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Due to an increasing need for devices with low power consumption, capacitive pressure sensors have
become good substitutes for the well known piezoresistive pressure sensors. Mathematical models are
necessary to design and characterize the device, preferably the model is analytical such that geometrical
scalings are revealed. We show that, in the case of linear elastic behavior, a simple analytical model can
be found for a touch mode capacitive pressure sensor (TMCPS). With this model it is possible to readily
evaluate the main features of a TMCPS such as: sensitivity (both in normal and touch mode), touch point
pressure and parasitic capacitance. Therefore, the desired device can be designed without using finite
element modeling (FEM). This reduces the effort needed to design a micromachined TMCPS. Finally,
the model has been compared with a micromachined TMCPS showing an excellent agreement with the

© 2010 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Micromachined pressure sensors, both capacitive and piezore-
sistive, have been among the most successful MEMS (Micro
Electro-Mechanical Systems) developed in the last 40 years [1,2].

Capacitive pressure sensors typically consist of a plate and a
substrate, both conductive, separated by insulating media (e.g. sil-
icon dioxide and air as shown in Fig. 1) [3]. The capacitance of the
device increases when pressure is applied on the plate causing its
deflection toward the substrate. These sensors can be designed to
work in normal mode, where the deflection of the plate is smaller
than the cavity height, or in touch mode when the plate touches the
insulator on the bottom electrode. Here we present a simple analyt-
ical model for touch mode capacitive pressure sensors. Depending
on the ratio between the height of the cavity (or gap distance) and
the plate thickness, this type of sensors will work in a linear elastic
regime or in a large deflection regime. We only treat the case of
linear elastic deformations of a circular isotropic plate, i.e. the gap
distance is less than half of the plate thickness [4,5].

Previous work on mathematical models for capacitive pres-
sure sensors have been presented [6-9]. The problem has been
approached with different techniques, such as assuming a power
series solution [6-8] and using the pseudo spectral method [9],
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where in both cases the principle of virtual work is used to find
the displacement for large deflection. In this work, we will show
that a closed form expression exist for touch mode capacitive pres-
sure sensors (TMCPSs) in the linear elastic regime, or that is for
small deflections. We will also show how it is possible to obtain
a fitting function describing the relationship between capacitance
and pressure for microfabricated TMCPS from this model. To val-
idate our model we will apply it to a microfabricated TMCPS, the
fabrication of which is described elsewhere [10,11]. In the follow-
ing discussion three main topics will be covered, firstly, in Section
2, a general theory that can be used to model TMCPS will be pre-
sented, then, in Section 3, a description of the sensor fabricated will
be provided and finally, in Sections 4 and 5, the measurement setup
and a comparison between the model and the experimental results
will be presented.

2. Theory

The capacitance-pressure curve (C-P) describing the behavior of
a micromachined TMCPS can be divided into three different zones
of interest: normal, transition and touch mode [12]. The region
before the top plate reaches the bottom of the cavity is referred
as the normal mode operation. Around the point where the plate
touches the bottom of the cavity there is a highly nonlinear rela-
tionship between capacitance and pressure where the sensor is said
to be in the transition zone. Finally, when the membrane is in con-
tact with the insulator layer, which is placed on the bottom of the
cavity to avoid short circuit of the device, the sensor works in touch
mode.
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Fig. 1. Schematic of the capacitive element. Both upper and lower plates are made
of heavily doped silicon while the insulator layer is made of silicon dioxide. The polar
coordinates used in this work are shown as well as some of the main dimensions such
as the plate thickness t, the oxide thickness to, the radius ao and the gap distance g.

In this section we will show that, for circular clamped plates,
under the linear elastic approximation, it is possible to obtain a
reliable model just by dividing the problem into two: normal mode
and touch mode. In the following sections this model will be used
to derive the main design parameters of a microfabricated TMCPS.

2.1. Normal mode

Here the diaphragm type under consideration is that of a uni-
formly loaded circular plate with radius ag and thickness t, see
Fig. 1. The mechanical properties of the plate are characterized by
the isotropic Young’s modulus E and the Poisson ratio v. The dif-
ferential equation, also called governing equation, describing the
displacement as a function of the radial coordinate, w(r), under pure
bending can be written in terms of the applied external pressure,
p, as [4]

DV?V?w = p, (1)
where D is the flexural rigidity of the plate given by

Et3
D= ————. 2
12(1 —v2) 2)
To simplify determination of the constants of integration in a
solution to Eq. (1) it is useful to calculate the shearing force per
unit length Fin the plate; F can be calculated from the force balance
equation

27rF = /anr dr, (3)
where r is the radial position, therefore
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where c is a constant of integration. In the normal mode case c is
trivially zero as can also easily be seen if a definite integral had been
used in Eq. (3); however, in the touch mode case which we shall
consider later ¢ # 0 and then Eq. (4) is needed for identification of
¢. Thus the deflection of a circular diaphragm fixed at the perimeter
can be obtained solving Eq. (1) [4]
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Fig. 2. Touch mode operation. When the sensor is working in touch mode the prob-
lem is split into two parts: the touching circular area of radius a, and the untouched
area which is an annular region of inner radius a, and outer radius ao; a, is defined
as the difference between the outer and the inner radii.

where wy is referred to as the center deflection and is a function of
the pressure p. From Eq. (5) the capacitance can be found as

/2” / arctan h( \/E)
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where & is the ratio of the center deflection to the effective thickness

of the dielectric
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is the parallel plate capacitance for a vacuum-gap distance of g and
a thin insulation layer of oxide on the bottom plate of thickness tox
and relative dielectric constant €,y.

2.2. Touch mode

When the top diaphragm of the capacitor comes into contact
with the fixed bottom plate a transition occurs to a different oper-
ation mode, referred to as touch mode (see Fig. 2). In this case, the
center point of the plate is no longer a part of the solution of Eq.
(1) and the shearing force must vanish at the touching line so the
constant of integration of Eq. (4) assumes the following value

15

¢=—5ap, (9)

where gy, is the radius of the touching surface. With this assumption,
the governing equation has been solved [4] but, even neglecting the
stretching effect in the plate, the expression obtained is not suitable
for the evaluation of the capacitance as a function of the applied
load done later on in this section. A simpler approach considers the
total capacitance as being made up by two distinct parts [7,8]. One
is given by the part of the diaphragm where the two electrodes
are separated by the insulating oxide. This part is a simple parallel
plate capacitor with a fixed oxide gap of t,x and a radius a; that
increases with an increasing pressure. The second is given by the
annular part of the diaphragm which is not touching the bottom
electrode and has a fixed outer radius ag but a varying inner radius
ap which increases with increasing pressure, thus decreasing the
area not touching the bottom electrode (the total area subtracted
the area touching the bottom electrode). Therefore, we will assume
that the deflection function in touch mode can be approximated by

g 0 <r<ap(p)

- 2\ 2
w(r, p) = g(l_(raczz()p)” a(p) <7 <y’ (10)

where the radius of the plate touching the bottom of the cavity, ay,
is a function of pressure as is also the part of the diaphragm not
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touching the bottom plate, a,. Furthermore, Eq. (10), which will be
used to model the shape of the deflected plate, is seen to satisfy the
boundary conditions

dw

w(ag) =0,  —-lr=ap =0, =0. (11)

w
w(ap(p)) = &, ar Ir=a®

Note that ag — a, = ay, thus there is only one independent vari-
able. Inspired by the work of [7,8], we calculate the variable a, by
considering only the part of the plate bending, excluding the part
touching the bottom of the cavity. In the simplified model proposed,
the center point deflection is forced to equal the gap distance w(0,
p)=wp =g. If the membrane only touches in the center point a, = ay,
and the pressure is obtained from Eq. (5). We now assume that Eq.
(5) remains valid at higher pressures if aq is replaced by a, and thus

64Dg) 1/4
b .

In other words the radial deflection profile of the part of the
diaphragm not touching the bottom electrode is taken to be the
same as that of the diaphragm in normal mode. This will be shown,
in Section 5, to be a reasonable assumption as has been shown for
the case of large deflection [7,8]. The capacitance in touch mode
using Eq. (10) is found to have an analytical expression
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where

B 1

B (tox/g€ox) + 1’
is a constant related to sensor design and attains a value between
zero and one, y € ]0;1[. For a large gap distance compared to the

oxide thickness, y will be close to 1. This is an interesting case which
is considered in the following section since such a design has the

(14)

largest sensitivity. Introducing a change of variables u = (r — ap)/ay,
the integral x of Eq. (13) can be further simplified
dp r
X = / 5 S dr
o 1—y(1—((r—ap)/a)’)
1 1
= ag/ %du-ﬁ-abau/ %du (15)
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= (ka2 + kyapa,), (16)

where the two integrals k; and k5, are independent of the pressure.
These two integrals can be solved analytically as follows:
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both k; and k; vary from 0 to co as y varies from O to 1.
Inserting Eq. (16) in Eq. (13) and rearranging in terms of the
virtual radius a, the capacitance in touch mode can be written as

et | [142—Jazke %u k) w g
((gsox [tox) + 1) o ((gsw( [tox) + 1) do
(19)

Fig. 3. Comparison between the touch mode capacitance, Eq. (19), as a function
of normalized pressure «p calculated at different values of y and the capacitance
calculated from Eq. (22).

where Cyy is the oxide capacitance

wag

Cox = €g€ox —. (20)
tOX

Thus, the capacitance of a sensor in touch mode can be described

as a second order polynomial in terms of a, which is linked, as

shown in Eq. (12), to the applied pressure.

2.2.1. Special case g€ox > tox
The special case, where the product of the gap distance and the
dielectric constant of the oxide is much larger than the oxide thick-
ness, is interesting from a device design point of view, when high
sensitivity is desired. Using this assumption in Eq. (19) together
with Eq. (12) and defining
@

_ 0
“= GaDg’ 1)

the capacitance becomes

Cxco,((,/l;z;‘/;p+1>, (22)

and it is seen that Cis a polynomial in (kp)~!/4. Note, that also the
capacitance of Eq. (19) is a second order polynomium in (xp)~1/4,
the coefficients though are different and are functions of y only.
This makes it simple to fit the capacitance-pressure curve in touch
mode, as it can be seen in Section 4. Even though the results
obtained will show that, in our case, this approximation gives a
simple and reliable way to estimate the characteristics of the device
fabricated, it should be kept in mind that it is based on the fact that
the two terms (k; — k3 )/ ((gsox/tox) + 1) and ky /((g€ox/tox) + 1),in
Eq.(19), were taken to be negligible and that will intrinsically affect
the accuracy of this model. For the sensor fabricated, y =0.982 and
these two terms are —0.127 and 0.151, respectively.

In Fig. 3 the relative capacitance change AC/Cox from Eq. (19) is
plotted as a function of normalized pressure «p at different values
of y; for comparison also Eq. (22) is shown and it is seen that as y
approach 1 the two expressions agree.

3. Sensor design
A micromachined TMCPS previously fabricated, see [10,11], was

used in order to validate the model presented in Section 2. It con-
sist of an array of hexagonal clamped silicon plates suspended by
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Fig. 4. Artists view of the micromachined TMCPS. The active area of the sensor is
given by N silicon plates with hexagonal shape. The capacitors given by each single
element are in parallel. An insulating groove separates the active area from the rest
of the device in order to reduce parasitic capacitance.

a SiO, honeycomb structure (see Fig. 4). The capacitors are there-
fore made up by a three layer structure: two heavily doped silicon
layers with a thin silicon dioxide layer in between. Furthermore, to
enhance temperature insensitivity, the cavities are sealed in vac-
uum (10~2 mbar nitrogen) using a fusion bonding technique [14].
This design is implemented to minimize problems arising from
parasitic capacitance, often one of the major issues for capacitive
sensors [15]. A parallel combination of capacitors is then obtained,
therefore the overall sensor capacitance is given by [10]:

C(p) = NCe(p) + Gp, (23)

where N is the number of plates (in this case N=180), C. is the
capacitance due to the active area and C, is the parasitic capaci-
tance. The clamped plates of the TMCPS consist of the device layer
of a SOI wafer and part of its buried oxide. The plate thickness
has a nominal value of t=2.5+0.7 pum with 2+0.5 wm of Si and
0.5 +£0.2 pm of SiO5. On a silicon wafer, that is fusion bonded to the
SOI wafer, a thermally grown oxide defines the gap distance which
is g=4204 5 nm. Since the gap distance is much smaller than half of
the plate thickness, this kind of sensor will work in the linear elastic
regime. It is important to point out that this is the only require-
ment in the model presented in the previous section. Any circular
clamped plate that fulfill this requirement can be described by the
analytical model presented.

In order to calculate a fitting function for the C-P curve of this
sensor another important parameter is needed: the radius of the
plate which has been approximated with the inner radius of the
hexagons ap=75=+1 pm. During fabrication it is also possible to
measure the thickness of the insulator layer on the bottom of the
cavity which results in approximately tyx =30 & 5 nm. Finally, from
the geometrical and material properties of the sensor described,
it is possible to estimate all the parameters of interest such as the
parallel plate capacitance, Cp, the parasitic capacitance, Cp, the flex-
ural rigidity, D and the touch point pressure p;. All these values are
reported in Table 1.

Table 1
Calculated parameters of the sensor fabricated.

Parameter Calculated value
NCo 66.0 pF

G 61pF

D 2.0x 107 Nm
Dt 1.70 bar

Fig. 5. Schematic of the measurement setup. A Druck DPI 520 pressure controller
and a HP 4294A Precision Impedance Analyzer are controlled by a laptop where a
Labview code has been implemented. For each pressure value applied on the TMCPS
an impedance measurement is performed by the analyzer.

Table 2
Measured geometrical values of the sensor fabricated.

Parameter Measured value
ap 75pm=£1pm
N 180
g 420nm+5nm
(e 30nm+5nm

4. Measurement setup

The TMCPS described in the previous section has been charac-
terized with a measurement setup consisting of a Druck DPI 520
pressure controller and a HP 4294A Precision Impedance Analyzer
(see Fig. 5). Both instruments have been connected to a laptop and
controlled by a custom Labview program. The C-P curve has been
obtained varying the pressure from 250 mbar to 10.9 bar in steps of
26 mbar.

5. Fitting

In this section a fit to the measured C-P data, using Egs. (6) and
(22), is done. Using the measured values presented in Table 2, fit-
ting parameters are calculated and physical quantities such as the
flexural rigidity and the parasitic capacitance are estimated.

5.1. Normal mode

Fig. 6 shows the capacitance pressure characteristics for the sen-
sor when working in normal mode. Eq. (6) is a useful starting point
for analysis of the sensor. By adding a parasitic capacitance C, and

Fig. 6. Capacitance pressure characteristics of the sensor in normal mode. The solid
line represent the fit calculated using Eq. (26), on the data points (circles) measured
from 250 mbar to 1.8 bar.
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Table 3 Table 4
Results from the analysis of normal mode behavior. Results from the analysis of touch mode behavior.
Parameter Fitted value Parameter Fitted value
NGo 62.0 pF (i 27.5nm
@ 71.8 pF @ 70.5 pF
D 2.19x107Nm D 2.72x107Nm
assuming g€ox > tox, We obtain From the relation between y and the capacitance ratio
52—0%70, (24) :1—NC :1—b o (28)
8((tox/g€ox) + 1) g 0x 0~ %p
and we calculate y, which is very insensitive to errors in the parasitic
capacitance Cp since NCox > Cp (for the present sensor Cp is less than
1 o . . .
C(p) = NCe(p) + Cp = NGy /,T arctan h (M) +Gp, (25) 2% of NCyx). The oxide thickness may be calculated directly from
p . Nﬂaééoeox Nﬂagéofox (29)
Noting, that C(0)=NCp + Cp, we can write 7 NCox bo—Gp °
1 which also is quite insensitive to Cp. Finally, the flexural rigidity
C=NGy | 1/ P arctanhykp — 1 | + C(0), (26) (and thus «) may be calculated from

which is a suitable fitting function with three parameters Cy, C(0)
and « to be determined from the plot. This expression has been used
as afitting function to analyze the data shown in Fig. 6, the solid line
shows the fit. As ag, N and g can be measured it is possible to obtain
the effective plate stiffness, D, from the fit. The extracted values are
shown in Table 3. The rigidity is as expected around 2 x 10~7 Nm,
as can be estimated from Eq. (2).

5.2. Touch mode

In Fig. 7 the overall capacitance pressure characteristics is
shown. The fact that Eq. (19) can be represented by a second order
polynomium in p~'/ is used in this section for analysis of the sen-
sor when working in touch mode (see Fig. 2). By adding a parasitic
capacitance, Cp, to Eq. (19) we obtain

2
C(p) =bo +b1p~ V4 + by(p~1/4)", (27)

where the coefficients are bg=NCox+Cp, b1 =-2[1—ky(1 -
Y)INCox/ ¥k, and by = [1 +2(1 — y)(kq — k2)] NCox/ V.

Fig. 7. Capacitance pressure characteristics in normal, transition and touch mode.
Using Eqgs. (26) and (27) a curve (solid line) that can fit the data points (circles)
measured both in normal and touch mode has been obtained.

=L(@)“ [1 - k(1 -l
4g\=b1) (14201 - y)ks — kp)]*

while the exact value of G, is calculated such that the coefficients
by, by, and b, are consistent with the calculated parameters.

Thus, the oxide thickness tox, the parasitic capacitance C, and
the flexural rigidity D can be obtained from the fit. Table 4 shows
the extracted values in the touch mode case. The oxide thickness
is in good agreement with the fabrication value and the value
extracted for the parasitic capacitance is close to the one reported
in Table 3 for the normal mode case. Also here, the rigidity is around
2x 1077 Nm.

In the next section we will use the results obtained from this
section in order to fit the entire C-P curve of the TMCPS described
previously.

(30)

6. Discussion

In the previous section the problem was split into two: the nor-
mal mode and the touch mode region. Combining Eqs. (26) and (27)
itis possible to obtain a fitting function for the entire C-P curve as it
is shown in Fig. 7. An excellent match between the data points and
the fitting functions is obtained both in the normal mode and in the
touch mode region. As shown in the inset of Fig. 7, the model does
not give as satisfactory as result in the transition region because
pullin and adhesive forces have not been taken into account. None
the less, the maximum deviation of the model from the data points
is only 3.7%. Comparing the extracted values of Tables 3 and 4, two
different results for the flexural rigidity are found. This is due to the
fact that when the plate touches the bottom of the cavity it becomes
stiffer as was noticed in previous work [13]. So, in order to obtain an
accurate result for this parameter, both stretching effects and the
exact value of the terms in Eq. (19) should be taken into account in
the fitting function. As seen from Table 4 the fit allows extraction
from measurements of the parasitic and ideal capacitance value, the
latter being within 10% of the value calculated from the geometrical
parameters. The parasitic capacitance extracted from the measure-
ments C, ~ 72 pF is larger than the calculated value of 61 pF, since
the calculated parasitic is the pure die parasitic capacitance. The
bonding wires, the chip carrier and the measurement setup add
some capacitance that may explain the discrepancy; for instance
we have measured 4 pF for an empty chip carrier.

The touch point pressure has been estimated to be at the maxi-
mum in the sensitivity curve which is given by the first derivative
of the C-P curve, this can easily be extracted from the data points
collected. The experimental result of 1.77 bar compares well to the
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expected value of 1.70 bar as estimated in Table 1. Furthermore, by
using this model, the sensor can be designed to work in a specific
range of pressures without entering in the saturation region where
the capacitance is constant even if the pressure applied increases.
Finally we would like to point out what can be achieved from a
design perspective; under the hypothesis of linear elastic regime,
given a set of fixed parameters such as the plate radius, the plate
thickness and the oxide thickness it is easy to evaluate important
design parameters such as the capacitance and the sensitivity of
the device. Therefore it is possible to use this model to predict the
desired C-P curve and to evaluate the parasitic capacitance of the
sensor when fabricated.

7. Conclusions

An analytical model for TMCPS has been presented. It has been
shown that, in the linear elastic regime, there is a closed form solu-
tion to the integral defining the capacitance of a device driven into
touch mode. Combining this with the solution found for a device
working in normal mode a fitting function for the entire C-P curve
has been found.

The fitting function has been tested using a device working in
the linear elastic regime and an excellent match between fitted and
measured parameters has been shown. With the derived analytical
model a TMCPS can be designed to have the desired capacitance
and sensitivity by fixing a set of fabrication parameters.
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