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FLEXIBLE CIRCUIT SUBSTRATE FOR
FLIP-CHIP-ON-FLEX APPLICATIONS

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention is directed to circuit substrates for inte-
grated circuit chips, embodiments of the invention providing
improved flexible circuit substrates for use in flip-chip-on-
flex applications.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Direct chip attachment (DCA) refers to a semiconductor
assembly technology wherein an integrated circuit chip is
directly mounted on and electrically connected to its final
circuit substrate instead of undergoing traditional assembly
and packaging. Advantageously, the elimination of conven-
tional device packaging in DCA both simplifies the manufac-
turing process and reduces the space that the integrated circuit
chip occupies on the final circuit substrate. It also improves
performance as a result of the shorter interconnection paths
between the integrated circuit chip and the circuit substrate.

Flip chip attachment to a flexible circuit substrate (flip-
chip-on-flex (FCoF)) is one variant of DCA that is evolving
into a mainstream process for the construction of some
classes of electronic devices. A flip chip comprises an inte-
grated circuit chip with a multiplicity of conductive solder
bumps attached to the chip’s bonding pads. In FCoF, these
solder bumps are directly attached to a flexible circuit sub-
strate. The flexible circuit substrate, in turn, comprises copper
electrical traces that act to connect the flip chip with other
electronic components in a manor similar to a conventional
rigid printed circuit board. Flexible circuit substrates are used
extensively in applications where their unique ability to bend
and curve into flexible shapes is required. Flexible circuit
substrates are used, for example, in notebook computers, hard
disk drives, PCMCIA (Personal Computer Memory Card
International Association) connectors, docking stations,
pointing devices, compact disk players and mobile phones.

Mounting a flip chip on a flexible circuit substrate involves
attaching the solder bumps on the flip chip to the copper
electrical traces incorporated into the flexible circuit sub-
strate. In a flexible circuit substrate, these copper electrical
traces are typically covered with some kind of polymer cov-
erlayer, frequently called a “solder mask.” Accordingly, open-
ings are created in the polymer coverlayer to create attach-
ment areas that allow the solder bumps on the flip chip to
access the underlying copper electrical traces. A high tem-
perature reflow process is then used to permanently attach the
solder bumps to the copper electrical traces. Subsequently, a
non-conductive underfill material is dispensed into the region
between the flip chip and the flexible circuit substrate. The
underfill material protects the solder bumps from moisture
and other environmental hazards, provides additional
mechanical strength to the assembly, and compensates for
any thermal expansion difference between the flip chip and
the flexible circuit substrate.

Because of its many functions, the underfill material will
preferably completely and uniformly fill the region between
the flip chip and the flexible circuit substrate. This requires
that the distance between the flip chip and flexible circuit
substrate (“standoff distance™) be precisely controlled.
Unfortunately, in conventional FCoF applications, this stand-
off distance is influenced by many factors including the size
of the attachment area on the flexible circuit substrate, the
thickness of the polymer coverlayer (i.e., solder mask), the
ductility of the solder bump alloy and the reflow profile of the
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solder bumps. For example, if a large attachment area is
exposed on the flexible circuit substrate, a solder bump land-
ing in that area will have a tendency to wick along the exposed
copper electrical traces during the high temperature reflow
process. This causes the standoft distance to decrease, com-
promising the application of a complete and uniform layer of
underfill material between the flip chip and the flexible circuit
substrate.

As a result, there is a need for an improved flexible circuit
substrate for use in FCoF applications that promotes a larger
and more uniform standoff distance between the flip chip and
the flexible circuit substrate when compared to conventional
flexible circuit substrates.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention addresses the above-identified need
by providing an improved flexible circuit substrate for use in
FCoF applications. Embodiments of this circuit substrate use
mounting pads that are substantially flush with the surface of
the flexible circuit substrate. Advantageously, in this way, a
larger and more uniform standoff distance is created between
the flexible circuit substrate and an attached flip chip when
compared to conventional flexible circuit substrates.

In accordance with an aspect of the invention, a circuit
substrate for attachment to an integrated circuit chip com-
prises an electrical trace, a mounting pad and a dielectric
layer. The mounting pad has a first surface, one or more
sidewalls and a second surface. The first surface is attached to
the electrical trace. The dielectric layer, in turn, substantially
covers the one or more sidewalls of the mounting pad and has
an uppermost surface that is substantially coplanar with the
second surface of the mounting pad.

In an illustrative embodiment, a circuit substrate is flexible
and is configured for attachment to a flip chip having a plu-
rality of solder bumps. The circuit substrate comprises a
plurality of electrical traces and an equal number of mounting
pads. Each mounting pad has a lower surface, a sidewall and
an upper surface. The lower surface of each mounting pad is
attached to a respective electrical trace. A dielectric layer
covers the sidewalls of the mounting pads and has an upper-
most surface substantially coplanar with the upper surfaces of
the mounting pads. In addition, mounting pad caps are dis-
posed on the upper surfaces of the mounting pads, causing the
mounting pad caps to slightly protrude from the uppermost
surface of the dielectric layer.

Advantageously, this circuit substrate configuration causes
a flip chip’s solder bumps to be confined to the mounting pad
caps while the flip chip is being attached to the circuit sub-
strate. This confinement limits the collapse of the solder
bumps. As a result, the standoft distance between the flip chip
and the circuit substrate is more easily maintained within a
range that promotes the formation of a complete and uniform
layer of underfill material between flip chip and the circuit
substrate. A more reliable chip/substrate assembly is thereby
formed when using a circuit substrate having features in
accordance with aspects of the invention.

These and other features and advantages of the present
invention will become apparent from the following detailed
description which is to be read in conjunction with the accom-
panying figures.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1A shows a plan view of a circuit substrate in accor-
dance with an illustrative embodiment of the invention.
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FIG. 1B shows a sectional view of the FIG. 1A circuit
substrate.

FIG. 2A shows a plan view of an assembly comprising a
flip chip attached to the FIG. 1A circuit substrate.

FIG. 2B shows a sectional view of the FIG. 2A assembly.

FIG. 3 shows a sectional view of the FIG. 2A assembly
with an added heat sink.

FIGS. 4A-41 shows the FIG. 1A circuit substrate during
various stages of formation.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

This invention will be illustrated herein in conjunction with
exemplary circuit substrates and methods for forming the
exemplary circuit substrates. It should be understood, how-
ever, that the invention is not limited to the particular arrange-
ments, materials, film layers and processing steps shown and
described herein. Modifications to the illustrative embodi-
ments will become apparent to those skilled in the art.

Particularly with respect to processing steps, it is empha-
sized that the descriptions provided herein are not intended to
encompass all of the processing steps which may be required
to successfully form a functional circuit substrate. Rather,
certain processing steps which are conventionally used in
forming such circuit substrates, such as cleaning steps, are
purposefully not described herein for economy of descrip-
tion. However one skilled in the art will readily recognize
those processing steps omitted from this generalized descrip-
tion. Moreover, details of the process steps used to fabricate
circuit substrates may be found in a number of publications,
for example, C. A. Harper, editor, Electronic Materials and
Processes Handbook, Third Edition, McGraw-Hill, 2003,
which is incorporated herein by reference.

It should also be understood that the various layers and/or
regions shown in the accompanying figures are not drawn to
scale. Moreover, for economy of description, the figures are
restricted to only those regions of illustrative circuit sub-
strates that are required to show aspects of the invention. In
actual application, a circuit substrate in accordance with
aspects of the invention will likely be more extensive than
those circuit substrates illustrated herein. However, these
more extensive circuit substrates will still come within the
scope of the invention.

FIGS. 1A and 1B show a circuit substrate 100 in accor-
dance with an illustrative embodiment of the invention. FIG.
1A is a plan view, while FIG. 1B is magnified sectional view
cut in the plane indicated in FIG. 1A. The circuit substrate
comprises a lower dielectric layer 110 and an upper dielectric
layer 120. Incorporated in these dielectric layers is a multi-
plicity of electrical traces, represented collectively by electri-
cal trace 130. Mounting pads, represented collectively by
mounting pad 140, are attached to the upper surface of each
electrical trace. Finally, mounting pad caps, represented col-
lectively by mounting pad cap 150, are attached to the upper
surface of each mounting pad.

For illustrative purposes, the mounting pads 140 shown in
FIGS. 1A and 1B are circular in a plane defined by the upper
surfaces of the mounting pads. Each mounting pad therefore
has a single sidewall. However, this shape is purely illustra-
tive and other mounting pad shapes would still come within
the scope of this invention. For example, in some applica-
tions, it may be preferable to use mounting pads with square
shapes. Such mounting pads would have four sidewalls. A
square-shaped mounting pad, may, for example, be better
suited for some types of photolithographic processing equip-
ment.

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

In accordance with an aspect of the invention, the circuit
substrate 100 shown in FIGS. 1A and 1B is flexible. In order
to be flexible, the dielectric layers 110, 120 preferably com-
prise a polymeric material such as, but not limited to, poly-
imide. The lower dielectric layer is preferably about 30
micrometers thick in the region below the mounting pads, and
the upper dielectric layer is preferably about 25 micrometers
thick. Nonetheless, other thicknesses may be equally suitable
and will be apparent to one skilled in the art. The electrical
traces 130 and mounting pads 140 preferably comprise cop-
per because of its low electrical resistivity. The electrical
traces and mounting pads preferably have thicknesses of
about 25 micrometers. The mounting pad caps 150 preferably
comprise gold deposited on nickel and have a total thickness
of about five micrometers. The nickel inhibits copper inter-
diffusion between the copper mounting pads and those fea-
tures attached to the opposing sides of the mounting pad caps.
The gold prevents the nickel from being oxidized.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, the
particular circuit substrate 100 shown in FIGS. 1A and 1B is
configured for attachment to a flip chip. Nevertheless, it
should be noted that a circuit substrate need not be configured
for attachment to a particular type of integrated circuit chip to
fall within the scope of this invention. The design, operating
characteristics and manufacturing process of flip chips will be
familiar to one skilled in the art. Moreover, flip chips are
described in detail in a number of readily available publica-
tions including, G. R. Blackwell, editor, The Electronic Pack-
aging Handbook, CRC Press, 1999, which is incorporated
herein by reference. Briefly, flip chips, like other types of
integrated circuit chips, are typically manufactured in a
repeated pattern on a surface of a semiconductor wafer using
conventional semiconductor processing techniques. After
forming the flip chips, solder bumps are attached to bond pads
on tops of the flip chips while the flip chips are still incorpo-
rated in the semiconductor wafer. The bond pads of the flip
chips are electrically connected to the semiconductor cir-
cuitry within the flip chips through the flip chips’ metalliza-
tion levels. The solder bumps, in turn, typically comprise lead
and may also comprise tin. Solder bumps may be formed or
placed on the flip chips in many ways, including evaporation,
electroplating, printing, jetting, stud bumping and direct
placement.

The attachment of a flip chip to the circuit substrate 100 is
better understood by reference to FIGS. 2A and 2B. A plan
view of an assembly 200 comprising a flip chip 210 attached
to the circuit substrate 100 is shown in FIG. 2A. A magnified
sectional view of the same assembly is shown in FIG. 2B, cut
in the plane indicated in FIG. 2A. The flip chip comprises a
multiplicity of solder bumps, collectively represented by sol-
der bump 220. An underfill material 230 fills the region
between the flip chip and the circuit substrate.

The solder bumps 220 on the flip chip 210 are arranged in
such a manner that their placement matches the placement of
the mounting pad caps 150 on the circuit substrate 100 when
the flip chip is placed with its solder bumps down on top of the
circuit substrate. This arrangement allows each solder bump
to be directly attached to a corresponding mounting pad cap.
Actual attachment of the flip chip to the circuit substrate is
preferably accomplished by a high temperature reflow pro-
cess. The temperature utilized for the high temperature reflow
process depends on the particular solder alloy used for the
solder bumps, and will be familiar to one skilled in the art.

It should be noted that before placing the solder bumps 220
in contact with the mounting pad caps 150, the solder bumps
and/or mounting pad caps may optionally be coated with a
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flux material. Flux removes oxidation from the surfaces to be
soldered and prevents further oxidation during the soldering
process itself.

Once attachment is achieved, the underfill material 230 is
preferably applied to the assembly 200. The underfill material
may be needle-dispensed along one or two edges of the flip
chip 210. It is drawn into the region between the flip chip and
circuit substrate 100 by capillary action and then heat-cured
to form a permanent bond. As stated before, a complete and
uniform application of the underfill material is critical
because the underfill material protects the solder bumps from
moisture and other environmental hazards, provides addi-
tional mechanical strength to the assembly, and compensates
for any thermal expansion difference between the flip chip
and the flexible circuit substrate. The underfill material pref-
erably comprises an epoxy adhesive.

It will be noted that, in accordance with an aspect of the
invention, the uppermost surface of the upper dielectric layer
120 is substantially coplanar with the upper surfaces of the
mounting pads 140. With this arrangement, the mounting pad
caps 150 protrude slightly above the surface of the upper
dielectric layer. This arrangement has many advantages. At
least one advantage relies on the fact that during typical high
temperature reflow processes, solder will spread, or wick,
over metallic surfaces (i.e., “wet” the metallic surfaces) but
will not spread over dielectric, non-metallic surfaces. Accord-
ingly, after high temperature reflow, the solder bumps 220 of
the flip chip 210 will tend to be confined to the tops of their
respective mounting pad caps since the mounting pad caps
form discrete metallic islands on the surface of the circuit
substrate 100.

This confinement of the solder bumps 220 to the tops of the
mounting pad caps 150 during the high temperature reflow
process will limit the collapse of the solder bumps during the
flip chip attachment process. The more a given solder bump
spreads laterally during reflow, the more the height of the
solder bump will be reduced. Where the extent of spreading is
precisely controlled, however, as is the case in the embodi-
ment described herein, the less a given solder bump will be
reduced in height during attachment. A larger and more uni-
form standoff distance between the circuit substrate 100 and
the attached flip chip 210 is thereby achieved when compared
to a conventional circuit substrate. Accordingly, the standoff
distance is more easily maintained within a range that pro-
motes the formation of a complete and uniform layer of
underfill material between flip chip and the circuit substrate.
In so doing, amore reliable chip/substrate assembly is formed
when using a circuit substrate having features in accordance
with aspects of the invention.

Moreover, further benefits may be obtained by adding one
or more heat sinks to the circuit substrate 100. FIG. 3 shows
the assembly 200 with an added heat sink 310. The heat sink
310 is directly attached to the lower surface of one of the
electrical traces 130. The heat sink preferably comprises a
metallic material with a high thermal conductivity such as,
but not limited to, copper, silver, gold or aluminum. The heat
sink also preferably has fin-like protrusions that act to
increase the convective transfer of heat from the heat sink to
the ambient air surrounding the heat sink.

Advantageously, the electrical trace 130 attached to the
heat sink 310 and that electrical trace’s associated mounting
pad 140 combine to form a low thermal resistance pathway
from the flip chip 210 to the heat sink 310. Heat dissipation
from the flip chip is thereby enhanced. Furthermore, even
greater thermal dissipation enhancements can be obtained by
employing multiple heat sinks like that shown in FIG. 3, or by
employing a larger heat sink joined to an electrical trace
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attached to more than one mounting pad of equal electrical
potential. Electrical traces that are attached to more than one
mounting pad are frequently utilized in conventional circuit
substrates as, for example, grounding bus bars.

An illustrative method of forming the circuit substrate 100
is now described with reference to FIGS. 4A-4I. Initially, an
electrical trace layer 130L, preferably comprising copper, is
temporarily attached to a rigid support board 420 using an
adhesive, resulting in the assembly shown in FIG. 4A. The
rigid support board acts to support the assembly during the
initial processing steps. At this point in the process, the elec-
trical trace layer may optionally be chemically roughened, for
example, by using a solution comprising hydrochloric acid if
the electrical trace layer is formed of copper. The roughening
of'the electrical trace layer will improve the adhesion of later
deposited layers.

Next, the mounting pads 140 are formed by a pattern plat-
ing process. First, a first photoresist layer 430 is deposited on
the FIG. 4A assembly. The first photoresist layer preferably
comprises an appropriate dry-film photopolymer such as
those commercially available from DuPont Printed Circuit
Materials (Research Triangle Park, N.C., USA). The thick-
ness of the first photoresist layer is preferably equal to the
desired thickness of the mounting pads (e.g., 25 microme-
ters). A negative image of the mounting pads is then formed in
the first photoresist layer by conventional exposure and devel-
opment techniques. The resultant assembly is shown in FIG.
4B. Subsequently, mounting pad material, preferably com-
prising copper, is electroplated onto the FIG. 4B assembly.
The mounting pad material only deposits on the exposed
portions of the electrical trace layer 130L.. Mounting pads 140
are thereby formed, as shown in FIG. 4C.

After forming the mounting pads 140, the first photoresist
layer 430 is stripped, resulting in the assembly shown in FIG.
4D. Subsequently, the upper dielectric layer 120 is formed on
the surface of the assembly. Formation of the upper dielectric
layer is preferably by vacuum assisted lamination of a ther-
moplastic polymer laminate (e.g., polyimide). Such a poly-
mer laminate is commercially available from, for example,
Rogers Corporation (Rogers, Conn., USA). Lamination of
these types of polymer laminates comprises applying pres-
sure to the assembly to be laminated using a hydraulic press.
The press has two heated platens that uniformly distribute
heat across the assembly as pressure is applied. In vacuum
assisted lamination, the platens are enclosed in a vacuum
environment. With the aid of the vacuum, less pressure is
needed during the lamination process and virtually no air is
trapped between the polymer laminate and the substrate onto
whichitis being attached. The polymer laminate is then cured
and any remnants of the polymer laminate that are deposited
on the upper surfaces of the mounting pads are removed by a
conventional alkaline permanganate-based desmearing pro-
cess. The resultant assembly is shown in FIG. 4E. At this
point, the temporary rigid support board 420 is no longer
necessary to continue processing and may be removed.

Subsequently, a second photoresist layer 440 is deposited
on the lower surface of the electrical trace layer 130L. As in
the case of the first photoresist layer 430, the second photo-
resist layer preferably comprises an appropriate dry-film pho-
topolymer. With the second photoresist layer in place, the
assembly is exposed to an electroplating process to deposit
the mounting pad caps 150, preferably comprising gold
deposited on nickel, on the upper surfaces of the mounting
pads 140. The resultant assembly is shown in FIG. 4F.

Next, a positive image of the electrical traces 130 is pat-
terned into the second photoresist layer 440 by conventional
exposure and development techniques. The resultant assem-
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bly is shown in FIG. 4G. With the patterned second photore-
sist layer in place, the assembly is then exposed to a wet
chemical etchant that acts to etch the exposed portions of the
electrical trace layer 130L so that the discrete electrical traces
are defined. The wet chemical etchant may, for example,
comprise a solution of ferric chloride. During this wet etching
process, the mounting pad caps 150 act as an etch resist,
thereby protecting the mounting pads 140 from being etched.
The resultant assembly is shown in FIG. 4H. At this point, the
lower surface of the electrical traces 130 may optionally be
chemically roughened, again, to improve adhesion of later
deposited layers.

To complete the circuit substrate, a layer of lower dielectric
layer material (e.g., polyimide) is pressure/vacuum laminated
to the lower portion of the FIG. 4H assembly using an appro-
priate polymer laminate similar to that used to form the upper
dielectric layer 120. This forms the lower dielectric layer 110.
After curing the lower dielectric layer, the assembly shown in
FIG. 41 results. The circuit substrate in FIG. 41 is identical to
the circuit substrate 100 shown in FIG. 1B.

Importantly, it is to be understood that, although illustrative
embodiments of the present invention have been described
herein with reference to the accompanying figures, the inven-
tion is not limited to those precise embodiments. For
example, a circuit substrate may be configured for attachment
to an entirely different type of integrated circuit chip than that
described in the illustrative embodiments and still come
within the scope of the invention. Moreover, the elements and
materials forming a circuit substrate may be varied in other
embodiments. One skilled in the art will recognize various
other changes and modifications that may be made without
departing from the scope of the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method of forming an assembly, the method compris-
ing the steps of:

forming a circuit substrate at least in part by:

forming an electrical trace layer;

forming a mounting pad, the mounting pad having a first
surface, one or more sidewalls and a second surface,
the first surface being attached to the electrical trace
layer;

forming a dielectric layer after forming the mounting
pad, the dielectric layer substantially covering the one
or more sidewalls of the mounting pad and having an
uppermost surface substantially coplanar with the
second surface of the mounting pad;

forming an electrical trace underlying the mounting pad
by patterning the electrical trace layer after forming
the mounting pad; and

forming a mounting pad cap, the mounting pad cap
disposed on the second surface of the mounting pad
and protruding above the uppermost surface of the
dielectric layer; and

attaching an integrated circuit chip to the circuit substrate.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the integrated circuit
chip is a flip chip comprising a plurality of solder bumps.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein one of the solder bumps
is electrically connected to the mounting pad cap on the
circuit substrate.

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

8

4. The method of claim 2, further comprising the step of
forming an underfill material, the underfill material filling at
least a portion of a region between the circuit substrate and the
flip chip.

5. A method of forming a circuit substrate for attachment to
anintegrated circuit chip, the method comprising the steps of:

forming an electrical trace layer;
forming a mounting pad, the mounting pad having a first
surface, one or more sidewalls and a second surface, the
first surface being attached to the electrical trace layer;

forming a dielectric layer after forming the mounting pad,
the dielectric layer substantially covering the one or
more sidewalls of the mounting pad and having an
uppermost surface substantially coplanar with the sec-
ond surface of the mounting pad;

forming an electrical trace underlying the mounting pad by

patterning the electrical trace layer after forming the
mounting pad; and

forming a mounting pad cap, the mounting pad cap dis-

posed on the second surface of the mounting pad and
protruding above the uppermost surface of the dielectric
layer.

6. The method of claim 5, wherein the circuit substrate is
flexible.

7. The method of claim 5, wherein the circuit substrate is
configured for attachment to a flip chip.

8. The method of claim 5, wherein the mounting pad has
one sidewall.

9. The method of claim 5, wherein the mounting pad has
four sidewalls.

10. The method of claim 5, wherein the mounting pad cap
comprises nickel or gold, or a combination thereof.

11. The method of claim 5, further comprising the step of
forming a second dielectric layer, wherein at least a portion of
the electrical trace is disposed between the dielectric layer
substantially covering the one or more sidewalls of the
mounting pad and the second dielectric layer.

12. The method of claim 5, wherein the dielectric layer
comprises a polymeric material.

13. The method of claim 5, wherein the electrical trace
comprises copper.

14. The method of claim 5, wherein the mounting pad
comprises copper.

15. The method of claim 5, further comprising the step of
forming a heat sink.

16. The method of claim 15, wherein the heat sink is
attached to the electrical trace.

17. The method of claim 5, wherein the step of forming the
mounting pad comprises one or more pattern plating pro-
cesses.

18. The method of claim 5, wherein the step of forming the
dielectric layer comprises vacuum assisted lamination.

19. The method of claim 5, further comprising the steps of
attaching a rigid support layer to the electrical trace layer and
subsequently detaching the rigid support layer from the elec-
trical trace layer.



