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ABSTRACT

Antiferromagnetic (AFM) materials are of great interest for spintronics. Here, we report the magnetoelastic anisotropy of an AFM IrMn thin
film. An exchange-biased CoFeB/IrMn bilayer was used to obtain a single domain of the AFM thin film, and the magnetic moment arrange-
ment of the AFM layer was deduced from the magnetic hysteresis loop of the pinned FM layer. A uniaxial compressive stress is applied on
the thin film through changing the temperature due to the anisotropic thermal expansion of the polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF) substrate.
Both experimental results and theoretical calculations show that the direction of IrMn magnetic moment can be changed when a compressive
stress is applied and the direction of IrMn AFM moment rotates about 10° under 2.26 GPa compressive stress. These results provide impor-

tant information for the practical application of flexible spintronics based on AFM spintronic devices.

Published under license by AIP Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1063/1.5128141

Magnetoelastic anisotropy in magnetic materials can be induced
by the mechanical stresses due to the magnetoelastic coupling.'*
Recently, many works have been devoted to studying magnetoelastic
anisotropy in ferromagnetic (FM) materials such as CoFeB and FeGa
films.” '’ Generally, the applied stresses will change the direction of easy
magnetic axes, which determine the magnetization orientation of FM
films. For instance, when compressive stress is applied on positive mag-
netostrictive materials, the magnetization orientation will be changed
from the original direction to the direction away from compressive
stress. Spintronic devices, such as spin valves, are dependent on the rela-
tive magnetization direction between two neighboring FM films to
determine the device performance.''"” The antiferromagnetic (AFM)
layer was considered to only play a static supporting role in enhancing
the magnetic hardness of the FM layer through the exchange bias effect
previously." Recently, AFM materials have received extensive attention

due to the increased application potential in the so-called AFM spin-
tronics,"” ' which utilize the properties of AFM materials to affect the
performance of devices. Studying the magnetoelastic anisotropy in AFM
materials, which determines the magnetization direction in the pinned
magnetic reference layer and high/low resistance states in AFM spin-
tronic devices, respectively, thus is an important topic for both funda-
mental research and potential practical applications.'™*'” When stress
was applied in AFM materials, we are not sure whether the states of
AFM moment are away from stress, which is defined as status A, or
unchanged compared with the original direction, which is defined as
status B [Fig. 1(a)]. Very recently, by using ferroelastic strain from pie-
zoelectric materials, the electric field has been used to control the mag-
netic moment arrangement in several AFM thin films.'”*’ The
theoretical study also indicates that strain can be exploited for the con-
trol of Néel vectors in Mn-based AFM materials.”" However, an AFM
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FIG. 1. (a) The schematic diagram of magnetic moment rotation in an antiferromag-
netic film. The simple diagram of the exchange bias structure and the correspond-
ing hysteresis loop parallel and perpendicular to the IPD with the external stress
applied parallel to the IPD, while the direction of the AFM magnetic moment is
rotated (b) and remains unchanged (c) (the red arrow represents the direction of
the FM magnetic moment, and the black arrow represents the direction of the AFM
magnetic moment).

thin film usually contains many different AFM domains,”*”’ which
makes it difficult to explore the change of the magnetic moment
arrangement of the AFM state under applied stress.

In an exchange-biased system, a single domain of the AFM state
can be obtained through the interfacial exchange coupling between
FM and the adjacent AFM materials.”*”” Furthermore, the value of
Hy, depends on the angle between the external measuring magnetic
field and the pinning direction, which infers to the magnetic moment
direction of the AFM layer.”" "’ When the magnetization direction of
AFM material is changed, the direction of the adjacent FM layer will
also be changed,””* demonstrating that the change in the direction of
AFM moment can be detected from the angular dependence of H,.

In this work, we designed an experiment to study the magnetoe-
lastic anisotropy of AFM IrMn in exchange-biased FM/AFM bilayers
(Fig. 1). The typical square axis loop with H,, and the hard loop with-
out H,, can be obtained from exchange-biased FM/AFM bilayers
without external stress. When compressive stress was applied along
the initial pinning direction (IPD), the magnetization direction of pos-
itive magnetostrictive materials such as CoFeB will change to the
direction away from compressive stress because of the magnetoelastic
anisotropy. According to the classical exchange bias model,” if the
direction of AFM magnetic moment remains unchanged, from the
hysteresis loops parallel and perpendicular to the IPD shown in Fig.
1(b), it is found that the hard axis loop with H,, and the square loop
without He, can be obtained when the measuring magnetic field H is
parallel and perpendicular to the IPD, respectively. In contrast, if the
direction of AFM magnetic moment is changed like that in status B
[Fig. 1(c)], the hard axis loop without Hy, can be obtained with H
along the IPD while the square hysteresis loop with Hg, can be
obtained when H is perpendicular to the IPD. Thus, the magnetoelas-
tic anisotropy in the AFM IrMn thin film can be figured out by investi-
gating the properties of the adjacent FM CoFeB layer in the CoFeB/
IrMn system. Our results show that the direction of IrMn magnetic
moment can be changed when a compressive stress is applied along
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the IPD and the direction of IrMn AFM moment rotates about 10°
under 2.26 GPa compressive stress.

Ta(2 nm)/CoFeB(10 nm)/IrMn(30 nm)/Ta(4 nm) multilayer films
were deposited on 50 um thick polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF) and Si
substrates by dc magnetron sputtering with a base pressure below
5% 10" Torr at room temperature, as schematically illustrated in Fig.
2(a). During deposition, a magnetic field Hgrown = 800 Oe, which was
provided by a permanent magnet, was applied along the x direction of
PVDF to induce a magnetic easy axis and exchange coupling at the
FM/AFM interface [Fig. 2(a)]. The bottom Ta seeding layers were
employed to reduce the roughness of flexible substrates and induce the
(111) texture growth of IrMn. The samples were protected from oxida-
tion by the Ta capping layers. A quantum design superconducting
quantum interference device-vibrating sample magnetometer
(SQUID-VSM) was employed to measure the magnetic hysteresis
loops for the CoFeB/IrMn heterostructures in the temperature range
from 200 to 300 K with an interval of 20 K at various in-plane magnetic
field orientations, 0, with respect to the initial direction of the EB field
(x direction). The magnetic field orientation dependence of hysteresis
loops was determined using a quantum design superconducting quan-
tum interference device (SQUID). The temperature dependence of
deformation in PVDF was obtained by using a Thermomechanical
analyzer (TMA).

Figure 2(b) shows the hysteresis loops parallel (0 =0°) and per-
pendicular (0 =90°) to the IPD of the CoFeB(10 nm)/IrMn(30 nm)
exchange bilayers deposited on PVDF substrates at room temperature.
The EB field, H, achieves maximum at 0 =0° and vanishes at 0
= 90°, indicating that the magnetic moment arrangement of the IrMn
film was merged into one magnetic domain and the initial magnetic
moment direction of IrMn is along the IPD that is parallel to the x
direction. The square magnetic hysteresis loop becomes slanted as 0 is
increased from 0 to 90°, demonstrating that the magnetic easy axis of
CoFeB is along the IPD that is parallel to the x direction. In order to
study the temperature dependence of the AFM moment direction in
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FIG. 2. (a) An illustrative drawing of the experimental setup for sample fabrication dur-
ing the depositing process. (b) The hysteresis loops measured at 0 =0 and 90° for
the CoFeB(10 nm)/IrtMn(30 nm) exchange bilayers deposited on PVDF at room temper-
ature. (c) The hysteresis loops measured at 6 =0 and 90° for the CoFeB(10 nm)/
IrMn(30 nm) exchange bilayers deposited on the Si substrate at room temperature. (d)
The temperature dependence of M/Ms and Hey, at @ =0 and 90°.
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IrMn, a CoFeB/IrMn bilayer was deposited on the Si substrate under
the same growth conditions with those of the flexible PVDEF substrate
as the reference sample. Figure 2(c) shows the hysteresis loops parallel
and perpendicular to the IPD of the CoFeB(10nm)/IrMn(30 nm)
exchange bilayers deposited on the Si substrate at room temperature,
which is similar to those observed in Fig. 2(b). The hysteresis loops
with the magnetic field applied parallel and perpendicular to the IPD
were also measured in the temperature range from 200 to 300 K with
an interval of 20K (not shown). The temperature dependent M,/M;
and H,, obtained both along the x and y directions are shown in Fig.
2(d). When H is along the x direction, that is, 0 = 0°, the value of M,/
M is almost unchanged (0.93) with the temperature increasing from
200 to 300K. Similarly, M,/M; also remains unchanged (0.03) at
0=90°. Correspondingly, the magnetic moment direction of CoFeB is
always along the IPD, indicating that the magnetic moment direction
of CoFeB cannot be rotated by changing the temperature in the tem-
perature range from 200 to 300 K. Meanwhile, the value of Hy, at 0
=0° decreased from 160 to 120 Oe, which is consistent with the result
of the temperature effect on H,.”” As mentioned in Fig. 2, the value of
Hyy, is zero when the measuring magnetic field is perpendicular to the
AFM moment direction. Thus, the temperature dependent Hy,
obtained at 0=90° was used to detect the rotation of the AFM
moment direction. As can be seen from Fig. 2(d), when the tempera-
ture is increased from 200 to 300K, the value of Hg, at 6=90°
remains about zero, demonstrating that the temperature cannot rotate
the direction of IrMn magnetic moment.

PVDF has an anisotropic thermal expansion coefficient, which
can apply uniaxial stress on CoFeB/IrMn by changing the temperature
of the PVDF substrate. In order to determine the value of applied
stress, we define 03; as the thermal expansion coefficients along x and
o3, as the thermal expansion coefficients along y directions, respec-
tively. The thermal expansion coefficient o can be expressed as

scitation.org/journal/apl

TABLE |I. The calculated stress generated in the PVDF substrate at different
temperatures.

T(K) 200 220 240 260 280 300
(GPa) 2.26 1.81 1.35 0.90 0.45 0

direction, which can be effectively transferred to the EB bilayers grown
on it, as schematically shown in Fig. 3(b). The stress o is estimated by

ozs*Ef/(lfvz), (2)

where ¢ = (231 — o3) X AT, Ey is the Young's modulus of the IrMn,
and v is the Poisson ratio of the IrMn;"* the calculated stress at differ-
ent temperatures is shown in Table L.

Figure 4(a) shows the hysteresis loops of the CoFeB/IrMn bilayer
grown on PVDF measured with H along the x direction (0 =0°) in
the stress range of 0 to 2.26 GPa. The magnetic hysteresis loop
becomes slanted as the stress is increased. On the other hand, the mag-
netic hysteresis loop along the y direction (0 =90°) becomes square
and Hy, can be obtained as the stress is applied [Fig. 4(b)]. These
results are different from that observed in the CoFeB/IrMn bilayer on
the Si substrate [Fig. 2(d)], indicating that the change in M/M, and
Hyy, is due to magnetoelastic anisotropy induced by the large aniso-
tropic thermal expansion of the PVDF substrate. Figure 4(c) displays
the stress dependence of M,/M; in the CoFeB/IrMn bilayer at § =0
and 90°. When the applied stress was increased from 0 to 2.26 GPa,
the M,/M, at 0 =0 and 90° are decreased from 0.90 to 0.56 and
increased from 0.04 to 0.91, respectively, indicating that the easy mag-
netic axis is switched from the x to y directions and the magnetic
moment direction of CoFeB is along the y direction under 2.26 GPa
stress. Figure 4(d) displays the stress dependence of H,, in the CoFeB/
IrMn bilayer at 0 =90°. Hg, is zero without applying stress and

1 AL increases to 250e at 226 GPa, demonstrating that the induced
=—x— 1
T AT =
where AL is the change of the length when the temperature change is (@) ®)
AT and L, is the original length of PVDF. The temperature dependent 1.0 y P 10 v oot
deformation is shown in Fig. 3(a). By calculating the slope of the curve, 05 :0 " oy »0.5F p-9p°
the thermal expansion coefficient is deduced to be o3, = 150 ppm/K § 0.0 X 4 : E 00
and o3, = 23.2 ppm/K in the temperature range of 200-300 K. That is, = 9= OIQPD o (GPay TP = c (GPa)
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T (K) FIG. 4. Typical hysteresis loops under different stress ranges measured at 0 = 0°
(@) and 0 =90° (b) for the CoFeB/IrMn bilayers deposited on PVDF with the IPD
set along the X direction. (c) Temperature dependence of M,/M; measured at 6 =0

and 90°. (d) Temperature dependence of He, measured at 0 = 90°.

FIG. 3. (a) The temperature dependence of PVDF deformation along x and y direc-
tions. (b) The schematic diagram of PVDF at 300 K and 220 K, respectively.
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compressive stress in the IrMn film, which comes from the anisotropic
thermal expansion below 300K, can lead to the rotation of the IrMn
moment.

In order to know the rotated angle () of IrMn moments under
stress, we measured the magnetic field orientation dependence of hys-
teresis loops in the CoFeB/IrMn bilayer under 0 and 2.26 GPa stress.
The angle dependence of H, obtained from these hysteresis loops is
shown in Fig. 5(a). Hy, achieves zero at 0 =90 and 270°, while it
achieves the local maximum at 0 and 180° without applying stress on
the IrMn layer. It can be nicely fitted by using the following equation:

Hg(0) = Z b, cos n(0 + o), (3)
n=odd

where 7 is a positive integer and b, is a constant.” As a result, & = 0 is
obtained. On the other hand, when a compressive stress of 2.26 GPa
was applied on the sample along the x direction, Hy, achieves zero at
0 = 80 and 260°, while it achieves the local maximum at 170 and 350°.
It can be nicely fitted with the parameters o= 10°. As mentioned
before, the change of the AFM moment direction can be detected
from the angular dependence of H,; this kind of behavior indicates
that 2.26 GPa compressive stress will rotate IrMn moment about 10°
and positive magnetoelastic anisotropy exists in AFM IrMn thin films,
as schematically shown in Fig. 5(b).

To further confirm the relationship between the AFM moment
direction and the angular dependence of H,, a theoretical analysis is
conducted. Considering the uniaxial anisotropy energy Ky, the
exchange anisotropy energy Kg, and the Zeeman energy, the free
energy per unit area of the bilayers can be written as

E = Ky sin®0 — Kg cos(o — Op) — HM cos(0) — 0), (4)

where O is the angle of the ferromagnetic magnetization M along the
x axis. The angle « is the pinning angle representing the direction of
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FIG. 5. (a) The angular dependence of He, measured without (black point) and with
(red point) stress for the CoFeB/IrMn bilayers. (b) The schematic diagram of IrMn
magnetic moment without and with stress. Some selected calculated hysteresis
loops at different directions of the external field (0 is changed from 0 to 90°) (c)
with o= 0° and (d) with oo =10°.
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AFM magnetic moment along the x axis. Based on the principle of
minimal energy and the coherent rotation model,”” the hysteresis
loops at different directions of the external field (0 is changed from 0
to 360°) can be obtained and the angular dependence of H,;, can also
be inferred from these loops correspondingly. Some selected calculated
hysteresis loops in different directions of the external field (0 is
changed from 0 to 90°) with o = 0 and o = 10° are shown in Figs. 5(c)
and 5(d), respectively. For o = 0, the square magnetic hysteresis loop
becomes slanted as 0 is varied from 0 to 90°. H,;, at 0 = 90° is equal to
zero, and M,/M; at 0 =0 and 90° are 1 and 0, respectively, indicating
that the easy magnetic axes of FM and AFM are collinear to each other
and both of them are parallel to x directions. However, for o = 10°, the
magnetic hysteresis loop at 0 = 0 also becomes slanted, and H,;, as well
as M,/M; at 0 =90° is not equal to zero. Additionally, the calculated
angular dependence of H,, inferred from these calculated hysteresis
loops is consistent with the experimental results as shown in Fig. 5(a),
which also demonstrates that our analyses on the arrangement of FM
and AFM magnetic moments for the bilayers with and without stress
are reasonable.

In summary, we have studied the magnetoelastic anisotropy of
the AFM IrMn thin film by measuring the properties of the adjacent
FM CoFeB layer in the exchange-biased CoFeB/IrMn bilayers on the
PVDF substrate. An exchange-biased CoFeB/IrMn bilayer was used to
obtain a single domain of the AFM thin film. The magnetic hysteresis
loop of the pinned FM CoFeB layer was measured to deduce the mag-
netic moment arrangement of the AFM IrMn layer. A uniaxial com-
pressive stress was applied through changing the temperature of the
sample due to the anisotropic thermal expansion of the PVDF sub-
strate. Our results show that the direction of the AFM magnetic
moment of IrMn will rotate when a uniaxial compressive stress is
applied. From the angle dependent magnetic measurement, it can be
obtained that a compressive stress of 2.26 GPa makes the direction of
the IrMn AFM magnetic moment rotate about 10°. Theoretical calcu-
lations further confirmed our experimental results. This study provides
important information for the practical application of flexible spin-
tronics based on AFM spintronic devices.
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