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(57) ABSTRACT

By removing an outer spacer of a transistor element, used for
the formation of highly complex lateral dopant profiles, prior
to the formation of metal silicide, employing a wet chemical
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etch process, it is possible to position a stressed contact liner
layer more closely to the channel region, thereby allowing a

(21)  Appl. No.: 11/866,491 highly efficient stress transfer mechanism for creating a cor-
responding strain in the channel region, without affecting
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METHOD FOR DIFFERENTIAL SPACER
REMOVAL BY WET CHEMICAL ETCH
PROCESS AND DEVICE WITH
DIFFERENTIAL SPACER STRUCTURE

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0001] 1. Field of the Invention

[0002] Generally, the present disclosure relates to the field
of integrated circuits, and, more particularly, to the manufac-
ture of spacers for NMOS and PMOS transistors and stressed
dielectric layers formed above the transistors.

[0003] 2. Description of the Related Art

[0004] The fabrication of integrated circuits requires the
formation of a large number of circuit elements on a given
chip area according to a specified circuit layout. Generally, a
plurality of process technologies are currently practiced,
wherein, for complex circuitry, such as microprocessors, stor-
age chips and the like, CMOS technology is currently the
most promising approach due to the superior characteristics
in view of operating speed and/or power consumption. Dur-
ing the fabrication of complex integrated circuits using
CMOS technology, millions of complementary transistors,
i.e., N-channel transistors and P-channel transistors, are
formed on a substrate including a crystalline semiconductor
layer. A MOS transistor, irrespective of whether an N-channel
transistor or a P-channel transistor is considered, comprises
so-called PN junctions that are formed by an interface of
highly doped drain and source regions with an inversely
doped channel region disposed between the drain region and
the source region.

[0005] The conductivity of the channel region, i.c., the
drive current capability of the conductive channel, is con-
trolled by a gate electrode formed above the channel region
and separated therefrom by a thin insulating layer. The con-
ductivity of the channel region, upon formation of a conduc-
tive channel due to the application of an appropriate control
voltage to the gate electrode, depends on the dopant concen-
tration, the mobility of the majority charge carriers, and, for a
given extension of the channel region in the transistor width
direction, on the distance between the source and drain
regions, which is also referred to as channel length. Hence, in
combination with the capability of rapidly creating a conduc-
tive channel below the insulating layer upon application of the
control voltage to the gate electrode, the conductivity of the
channel region substantially determines the performance of
MOS transistors. Thus, the reduction of the channel length,
and associated therewith the reduction of the channel resis-
tivity, renders the channel length a dominant design criterion
for accomplishing an increase in the operating speed of the
integrated circuits.

[0006] The reduction of the transistor dimensions, how-
ever, entails a plurality of issues associated therewith that
have to be addressed so as to not unduly offset the advantages
obtained by steadily decreasing the channel length of MOS
transistors. One major problem in this respect is the develop-
ment of enhanced photolithography and etch strategies to
reliably and reproducibly create circuit elements of critical
dimensions, such as the gate electrode of the transistors, for a
new device generation. Moreover, highly sophisticated
dopant profiles, in the vertical direction as well as in the
lateral direction, are required in the drain and source regions
to provide low sheet and contact resistivity in combination
with a desired channel controllability.
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[0007] Irrespective of the technological approach used,
sophisticated spacer techniques are necessary to create the
highly complex dopant profile and to serve as a mask in
forming metal silicide regions in the gate electrode and the
drain and source regions in a self-aligned fashion. Since the
continuous size reduction of the critical dimensions, i.e., the
gate length of the transistors, necessitates the adaptation and
possibly the new development of process techniques concern-
ing the above-identified process steps, it has been proposed to
enhance device performance of the transistor elements by
increasing the charge carrier mobility in the channel region
for a given channel length.

[0008] In principle, at least two mechanisms may be used,
in combination or separately, to increase the mobility of the
charge carriers in the channel region. First, the dopant con-
centration within the channel region may be reduced, thereby
reducing scattering events for the charge carriers and thus
increasing the conductivity. However, reducing the dopant
concentration in the channel region significantly affects the
threshold voltage of the transistor device, thereby making a
reduction of the dopant concentration a less attractive
approach unless other mechanisms are developed to adjust a
desired threshold voltage. Second, the lattice structure in the
channel region may be modified, for instance by creating
tensile or compressive strain, which results in a modified
mobility for electrons and holes. For example, creating tensile
strain in the channel region increases the mobility of elec-
trons, wherein, depending on the magnitude of the tensile
strain, an increase in mobility of up to 20% may be obtained,
which in turn directly translates into a corresponding increase
in the conductivity. On the other hand, compressive stress in
the channel region may increase the mobility of holes,
thereby providing the potential for enhancing the perfor-
mance of P-type transistors. Consequently, it has been pro-
posed to introduce, for instance, a silicon/germanium layer or
asilicon/carbon layer in or below the channel region to create
tensile or compressive stress.

[0009] Although the transistor performance may be consid-
erably enhanced by the introduction of stress-creating layers
in or below the channel region, significant efforts have to be
made to implement the formation of corresponding stress
layers into the conventional and well-approved CMOS tech-
nique. For instance, additional epitaxial growth techniques
have to be developed and implemented into the process flow
to form the germanium- or carbon-containing stress layers at
appropriate locations in or below the channel region. Hence,
process complexity is significantly increased, thereby also
increasing production costs and the potential for a reduction
in production yield.

[0010] Another promising approach is the creation of stress
in the insulating layer, which is formed after the formation of
the transistor elements to embed the transistors and which
receives metal contacts to provide the electrical connection to
the drain/source regions and the gate electrode of the transis-
tors. Typically, this insulation layer comprises at least one
etch stop layer or liner and a further dielectric layer that may
be selectively etched with respect to the etch stop layer or
liner. In the following, this insulation layer will be referred to
as contact layer and the corresponding etch stop layer will be
denoted as contact liner layer. In order to obtain an efficient
stress transfer mechanism to the channel region of the tran-
sistor for creating strain therein, the contact liner layer, that is
located in the vicinity of the channel region, has to be posi-
tioned closely to the channel region. In advanced transistor
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architectures, a triple spacer approach is required in order to
achieve the highly complex lateral dopant profile mentioned
above.

[0011] A conventional approach for the formation of a
semiconductor structure including at least an NMOS transis-
tor and a PMOS transistor with a stressed contact liner layer
will be explained in more detail with reference to FIGS.
la-le.

[0012] FIG. 1a schematically illustrates a cross-sectional
view of a semiconductor device 100 in a certain manufactur-
ing stage for forming stress-inducing layers above the NMOS
transistor 102 and the PMOS transistor 101, which may be
formed on a substrate 103 comprising a semiconductor layer
105 and an appropriate buried insulating layer 104 if a silicon-
on-insulator (SOI) configuration is considered. For both the
transistor elements 101 and 102, a triple spacer structure has
been completed, consisting of the spacer elements 106, 107
and 108 and respective liner materials 114, 115, acting as etch
stop layer during the formation of the spacer elements 106,
107 and 108.

[0013] FIG. 15 illustrates the semiconductor device 100
when exposed to a photolithographic process so as to protect
the PMOS transistor 101 with a mask 109 during the follow-
ing final implantation of N-dopants 110. FIG. 1¢ schemati-
cally illustrates the device 100 when the NMOS transistor 102
is protected and the semiconductor device 100 is exposed to a
final implantation of P-dopants 111.

[0014] FIG. 1d schematically shows the semiconductor
device 100 with self-aligned silicided regions 112 after the
implantation of the P and N dopants. The extension of the
silicided regions is determined by the width of the spacers
106, 107, 108.

[0015] Finally, FIG. 1e schematically shows the deposition
of the stressed contact liner layer 113 on the PMOS and
NMOS transistors in order to increase the stress in the channel
regions.

[0016] This conventional approach, however, presents a
number of disadvantages in that a significant amount of the
stress of the contact liner layer 113 is “absorbed” by the
spacers, thereby making conventional triple spacer
approaches currently less attractive for creating strain in
channel regions of advanced transistors.

[0017] In order to overcome the above-mentioned disad-
vantages due to the triple spacer structure, it has been pro-
posed to remove the outer spacers, which are typically made
of'silicon nitride, at the same time for both transistor types by
using, for example, SiN-to-oxide selective chemistry, such as
hot phosphoric acid. The removal of the outer spacer element
106, although advantageous in view of enhancing the stress
transfer from the stressed layer 113 and reducing the series
resistance of the transistors due to the reduced distance of the
silicide regions from the channel regions, may result in severe
modifications of other circuit elements. One important circuit
element is a substrate diode that is used for sensing applica-
tions in advanced SOI devices, for instance in view of the
thermal management in complex devices.

[0018] For this purpose, the diode characteristic of the sub-
strate diode is used for evaluating the thermal conditions. The
substrate diode is typically formed in the substrate below the
buried oxide layer by providing an opening in the actual
silicon layer in which the transistors are formed, wherein the
opening extends through the buried oxide to expose the sub-
strate. In order to provide a high degree of process compat-
ibility with standard CMOS techniques, the diode structure in

Aug. 28, 2008

the substrate and the transistors in the “active” silicon layer
are formed in a common process sequence. Hence, a variation
in the process flow in view of enhancing transistor perfor-
mance will also affect the substrate diode. For example, the
substrate diode may typically be formed in an N-well, that is,
the substrate diode is formed according to the process corre-
sponding to the manufacturing sequence of P-type transis-
tors. The removal of spacer elements at the transistor level for
reducing silicide spacing and positioning stressed material
closer to the channel region therefore also affects the PN
junctions in substrate diode, due to the reduced distance of the
respective silicide in the substrate, which may result in sig-
nificantly different diode characteristics or even a shortage of
the diode structure.

[0019] The present disclosure is directed to various meth-
ods and devices that may avoid, or at least reduce, the effects
of one or more of the problems identified above.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0020] The following presents a simplified summary of the
invention in order to provide a basic understanding of some
aspects of the invention. This summary is not an exhaustive
overview of the invention. Itis not intended to identify key or
critical elements of the invention or to delineate the scope of
the invention. Its sole purpose is to present some concepts in
a simplified form as a prelude to the more detailed description
that is discussed later.

[0021] Generally, the present disclosure is directed to a
technique that involves the formation of a stressed contact
liner layer close to the channel region of transistor elements,
therefore improving the stress transfer from the contact liner
layer to the channel region in a semiconductor structure. This
may be achieved by providing a semiconductor structure with
a differential spacer structure, which in one aspect may be
accomplished by a wet chemical etch process.

[0022] One illustrative method disclosed herein for differ-
ential spacer removal comprises depositing an etch stop layer
over a semiconductor microstructure including at least an
NMOS element and a PMOS element and removing at least
one spacer element from the at least one NMOS element
having more than one spacer element by a wet chemical etch
process, while at least a PMOS element is protected by the
etch stop layer.

[0023] Another illustrative method disclosed herein for dif-
ferential spacer removal from a semiconductor microstruc-
ture with more than one MOS transistor and more than one
spacer element comprises depositing an etch stop layer over
the semiconductor microstructure, implanting N-dopants,
removing part of the etch stop layer by a dry etch process,
removing at least a spacer element by a wet chemical etch
process and depositing a stressed capping layer on the semi-
conductor microstructure.

[0024] One illustrative semiconductor microstructure dis-
closed herein comprises at least an NMOS element and a
PMOS element, wherein the NMOS element has a double
spacer structure and the PMOS element has a triple spacer
structure.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0025] The disclosure may be understood by reference to
the following description taken in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings, in which like reference numerals
identify like elements, and in which:
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[0026] FIGS. 1a-1e schematically illustrate cross-sectional
views of a semiconductor structure during various manufac-
turing stages in forming a stressed contact liner layer accord-
ing to the state of art; and

[0027] FIGS. 2a-2/ schematically illustrate cross-sectional
views of a semiconductor structure during various manufac-
turing stages in forming a differential spacer structure and a
contact liner layer close to the channel region in accordance
with illustrative embodiments disclosed herein.

[0028] While the subject matter disclosed herein is suscep-
tible to various modifications and alternative forms, specific
embodiments thereof have been shown by way of example in
the drawings and are herein described in detail. It should be
understood, however, that the description herein of specific
embodiments is not intended to limit the invention to the
particular forms disclosed, but on the contrary, the intention is
to cover all modifications, equivalents, and alternatives fall-
ing within the spirit and scope of the invention as defined by
the appended claims.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0029] Various illustrative embodiments of the invention
are described below. In the interest of clarity, not all features
of an actual implementation are described in this specifica-
tion. It will of course be appreciated that in the development
of any such actual embodiment, numerous implementation-
specific decisions must be made to achieve the developers’
specific goals, such as compliance with system-related and
business-related constraints, which will vary from one imple-
mentation to another. Moreover, it will be appreciated that
such a development effort might be complex and time-con-
suming, but would nevertheless be a routine undertaking for
those of ordinary skill in the art having the benefit of this
disclosure.

[0030] The present subject matter will now be described
with reference to the attached figures. Various structures,
systems and devices are schematically depicted in the draw-
ings for purposes of explanation only and so as to not obscure
the present disclosure with details that are well known to
those skilled in the art. Nevertheless, the attached drawings
are included to describe and explain illustrative examples of
the present disclosure. The words and phrases used herein
should be understood and interpreted to have a meaning con-
sistent with the understanding of those words and phrases by
those skilled in the relevant art. No special definition of a term
or phrase, i.e., a definition that is different from the ordinary
and customary meaning as understood by those skilled in the
art, is intended to be implied by consistent usage of the term
or phrase herein. To the extent that a term or phrase is intended
to have a special meaning, i.e., a meaning other than that
understood by skilled artisans, such a special definition will
be expressly set forth in the specification in a definitional
manner that directly and unequivocally provides the special
definition for the term or phrase.

[0031] Generally, the subject matter disclosed herein
addresses the problem of efficiently transferring stress from
the stressed contact liner layer to the channel region, while
nevertheless maintaining a high degree of compatibility with
conventional processes. In order to guarantee a high stress
transfer from the contact liner layer to the channel region, it is
necessary to place the contact liner layer close to the channel
region. The triple spacer scheme, which is typically used in
order to produce highly sophisticated dopant profiles in the
vertical as well as in the lateral direction in the source and
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drain regions, has the disadvantage of increasing the distance
between the stressed contact liner layer and the channel
region, resulting in an absorption of the stress by the spacer
elements. The removal of the outermost spacer may improve
the stress transfer from the stressed contact liner layer to the
channel region. However, this approach may cause problems
to the P-type active regions because, if the self-aligned sili-
cide regions are positioned closer to the channel regions of
P-type transistors, this could compromise the functionality of
the diode structure in the respective substrate diode, as pre-
viously explained. For these reasons, a differential spacer
removal approach may be used in which the outermost spacer
elements are removed only from the one type, such as the
NMOS transistors, thus permitting a better stress transfer
mechanism to be formed, while the triple spacer structure
remains untouched for the other type, such as the PMOS
devices. In one aspect, the spacer removal instead is realized
by a wet chemical etch process, as for example using hot
phosphoric acid, thereby maintaining a high degree of integ-
rity of the transistor areas exposed to wet chemical ambient
due to its superior etch selectivity.

[0032] FIGS. 2a-2/ schematically show a semiconductor
device 200 in a cross-sectional view. The semiconductor
device 200 comprises a substrate 203 which may represent
any appropriate substrate for the formation of the circuit
elements of integrated circuits. For example, the substrate
203 may represent a silicon-on-insulator (SOI) substrate
including an appropriate buried insulating layer 230, or any
other appropriate substrate having formed thereon a crystal-
line semiconductor layer that is appropriate for the formation
of transistor elements therein. Formed in and on the substrate
203 are transistor elements 201, 202 in an intermediate manu-
facturing stage, wherein the transistor element 201 is a PMOS
and the transistor element 202 is an NMOS. The transistor
elements contain a gate electrode 210 that is formed on a gate
insulation layer 211, which separates the gate electrode 210
from the channel region 212 that may represent a portion of
the substrate 203 or of any appropriate semiconductor layer
formed thereon. The transistor elements 201 and 202 can have
a gate length, i.e., the horizontal dimension of the gate elec-
trode 210 in FIG. 2a of 100 nm and significantly less, as may
be encountered in highly complex silicon-based integrated
circuits, such as CPUs, memory chips, ASICs (application
specific ICs) and the like. Consequently, the gate insulation
layer 211 may have an appropriate thickness that may range
from approximately 1.2 nm or even less to several nm,
depending on the overall dimension of the gate electrode 210.
It should be appreciated that the subject matter disclosed
herein is highly advantageous in combination with extremely
scaled transistor elements having a gate length of approxi-
mately 100 nm or even of approximately 50 nm and less,
whereas, in principle, the subject matter disclosed herein may
also be readily applied to less sophisticated transistor ele-
ments.

[0033] The semiconductor device 200 further comprises an
offset spacer 208 formed on the sidewalls of the gate electrode
210. The offset spacer 208 may be comprised of any appro-
priate dielectric material, such as silicon dioxide, silicon
nitride, silicon oxynitride and the like. A width of the offset
spacer 208 is selected in accordance with process require-
ments for forming the lateral dopant profile of extension
regions 213 formed within the substrate 203 adjacent to the
channel region 212. The semiconductor device 200 may fur-
ther comprise an inner spacer element 207 formed adjacent or
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near the sidewalls of the gate electrode 210, wherein the inner
spacer element 207 may be separated from the offset spacer
208 by a liner 214 that is comprised of a dielectric material
having a moderately high etch selectivity with respect to the
material of the inner spacer 207. In one illustrative embodi-
ment, the inner spacer 207 may be comprised of silicon
nitride and the liner 214, which is also formed on horizontal
portions of the substrate 203 and on top of the gate electrode
210, may be comprised of silicon dioxide. For such a material
composition, a plurality of well-established anisotropic etch
recipes with high etch selectivity are known. In other embodi-
ments, the inner spacer 207 may be comprised of silicon
dioxide or silicon oxynitride, while the liner 214 may be
comprised of silicon nitride so as to again exhibit a moder-
ately high etch selectivity with respect to well-established
anisotropic etch recipes. The device 200 may further com-
prise an outer spacer element 206 having a width that is
selected to meet the process requirements for an ion implan-
tation process to be performed subsequently to form deep
drain and source regions adjacent to the extension regions
213. The outer spacer element 206 is separated from the inner
spacer 207 by an etch stop layer 215, which also covers
horizontal portions of the liner 214 and which is comprised of
a material exhibiting a moderately high etch selectivity with
respect to the material of the outer spacer 206. In one illus-
trative embodiment, the outer spacer 206 may be comprised
of silicon dioxide, whereas the etch stop layer 215 may be
comprised of silicon nitride. In other embodiments, different
material compositions for the outer spacer 206 and the etch
stop layer 215 may be provided, as long as the required etch
selectivity between the two materials is maintained. For
example, in one embodiment, the outer spacer 206 may be
comprised of silicon nitride, whereas the etch stop layer 215
may be comprised of silicon dioxide.

[0034] A typical process flow for the differential spacer
removal according to a preferred embodiment will be
described with reference to FIGS. 2a-2h. FIG. 2a schemati-
cally shows the semiconductor device 200 when the forma-
tion of the triple spacer structure is already completed and the
doping of the P regions has already been performed. First, a
thin oxide liner 216 is deposited on the semiconductor struc-
ture as shown in FIG. 2. For this purpose, well-established
chemical vapor deposition (CVD) techniques may be used.

[0035] After the deposition of the oxide liner layer 216, a
resist material 221 is deposited on its surface and the semi-
conductor structure 200 is exposed to a photolithographic
process to pattern the resist material 221, i.e., to eliminate the
resist 221 from above the NMOS transistor 202, as shown in
FIG. 2¢. The NMOS transistor 202 is then ready for the final
implantation of N-dopants 223 as shown in FIG. 2¢. During
the N-dopant implantation process 223, the energy of the
dopant may be adjusted in order to take into account the
thickness of the deposited oxide liner layer 216. According to
one embodiment, the implantation of N-dopants is performed
after the implantation of P-dopants, contrary to what is nor-
mally done in the state of art.

[0036] After the final implantation of the N-dopants, the
oxide liner layer 216 has to be removed from the NMOS
element 202. This is done by employing dry etch techniques,
which are selective to nitride and silicon, as shown in FIG. 24,
where the dry etch process is referred to as 220. In the sub-
sequent step, as shown schematically in FIG. 2e, the remain-
ing resist 221 on the PMOS 201 is removed and the semicon-
ductor structure 200 is cleaned. The oxide liner 216 remains
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on the PMOS element 201. The structure is now ready for the
removal of the outermost spacer 206 of the NMOS element
202.

[0037] In FIG. 2f, the semiconductor structure 200 is
exposed to a schematically depicted wet chemical etch pro-
cess 250. The etch process has a high SiN-to-oxide selective
chemistry and hot phosphoric acid can be used for this pur-
pose. The PMOS element 201 is protected during the wet
chemical etch process by the oxide liner layer 216, therefore,
it is substantially not influenced by the wet chemical etch
process.

[0038] After the removal of the outermost spacer 206 of the
NMOS structure 202, the protective oxide liner layer 216 on
the PMOS structure 201 and other oxide residuals or contami-
nants on the surface may be removed prior to the deposition of
any appropriate metal, therefore, a pre-clean process may be
performed. This can be achieved using well-established etch
processes with an oxide-to-SiN selective chemistry as, for
example, fluoric acid (HF), which can remove oxide and
oxide residues selectively to silicon and silicon nitride. FIG.
2g schematically shows the semiconductor structure 200 with
a double spacer structure for the NMOS transistor 202 and a
triple spacer structure 206, 207, 208 for the PMOS transistor
201.

[0039] After the differential spacer structure on transistors
201, 202 is realized, it is possible to proceed with the silici-
dation process of the source and drain regions. In highly
advanced transistor elements, usually the conductivity of
highly-doped regions, such as the gate electrode and contact
areas of the drain/source regions, is increased by providing a
metal compound on upper portions of these regions, since a
metal-silicon compound may have a higher conductivity
compared to an even highly doped silicon material. For
example, titanium, cobalt, nickel and the like is typically
provided to form corresponding metal silicide regions of
reduced resistivity.

[0040] The silicidation process is schematically shown in
FIG. 2A. In one embodiment, nickel silicidation of the source
and drain regions is performed. The silicidation layer reaches
close to the channel region for the NMOS transistor, while it
is further away for the PMOS transistor. Silicidation layers
are also formed on the top of the electrode gates. Thus, any
negative effect on a corresponding substrate diode (not
shown) when formed together with P-channel transistors may
be substantially avoided.

[0041] The semiconductor structure 200 is now ready for
the deposition of a stressed contact liner layer over the NMOS
structure 202 and PMOS structure 201. The deposition of the
stressed contact liner layer is similar to the deposition of layer
113, as shown in FIG. le. The contact liner layer may be
formed as separated layers having different stress character-
istics. The mobility of the electrons in NMOS transistors may
be improved by tensile stress, while the mobility of holes in
PMOS transistors may be improved by compressive stress. In
one embodiment, the contact liner layer is made of silicon
nitride. As is well known, the deposition parameters, such as
pressure, temperature, bias voltage and the like, during a
plasma enhanced chemical vapor deposition (PECVD) pro-
cess for depositing silicon nitride may be selected so as to
obtain a specified internal stress ranging from approximately
1 GPa (Giga Pascal) or higher of tensile stress to approxi-
mately 2 GPa or higher of compressive stress. Consequently,
a corresponding internal stress may be selected so as to effi-
ciently produce a corresponding strain in the channel region,
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which may finally lead to an enhanced transistor operation.
Moreover, since the process parameters of the PECVD pro-
cess may be selected so as to obtain a highly non-directional
deposition behavior, any other etch region that may have been
formed may also be filled, at least partially, to substantially
avoid any voids within the dielectric material enclosing the
transistor elements. In other embodiments, the stressed liners
may be formed of any other dielectric materials providing the
desired stress levels.

[0042] A particular embodiment relates to a semiconductor
structure comprising at least a NMOS transistor and a PMOS
transistor, wherein the number of spacer elements for each
transistor is not the same. In one embodiment, the NMOS
transistor 202 comprises a double spacer structure, while the
PMOS transistor 201 comprises a triple spacer structure 206,
207, 208. In one embodiment, the semiconductor structure
may comprise a larger or lower number of spacers as men-
tioned above depending on complexity of source and drain
structures. In a further embodiment, the number of spacers of
the NMOS element is larger than the number of spacers of the
PMOS element of the semiconductor structure disclosed
herein, when, for instance, respective substrate diodes may be
provided in P-wells. According to one embodiment, the
implantation of N-dopants can be performed before the
implantation of P-dopants.

[0043] As aresult, the embodiments disclosed herein pro-
vide an improved technique for transferring stress from a
contact liner layer to the channel region of transistor ele-
ments, wherein removing, by wet chemical etch process, the
outer spacer elements of a transistor of a semiconductor struc-
ture, close proximity of the contact liner layer to a channel
region is accomplished. The method is particularly suited for
transistor elements with a gate electrode of 100 nm and sig-
nificantly less and it is suited for the removal of outer spacer
elements of an NMOS transistor. The method and the semi-
conductor structure described herein have a number of advan-
tages with respect to the state of art. In particular, an increased
stress transfer from the contact liner layer to the channel
region and a reduced series resistance is obtained. The
method described herein has a high compatibility with con-
ventional process flows. The employment of a wet chemical
etch process does not substantially deteriorate the elements
which are already present on the semiconductor structure.
Moreover, the elimination of the outer spacer elements
increases the space available for electrical contacts.

[0044] The particular embodiments disclosed above are
illustrative only, as the invention may be modified and prac-
ticed in different but equivalent manners apparent to those
skilled in the art having the benefit of the teachings herein. For
example, the process steps set forth above may be performed
in a different order. Furthermore, no limitations are intended
to the details of construction or design herein shown, other
than as described in the claims below. It is therefore evident
that the particular embodiments disclosed above may be
altered or modified and all such variations are considered
within the scope and spirit of the invention. Accordingly, the
protection sought herein is as set forth in the claims below.

What is claimed:
1. A method for differential spacer removal, comprising:

depositing an etch stop layer over a semiconductor micro-
structure including at least an NMOS element and a
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PMOS element, each of said NMOS element and said
PMOS element comprising a plurality of spacer ele-
ments;

removing at least one spacer element from at least one

NMOS element by performing a wet chemical etch pro-

cess, while at least one PMOS element is protected from

the wet chemical etch process by the etch stop layer; and
applying a resist layer over the semiconductor structure.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the NMOS and PMOS
elements of the semiconductor microstructure each comprise
a triple spacer scheme.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the removed spacer
element is made of silicon nitride.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein, for the wet chemical
etch process, hot phosphoric acid is used.

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising implanting
N-dopants through the previously deposited etch stop layer.

6. The method of claim 5, further comprising removing the
etch stop layer from over the NMOS element by performing
a dry etch process.

7. The method of claim 6, further comprising removing the
resist from over the PMOS element and cleaning the semi-
conductor microstructure.

8. The method of claim 7, further comprising removing the
etch stop layer from over the PMOS element.

9. The method of claim 8, further comprising performing a
self-aligned silicidation process to form silicide material.

10. The method of claim 9, further comprising depositing a
stressed nitride capping layer on the semiconductor structure.

11. A method for differential spacer removal from a semi-
conductor microstructure with an NMOS and a PMOS tran-
sistor, each of which comprise a plurality of spacer elements,
the method comprising:

depositing an etch stop layer over the semiconductor

microstructure;

implanting N-dopants through the etch stop layer;

removing part of the etch stop layer by performing a dry

etch process;

removing at least one spacer element by performing a wet

chemical etch process; and

depositing a stressed capping layer on the semiconductor

microstructure.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein the semiconductor
microstructure includes at least an NMOS element and a
PMOS element.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein the resist layer is first
removed from over the NMOS element.

14. The method of claim 12, wherein the etch stop layer is
removed from the NMOS element.

15. A semiconductor microstructure comprising a first
transistor element and a second transistor element, wherein
the first transistor element comprises a spacer structure and
the second transistor element comprises a multiple spacer
structure, wherein the number of spacer elements in said
multiple spacer structure is greater than in said spacer struc-
ture.

16. The semiconductor microstructure of claim 15,
wherein said spacer structure is a double spacer structure and
said multiple spacer structure is a triple spacer structure.

17. The semiconductor microstructure of claim 15,
wherein said first transistor element is an NMOS element and
said second transistor element is a PMOS element.
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