sandwiched Ti electrodes (h) PI layers on central Ti electrode (i) Pi sandwiched Ti pad

(j) Bond pad openings (k) Electrodes suspended on PDMS (l) PDMS sensing well

Figure 5.3: Optical microscopy and SEM pictures captured during the fabrication process.
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(a) OoC Frontside (b) PCB frontside (c) PCB backside

Figure 5.4: The organ­on­chip platform after wafer dicing has a width of 1 cm. The backside of the chip facing upwards when
connected to the custom­designed PCB and the frontside of the OoC where the bond pads are wire­bonded with the PCB pads.

The first metal layer was formed by sputtering 1000 nm of Al/Si (step 5). The high­resolution mask for
patterning the floating­gate pad and interconnects includes thin structures, such as electrodes with a
width of 5 𝜇m, as it was designed for plasma etching. The corresponding equipment was not available
and the structures were patterned by wet etching in PES. The side­effects of this alternative fabrication
strategy are further discussed in the next section. In Fig 5.3.(b), the resulting transistor terminals after
Al wet etching are shown.

A 500 nm PECVD silicon dioxide layer was deposited on the frontside of two wafers for the formation
of a landing layer (step 6). It was hypothesized that a landing layer in the area of the sensing well will
hinder damage to the suspended sensing electrodes during fabrication. This soft landing layer was
patterned by plasma etching and the resulting structure (green) is seen in Fig 5.3.(c). The following
steps are common for all wafers. A 170 nm thick PECVD oxide layer is deposited on the frontside for
the definition of the dielectric between floating­ and control­gate electrodes (step 7). Next, vias are
opened on the frontside by plasma­etching, removing the oxide and landing on the Al layer, as seen
in Fig 5.3.(d). Wet­etching was avoided to protect the Al layer, as BHF also etches aluminum with a
slower etching rate.

Before the second metal layer, an approximately 1.2 𝜇m thick polyimide layer (by FUJIFILM) was de­
posited by spin coating and patterned by manual developing where the titanium electrodes would be
formed (step 8)(see Fig 5.3).(e). A 300 nm thick titanium layer was then sputtered at 25𝑜C (step9).
The control­gate pads, extended sensing electrodes and the planar/pseudoreference electrode were
formed by plasma etching, to avoid isotropic wet etching shortcomings similar to the Al patterns. Ti was
chosen instead of Al for the sensing electrodes as a more biocompatible material which is less sus­
ceptible to oxidisation. Noble metals would also serve as sensing electrodes, but are avoided as they
limit cleanroom equipment compatibility (red metals). A second polyimide layer of the same thickness
is deposited and patterned on top of the Ti structures (step 10), so that the two PI layers ”sandwich”
the metallic electrodes. This scheme, as seen in Fig 5.3.(g),(h) and (i), provides electrical insulation
and mechanical robustness for the metallic electrodes, while leaving the sensing pads in contact with
the environment.

Contacts were opened on the bonding pads, removing the silicon dioxide layer and landing on the Al
layer (see Fig 5.3.(j)). Due to unavailability of the equipment for plasma etching, the contacts were
opened by wet etching in BHF without damaging the PI layers. A low­power plasma treatment followed
to enhance the adhesion of the PDMSmembrane. Polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS) was prepared by mix­
ing with its curing agent (10:1 ratio), degassed and spin coated on the frontside of the wafers (step 11).
After the treatment, a 20 𝜇m PDMS layer is formed, where the extended electrodes will be suspended
constituting the transparent sensing area of the OoC (see Fig 5.3(k) and (l)).
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Figure 5.5: Disrupted connections due to overetching, overetched gate structure and micro­masking effect on interconnects after
the first attempt of Al wet etching.

The PDMS layer was then covered by 200 nm of sputtered AlSi, thus forming a protective layer. This
AlSi hard mask protects the PDMS membrane during the deep reactive ion etching (DRIE) of the Si
substrate. After the removal of Si from the backside by DRIE and landing on the oxide layer, the
residual oxide and the AlSi hard mask are removed by wet etching in BHF and PES, correspondingly.
By the end of the process the PDMS membrane with the suspended electrodes is released, forming
the sensing well as a part of the chip (step 12). Finally, each wafer was diced into 52 equal, square
chips with an area of 1 𝑐𝑚2. A chip is shown in Fig 5.4. For measurements, the chips are connected
to custom­designed PCBs and the chip bond pads are connected to the PCB corresponding pads by
wire­bonding (see Fig 5.4).

5.2. First metal layer wet etching (Al)
As already mentioned, due to equipment unavailability, the patterning of the first metal layer, after the
AlSi sputtering, was realized by wet etching in PES. Each wafer was etched individually and visually
inspected. During the first round of wet etching, at approximately 8 minutes to remove 1 𝜇m of Al,
overetching and micromasking was noticed at some areas of the wafers, as shown in Fig 5.5. It was
decided that the AlSi layer should be completely removed by wet etching and the process repeated.
After Al removal some superficial cracks were visible on the frontside of the wafers, probably resulting
from the stresses due to the last sputtering process.

For the second attempt of Al wet etching, the non­uniform material removal is taken into account. Each
wafer is placed with a different orientation on the wafer holder to avoid overetching of the same dies
for all wafers. Al etching for 6.5 to 7 minutes followed by 10 sec of poly­Si etch to remove Si residues
of the AlSi sputtering took place. Even though the wet etching procedure was carefully monitored,
overetching was still noticed (Fig 5.6). One wafer was baked for 30 min at 100 𝑜C to examine whether
baking hardens the photoresist enough to maintain the thin metal structures. The baking step did
not seem to have an effect on overetching, but led to increased micromasking, as indicated in Fig 5.6.
Unfortunately,preliminary transistor characterizationmeasurements after the step of bond pad openings
indicated that the transistors were non­responsive, as further discussed in the following chapter. A
back­up wafer was fabricated when Al plasma etching was available, producing the final dies presented
in section 5.4 and depicted in Fig 5.4.

5.3. Landing layer and vias opening plasma­etching
Before the definition of the dielectric between floating and control­pads, a landing layer was formed on
the area of the sensing well for two of the process wafers. The oxide forming the layer was etched
by plasma­etching using the Drytek Triode 384T. It was already noticed that the equipment showed
operational instabilities, including very low etching rate (up to 17 min for etching 6 𝜇m of 𝑆𝑖𝑂2) and
system errors. Each wafer was etched individually, after determining the etching rate by using a dummy
wafer, but the equipment instabilities rendered multiple etching cycles necessary. After the second
etching cycle, non­uniform etching was noticed for the dies at the periphery of one wafer, resulting in
the colour gradients seen in Fig 5.7 even after photoresist removal.
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Figure 5.6: On the left, overetched gate structure after second attempt of Al wet etching. The other two pictures show overetched
interconnects and micro­masking effect on the baked­wafer after Al wet etching.

Figure 5.7: On the left, non­uniform landing layer after plasma etching and photoresist removal. On the right, picture of the
broken wafer showing the direction of the fracture, still coated with photoresist.

The next fabrication step, for the vias openings, necessitated the use of the Drytek Triode as well.
Similar operation issues were noted and in the case of the non­uniformly etched wafer the process was
stopped numerous times because of system errors. This wafer broke in half during visual inspection at
the direction shown in Fig 5.7. The broken wafer was identified as the baked­wafer of the Al wet etching
process, which can be easily deducted by comparing the picture of the broken wafer with the picture
in the middle of Fig 5.6. Nevertheless, the baking step is not considered to have caused the breaking.
It is more plausible that accumulated stresses due to the continuous plasma etching repetitions were
the culprit.

5.4. Overview of fabricated chips
By the end of the fabrication process, 6 dies from the back­up wafer were prepared, which are presented
and commented on in this section. The implementation of wider extended electrodes on the PDMS
membrane and the careful monitoring during the several cycles of DRIE silicon removal seemed to be
effective strategies towards avoiding electrode breaking. However, due to the dysfunction of the initial
4 wafers, the effect of the landing layer on protecting the suspended electrodes was not studied. Visual
inspection of the fabricated chips indicated no overetching on the transistor areas, and a more detailed
overview follows.

Two dies, namely die 6 and 9 have the same extended electrode design with a length of 2 mm and
80𝜇m wide sensing pads, as indicated by the overview pictures in Fig 5.8. Some holes at the top of
the sensing well and a PDMS fracture are noted for die 6, better captured in Fig 5.8.(b). The difference
between the two dies lays on the dimensions of the control­gate, as die 9 implements the new gate
dimensions. The overview picture of the die renders it a good candidate for measurements. Die 36
carries the design of longer electrodes and wider sensing pads, but shows a PDMS discontinuation on
the top right part of the well that might affect measurements in wet conditions (see Fig 5.8.(d),(e)).
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(a) Die 6: O 2mm 80𝜇m overview (b) Die 6: PDMS fracture, PI intact (c) Die 9: N 2mm 80𝜇m overview

(d) Die 36: O 2.6mm 150𝜇m overview (e) Die 36: PDMS fracture, top right well (f) Die 43: O 2.6mm 80𝜇m overview

(g) Die 44: O 2.6mm 80𝜇m overview (h) Die 47: Old Mixed design overview (i) Die 47: residue spot on electrode

Figure 5.8: Overview depictions of the fabricated chips, including defects on the PDMS sensing area. The design is noted for
each die. All pictures capture the chip frontside.

The following couple of dies, 43 and 44, are characterized by long extensions and 80𝜇m wide sensing
pads utilizing the old control­gate pads. As seen in Fig 5.8.(f), the top right part of the PDMS released
membrane is not well defined, but the PDMS layer is still supported by the Si substrate, making the
chip measurement compatible. Similar appearance is noted for die 44 in Fig 5.8.(g). In Fig 5.8.(h), the
only die with a mixed design is die 47 with old control­gate dimensions. The PDMS well is supported
by the substrate on the side, so wet measurements can take place. Some residues are observed on
the sensing well, like the one in Fig 5.8.(i), probably Al hard mask residues or PI that was not removed
before the PDMS spin coating, that fortunately do not significantly inhibit the transparency of the well.
Visual inspection utilising scanning electron microscopy (SEM) was attempted as well, presented in
Fig 5.9. The thick transparent PDMS layer hampers the effect of SEM microscopy, resulting in low
resolution and distorted images. The PDMS membrane is easily charged, leading to dark images and
necessitating low energy electron beams. Especially in the case of sample tilting, optical phenomena
take place due to the thick transparent layer, resulting in the curved electrodes depicted in Fig 5.9.(b).
Overall, capturing clear SEM images of the samples proved challenging, even though most of the
fabricated structures belong to the 𝜇m range. For future attempts, gold sample coating is suggested,
taking into account that the sample is not going to be further used for measurements.
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(a) Die 47: Old mixed design (Frontside) (b) Die 44: O 2.6mm 80𝜇m (Backside) (c) Die 9: N 2mm 80𝜇m (Backside)

Figure 5.9: SEM pictures of dies 47, 44 and 9 from left to right. Tilting the sample leads to distortion of the electrode shape for
die 47.

5.5. Final Remarks
In this chapter, the fabrication process for the OoC is described and issues that appeared during the
fabrication were discussed. Overall the defect of the process wafers is seemingly correlated to the
wet etching during the formation of the first metal layer, indicating firstly that the high­resolution pho­
tolithography mask of the first metal layer is not compatible with wet etching. Secondly, the additional
baking step towards photoresist hardening did not solve the overetching issues and led to increased
micromasking.

Further study on the overetched transistors is presented in the next chapter. One of the process wafers
broke during inspection, possibly due to accumulated stresses as a result of plasma etching equipment
malfunction. Finally, the fabricated chips from the plasma etched wafer are presented, with die number
9 (N 2mm 80 𝜇𝑚) selected for further examination in Chapter 6.
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Results and Discussion

Here, the fabrication and measurement results are presented and further discussed. Initially, the pre­
liminary electrical characterisation measurements of the process wafers are examined, followed by
additional investigation. In search of the process wafer failure source, microscopy pictures are intro­
duced and a comparison between wet­etched and plasma­etched structures takes place. Additional
trouble­shooting measurements are analyzed with the implementation of ADS models. Next, the mea­
surements of the final OoC in both dry and wet conditions are presented and the behaviour of the
sensor is analytically discussed. The advantages and drawbacks of the theoretical models are written
down accompanied by some notes for future efforts.

6.1. Process wafers defect
As briefly discussed in the previous chapter, preliminary measurements showed that the chips on the
three remaining process wafers, with the wet­etched Al layer, were not functional. After the bond­pad
opening step, transistor characterization measurements can take place without wafer dicing, using a
4­probe Cascade microtech measuring station. During the measurements, the selected voltage can
be applied on the source and drain terminals, the substrate and the control­gate. The formation of the
Al structures during the wet etching was non­uniform, so the same nmos transistor was examined on
every row of dies, along the length of the wafer. A drain voltage 𝑉𝐷𝑆 of 0.1V was applied to avoid the
drain­induced lowering (DIBL) effect, resulting in the raw measurements of Fig 6.1.

The third process wafer, the one with the optimal Al structures after wet etching, yielded the depicted
results. In the case of most transistors, including the ones on the other process wafers, the drain
current 𝐼𝐷 forms an arbitrary plot resembling noise in the range of pA. However, some transistors,
show a slight effect of the control gate electrode bias on the sensor’s output in the range of 10−11 A.
Further investigation was followed to find the culprit of the wafer’s impediment.

6.1.1. Visual Inspection
The first step of the investigation was visual inspection of the process wafers under SEM. Any defor­
mities of the aluminum structures, such as extrusions, fractures or voids are associated with transistor
dysfunction, while also the possibility of bringing phenomena was examined. Furthermore, the connec­
tions between the source and drain electrodes with the corresponding terminals were investigated for
open circuit defects. An insight on the quality and structure of the gate oxide may also be constructive.
In Figures 6.2 and 6.3 the results of the investigation are shown.

The transistor depicted in the first three images was previously used for measurements. Even though
the gate electrode in between the source and drain electrodes is thinner than the 4 𝜇m wide gate
design on the high­resolution mask, it is well defined. The gate electrode structure is continuous with no
shorts or fractures, but its width is not uniform along the length of the structure, most probably affecting
the formation of the channel. Some spherical­like particles are also noticed on the high magnification
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Figure 6.1: Raw transfer characteristics measurements from identical transistors along the length of the third process wafer. The
source and substrate terminals are grounded and drain voltage of 100 mV is applied.

Figure 6.2: SEM pictures of the nmos transistor that was examined during the preliminary measurements. Higher magnification
is used to thoroughly inspect the Al structures, with focus on the gate electrode in the middle. The sample was tilted at 35𝑜.

picture that are not identified. Finally, the connection between the upper electrodes through the contact
openings and the terminals appear to be effective. On the next set of pictures, another nmos transistor
of the same die is examined. Similarly to the previous transistor, the gate electrode is very thin without
any other visible deformities and similar spherical debris is observed. Here, the effect of wet etching is
visible on the aluminum layer on top of the contract openings.

Overall, no structural deformities were noted other than some of the effects of wet etching. The differ­
ence on the resulting structures between wet and plasma etching is better illustrated in the accumulated
pictures of Fig 6.4. Here, transistors from the back­up wafer are compared to identical transistors from
the process wafers. The first think to observe is the difference between the wet etched and plasma
etched gate electrodes. The dimensions of said electrodes are significantly altered by wet etching,
while the rest of the Al structures are also better defined in the case of plasma etching.

6.1.2. Additional measurements
To identify whether the sole factor of the transistor dysfunction is the over­etched gate electrode, the
third process wafer was further used for measurements. The same nmos transistor was investigated
on the third row of dies, aiming at higher output signals. It was observed that the over­etching was
more intense on the periphery of the wafer compared to the central dies. Firstly, it should be noted that
even though the dimensions of the gate electrode have been altered from the initial design, the gate
still has an effect on the drain current as seen in Fig6.6. High values of applied potentials are needed
to acquire some relatively meaningful signals, reaching at the higher an output of 1.4 nA. In both cases,
biasing the gate seems to have negative effect on the sensor’s signal.
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Figure 6.3: SEM pictures of another nmos transistor of the same chip for Al structure inspection. The sample was tilted at 35𝑜.

(a) Back­up wafer: nmos (b) Back­up wafer: pmos1

(c) Second process wafer: nmos (d) Second process wafer: pmos1

(e) Baked process wafer: nmos (f) Baked process wafer: pmos1

Figure 6.4: Comparison between resulting Al structures after plasma or wet etching for three transistors. The same nmos
transistor structure was investigated under SEM and was characterized by the initial measurements.
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Figure 6.5: Response of the drain current 𝐼𝐷 while aiming at channel inversion by biasing the drain or substrate terminals with zero
gate voltage 𝑉𝐶𝐺. On the left, an experimental measurement of the nmos is compared to the ADS model­predicted behaviour,
indicating a significant deviation in the order of the 𝐼𝐷 values. On the right, the ADS model predictions for channel inversion by
biasing the channel indicate the need of very high applied voltage 𝑉𝑠𝑢𝑏. The arrow shows the effect of the applied drain voltage
𝑉𝐷𝑆.

Figure 6.6: Drain current 𝐼𝐷𝑆 measurements indicating the effect of the gate electrode on the operation of the nmos wet­etched
transistor. The substrate is grounded for the drain voltage 𝑉𝐷 measurements. To achieve higher 𝐼𝐷𝑆 values when applying a
range of substrate voltage 𝑉𝑠𝑢𝑏 values, a 20V voltage was applied on the drain.

If the rest of the transistor’s structure is intact, without suffering from other shortcomings, biasing the
drain or the substrate should create a p­n junction with ameasurable signal. Towards this end, the effect
of biasing the substrate 𝑉𝑠𝑢𝑏 was investigated, as seen in Fig 6.6, but no channel inversion was achieved
for this voltage range. According to the ADS model for the FGFET sensor with dimensions fitting the
measured transistor with the over­etched gate electrode, very high values of 𝑉𝑠𝑢𝑏 are required to achieve
a significant 𝐼𝐷 response. This explains the arbitrary plots of the 𝐼𝐷­𝑉𝑠𝑢𝑏 diagram. Simultaneously
biasing the drain to assist the p­n junction formation results in the small peak of Fig 6.5.

Regarding the drain voltage behaviour, in Fig 6.5 it is shown that for very high voltage values the drain
current 𝐼𝐷 significantly increases. The measurement 𝐼𝐷 values in the range of nA do not correspond
to the predicted behaviour by the ADS model, with the model indicating a difference of 4 orders of
magnitude. However, the plot trends are similar and it is considered that 𝐼𝐷 shows a diode­like behaviour
between the drain terminal and the grounded source terminal.

Overall, the visual inspection indicated that the dimensions of the Al structures significantly change after
wet etching, mainly because the used mask was intended for dry etching. If wet etching is selected as
the Al layer patterning, a new photolithography mask with wider structures should be designed, taking
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Figure 6.7: Pictures showing the 4­probe measurement station used for measurements in dry (left) and wet conditions (right).
The PCB is placed on the station and the position of the needles is manually selected.

into account the excess material removal due to the isotropic etching. Nevertheless, the ADS model
with the dimensions of the over­etched structures predicts a similar behaviour for the 𝐼𝐷 response to
the 𝑉𝐷𝑆, with a significant difference in the order of magnitude. This deviation can either derive from
ADS model inaccuracies or some visually non­identified transistor dysfunctions.

Due to the over­etched gate electrode, a bigger part of the gate oxide is exposed, leaving it vulnerable
during the rest of the fabrication process. In general, the dimensions and quality of the gate oxide play
a significant role on the transistor’s operation and impurities can hinder its function. By applying low
bias during the preliminary measurements, gate oxide related impeding phenomena such as hot­carrier
injection and oxide breakdown are avoided. However, some fabrication steps like plasma­related and
implantation processes also affect the quality of the gate oxide, by exposing them to stresses and
charges [150]. In conclusion, gate oxide failures might partially explain the low drain current response
of the sensors, but it should be noted that (other than the Al etching method) the same steps and
recipes were applied during the fabrication of the back­up wafer.

6.2. Final organ­on­chip measurements
After the visual investigation of the diced chips in the previous chapter, die number 9 (N 2mm 80𝜇m)
was chosen for further measurements thanks to the well­defined PDMS sensing area and the imple­
mentation of the new control­gate dimensions. The chip is set on the PCB with Kapton tape, as seen
in Fig 6.7, with thin wires connecting the chip bond pads with the PCB pads. A 4­point measurement
Cascade station is used for measurements (Fig 6.7) by manually selecting the position of the nee­
dles. The pads corresponding to the source and substrate terminals are connected by a metalised
tape and are grounded by using one probe station. The remaining probe stations are connected to
the drain, control­gate and pseudoreference electrode pads. To examine the behaviour of the OoC
measurements in both dry and wet conditions were taken.

6.2.1. Measurements in dry conditions
Initially the characteristics of the transistor were identified in dry conditions for the third nmos transistor
of the OoC. The same ADS model that was used for examining the effect of the over­etched gates is
utilised in Fig 6.8. It is shown that the ADS model can successfully predict the transfer characteristics,
just by inserting the value of the threshold voltage 𝑉𝑇𝐻 and the dimensions of the nmos. On this opera­
tion mode, no bias is applied through the pseudoreference electrode so that the characteristics of the
FGFET structure are studied.

The measured output characteristics of the nmos, as seen in Fig 6.8, show that the transistor does
not enter saturation mode for the applied drain voltage of 2V. On the contrary, the ADS model predicts
lower drain current 𝐼𝐷𝑆 response with the transistor entering saturation mode. Thus, even though the
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Figure 6.8: Transfer (left) and output (right) characteristics of the third nmos transistor on the ninth OoC during dry conditions,
compared to the results of the corresponding ADS model. The characteristics are extracted without biasing the pseudoreference
electrode. For the transfer characteristics, the drain applied voltage 𝑉𝐷𝑆 is 100 mV.

Figure 6.9: Transfer characteristics of the nmos for dry and DI water measurements. The effect of the pseudoreference bias
𝑉𝐶𝐺2 is shown. The applied drain voltage 𝑉𝐷𝑆 during the measurements is 100 mV.

ADS model can match the transfer characteristic behaviour of the sensor, it yields unreliable output
characteristics plots. The model unreliability also hinders the process wafer failure in Fig 6.5. Repli­
cating the same measurements in the future will show if the problem lies with the measurement or the
ADS model.

6.2.2. DI water measurements
For wet measurements, a pipettor is used to deposit 10 𝜇𝐿 of the selected liquid on the sensing well,
thus forming a droplet like the one seen in Fig 6.7. After the removal of the liquid medium, the sensing
area is left to dry for 10 minutes. Firstly, the OoC was tested with DI water, thus assisting the coupling
effect between the planar electrode and the sensing pad. The results of the measurements are shown
in Fig 6.9.

In the case of zero pseudoreference electrode voltage 𝑉𝐶𝐺2, dry and DI water measurements show
similar behaviour, with the indication that DI water measurements yield slightly lower drain current 𝐼𝐷
values. Based on the theory, when in the presence of water the coplanar capacitance is increased,
leading to a higher total capacitance. The effect of the coplanar capacitor contributes to the operation
of the sensor when a voltage 𝑉𝐶𝐺2 is applied, with higher voltages leading to higher 𝐼𝐷 values and a
shift of the threshold voltage towards lower values. Even though the theoretical models did not predict
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Figure 6.10: Characteristics of the nmos operating based on the coplanar gate voltage 𝑉𝐶𝐺2 for DI water measurements. No
voltage is applied through the control­gate (𝑉𝐶𝐺= 0V).

a visible effect of the pseudoreference potential on the transfer characteristics, the measurements
indicate otherwise.

So far, during dry measurements the control­gate operation mode was examined, and during DI water
measurements both the afore­mentioned and the dual­gate operation mode were examined. In an
effort to investigate the pseudoreference electrode operation mode and study whether the transistor is
operational when only controlled by this electrode, the characteristics of the nmos were acquired. In
Fig 6.10, the 𝐼𝐷𝑆 response to the pseudoreference voltage resembles transfer characteristics, showing
that the sensor in this mode, even though operational, does not yield a significant signal. The transfer
characteristics indicate 𝐼𝐷𝑆 values one order of magnitude lower than the ones on the control­gate
operation mode for dry measurements. Both indicate that the sensor does not enter saturation mode.

6.2.3. KCl measurements
KCL was diluted in DI water with a ratio of 1:4, resulting in a 0.6 M KCl solution. A droplet of 10 𝜇𝐿
was placed on the sensing well with the help of the pippetor. This solution was chosen to study the
effect of ions on the sensor’s output. The same line of investigation with the DI water measurements
is followed.

The transfer characteristics of the nmos in Fig 6.11 clearly show the effect of the pseudoreference
electrode bias. As a result of the ionic solution, the response of the sensor is higher compared to the
dry measurement results, even in the case of zero applied 𝑉𝐶𝐺2. In absence of the pseudoreference
electrode effect, ion binding on the sensing area is enough to trigger an increased drain current. In
this ionic environment, higher applied 𝑉𝐶𝐺2 leads to higher Δ𝐼𝐷𝑆/Δ𝑉𝐶𝐺 sensitivity. This effect is further
amplified with higher 𝑉𝐶𝐺2 values. In this graph the threshold voltage shift is visible.

The effect of the ionic solution is also translated in the sensor’s 𝐶𝐺2 characteristics in Fig 6.12. The
transfer characteristic response is higher compared to the DI water measurements, while maintaining
the same trend. The output characteristics do not show such a drastic 𝐼𝐷 value increase and support
the absence of saturation.

For comparison purposes, measurements on the dual­operation mode are plotted together in Fig 6.13.
From dry to KCl conditions, the ions in the measurement medium increase accompanied by an in­
crease of the output signal and a Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻. Measurements in ionic solutions of various concentrations are
suggested to examine whether higher concentrations continue shifting the 𝐼𝐷𝑆 plot and if there is a
saturation point. It is hypothesized that for high ionic concentration or after a time period the sensing
pads will be saturated with ions.
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Figure 6.11: Transfer characteristics of the nmos for dry and wet measurements. An ionic solution KCl of 0.6M is used. The
effect of the pseudoreference bias 𝑉𝐶𝐺2 is shown. The applied drain voltage 𝑉𝐷𝑆 during the measurements is 100 mV.

Figure 6.12: 𝑉𝐶𝐺2 characteristics of the nmos for wet measurements in 0.6M KCl. No voltage is applied through the control­gate
(𝑉𝐶𝐺= 0V).

Figure 6.13: Overview of transfer characteristics of the nmos for dry and wet measurements. The same measurement conditions
(𝑉𝐶𝐺2= 2V,𝑉𝐷𝑆= 0.1V) are applied.
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Figure 6.14: On the left, comparison between the DI water measurements with 𝑉𝐶𝐺2=2V and the results of the mathematical
models. On the right, the ADS model fit to the DI water and KCl measurements. In all cases the applied drain voltage is 𝑉𝐷𝑆=
100 mV

6.3. Discussion
As indicated by the output characteristics presented in the previous section, the ADS model including
the effect of the coplanar capacitor does not effectively predict the response of the system in relation
to the drain voltage 𝑉𝐷𝑆. The determination of the optimised dimensions for the new sensor design
was based on this model. As a result, the new, 170 nm wide oxide thickness between the control and
floating gates might not lead to the optimised sensor operation. The oxide thickness might be the factor
that the sensor does not enter the saturation regime under 𝑉𝐷𝑆=2 V.

Regarding the implementation of the planar/pseudoreference electrode, the theoretical models indi­
cated that the 𝑉𝐶𝐺2 operation mode would not be effective, while a dual­gate mode (biasing both 𝐶𝐶𝐺
and 𝐶𝐶𝐺2) can lead to increased Δ𝐼𝐷𝑆/Δ𝑉𝐶𝐺 slopes. However, it was experimentally shown by the char­
acteristics of the 𝑉𝐶𝐺2 operation mode that the planar/pseudoreference electrode can modulate the
charge distribution in the floating­gate electrode, but resulting in a lower signal compared to the con­
ventional control gate. The combination of both gates in the ionic environment measurements (in KCl)
led to a 16% Δ𝐼𝐷𝑆/Δ𝑉𝐶𝐺 increase for a pseudoreference voltage 𝑉𝐶𝐺2= 5V.

Other definitions of sensitivity such as the response of the floating­gate voltage 𝑉𝐹𝑔 or the threshold
voltage shift Δ𝑉𝑇𝐻 to the sensor’s input were also studied with the mathematical models. Practically
extracting the threshold voltage 𝑉𝑇𝐻 from measurements in wet conditions can be cumbersome, even
though it is noted in many studies (see AppendixA), and thus was not under investigation after the
measurements. In the design chapter it was mentioned that connection pads to the floating gate were
included aiming at directly measuring 𝑉𝐹𝐺 during the experiments. Unfortunately, the current config­
uration of the 4­probe measuring system can not measure a signal without adding an input on the
measurement point, meaning that in order to measure 𝐼𝐹𝐺 or 𝑉𝐹𝐺 the gate electrode would no longer be
floating.

The big question remains, how does the coplanar/pseudoreference electrode affect the sensing gate
and consequently the floating gate charge distribution. Applying the created mathematical and ADS
models to the measurements, may provide an answer to this question. Fig 6.14 shows how the models
fit to the studied measurement results. On the left, the mathematical models fail at predicting the
sensor’s behaviour during DI water measurements and resulting in higher drain current values. It is
important to note that these models are based on the assumption that the sensor operates under the
saturation regime and the measurements indicated that the fabricated sensor is not.

On the right of Fig 6.14 the fit between the ADS models and the measurements in wet conditions is
depicted. The created models of the study use the sensing charge 𝑄𝑠 as input, so the concentration
or pH of liquid measurement media is translated into the binding charge. In the case depicted in the
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figure, the models use a charge of 1 pC and 40 pC, corresponding to DI water and KCl measurements,
respectively. Nevertheless, the ADS models still predict higher sensitivity than the measurements and
do not predict the enhanced sensitivity for higher 𝑉𝐶𝐺2.

Overall, the ADS models can be used for predictive purposes, but they show a deviation from experi­
mental data on the prediction of the drain voltage 𝑉𝐷𝑆 effect. None of the models successfully describes
the interaction between the coplanar/reference electrode and the sensing electrode, which in the de­
sign with the shorter extended electrodes was expected to deviate from the coplanar model. The latter
necessitates that the half­distance between the two planar electrodes (in this design 400 𝜇m) is shorter
than the width of the electrodes. Investigation of more chips is believed to give a better insight on the
predictability and improvement of the models.

6.4. Final Remarks
The first part of this chapter focuses on the investigation of the process wafers failure and it was indi­
cated that:

• The wet etching significantly affected the formation of the Al structures, resulting in very thin
gate electrodes with non­uniform width. SEM inspection and comparison with plasma etched
structures support this argument.

• Despite the overetching, measurements show that the gate electrode still slightly affects the be­
haviour of the transistor.

• Investigative measurements proved the functionality of the transistor, but ADS simulations pre­
dicted higher drain current response. This disagreement is attributed to either ADS inaccuracies
or non­identified transistor dysfunctions. Transistor impediments might be associated with gate
oxide failures.

Next, measurements in dry and wet conditions took place for the selected OoC. Among the results of
the measurements it is noted that:

• The output characteristics of the nmos for dry measurements do not agree with the ADS model
and show that the nmos does not enter the saturation mode. Repeating this process will test the
reliability of the measurements.

• In the case of DI water measurements, the mathematical models did not predict a drastic effect
of the planar electrode bias on the the transfer characteristics. In contrast, the measurements
show a visible shift on the drain current and threshold voltage values.

• Measurements in DI water and KCl show that the nmos is operational on the planar electrode
bias mode, but yields a low output signal. The output characteristic support the finding that the
nmos does not enter the saturation mode.

• During KCl measurements, the nmos responds to the binding of charges on the sensing pad
without biasing the planar electrode. However, dual­gate operation mode results in higher drain
current and Δ𝐼𝐷/𝑉𝐶𝐺 values.

• The mathematical models fail at predicting the behaviour of the sensor in wet conditions. This
is attributed to the fact that the models describe the operation of the sensor under the saturation
regime. The ADSmodel better fits the measurement results and is suggested for future modeling.

• It is not yet determined whether the planar electrode forms a coplanar capacitor or acts as a
pseudoreference, as both models are far from predicting the sensor’s behaviour.

• Similarly, it has not been identified whether the inclusion of the electrical double layer improves
the predictive ability of the models.

For future efforts, measurements in ionic environments of various concentrations, including physiolog­
ically relevant media, are suggested. This way the sensor’s limit of detection can be identified and
compared with the concentration of the target­ions in physiological media, while also testing the sensor
against the Debye limitation. The effect of ion binding on the sensing gates over time can also be
studied.



7
Conclusion

7.1. Conclusions
Organs­on­chip are promising devices that can support real­time monitoring of complex microphysio­
logical environments. Towards this end, a MOSFET­based device that implements flexible electrodes
on an optically transparent sensing area was designed and successfully fabricated with an end­point
application of in­situ blood­brain barrier (BBB) tissue ion environment monitoring. Before the designing
process, a thorough investigation of MOSFET alternative solutions compatible with the BBB­on­chip
idea took place, giving an insight on the available technology while also revealing a lack of understand­
ing behind the operation mechanisms of the sensors. Taking the floating­gate MOSFET as a basis,
theoretical models were studied and compared to face this absence. A common argument focuses
on the inclusion of the electrical double layer (EDL) in the mathematical models for electrochemical
sensing, but it only appears in the presence of a reference electrode. By implementing an additional
planar electrode on the sensing area of the device, the proposed novel OoC manages to pave the
way towards a solution to the EDL problem by combining a reference electrode­like structure with a
floating­gate transistor.

Possible scenarios describing the interaction between the two structures were presented and analyzed,
forming mathematical and simulation­based models for comparison with experimental data. The next
point of focus was designing the second generation of the FGFET­based device while opting for higher
sensitivity. It was indicated that the most practical definition of sensitivity for rapid sensor character­
ization was the response of the easily measurable drain current 𝐼𝐷𝑆 in relation to the sensor’s input,
whether be sensing charge, ionic concentration or voltage input. The planar electrode introduces fur­
ther complexity to the system by adding parameters that contribute to the redistribution of charge in
the floating gate, but after dimension tuning it can have an enhancing effect on the sensitivity. Some
studies already tried replacing the conventional bulky reference electrode with a planar structure to­
wards higher sensitivity. Here, the innovation lies with the implementation of the planar electrode on
a flexible and transparent substrate, while also examining the effect of the electrode proximity to the
sensing pads by allocating different designs.

During the fabrication process, the availability of the equipment dominated the time consumed and the
technique used on each step. The decision of patterning the first metal layer by wet etching instead
of plasma etching for structures that were not designed for this process is an example. This alterna­
tive step was identified as the main culprit of the process wafers failure. An identical plasma­etched
wafer with operational transistors was successfully fabricated and was processed up to the stage of
individual chips. Due to time restrictions only one of the chips was further investigated with a focus
on the behaviour of one nmos transistor. The transistor can effectively operate in three modes: con­
ventional control­gate mode, planar/pseudoreference electrode mode, and dual­gate mode. The third
mode exhibits up to 16% Δ𝐼𝐷𝑆/𝑉𝐶𝐺 increase compared to the first operation mode. In contrast with the
prediction of the models, the nmos transistor does not enter the saturation regime, thus rendering the
mathematical models based on this assumption ineffective.
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The simulation­based model is promoted for application in the design of the next generation of BBB­
on­chip, after some fine­tuning based on current measurements. At the same time, the layout of the
mathematical models creates a solid basis to further development and understanding of the complex
dual­gate operation. Let us not forget that the majority of biocompatible sensor studies ignore the
underlying mechanisms of MOSFET operation and provide a superficial description. By clarifying the
effect of the additional electrode and its relation to the electrical double layer formation, the upcoming
sensors will be designed to achieve higher sensitivity and possibly overcome the Debye screening
limitation.

7.2. Future work
While this thesis composes a full project from literature study and identification of alternative solutions
to the modeling, design, fabrication and final characterization of the BBB­on­chip, it is by no means
a project that has reached its end. On the contrary, there are several areas of improvement, further
pushing the comprehension of the mechanisms behind this complex structure and working towards
physiological relevance. A non exhaustive summary of such suggestions is discussed in this section,
in hope of providing some direction towards the future of this project.

Electric double layer: To begin with, a possible area of focus can be the formation of the electrical
double layer and whether it plays a role on the floating gate voltage in absence of a reference elec­
trode in the measurement medium. The EDL is often mentioned in literature and adds an inhibiting
capacitance to the system on the sensing area, while being associated with the Debye screening ef­
fect. Some studies have claimed overcoming this impediment, so further research on the techniques
and structures utilized in such studies can be of significant assistance.

Selectivity optimisation: Secondly, the literature study provided an overview of available gate materi­
als and coatings for selectivity optimisation. Based on the list provided in Appendix A different materials
can be experimentally examined on the BBB­on­chip to increase its selectivity towards physiologically
relevant ions, such as 𝐾+ which is critical for biological processes. In a complex microphysiological
environment such as the BBB tissue, selectivity is of high importance for the monitoring biological sig­
nals.

Study of the integrated planar electrode: Additionally, even though the idea of implementing a planar
electrode during the fabrication of a chip has been tried before, it has yet to take the place of the
conventional bulky Ag/AgCl reference electrode. Possible issues with utilizing the planar electrode
could be identified by repetitive measurements on the fabricated chips, as erratic behaviour has been
noticed for such structures. The function of the planar electrode can also be experimentally compared
with the effect of dipping an Ag or Au wire, or even a Ag/AgCl reference electrode with the same
bias, in the liquid medium, thus giving an insight on whether the planar electrode can be considered a
pseudoreference electrode. Furthermore, physics­based models can be applied to predict the planar
electrode behaviour, as the coplanar capacitance equation used in themodels of this project is restricted
by precise dimension limitations.

Study of fabricated OoCs: Due to time restrictions only one OoC was experimentally characterized,
while the rest of the devices as seen in the overview of Section 5.4 remain uninvestigated. By comparing
the measurements of different designs the effect of the control­gate and sensing pads dimensions as
well as the length of the extended electrodes can be studied for all three modes of operation.

Physiological relevance: For wet condition measurements the effect of the same analyte in different
concentrations can be examined and the sensor’s limit of detection can be identified. In addition to
that, measurements using physiological media (with high ionic strength) or ions in physiological con­
centrations, in the level of 5­105 mM 𝐾+ for brain tissue [151], can be a critical indicator of the sensor’s
applicability as a BBB­on­chip. The replicability of the devices can be cross­checked as well.
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Trans­epithelial electrical resistance (TEER): Finally, an important aspect of the BBB study is mea­
suring trans­epithelial electrical resistance (TEER) across the barrier, which characterises the perme­
ability of the BBB. TEER measurements will give an insight on how drugs enter the central nervous
system through the barrier. Future projects should focus on enabling TEER measurements on the
BBB­on­chip by either integrating micro­electrodes on the sensing area or utilizing the existing ex­
tended electrodes for this purpose. Again, the use of a bulky external measurement electrode should
be avoided to maintain the OoC’s portability.





A
Appendix ­ A

During the literature search, several studies of FET­based biosensors were identified. The details of
said studies are summarized in the following tables, categorized based on transduction material and
geometry. The tables give an overview of the applications of FET­based sensors, including information
on functionalization and type of measurement medium.
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Table A.1: Analytical characteristics of some silicon­based FET biosensors studies, grouped by structural category. N.A. stands
for not available and LOD corresponds to limit of detection.

Device Detection Layer Target Medium Sensitivity Reference
ISFET 𝑆𝑖3𝑁4 pH 20:1 buffered 56.3mV/pH, pH<6.5 Bousse et al. [46]

HF 46.8mV/pH, pH>6.5
ISFET 𝑇𝑎2𝑂5 pH PBS Δ𝐼𝐷𝑆= 55.4 ± 8.14 𝜇 A Braeken et al. [152]

glutamate oxidase L­glutamate PBS LOD: 100nM, pH=7
ISFET platinum silicide 𝐾+ ions 0.2M NaCl +0­0.1M KCl 56mV per decade Smith et al. [153]
ISFET 𝑆𝑖3𝑁4 pH 2% tris buffer 59±0.9mV/pH, Castellarnau et al. [138]

solution +HCl or NaOH pH: 2­10
ISFET 𝑆𝑖3𝑁4 pH N.A. 56mV/pH Martinoia et al. [154]
ISFET 𝑁2𝑂𝑆𝑖2 pH N.A. 40mV/pH Milgrew et al. [40]
ISFET 𝑇𝑎2𝑂5 pH HCl+NaOH solutions 45mV/pH, pH: 1­14 Cheah et al. [155]
ISFET PI pH N.A. 2.6mV/pH Moser et al. [156]

𝑆𝑖3𝑁4 6.35mV/pH
𝑆𝑖𝑂2 21.62mV/pH

MOSFET 𝑆𝑖𝑂2 DNA ss­DNA in PBS, pH 7 Δ𝑉𝑇=+1.92V Dashiell et al. [115]
MOSFET PLL DNA 825mM for a 5×saline LOD: 2nM Fritz et al. [116]

+DNA probes hybridization sodium citrate buffer
MOSFET thiolated­ssDNA DNA PBS Δ𝑉𝑇=+1.45V Kim et al. [117]

probes hybridization
EGFET 𝑁𝐻3 plasma pH 0.1M NaOH+0.1M HCl, 50mV/pH Yang et al. [52]

treated ITO PBS, pH: 2.1­12.1
urease urea urea in 5mM PBS 62.4mV/pC, 0.01M

EGFET 𝑆𝑛𝑂2/ITO pH PBS, pH: 2­9.7 60.9mV/pH Chen et al. [53]
urease urea 5mM urea in PBS 0.31­120mg/dI

EGFET boronic acid pH pH:2­12 65.11mV/pH Singh et al. [51]
modified 𝑅𝑢𝑂𝑥 glucose 0.5mL serum with 6.89mV/mM,

10mM PBS, pH 7.4 1­8mM
EGFET anti­HbA1c HbA1c PBS, pH 7.4, 0.1mM 4­24𝜇g/mL Bian et al. [57]

anti­Hb Hb 60­180𝜇g/mL
EGFET 𝐴𝑙2𝑂3 𝐻+ solution pH: 6­8 37.45mV/mM Lin et al. [148]

glucose 2­8mM, 5%w/w solution 7.00mV/mM
urea 1­32mM, 25%w/w solution 8.01mV/mM

EGFET monoclonal microalbumin 1% BSA 1800% at 1𝜇g/mL Ahn et al. [157]
ab­MA (MA) 7000% at 10𝜇g/mL

EGFET 𝑆𝑖𝑂2 pH 10𝜇L drops pH buffer and 36.5mV/pH Prodromakis et al. [55]
𝐻2𝑆𝑂4/𝑁𝑎𝑂𝐻 solution pH 1­14

EGFET 𝑆𝑖𝑥𝑁𝑦/Pt pH buffer solution 35mV/pH Prodromakis et al. [56]
𝑇𝑖𝑂2/Au pH: 1,7,14 22mV/pH

EGFET 𝐾+ sensitive 𝐾+ 100mM NaCl+10mM 15mV/log[𝐾+] Odijk et al. [54]
membrane Na2PO4 buffer+KCl

FGFET thiolated DNA DNA 0.1mM in DI N.A. Barbaro et al. [58]
strands hybridization

FGFET thiolated DNA DNA 1M NaCl TE buffer 100pM­100nM Barbaro et al. [118]
strands hybridization

FGFET nitride layer ions 1𝜇L KCl electrolyte N.A. Chengwu et al. [119]
1𝜇L PLL electrolyte

FGFET 𝑆𝑖𝑂2 ions 0.8­1.2𝜇L of 0.01%w/v Δ𝑉𝑇=­0.1V Chen et al. [26]
poly­L­histidine solution
of 0.01%w/v PLL Δ𝑉𝑇=­0.08V
of 0.5%w/v poly­ Δ𝑉𝑇=+1.2V
glutamic acid solution
of 0.5%w/v poly­ Δ𝑉𝑇=+0.35V
asparatic acid solution

CvMOS poly­Si ions water (pH=5.5), acetone See Table 1 Shen et al. [120]
(pH=7), saline solutions from paper

CvMOS 𝐴𝑙2𝑂3 pH TE buffer 50mV/pH,pH 1­12 Jayant et al. [142]
CvMOS PLL+ssDNA DNA 5𝜇M in TE Δ𝑉𝑇=0.25V Jayant et al. [140]

probes hybridization
ISFGFET 𝐴𝑙2𝑂3 pH pH 4­7 buffer Δ𝑉𝑇=53mV/pH Kaisti et al. [31]

pH 7­10 buffer Δ𝑉𝑇=48.8mV/pH
ISFGFET TANI ammonium gas N.A. detection:70ppm Zhao et al. [60]
ISFGFET 𝐴𝑙2𝑂3 pH 10𝜇L pH buffer 57mV/pH, pH:4­7 Zhang et al. [61]

pH 7­10 buffer 49.5mV/pH
PANI/DNNSA pH 7­10 buffer 106mV/pH

DG­ISFET 𝑆𝑖𝑂2 pH pH 3­12 solution 124mV/pH, d=100nm Park et al. [65]
170mV/pH, d=50nm
158mV/pH, d=20nm
d: channel thickness

DG­ISFET hafnium oxide pH 10mM PBS solutions mean 45.8±5.4mV/pH Duarte et al. [66]
(HCl,NaOH),pH 4­16 up to 84mV/pH



79

Table A.2: Analytical characteristics of some studies working on organic semiconductor­based FET biosensors. N.A. stands
for not available, LOD for limit of detection and NCR for normalized current responses. The label EG­FET corresponds to
electrolyte­gated FET, while EGFET stands for extended gate FET and there are different categories of structures.

Device Detection Layer Target Medium Sensitivity Reference
OTFT 𝑇𝑎2𝑂5 pH pH buffers 0.3 𝜇 A/pH unit, 𝑉𝐷𝑆=­0.8V Bartic et al. [158]

glucose 10−5­10−2M solutions 0.3 𝜇𝐴/decade, 𝑉𝐺𝑆=­0.5V,
𝑉𝐷𝑆=­1V

OTFT ss­DNA DNA 2.0 𝜇𝑀 DNA in N.A. Yan et al. [152]
ds­DNA hybridization 75 mL PBS

OTFT Biotinylated bovine serum 8 ⋅ 10−7 in DI water N.A. Kim et al. [159]
semiconductor albumin (BSA) or buffer solution
polymer (F8T2) avidin 6 ⋅ 10−7 in DI water

or buffer solution
OTFT thiol­modified DNA 100𝜇𝑀 in DI Δ𝑉𝑇=+0.5V, Δ𝐼𝐷𝑆=+0.44 𝜇𝐴 Park et al. [160]

ss­DNA hybridization LOD: 100 nM
OECT PEDOT:PSS cell activity Human cancer cell­lines Δ𝑉𝐺=150mV, 𝑉𝐷𝑆=­0.1V Lin2010 et al. [32]

Fibroblast cell­lines Δ𝑉𝐺=70mV, 𝑉𝐷𝑆=­0.1V
in incubator

OECT MWCNT­CHIT/GE Dopamine 50 nM in PBS, pH 7.2 Tang et al. [161]
electrode oxidization NCR: 0.01, 𝑉𝐷=­0.2V
Au electrode NCR: 0.037, 𝑉𝐷=­0.2V
Pt electrode NCR: 0.042, 𝑉𝐷=­0.2V

LOD: 5 nM
OFET 𝑇𝑎2𝑂5 pH solution pH:8­14 Δ𝐼𝐷𝑆/pH=0.36 𝜇𝐴/pH, Gao et al. [121]

𝑉𝐷𝑆=­7V
ISOFET Mylar insulator pH solution pH:4­10 10%/pH Loi et al. [122]
ISOFET SiN:H on pH solution pH:4­10 0.8 𝜇𝐴/pH, 𝑉𝐷=­60V, Diallo et al. [123]

parylene­C 𝑉𝐺=­50V
Relative: 8%/pH

EG­OFET CA­BA­based Dopamine DA in 50 mM PBS, Δ𝑉𝑇=350mV, 1mM, Casalini et al. [79]
SAM (DA) 1 pM, 1 nM, 1 𝜇M, 1 mM 𝑉𝐷𝑆=­0.1V

pH 8.5 See study’s fig.4b
OCMFET DNA probes DNA PBS, pH 7, 50mM NaCl LOD: 1pM Lai et al. [147]

hybridization
OCMFET 𝑂2 plasma­ pH 500 𝜇L PBS 1.4V/pH, pH 6­8 Spanu et al. [81]

activated
Parylene­C

OCMFET hairpin­shaped DNA 10nM, 1nM, 100pM, 10pM LOD: 100pM Napoli et al. [162]
DNA probes hybridization in solution

OCMFET HS­ssDNA DNA 3𝜇L drop of DNA­TE detection 10nM Demelas et al. [16]
hybridization (1M NaCl) solution

ISFGFET PANI­ES cationic PEI 0.5 𝜇L PEI 500pg/mL Zhang et al. [163]
aqueous solution

EGOFET streptavidin biotinylated IgG D­PBS solution LOD: 1.2 𝜇g/mL=8nM Minamiki et al. [84]
with 0.1 wt.%BSA

EGOFET anti­human IgA IgA 0­50 𝜇g/mL in PBS LOD: 2.1 𝜇g/mL Minamiki et al. [86]
antibody with 0.1 wt% HSA

EGOFET PANI pH PBS + pH 4 citrate 9.1mV/pH, pH 4­7 Kaisti et al. [164]
functionalization buffer, diluted HCl

solution
EGOFET PANI­DNNSA 𝐾+ Nacl + KCl 58.2 ± 0.9mV/dec, KCl Kaisti et al. [85]

diluted in DI 59.4 ± 0.6mV/dec,
KCl+NaCl

EGOFET artificial 𝛼­casein HEPES solution and LOD: 0.22ppm Minamiki et al. [124]
phosphoprotein pH 7.4 buffer solution
receptor with NaCl (100mM)

EGOFET anti­CgA hCgA PBS+0­50 𝜇g/mL LOD: 0.31𝜇g.mL (6nM) Minamiki et al. [125]
antibody with HSA (0.1wt%)

artificial saliva LOD: 0.11𝜇g/mL (2nM)
EGOFET ITO/PET pH solution pH 2­12 good linearity 𝑉𝑜𝑢𝑡/pH Tang et al. [126]
EGOFET PEGs GFAP 0.5­100ng/mL solution LOD: 1ng/mL Song et al. [127]
EGOFET 𝑁𝐻2­group pH 𝐶6𝐻8𝑂7, 𝑁𝑎2𝐻𝑃𝑂4 N.A. Caboni et al. [83]

SAM solution pH 2.5­6
EG­FGFET ssDNA DNA 10nM­10𝜇M in TE LOD:10nM White et al. [128]

probes hybridization buffer, 1.0M NaCl
EG­FGFET DNA aptamer ricin 1ng/mL in PBS LOD:30pm White et al. [129]

10ng/mL in orange juice, milk LOD:300pM
EG­FGFET carboxylic acid­ pH pH 4­11 solution 75mV/decade Thomas et al. [130]

terminated SAM 1mM­1M
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Table A.3: Analytical characteristics for the alternative technology field­effect sensors studied within this literature study. N.A.
stands for not available, LOD for limit of detection and Δ𝐺 for conductance change. The noted voltage shifts Δ𝑉𝐺𝑆 correspond
to the effective gate voltage shifts.

Device Detection Layer Target Medium Sensitivity Reference
HFET biotin streptavidin (SA) aqueous solution N.A. Kang et al. [88]
HFET single stranded DNA 1𝜇M/1M in NaCl N.A. Kang et al. [131]

DNA (ss­DNA) hybridization buffer solution
HFET biotin SA Phosphate buffered Gupta et al. [87]

SA interferon𝛾 (MIG) saline (PBS) 25­250 ng/mL
HFET biotin SA 0.1×PBS 15.2% Wen et al. [135]

0.25×PBS 11.3%
1×PBS 5.8%

HFET CRP­antibodies C­reactive protein PBS 10ng/mL Lee et al. [136]
CRP

HFET SA biotin PBS LOD 16aM/163mM Wang et al. [89]
MIG antibodies MIG serum 100 ng/mL

urine sample Δ𝐼𝐷𝑆 = 8%
EIS pH Titrisol, Merck pH:4­8 54 mV/pH Schöning et al. [93]

penicillinase penicillin 0.01­100 mM solution 45 mV per decade
EIS penicillinase penicillin polymix buffer 90 mV/mM at 0.01–1 mM Schöning et al. [165]
EIS mouse IgG goat anti­ 0.05M PBS 80 𝜇g/mL at pH:7.2 Betty et al. [165]

antibodies mouse IgG
EIS anti­rabbit IgG rabbit IgG 5 𝜇g/mL in acetic/ LOD 10 ng/mL Meskiny et al. [95]

antibodies acetate buffer, pH:5
DMFET biotin SA 300nM SA/PBST N.A. Im et al. [98]
SiNWFET biotin SA 250nM SA/PBS at least 10 pM Cui et al. [106]
SiNWFET peptide nucleic DNA mutation 100fM MU DNA LOD 10fM Hahm et al. [104]

acid (PNA) site solution
SiNWFET Abl protein ATP binding ionic strength of buffer at least 100 pM Wang et al. [132]

or inhibition 10­1000×analyte
concentrations

SiNWFET monoclonal cancer markers multiplexed detection, at least 0.9 pg/mL Zheng et al. [133]
antibodies (mAbs) see paper’s Table 1 in undiluted serum

SiNWFET biotin anti­biotin 1mM NaCl/1mM PBS Δ𝐺 = 0.02 ± 0.01nS, 𝑉𝐷𝑆=­0.4V Chen et al. [101]
solution Δ𝐺 = 45 ± 0.1nS, 𝑉𝐷𝑆=­0.9V
100 ng/mL in solution Δ𝑉𝐺𝑆 = 7.2 ± 0.3mV

SWNTFET glucose oxidase pH 𝑝𝐻 ≃ 5.5 (0.1 mM KCl Δ𝑉𝐺𝑆=20mV, Δ𝐺=0.3 nS Besteman et al. [166]
(𝐺𝑂𝑥) in milli­Q water) for pH:4­5.5

𝑝𝐻 ≃ 4 (0.1 mM HCl
in milli­Q water)

glucose 0.1 M in milli­Q water Δ𝐺=+10%
SWNTFET Aminated ssDNA DNA 0.1 mg/mL C­ssDNA N.A. Martinez et al. [107]

hybridization in 2×SSC buffer
(300mM NaCl, 30mM
sodium citrate)

CNTFET IgE aptamers immunoglobulinE PBS efficient detection: Maehashi et al. [105]
(IgE) 250 pM­160 nM

SWNTFET PSA antibodies prostate specific physiological concen­ efficient detection: Li et al. [134]
antigen (PSA) tration PBS 5 ng/mL, Δ𝐼𝐷𝑆 = 2%

SWNTFET T­PSA­mAb Total PSA (T­PSA) Milli­Q water LOD 0.25 ng/mL Okuno et al. [167]
SWNTFET DNA probes DNA 10 fM­10 𝜇M in PBS Δ𝐺/𝐺0 = 8%, 1nM, Kim et al. [168]

hybridization 1 floating electrode
Δ𝐺/𝐺0 = 21%, 1nM,
7 floating electrodes

GFET graphene amines single bacterial N.A. Δ𝐺 = +42%, single cell Mohanty et al. [110]
(GAs) cell
ssDNA DNA N.A. Δ𝐺 = +71%

GFET BSA antibodies bovine serum PBS 10 mM, pH=6.8 Ohno et al. [109]
albumin (BSA)

GFET DNA probes DNA 40 𝜇L in PBS efficient detection: Dong et al. [108]
0.01 nM

GFET CD36 receptors singular malaria­ N.A. Δ𝐺 = 5.1 ± 0.3% Ang et al. [169]
infected red trophozoite­cell
blood cell Δ𝐺 = 8.4 ± 1.3%

schizont­cell
GFET anti­E.coli E.coli PBS 10 cfu/mL Huang et al. [170]

antibodies activities E.coli detection
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Here, the ADS schematics that correspond to the models described in the Theoretical Background and
Design chapters are presented. The ADS models were used to extract transfer and output charac­
teristics of the floating­gate based sensors. They same models were used for sensitivity studies by
activating the parameter sweep components.

In the ADS models, the floating gate is grounded through a large resistor in series with a voltage
source. To replicate the effect of charge binding on the floating electrode, a voltage­controlled voltage
source was implemented. Themodel parameters that were not directly derived from the geometry of the
sensor, such as channel dimensions and control gate dimensions, were determined frommeasurement
data. Thus, MOSFET­related parameters such as transconductance coefficient 𝑘 and channel length
modulation 𝜆 were extracted from measurement plots and the rest of the parameters, bulk threshold 𝛾,
mobility modulation 𝜃, and so forth, derived from fitting of simulation to measurement data.

A previous effort, again from the same bachelor graduation project, focused on creating an ADS model
for the FGFET operation, including the EDL effect. By implementing the equation system written down
by Kaisti et al. [31], the transistor operation is correlated with the electrolyte characteristics. The
electrolyte dissociation constants, pH and molarity, modulate the sensor’s output. These chemical
parameters are expressed in relation to the double layer surface charge 𝑠𝑖𝑔𝑚𝑎0 and state the difference
between the mathematical and ADS models.

In the ADS model, the surface potentials Ψ𝐷𝐿 and Ψ0 are coupled to behavioural voltage sources con­
nected to the floating gate (Fig B.2). Symbolically Defined Devices (SDDs) are used to implement the
behavioural voltage sources. The output potential of an SDD can be defined as a combination of in­
put potentials in complex equations. In this way, the voltage sources solve the system of non­linear
equations resulting in the output drain current 𝐼𝐷.
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