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Pre-Emission Study of Photoelectron Dynamics
in a GaAs/AlGaAs Photocathode

Hemang Jani , Student Member, IEEE, Liang Chen, and Lingze Duan , Senior Member, IEEE

Abstract— Understanding the carrier dynamics in III-V semi-
conductor photocathodes is of great importance to the devel-
opment of many novel optoelectronic systems such as low-light
imagers and coherent x-ray sources. Past experimental effort
to study ultrafast response of GaAs photocathodes has relied
exclusively on post-photoemission measurement, i.e. via charac-
terization of the temporal properties of emitted electron bunches.
Such an indirect approach is not only difficult to achieve
experimentally but also liable to sample surface conditions when
assessing key carrier dynamics such as photoelectron diffusion
and decay. In this report, we present a pre-photoemission
investigation of photoelectron transport and population decay
in a GaAs/AlGaAs photocathode based on pump-probe transient
reflectometry. By measuring the ultrafast behaviors of reflectivity
after the excitation of a femtosecond optical pulse, we are able to
evaluate the transient evolution of photoelectron population near
the device surface, which provides a direct picture of electron
diffusion and decay. A carrier diffusion model shows excellent
agreement with experiment. Experiment-theory comparisons also
suggests a diffusion coefficient much greater than some of the
post-photoemission predictions. In addition, the free-electron
population decay near the surface is found to be of bi-exponential
nature. Possible physical mechanisms underlying these decay
lifetimes are discussed.

Index Terms— Carrier dynamics, GaAs, negative electron
affinity photocathode, pump-probe method, transient reflection,
ultrafast optics, ultrafast spectroscopy.

I. INTRODUCTION

III-VSEMICONDUCTOR photocathodes with
negative electron affinity (NEA) have

attracted a lot of research interest over the last two
decades owing to their high quantum efficiency and low
dark emission, which are crucial parameters for low-light
applications such as photomultipliers, low-energy electron
microscopes, and night-vision image intensifiers [1]–[6]. The
development of the next-generation free-electron lasers and
coherent X-ray sources also puts such photocathodes in high
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demand as the ideal electron-beam injector with low thermal
emittance, high average current, and good polarization
purity [7]–[12]. More recently, the emerging concept of
space X-ray communication (XCOM) prompts new interest
in transmission-mode semiconductor photocathodes [13] and
similar structures are also gaining interests as efficient solar
energy converters [14], [15]. Furthermore, key research areas
in photocathodes, e.g., quantum efficiency enhancement,
carrier escape time, etc., also draw interest from related fields
such as silicon photonics [16], [17] and wide-bandgap light
emitting diode [18].

There has been a lot of work dedicated to the improve-
ment of the design and the performance of III-V pho-
tocathodes [19]–[22]. The majority of these prior efforts
have focused on the steady-state parameters such as spectral
response and quantum efficiency of GaAs-based photocath-
odes [23]–[27]. The dynamic properties of these photocath-
odes have received relatively less attention [9], [28], [29].
However, growing demand for time-resolved electron beams
in recent years has prompted a surge of interest in carrier
dynamics inside GaAs photocathodes [8], [9], [28], [30]–[34].
Understanding the transient behaviors of photoelectrons, such
as their transport and population decay upon the excitation of
ultrafast laser pulses, proves to be an important step toward
high-quality electron sources [34].

The photoemission process from a semiconductor photo-
cathode can be best understood by Spicer’s three-step model,
which divides the behaviors of photoelectrons into the follow-
ing three stages: generation, transport, and emission [35], [36].
The transport stage is the most complex one among the
three, with critical implications to the time response and
quantum yield of devices [37], [38]. It involves not only
electrons migrating toward device surfaces but also their
cooling and recombination along the process. Measurements
made with both bulk and thin-film GaAs samples have shown
that electrons excited into the conduction band thermalize
very quickly to the bottom of the conduction band and the
transport process can be very well described by the ther-
mal diffusion model [31], [32], [35]. Several groups have
studied photo-electron diffusion in GaAs photocathodes by
characterizing time-resolved profiles of the emitted electron
bunches [31]–[34]. Notably, Hartmann et al. reported the first
high-precision measurement of temporal profiles of picosec-
ond electron bunches from an NEA GaAs photocathode using
a synchronized spatial pulse imaging system [31]. They also
developed an electron diffusion model that has been widely
adapted in subsequent research. The same group later reported
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characterization of response time and spin relaxation time of
thin III-V photocathodes [32]. More recently, Honda et al.
studied the effects of active layer thickness, boundary condi-
tions and excitation wavelength on the temporal response of
GaAs photocathodes [34], and Jin et al. investigated electron
transportation in GaAs/GaAsP strained superlattice photocath-
odes [33]. Both works appear to validate the effectiveness of
the diffusion model.

While these aforementioned efforts have resulted in consid-
erable insight into the ultrafast carrier dynamics in GaAs pho-
tocathodes, their results are all based on post-photoemission
measurement, which can only offer an indirect picture of
photoelectron transport inside the devices. This is because
emissions of photoelectrons strongly depend on surface con-
ditions of the devices such as chemical compositions and
scattering in the Cs/O activation layer [39], [40]. Since the
activation layer is not involved in electron transport, a post-
emission characterization may be heavily skewed by the emis-
sion conditions and hence fails to reflect the true properties of
the diffusion process. This may explain the large discrepancies
found in various reports about the measurement of diffusion
coefficient [31], [34], [41], [42]. Moreover, post-emission char-
acterization of photoelectron dynamics requires ultra-high vac-
uum environment and high bias voltages (>100 kV) [9], [34].
Such demanding conditions prevent the method from being
widely applied.

In this paper, we demonstrate a simple yet effective
approach to study photoelectron dynamics in GaAs pho-
tocathodes. The method is based on an optical technique
called pump-probe reflectometry (PPR), which measures the
ultrafast variations of reflectivity from a semiconductor sample
upon the injection of a femtosecond excitation (or “pump”)
pulse [43]. Since the transient behavior of reflectivity is
determined by the transient property of refractive index, which
is closely related to carrier concentrations [44], [45], PPR
is able to directly probe the accumulation of free carriers
near the device surface. This provides a pre-photoemission
scheme for the study of ultrafast photoelectron dynamics in
GaAs photocathodes with femtosecond time resolutions [46].
Although PPR has long been used in solid-state physics to
study material properties 47]–[52], it has not been directly
applied on photocathodes, which typically feature layered
doping structures to enhance carrier transport toward device
surfaces. The potential of the method also rests upon its
simplicity compared to the post-emission schemes. The mea-
surement can be performed in the atmosphere with completely
passive samples (no need to apply voltage). It is hoped that
this proof-of-principle effort is able to outline a new pathway
toward understanding the dynamics of III-V photocathodes,
which can ultimately lead to better device architectures and
performances.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In Section 2,
the experiment is described, including the photocathode
device under study, the PPR measurement system, and the
main experimental results. In Section 3, a two-layer carrier
diffusion-accumulation model is attempted. In Section 4, the
theoretical and experimental results are compared, and key
carrier transport and decay parameters are extracted. This is

Fig. 1. (a) Doping structure of the tested GaAs/AlGaAs photocathode with
a uniformly doped p-GaAs as the active layer. (b) The band scheme of
typical GaAs NEA photocathodes, with the definitions of active layer and
band bending region.

followed by discussions in Section 5 and, finally, conclusions
in Section 6.

II. PPR EXPERIMENT

A. Photocathode Device

The photocathode used in this study is a GaAs/AlGaAs
device fabricated with metal organic chemical vapor deposition
(MOCVD) [53]. Its doping structure is shown in Fig. 1(a).
A 0.7-μm layer of p-Al0.57Ga0.43As with a doping concen-
tration of 3×1018 cm−3 is directly grown on Si-doped GaAs
(370 μm) substrate to serve as the buffer layer. Grown on top
of the buffer layer is the active layer, which is 1.7 μm of
p-GaAs uniform-doped at 1×1019 cm−3. The surface of the
device was activated with Cs/O.

Fig. 1(b) describes the band structure of a typical GaAs
NEA photocathode and it clearly signifies each step involved
in the photoemission process as described by Spicer’s 3-step
model [36]. The first step is the excitation of electrons
from the valence band to the conduction band following the
absorption of an optical pulse. The second step is the transport
of excited electrons to the surface, during which the excited
electrons scatter with phonons and other electrons, losing
energy and thermalizing towards the conduction band minima.
The active layer ( p-doped GaAs bulk layer) is uniformly
doped and hence there is no built-in electric field. As a
result, the main mechanism by which the electrons move
towards the surface is diffusion. Due to the presence of
surface states, the energy bands of heavily p-doped GaAs bent
downward near the surface [20]. This so-called band bending
region effectively serves as a potential well for electrons,
trapping the photoelectrons that have diffused into the vicinity
of the surface. This diffusion-accumulation picture underlies
our theoretical model, which will be discussed in detail later.
The third and the final step is the emission of electrons. With
the Cs/O surface-activation layer, the vacuum level falls below
the bulk conduction band minima, allowing some of the pho-
toelectrons trapped in the band bending region to escape into
vacuum. Some electrons that are excited close to the surface
can also reach vacuum without complete thermalization.

B. PPR System

A schematic of our PPR experimental system is shown
in Fig. 2. Both the pump and the probe pulses are generated
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Fig. 2. Layout of the PPR setup. OAP: off-axis parabolic reflector.

by a mode-locked Ti:sapphire laser (Venteon Pulse:One PE)
with a repetition rate of 83 MHz, a pulse width of about
10 fs, and an average output power of 540 mW. A dispersion-
adjustment unit at the output of the laser, which consists
of dispersion-compensating mirrors and wedges, helps shape
the pulses that arrive on the device surface. A broadband,
dispersion-balanced beamsplitter splits the laser beam into the
pump and the probe paths. The pump beam passes through
a beam chopper and a motorized tunable delay line. The
probe beam, which is more than 10 times weaker than the
pump beam, has its polarization rotated by 90◦ (s-polarized)
through a half-wave plate to avoid unwanted interference with
the pump beam ( p-polarized). Both beams are focused on the
photocathode device surface with off-axis parabolic reflectors
with the pump spot size about 3 times greater than the probe
spot size. The two beams are slightly angled (15◦) with
respect to each other and the probe beam reflected off the
device surface passes through a linear polarizer to remove the
scattered pump beam before impinging on a Si photodetector.
In addition, an optical bandpass filter is placed in front of
the photodetector to select the center detection wavelength.
The detector output feeds into a lock-in amplifier, which
selectively amplifies the pump-pulse-induced modulation to
the reflected probe power at various relative pulse delays.
The relative change of the device reflectivity can be evaluated
by normalizing the detected probe power variation to an
independently calibrated nominal probe power.

C. Transient Behaviors of Reflectivity

PPR measurement has been taken on the photocathode at a
number of probe wavelengths. Fig. 3 shows the measurement
results at three representative wavelengths: one far above the
GaAs band gap at 750 nm, one right above the band gap at
830 nm, and one below the band gap at 880 nm. In each case,
a 10-nm bandpass filter is inserted in front of the photodetector
to select the detection wavelength (see Fig. 2). The PPR traces
in all three cases show a sharp leading edge after the injection
of the pump pulse (at time zero), followed by a gradual decay.
The initial change of reflectivity is positive at 750 nm and
830 nm but is negative at 880 nm. This sign difference across
the band gap is a consequence of refractive index nonlinearity
near the GaAs band gap [44], [45] and is consistent with prior
observations made with bulk GaAs [48], [51].

Fig. 3. The transient behaviors of reflectivity are revealed by PPR traces
measured at three different wavelengths: (a) 750 nm, (b) 830 nm, and
(c) 880 nm.

A closer look at the traces in Fig. 3 shows that the
reflectivity rises to 80% of its peak value in a period of about
500 fs. After that, the increase gradually slows down. At about
2 ps, the reflectivity reaches its peak value. It then begins a
gradual decay, dropping to half of its peak value within 30 ps.

The above behaviors of reflectivity appear to be qualitatively
consistent with a simple physical picture. The initial rise of
the reflectivity is likely caused by the photo-generated free
electrons near the surface. The electrons generated deeper
inside the active layer diffuse toward the surface, causing
the reflectivity to continue to rise. On the other hand, once
the free-electron population reaches a certain level, bulk and
surface recombination take over as the dominant processes,
causing the free-electron population to decline and leading to a
gradual reduction of reflectivity. However, this decline appears
to be more complicated than a simple exponential decay, which
indicates that there may be multiple mechanisms involved. One
such mechanism has to do with the wavelength dependence
of absorption coefficient α. Since the pump-pulse spectrum
is quite broad, there is a diverse distribution of absorption
length α−1 within the pump spectrum [54]. As a result of this
α(λ) relation, longer wavelengths can penetrate deeper into the
active layer and the generated photoelectrons need more time
to diffuse into the surface region, potentially slowing down
the decay of free-electron population on the surface. Another
possible mechanism unique to NEA photocathodes is surface
emission, which allows free electrons on the device surface to
escape out of the device. It may provide an additional channel
for the device to lose free electrons.

III. THEORETICAL MODEL

To quantitatively verify the above physical understand-
ing, we have developed a carrier-diffusion model to explain
the transient behaviors of reflectivity. Similar diffusion-based
treatments have been widely adopted in the analysis of
post-emission photoelectron dynamics [31]–[34]. The focus
of the current study, however, is on pre-photoemission
free-electron accumulation near the device surface.

Specifically, we divide the heavily p-doped GaAs layer into
two distinctive sub-layers: a wide active layer (AL) where
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most photoelectron generation and transport take place, and a
very thin band-bending region (BBR) near the surface where
photoelectrons accumulate after diffusion and become trapped.
The two layers are conceptually illustrated in Fig. 1(b). In both
layers, a general continuity equation can be written as

∂n(r, t)

∂ t
+ ∇ · J(r, t) = G(r, t) − �n(r, t) (1)

where n(r, t) is electron concentration as a function of space
and time, J(r, t) is electron flux, G(r, t) describes electron
generation by photo-excitation, and � is electron decay rate,
which combines all the effects that lead to the reduction of
photoelectron population.

Between the two layers, the BBR is treated as an infinitely
thin layer of electron “sink”. All the electrons diffusing into
the BBR are trapped in it without any returning back to
the AL. This assumption is justified because i) the BBR
has been shown to be about 10-70 nm wide for typical
doping levels [37] (compared to 1-2 μm for the AL) so its
impact on photoelectron generation is very small and ii) the
potential well formed within the BBR can effectively trap
electrons, making electrons less likely to diffuse back into
the AL. With this assumption, the analysis of photoelectron
generation and diffusion is contained only within the AL,
while the BBR contributes a Dirichlet boundary condition
near the device surface [31]. The inner boundary of the
AL interfaces with the AlGaAs buffer layer, which forms a
potential barrier for photoelectrons, as shown in Fig. 1(b), and
hence results in a Neumann boundary condition. We further
argue that photoelectron generation by femtosecond pulses
can be treated as an instantaneous process, which sets up
an initial distribution of electron population. The ensuing
photoelectron transport is a diffusion process based on this
initial condition and the boundary conditions. In addition, it is
mathematically convenient and valid to lump all the electron
population decay into the BBR and treat the diffusion in the
AL as decay-free. Neglecting any transverse inhomogeneity of
the electron population, the only change to the electron flux
occurs along the longitudinal direction x (i.e. depth from the
device surface, as indicated in Fig. 1(b)). Thus, J(r, t) can
be replaced by J(x, t) = −D[∂n(x, t)/∂x]x, where D is the
diffusion coefficient. The continuity Eq. (1) is then reduced to
a one-dimensional diffusion equation

∂n(x, t)

∂ t
= D

∂2n(x, t)

∂x2 (2)

with the initial condition n (x, t = 0) = n0e−αx and boundary
conditions n (x = 0, t) = 0 and ∂n(x = d, t)/∂x = 0. Here
d is the thickness of AL and α is the absorption coefficient
of AL.

The general solution to this equation is,

n (x, t) = 2n0

∞∑
i=1

bi sin (ai x) e−a2
i Dt , t > 0 (3)

where the expansion coefficients ai and bi can be derived from
the initial conditions as

ai = (2i − 1) π

2d
and bi = ai + (−1)i αe−αd

d
(
α2 + a2

i

) (4)

Fig. 4. Diffusion of photoelectrons inside the active layer: (a) time
evolution of the electron concentration distribution in the AL; (b) total electron
population and flux: (i) total electron population inside the AL as a function
of time, (ii) total electron population injected from the AL into the BBR,
and (iii) total electron flux injecting into the BBR as a function of time.

Fig. 4(a) shows the initial distribution of electron concentration
n (x, t = 0) and several subsequent distribution curves at vari-
ous time delays. An AL thickness of 1.7 μm has been used in
these calculations to reflect the actual dimension of the tested
device. All curves have been normalized to n0. It should be
noted here that, in order for the computation result to best
simulate our experiment, the photoelectron distributions have
been computed with the consideration of the broadband nature
of femtosecond pulses. Specifically, the relative optical exci-
tation power at different wavelengths have been derived from
the actual pump pulse spectrum and the wavelength-dependent
absorption coefficient α (λ) for GaAs has been taken into
account [37]. The traces demonstrate the time-evolution of
electron concentration in the AL as electrons gradually migrate
from the AL into the BBR. The total electron population inside
the AL, N(t), which corresponds to the integral of n (x, t)
across the entire AL, exhibits a monotonic decrease over time
as shown in Fig. 4 (b) (Trace (i)). The total number of electrons
injected into the BBR, on the other hand, monotonically
increases as illustrated by Trace (ii) in Fig. 4(b). The AL-to-
BBR injection flux at any given time can be defined as J (t) =
−d N(t)/dt and is shown in Fig. 4(b) as Trace (iii). The
photoelectron injection from the AL to the BBR is very strong
immediately following the excitation but quickly tapers off
after just a few picoseconds. This behavior is consistent with
our experimental observation as will be discussed in the next
section.



JANI et al.: PRE-EMISSION STUDY OF PHOTOELECTRON DYNAMICS IN A GAAS/ALGAAS PHOTOCATHODE 4000208

Moving on to the BBR, we once again begin with the
continuity Eq. (1). Taking the integral

∫
dx from x = 0−

to x = 0+ (i.e. across the thickness of the BBR) on both
sides of Eq. (1) and neglecting the generation term G(r, t) as
discussed earlier yield a modified continuity equation for the
BBR:

∂S(t)

∂ t
= J (t) − �S(t), (5)

where S(t) is the total free-electron population in the BBR
(averaged over the surface area).

The general solution of Eq. (5) is given by,

S (t) =
∫ t

0
J (τ ) e−�(t−τ)dτ, (6)

where J (τ ) = −d N(τ )/dτ . Combining Eq. (3) and Eq. (6),
the general solution for S(t) is found to be,

S (t) = 2n0 D
∞∑

i=1

bi ai

(
e−Da2

i t − e−�t

� − Da2
i

)
(7)

where the expansion coefficients ai and bi are defined in
Eq. (4) In the case of multi-exponential decay, the overall
population S (t) can be divided into several sub-groups, with
S (t) = ∑

Sj (t). Each Sj (t) has its corresponding � j (or,
equivalently, carrier lifetime) and Jj (t). Then Eq. (5), (6)
and (7) can simply be used to solve for each Sj (t) and all the
sub-groups combine to give the overall population behavior.

The free electrons in the BBR alter the dielectric constant
near the device surface, causing the surface reflectivity to
change. The simplest model to describe this relation is the
classical Drude theory [55], [56], which predicts the complex
dielectric constant ε(ω, t) as a function of free-carrier density
as

ε (ω, t) = εr (ω) + e2S (t)

m∗ε0w

iτe

ω (1 − iωτe)
, (8)

where e is the electron charge, ω is angular frequency, ε0 is
vacuum permittivity, m∗ is effective mass of electron, τe is
mean collision time of free electrons, εr (ω) is the relative
dielectric constant due to inter-band transition and w is the
effective thickness of the BBR. An important conclusion
drawn from Eq. (8) is that the transient reflectivity 
R(t)
following the excitation of a femtosecond pulse is proportional
to the accumulated free-electron population in the BBRS (t).
This establishes the foundation of the our PPR technique,
i.e. by measuring 
R(t) using a pump-probe scheme, one
can directly observe the evolution of photoelectron population
near the device surface. The result in turn can be used to
understand transient carrier dynamics such as carrier diffusion
and population decay as suggested by Eq. (7). It should be
pointed out that the Drude model does have certain limitations.
For example, it has been shown that the model works very well
far above the band gap but fails to account for some key carrier
effects such as band filling and band gap renormalization near
the band gap [50]. A comprehensive theory for free-carrier
effects near the band gap is much more complicated and hence
out of the scope of the current work [44], [50], [52]. However,
the proportionality between 
R(t) and S(t) is believed to be a

Fig. 5. Measured transient behaviors of reflectivity along with theoretical
predictions based on single-exponential (dashed) and bi-exponential (solid)
population-decay models.

reasonable approximation regardless the Drude model is valid
or not. Thus, the effectiveness of the PPR approach should not
be affected by the particular model used here.

IV. THEORY-EXPERIMENT COMPARISONS

The direct correlation between S(t) and 
R(t) allows
Eq. (7) to be directly compared with the experimentally
measured transient reflectivity. This has been done by apply-
ing material and device parameters to Eq. (7) with proper
assumptions to the electron decay rate �. One important
finding through such comparisons is that a simple exponential
decay of the free electron population is unable to explain
the observed transient behaviors of the reflectivity. This is
illustrated in Fig. 5, where two special cases of the theoretical
curve are plotted against an experimental trace (measured
at 750 nm). Both theoretical curves are obtained with a
single decay rate �, the first one (fast) chosen to match the
experimental trace at the peak reflectivity and the second
one (slow) at the tail end. Evidently, neither curve can properly
describe all the characteristics of the measured reflectivity.
To address this problem, a biexponential decay model has been
adopted, where the relaxation of the free-electron population
in the BBR takes the form

S (t) ∝ A exp (−t/τA) + B exp (−t/τB) (9)

Here τA and τB are the carrier lifetimes of two independent
decay processes; A and B are constants and satisfy the
condition A + B = 1. With the additional degrees of freedom,
a much better agreement between the numerical result and the
experimental data has been achieved, as demonstrated by the
solid red trace in Fig. 5.

The comparisons between experiment and theory also
enable quantitative evaluation of key carrier dynamic para-
meters such as the electron diffusion coefficient D and the
free-electron lifetimes τA and τB . Such assessment can poten-
tially offer valuable physical insight into the dynamic proper-
ties of GaAs photocathodes. This has been done by optimizing
the relevant parameters, namely D, τA,τB , A and B , so that the
theoretical curves match the experimental traces. To minimize
possible errors caused by ambiguous choices of parameters,
the same set of theoretical values are used to fit all three
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Fig. 6. Theoretical model is fit to experimental data measured at three
different wavelengths, (a) 750 nm, (b) 830 nm, and (c) 880 nm, to determine
the diffusion coefficient D and free-electron lifetimes τA and τB . Pearson
correlation function R is calculated in each case to evaluate theory-experiment
agreement. (d) The difference between the theoretical and experimental traces,
denoted as δR(t), is plotted over the entire time span for all three wavelengths.
The corresponding RMS errors are also included.

experimental traces shown in Fig. 3. The optimum matches are
achieved with the following parameter values: D = 160 cm2/s,
τA = 1.56 ps, τB = 21.60 ps, A = 0.76 and B = 0.24, and the
resulted experiment-theory comparisons are shown in Fig. 6.
In all three cases, excellent agreement between theory and
experiment is achieved as evident from the computed Pearson
correlation function R. Furthermore, the difference between
the experimental and the theoretical results across the full
time span is plotted in Fig. 6(d). At all three wavelengths,
this difference remains small over the entire span, as evident
from the corresponding root-mean-square (RMS) errors.

V. DISCUSSION

Several important conclusions can be drawn from the above
results. The bi-exponential behavior of reflectivity indicates
that there are at least two independent processes causing the
reduction of free-electron population in the surface region,
and their corresponding lifetimes are on the order of 1 ps
and 20 ps, respectively. This characteristic of two decay times
appears to agree with previous observation based on temporal
measurement of emitted electron bunches [33]. Given the
complexity of potential processes involved, the specific mech-
anisms underlying the two decay times are not completely
clear based on the current experimental results. Prior reports
have indicated that surface recombination in the BBR leads
to a characteristic response time on the order of 1 ps [32]
and the photoemission process from photocathodes with a
similar active-layer thickness typically takes about tens of
picoseconds [13], [32], [34]. Therefore, it is reasonable to
conceive that surface recombination in the BBR and pho-
toemission may have been the key processes underlying
the bi-exponential behavior of reflectivity, although such an
assessment will need further experimental verification. Mean-
while, the PPR-measured diffusion coefficient appears to agree
with prior observation by Hartmann et al. [31], but larger
than some other previously reported D values [32]–[34].

Given the pre-photoemission nature of PPR measurement,
we believe this result indeed makes a strong case for con-
sidering greater free-electron diffusion in actual GaAs photo-
cathodes. Finally, it should be noted that temperature change
caused by pump power injection may also induce refractive
index change on the device surface [57]. This effect, however,
does not affect the observation of transient reflectivity since
temperature-induced index change only depends on the aver-
age optical power of the pump beam, which remains constant
in the experiment and can be easily removed during data
processing. Similar argument can be made with regard to the
incident angle of the probe beam, which is set at about 15◦
in our current setup. Although changing this angle may affect
the reflected spectrum [58], it would not change the measured
transient behaviors shown in Fig. 3 and Fig. 6 since it is a
steady-state effect.

VI. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, we report the first pre-photoemission
characterization of ultrafast photoelectron dynamics in GaAs
photocathodes using pump-probe measurement of transient
reflectivity. A diffusion model based on a two-layer assump-
tion proves to be effective in explaining the experimental
results. The free-electron population inside the band-bending
region is found to experience bi-exponential decay. The dif-
fusion coefficient in the active layer and the bi-exponential
electron lifetimes are evaluated by comparing the theoretical
model with the PPR measurement at multiple wavelengths.
The result shows that D = 160 cm2 /s, which is close to the dif-
fusion coefficient of undoped GaAs (200 cm2 /s), and the two
lifetimes are on the orders of 1 ps and 20 ps, respectively. The
PPR method and its results offer an alternative avenue toward
understanding the temporal response of GaAs photocathodes
and can potentially provide physical insight unattainable with
conventional post-photoemission approaches.
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