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ABSTRACT: In this work, we report a new and promising approach towards the atomic layer deposition (ALD) of metallic Co thin 

films. Utilizing the simple and known CoCl2(TMEDA) (TMEDA = N,N,N’,N’-tetramethylethylenediamine) precursor in combina-

tion with the intramolecularly stabilized Zn aminoalkyl compound Zn(DMP)2 (DMP = dimethylaminopropyl) as auxiliary reducing 

agent, a thermal ALD process is developed that enables the deposition of Zn free Co thin films. ALD studies demonstrate the satura-

tion behavior of both precursors, linearity in dependency of the applied number of cycles as well as investigations of the temperature 

dependency of film growth in a regime of 140 - 215 °C. While the process optimization is carried out on Si with native oxide, 

additional growth studies are conducted on Au and Pt substrates. This study is complemented by initial reactivity and suitability tests 

of several potential Zn alkyl reducing agents. For the CoCl2(TMEDA) - Zn(DMP)2 combination, these findings allow to propose a 

series of elemental reaction steps hypothetically leading to pure Co film formation in the ALD process whose feasibility are probed 

by a set of DFT calculations. The DFT results show that for reactions of the precursors in the gas phase and on Co(111) substrate 

surfaces, a pathway involving C-C coupling and diamine formation through reductive elimination of an intermediate Co(II) alkyl 

species is preferred. Co thin films with an average thickness of 10 - 25 nm obtained from the process are subjected to thorough 

analysis comprising AFM, SEM, RBS/NRA as well as depth profiling XPS. Resistivity measurements for ~ 22 nm thick films grown 

on a defined SiO2 insulator layer yield highly promising values in a range of 15 - 20 μΩ cm without any after treatment. 

Introduction                     

While academia and industry alike have shown ongoing interest 

in metallic cobalt (Co) thin films for several decades, research 

and development have significantly expanded and reached new 

levels in the past couple of years.1 This is a direct consequence 

of industrial efforts to implement metallic Co thin films in novel 

technologies due to their attractive electrical, mechanical, and 

physical properties ,1–3 as well as the inability of established thin 

film materials such as copper (Cu) to overcome their inherent 

limitations. These include inferior resistance towards electromi-

gration and higher tendency towards diffusion under tempera-

ture or current density mediated stress.4,5 The replacement of Cu 

with Co as conductive contacts or interconnects in integrated 

circuit (IC) devices serves as an illustrative example and is an 

ongoing process driven by large IC device manufacturers.1 

Other applications for Co thin films include the fields of 

spintronics6,7 and giant magnetoresistance.8–10  

Among the Co thin film fabrication methods relevant for micro-

electronics device processing, chemical vapor deposition 

(CVD) based processes have acquired a predominant role at and 

beyond the 10 nm node.11 Conventional CVD processes for 

which a broad variety of metal-organic complexes, and chem-

istries have been investigated12–19 are however at a disadvantage 

when compared with atomic layer deposition (ALD) processes: 

Often ALD outperforms CVD in terms of sub nanometer thick-

ness control, film conformality and uniformity over topograph-

ically, and demanding substrate geometries.20,21 These benefits 

are due to ALD capitalizing on alternating and temporally sep-

arated self-limiting surface reactions of more than one precursor 

with a substrate surface so that the desired thin film material is 

(ideally) grown monolayer by monolayer.22,23 Arguably, the 

choice of suitable precursors is of utmost importance as their 

specific reactivity towards substrate surfaces and co-reactants 

dictates the potential success of an ALD process.  

Using highly reactive radical and ion species, plasma enhanced 

– (PE)ALD –promises to significantly lower the deposition 

temperatures while maintaining high film quality.24 However, a 

review of the recent process literature illustrates that this only 

partially applies in the case of Co as the predominantly em-

ployed Co(0) cyclopentadienyl25–27 and carbonyl28–30 based pre-

cursors in reaction with H2, NH3 or N2/H2 plasma only yield 

highly pure layers at temperatures often exceeding 300 °C. In 

the deposition temperature regime of 100 °C - 200 °C, contam-

inant levels of carbon, nitrogen and oxygen were often reported 

to vary between 5 - 10 at.% each. In addition to that, the risk of 

anisotropic growth on geometrically demanding three-dimen-

sional structures highlights another potential problem associ-

ated with PEALD despite recent advancements.31,32 Addressing 

this, intrinsically more reactive Co precursors have been devel-

oped that are suitable for classical, thermal ALD which rather 



 

enables isotropic film growth. Among them all-nitrogen coor-

dinated Co(II) acetamidinates33,34 and diazadienyls11,35 were 

demonstrated to be viable candidates in combination with a va-

riety of co-reactants ranging from H2, NH3, 
tBuNH2, Et2NH, 

CH2O2 (formic acid) to 1,4-bis(trimethylsilyl)-1,4-dihydropyra-

zine. The deposition chemistry for ALD of metallic Co thin 

films developed over the past 20 years is rich,1 so it was surpris-

ing that a particularly appealing type of chemistry has received 

less attention: i.e. the employment of alkylation agents as re-

ductants in ALD. This interesting concept has been reported for 

Cu ALD processes with Cu(I) diketiminate precursors and di-

ethyl zinc (Zn(Et2)) as co-reactant.36 Subsequently, a limited 

number of processes with varying Cu(I)/Cu(II) precursors and 

Zn(Et)2 were demonstrated,37–39 and complementary theoretical 

studies were reported on how the ligand transfer chemistry be-

tween the alkylation agent and the surface adsorbed Cu species 

ideally took place and which follow-up reactions (inter- and in-

tra-molecular) could yield metallic Cu.40,41 Despite its appeal, 

Zn(Et)2 became a double-edged sword as its low-thermal stabil-

ity induced parasitic, non-saturating film growth (above 

120 °C) as well as significant incorporation of  Zn (up to 

10 at.%) in deposited films.41–43 A recent study on ZnO PEALD 

suggested the onset of Zn(Et)2 decomposition affecting the film 

growth to even be as low as 60 °C.43 

To address this crucial drawback, we present for the first time 

the ALD of metallic, Zn-free Co thin films using, intramolecu-

larly stabilized Zn precursor Zn(DMP)2
44 (DMP = N,N-3-(di-

methylamino)propyl) with the Co precursor CoCl2(TMEDA) 

(TMEDA = N,N,N’,N’-tetramethylethylenediamine) that has 

previously been used for ALD of intermetallic thin films.45,46 

The precursor pair was chosen based on the precedence for the 

formation of thermally labile Co(DMP)2 species in solution,47 a 

bulk reactivity study with the neat reagents, as well as matching 

thermal properties that facilitate their usage in an F-120 ALD 

reactor. As a first step, a reactivity screening of several potential 

precursor combinations (see Scheme 1) comprising the well-

known Zn(Et)2
43 as well as its less known amine stabilized con-

gener Zn(Et)2(TMEDA)48 is carried out. From this study, reac-

tion pathways are hypothesized for the surface chemistry of the 

CoCl2(TMEDA) - Zn(DMP)2 process. These mechanistic con-

siderations are examined through density functional theory 

(DFT) calculations that complement the experimental results. 

Calculations on the reaction enthalpies for the proposed steps 

rationalize the surface chemistry of Co deposition. This alterna-

tive chemistry route, with almost no initial delay in film growth, 

shows great potential to facilitate the direct growth of metallic 

Co films. To the best of our knowledge no similar study has 

been reported and we hope to motivate further research on the 

use of advanced Zn alkyls as co-reactants in metal ALD. We 

successfully demonstrate a thermal, self-saturating ALD pro-

cess for Co deposition and the detailed analysis of the resulting 

Co thin films by complementary techniques such as AFM, 

SEM, RBS/NRA, XPS and resistivity measurements.  

 

Results and Discussion                                            

The choice of suitable precursor combinations is of crucial im-

portance for an ALD process. For this study, CoCl2(TMEDA) 

was chosen as the Co source, due to its successful usage and 

good performance in the ALD intermetallic thin films. This al-

lowed us to focus on a limited number of potential Zn dialkyl 

co-reactants. 

 
Scheme 1: Schematic structures of the Co precursor CoCl2(TMEDA) and 
potential Zn dialkyl co-reactants namely Zn(DMP)2, Zn(Et)2 and 

Zn(Et)2(TMEDA). Alternative denominations found in the literature are 

given for completion. 

As the shortcomings of Zn(Et)2 as a reducing agent had already 

been demonstrated in the prior studies on Cu metal ALD, we 

were motivated to identify a viable, thermally robust, and gen-

erally less hazardous alternative. In this regard, we selected two 

compounds: a) non-pyrophoric TMEDA chelated Zn dialkyl 

Zn(Et)2(TMEDA) which was used in CVD of fluorine doped 

ZnO;48 and b) Zn(DMP)2, an intramolecularly chelating Zn ami-

noalkyl with amino functionalization at the end of its alkyl 

chains. Latter was found to be a promising candidate due to its 

non-pyrophoric character and superior thermal stability in com-

parison to Zn(Et)2. It was developed in our group and used in 

PEALD of ZnO recently.44 

 

Reactivity Studies                                

In order to evaluate the general capability of any of the Zn com-

pounds to reduce CoCl2(TMEDA) to Co under thermal stress, 

we decided to carry out and monitor a series of experiments 

where mixtures of the neat reagents were mixed and heated up 

in glass Schlenk flasks. The approach is exemplified for the 

combination CoCl2(TMEDA) - Zn(DMP)2 (Figure 1). At first, 

1 mmol of each compound was added to the flask under inert 

gas and observed for any changes occurring at room tempera-

ture. In this case, darkening of the normally colorless Zn(DMP)2 

was seen (Figure 1 a). No such changes were observed when 

Zn(Et)2(TMEDA) was added to CoCl2(TEMDA). In contrast, 

the stepwise and careful addition of Zn(Et)2 to CoCl2(TMEDA) 

lead to fuming of the solid material decolorization to brown (c.f. 

Figure S 1 in the supporting information (SI)). Subsequently, 

the crude mixtures were carefully heated up to 100 °C under 

static vacuum for one minute. In all cases except for 

CoCl2(TMEDA) blind samples (Figure S 1, purple), the mix-

tures turned from dark brown to black melts (see Figure 1 b and 

Figure S 1 green, yellow, red). Upon further heating to 200 °C 

under active roughing pump vacuum for a minute, all Co - Zn 

compound mixtures formed partially metallic appearing resi-

dues at the bottom of the Schlenk flasks. Volatile by-products 

were either trapped in an attached receiver vessel or resublimed 

to lower temperature areas in the Schlenk flasks (see Figure 1 

c). Images of these studies are compiled in Figure S 1 in the SI. 



 

 
Figure 1: Exemplification of the multi aspect reactivity screening carried out for the precursor - co-reactant combination CoCl2(TMEDA) - Zn(DMP)2. a-c) 

Photographical illustration of the three-step heat-up procedure a) Colorless Zn(DMP)2 crystallites darkened significantly when in close contact with powdered 

CoCl2(TMEDA) at room temperature. b) Heating to 100 °C yielded a dark melt, c) Formation of metal-like mirror at 200 °C under active vacuum. d) PXRD 
of the residual material demonstrating the presence of metallic Co. e) 1H-NMR analysis of volatile by-products, trapped during the second heat-up step, 

showing the formation of dimethylpropylamine (red marker) and dimethylprop-2-en-1-amine (blue marker).    

In a next step, samples were drawn from the residues and sub-

jected to powder X-ray diffraction (PXRD) analysis. As it can 

be seen for the combination CoCl2(TMEDA) - Zn(DMP)2 (Fig-

ure 1 d), the presence of peaks assignable to cubic Co metal 

particles49 in the residues was unambiguous despite the pres-

ence of other, less clearly identifiable peaks. For all residues, 

the predominant (111) reflection was observed. However, only 

for the combination CoCl2(TMEDA) - Zn(DMP)2 less intense 

(220) and (311) reflections were monitored by PXRD as shown 

in Figure 1 d. All recorded PXR diffractograms are provided in 

Figure S 2. These observations demonstrated the general capa-

bility of all Zn co-reactants to induce reduction of the Co pre-

cursor upon thermal stress. The translation of this chemical re-

action behavior into a controllable ALD process was a signifi-

cant step in Co ALD process optimization described in a later 

section. From the analysis of trapped volatile by-products that 

were formed during the reaction of CoCl2(TMEDA) and 

Zn(DMP)2 some mechanistic insights could be gained. In Fig-

ure 1 e, an 1H-NMR (nuclear magnetic resonance) spectrum of 

the by-product mixture is shown. Using the organic compounds 

database (AIST),50 it was possible to identify the two compo-

nents of the mixture as dimethylpropylamine (red markers) and 

dimethylprop-2-en-1-amine (blue markers). More detailed peak 

assignments within the spectra are provided in Figure S 3 and 

are also discussed in the SI. The formation of these two by-

products was expected as prior decomposition studies of Cu(II) 

complexes using Zn(Et)2 gave the related by-products ethylene 

and ethane as well as the R-group coupling product, butane.41 

For the example above, the R-coupled product would be 

N,N,N’,N’-tetramethylhexane-1,6-diamine. While no species 

matching its AIST database entry (entry 6870) was found by 
1H-NMR, electron spray ionization mass spectrometry (ESI-

MS) analysis of the same crude product mixture confirmed its 

presence alongside the two prior identified tertiary amines (Fig-

ure S 4). Based on the ESI-MS, 1,6-diamine was found to be 

the major component, while the intensities for the tertiary 

amines were lower by far. A reason for that might be its prefer-

ential ionization in comparison to the other two by-products ir-

respective of its lower abundancy demonstrated by NMR. This 

lower abundancy might again originate from the lower volatility 

of the 1,6-diamine and potential thermal instability, both as-

pects making it more difficult to monitor it with simple trapping 

experiments. These initial results led us to consider all three 

amine species as reasonable candidates for by-products that 

might be formed in an actual ALD process utilizing 

CoCl2(TMEDA) and Zn(DMP)2. As repeated by-product trap-

ping and subsequent analysis by 1H-NMR and ESI-MS yielded 

similar results, none of the species was excluded from the mech-

anistic considerations described below.



 

 
Scheme 2: Illustration of proposed ALD reaction steps utilizing CoCl2(TMEDA) and Zn(DMP)2. (I) Initial surface reaction of CoCl2(TMEDA) results in loss 

of TMEDA and CoCl2 physisorption. (II) Ligand exchange between CoCl2 and co-reagent (Hypothesis). (III) Successive β-hydrogen elimination within an 

intermediate Co aminoalkyl species, releases dimethylprop-2-en-1-amine followed by reductive elimination of hydrogen. (IV) The first β-hydrogen elimina-

tion could be followed by H-C recombination via reductive elimination, releasing dimethylpropylamine. (IV) Reductive elimination via C-C bond formation 

renders another reaction pathway.   

Surface Reaction Pathways                     

The promising outcome of these initial reactivity tests moti-

vated us to attempt ALD deposition experiments but also raised 

the question what the mechanisms behind thin film growth in 

the context of ALD would look like. The choice of precursors 

for Co ALD was narrowed down to CoCl2(TMEDA) with either 

Zn(DMP)2 or Zn(Et)2(TMEDA) as co-reactants. While both Zn 

compounds provided high thermal stability that we envisioned 

to aid overcoming the Zn contamination issue (as previously 

observed for Zn(Et)2 based Cu ALD); the following three as-

pects turned the balance in favor of Zn(DMP)2: a) A ZnO ALD 

process and true ALD behavior was already reported for 

Zn(DMP)2. b) the CVD study on Zn(Et)2(TMEDA) highlighted 

the intrinsic decomposition behavior of the compound on glass 

surfaces which rendered a vital drawback in our case as the F 

120-ALD reactor, used in this study consisted of many glass 

parts; c) To obtain insights into the ALD deposition mecha-

nisms and to rationalize the potential reaction pathways was a 

vital aim of this study. The neat reaction of CoCl2(TMEDA) 

with Zn(DMP)2 provided the experimental evidence for the 

preferential formation of the by-products dimethylpropylamine, 

dimethylprop-2-en-1-amine and N,N,N’,N’-tetramethylhex-

ane-1,6-diamine with no indication of amino alkyl chlorides.  

Consequently, a few, simplified elemental reaction steps and 

pathways are considered for the remaining precursor pair in the 

following (Scheme 2). These considerations are limited to in-

tramolecular reactions on a metallic, non-oxidized substrate, 

namely an excerpt of the Co (111) surface. In the beginning, the 

reaction of gaseous CoCl2(TMEDA) with the surface might be 

best described by physisorption of CoCl2 with release of the co-

ordinating TMEDA as shown in (I) and suggested in recent 

ALD literature.45 When Zn(DMP)2 is then pulsed in after a 

purge, it may engage in ligand exchange reactions with surface 

adsorbed CoCl2 producing an intermediate Co(II) aminoalkyl 

species and ZnCl2 (II). ZnCl2 would leave the surface as a vol-

atile by-product. The proposed Co(II) aminoalkyl intermediate, 

that has been previously described to form in solution,47 could 

undergo several reaction pathways resulting in metallic Co. 

Hereby, the intramolecular reactions that can be envisioned for 

the Co surface species (see III - IV) are probably based on dif-

ferent reductive elimination reactions and are likely of compet-

ing nature. Successive, intramolecular β-hydrogen eliminations 

could release one of the tris-alkyl amine by-products and facil-

itate the formation of a geminal dihydrogen Co species that 

would reductively eliminate H2 (III). Alternatively, intramolec-

ular H-C bond formation via reductive elimination after an ini-

tial β-hydrogen elimination could produce the other tris-alkyl 

amine by-product (IV). Lastly, concerted C-C bond formation, 

again via reductive elimination, as reported for homogeneous 

Co catalysts in the liquid phase,51 could generate a diamine by-

product (V). Some additional, potential intermolecular reac-

tions based on radical formation and recombination that may be 

considered in a more comprehensive study are further described 

in Figure S 5. These considerations indicate that an ALD pro-

cess based on such surface chemistry will likely differ from the 

idealized processes with only one specific surface reaction per 

half cycle: in the present case multiple competing reactions may 

take place. It is thus expected that deposition process parame-

ters such as pressure and temperature strongly affect the surface 

chemistry and will amplify certain surface reactions. To test 

these initial mechanistic hypotheses and learn which of the pro-



 

posed alkyl ligand elimination reactions might be more energet-

ically favorable, detailed DFT calculations of these pathways 

were performed. 

 

DFT calculations                   

The DFT considerations began with one CoCl2 molecule ad-

sorbed on a model Co(111) surface, which is the structure after 

reaction I in the proposed mechanism in Scheme 2. The Zn ami-

noalkyl precursor Zn(DMP)2 then underwent interactions with 

the surface bound CoCl2. The flat mode in Figure 3 a, was the 

preferred binding mode, with an exothermic adsorption energy 

of -0.46 eV; the less favorable upright mode had an exothermic 

adsorption energy of -0.39 eV (Figure 3 b). The computed re-

action energies were -0.60 eV for ligand exchange and -0.35 eV 

for ZnCl2 loss, respectively. Hereby it is noteworthy, that the 

formation of the prior proposed intermediate Co(DMP)2 surface 

species is energetically favored and a reasonable starting point 

with the help of which the formation of Co in the actual ALD 

process can be rationalized.  

 
Figure 2: The adsorption of Zn(DMP)2 on CoCl2-Co(111) surface with (a) 

flat mode, and (b) upright mode. 

We then computed the reaction energies for each elementary 

step via Pathway 1, Pathway 2 and Pathway 3 (c.f. Scheme 2) 

with one fold CoCl2 termination on Co(111) surface. For path-

way 1 considering reductive elimination via β-hydrogen elimi-

nation, the computed reaction energy of the first H transfer to 

Co and formation of the by-product dimethlpropyl-2-en-1-

amine (C5H11N) was found to be positive with a value of 

+0.80 eV. The desorption of a second by-product equivalent 

and the second H transfer to Co continued to be endothermic. 

Finally, after H2 desorption, the computed reaction energy was 

as high as +8.69 eV. The configurations of the elementary steps 

of Pathway 1 are shown in Figure S 6. For Pathway 2, which is 

based on reductive elimination via β-hydrogen elimination and 

subsequent H-Alkyl recombination, the β-hydrogen elimination 

had the same positive reaction energies as in Pathway 1. The 

reaction energy of H-Alkyl recombination to form dime-

thylpropylamine (C5H12N) was again positive with a value of 

+4.24 eV. Finally, after desorption of accrued dimethylpropyl-

amine, the computed energy cost was as high as +4.38 eV. The 

configurations of the elementary steps of Pathway 2 are illus-

trated in Figure S 7.  

For Pathway 3, that factored in reductive elimination via con-

certed C-C bond formation, the computed overall reaction en-

ergies were exothermic, except for the desorption of the dia-

mine by-product (C10H24N2) which had an energy cost of 

+1.23 eV. The overall energy cost for this pathway was thus 

found to be considerably lower than for the other pathways. The 

configurations of the elementary steps of Pathway 3 are shown 

in Figure 3. Furthermore, the trend of the reaction energy for 

all three pathways is illustrated by Figure 4 a. These initial re-

sults implied that indeed reductive elimination through C-C 

bond formation, as it had been observed in Co based liquid 

based catalysis, was the most viable pathway for Co ALD dep-

osition for our CoCl2(TMEDA) - Zn(DMP)2 process.  

 
Figure 3: The configurations of elementary steps for pathway 3: First the 

intermediate Co(DMP)2 surface species is shown. Then, the state after con-
certed C-C bond formation with the resulting diamine species still adsorbed 

to the Co atom is illustrated. Lastly, reductive elimination is completed by 

loss of the diamine by-product.  Starting point for this was a Co(111) sur-

face with onefold CoCl2 termination. 

In a next step, we considered the effect of the surface coverage 

with CoCl2 onto the reaction energies of Pathways 1-3 by in-

creasing the number of CoCl2 adsorbates on the Co (111) sub-

strate to two. This model surface was then allowed to interact 

with two Zn(DMP)2 molecules consecutively. In the beginning, 

the first Zn aminoalkyl precursor Zn(DMP)2 had an exothermic 

interaction energy with a value of -0.70 eV (flat binding mode) 

with the twofold CoCl2 termination. The computed reaction en-

ergy of ZnCl2 loss was exothermic at the value of -0.28 eV. 

These values were in close proximity to the prior calculations 

for one fold CoCl2 termination. We then computed the reaction 

energies for each elementary step via Pathway 1, Pathway 2 and 

Pathway 3 with two surface-bound CoCl2 adsorbates on the 

Co(111) surface. For Pathway 1 and Pathway 2, the computed 

reaction energy for the first β-hydrogen elimination was highly 

endothermic with a value of +3.38 eV. Thus, no further calcu-

lations were performed for these two pathways and instead we 

focused on Pathway 3. Here, the computed overall reaction en-

ergies were exothermic, except for the loss of by-product dia-

mine. The results are shown in Figure 4 b. After the formation 

and desorption of the first by-product diamine, the computed 

reaction energy is endothermic with a small value of +0.31 eV. 

An additional Zn(DMP)2 molecule was subsequently intro-

duced to the system and its adsorption onto the Co(111) surface 

with one remaining CoCl2 and one terminal Co species found to 

be energetically strongly favored (-0.98 eV). After ligand ex-

change and ZnCl2 loss, the reaction energy amounted to -

0.52 eV. The computed reaction energies of formation and de-

sorption of the second equivalent of diamine by-product were 

then determined to be -0.22 eV and +0.82 eV, respectively.   

 



 

 
Figure 4: Depiction of the plotted reaction energies for a) Pathways 1, 2, and 3 for a Co(111) surface with onefold CoCl2 termination and b) for Pathway 3 

with twofold CoCl2 termination on a Co(111) surface. Labels indicate which elementary step has taken place with proceeding reaction path. 

Complementary to the discussed surface reaction calculations, 

we probed the reaction Pathways 1-3 between CoCl2 and 

Zn(DMP)2 solely in the gas phase to be able to make a statement 

on the effect of the Co(111) substrate on the reaction energies. 

The results are summarized and graphically illustrated in Fig-

ure S 8 in the supporting information. It was found that the re-

action energies in the gas phase were around 2 eV more endo-

thermic in comparison to the surface calculations. However, 

Pathway 3 was still by far the least endothermic with a final 

reaction energy of around 2.2 eV whereas it was around 6.0 eV 

for Pathway 2 and over 9 eV for Pathway 1. Matching the prior 

findings, the combined results imply that Pathway 3 is the most 

favorable reaction sequence to occur at typical operating tem-

peratures between 140 °C and 225 °C during the ALD process 

(see section ALD Process Development). 

In a final step, we applied Bader charge analysis to the reaction 

sequences of pathways 1-3. Both scenarios, namely the occur-

rence of the reactions on a onefold CoCl2 terminated Co(111) 

surface and in the gas-phase were considered. An overview of 

the calculated charge transfers per elemental step is provided in 

Figure 5 and Figure S 9, respectively. After ligand exchange 

between Zn(DMP)2 and CoCl2 took place and ZnCl2 is lost, two 

DMP (C5H12N) ligands bond to the Co atom. In case of the gas 

phase scenario, a negative charge transfer from the metal atom 

to the DMP ligands of -0.37e- was observed. For the onefold 

Co(DMP)2 terminated Co(111) surface, this charge transfer was 

found to amount to -0.344e-. Besides, a small positive charge 

transfer of +0.034e- from the Co substrate to one of the ligands 

and to the terminal Co atom occurred which gave evidence to 

the stabilization of the Co dialkyl intermediate through the sur-

face (Figure 5). Further stabilizing charge transfers between the 

Co(111) surface and its different adsorbates became apparent 

for all other intermediates produced through the reaction se-

quences of Pathways 1-3. For Pathway 1 exemplarily (Figure 5 

a), the surface was found to contribute with a negative charge 

transfer of -0.08e- to the stabilization of the CoH(DMP) species 

after β-hydrogen elimination of a first dimethlpropyl-2-en-1-

amine equivalent. Congruously, a considerably larger negative 

charge transfer of -0.28e- from the surface to the Co atom and 

its two hydride ligands was seen when ensuing β-hydrogen 

elimination had released another dimethlpropyl-2-en-1-amine 

equivalent. For Pathway 2 (Figure 5 b), the most significant 

charge transfer of the surface (+0.116e-) was observed after H-

Alkyl recombination through reductive elimination took place: 

Here, the terminal Co atom was already reduced to Co(0) and 

an equivalent of dimethylpropylamine was still in close prox-

imity to the surface. For Pathway 3, the intermediate diamine 

species was found to be nearly not charged irrespective of the 

scenario. The computed transferred charges from the diamine 

to the Co atom was -0.01e- for the Co terminated surface (Fig-

ure 5 c), and only slightly different with 0.028e- for the gas 

phase. The surface intermediate described by an already re-

duced Co(0) atom still coordinated by the diamine molecule 

was observed to benefit from positive charge transfer of the 

Co(111) substrate that amounted to +0.18e-. It is noteworthy 

that for all pathways, Bader charge analysis showed a signifi-

cant drop of the charge on the Co atom once the actual reduction 

step has occurred.  



 

 
Figure 5: The computed charge transfers for all potential β-hydrogen elimination reaction sequences of one intermediate Co(II) dialkyl species on the Co(111) 

substrate: a) Pathway 1, b) Pathway 2, and c) Pathway 3. The charge transfer for by-products, Co atoms from different Co surface species and the Co(111) 

substrate are highlighted in black, red, and blue color, respectively.  

Overall, Pathway 3 is not only the most straightforward way 

towards reduction of the surface intermediate Co(DMP)2 to el-

emental Co but Bader charge analysis illustrated that it mini-

mized occurring charges best which in turn would favor this 

pathway over the others. This assessment is in accordance with 

the prior calculated reaction energies for the three pathways that 

rendered Pathway 3 as the least endothermic and most likely to 

occur during actual ALD depositions with the precursor combi-

nation CoCl2(TMEDA) and Zn(DMP)2. The DFT findings are 

only perfunctorily in contrast to the initial reactivity tests and 

the by-product trapping. Pursuing our incipient suspicion on the 

instability of the 1,6-diamine by-product, we assessed the sta-

bility of all three amides theoretically and found the by-product 

generated via Pathway 3 to be the least stable. This and the fact 

that it is less volatile than its congeners owing to a higher mo-

lecular mass likely compromised on its detectability with our 

simple approach. As discussed subsequently in the thin film 

analysis section, we found this aspect to have implications on 

the Co thin film purity.  

 

ALD Process Development                                   

In the initial ALD process testing phase using CoCl2(TMEDA) 

and Zn(DMP)2 as precursors, we observed unhindered growth 

of thin films with a metallic appearance on standard 2-inch 

Si(100) wafers with native oxide, as well as on the glass sub-

strate holder. This direct film growth on non-metallic surfaces 

is in agreement with prior ALD studies by Väyrynen employing 

the same Co precursor for Co3Sn2 intermetallic films.46 Con-

trasting this, the thermal ALD process developed by Kerrigan 

and co-workers with Co(DAD)2 was strongly inhibited on all 

surfaces except metallic ones.11 This suggested that unlike 

Co(DAD)2, CoCl2(TMEDA) is capable of interacting with hy-

droxyl surface sites during the first pulse. The ALD process of 

CoCl2(TMEDA) and Zn(DMP)2 was consequently investigated 

on Si(100) with native oxide. The growth behavior of the opti-

mized process was also investigated for selected metal surfaces 

and Co thin film deposition was successful in all cases. These 

preliminary results are displayed and discussed in the support-

ing information (Section 12). The saturation behavior of pre-

cursors, the linear behavior of film thickness vs. number of cy-

cles, and the influence of deposition temperature on the GPC 

were studied. Self-limiting behavior for CoCl2(TMEDA) at 

155 °C and fixed Zn(DMP)2 pulse lengths of 5 s was observed 

after 6 s with a GPC of 0.3 Å (Figure 6 a). The pulse lengths 

for the Co precursor are longer than those reported in prior stud-

ies, owing to variations in the reactor base pressure and config-

uration and the fact that CoCl2(TMEDA) was evaporated at 

only 140 °C in this case, compared to 170 °C in earlier stud-

ies.46,52 For the more volatile Zn precursor (evaporated at 

40 °C), identical GPCs of 0.3 Å were observed after pulses of 

3 s or longer at 155 °C and fixed CoCl2(TMEDA) pulses of 6s 

(Figure 6 b).  



 

 
Figure 6: Characteristics of the ALD process using CoCl2(TMEDA) and Zn(DMP)2 on Si(100) substrates with native oxide: a) CoCl2(TMEDA) saturation 

study and b) Zn(DMP)2 saturation investigation at 155 °C each. c) Temperature dependency of the GPC with precursor pulse times of 6 s for CoCl2(TMEDA) 

and 3 s for Zn(DMP)2. d) Linear dependency of the film thickness on the applied number of cycles at 155 °C utilizing the prior mentioned pulse parameters. 
e, f) Examples of coated 2-inch Si wafers on which process optimization was conducted. Non-coated areas correspond to those covered during the ALD 

process by either a substrate holder or where other substrates were placed on top. 

For the optimized pulse lengths, purge durations were varied 

(Figure S 10). The chosen purge lengths of 30 s and 25 s were 

thus validated to be long enough to prevent unwanted intermix-

ing of the two precursors. Significant influence of the deposi-

tion temperature on the GPC, with a narrow apparent “ALD 

window” identified between 155 °C – 165 °C was observed 

(Figure 6 c). Reduction of the deposition temperature to 140 °C 

resulted in a GPC below 0.2 Å, and there was a nearly expo-

nential GPC increase upon step-wise increase of the deposition 

temperature, terminating with a 0.77 Å GPC at 215 °C. The ex-

ponential increase in the GPC could originate from decomposi-

tion of Zn(DMP)2 above 170°C as suggested by Mai et al..44 

However, no Zn contamination within the deposits was found 

even above 170 °C (c.f. section thin film analysis) and under the 

specific deposition conditions and time scale Zn(DMP)2 might 

rather react with surface bound CoCl2 than undergo decompo-

sition. Therefore, the strong dependency of the film growth may 

well be the consequence of changes of preferred thermal reac-

tion pathways as suggested in the prior sections. Figure 6 d 

shows a nearly ideal, linear trend between the number of cycles 

and film thickness at 155 °C, confirming the GPC of 0.3 Å. Fi-

nally, this process gave excellent uniformity of film growth on 

2 inch wafers (Figure 6 e, f). 

 

Thin film analysis                           

Selected metallic Co thin films were subjected to microscopy 

analysis (Figure 7). A series of scanning electron microscopy 

(SEM, upper row) and atomic force microscopy (AFM, bottom 

row) images were recorded for films of varied thickness grown 

at 155 °C with optimized pulse parameters. The films had thick-

nesses between 4 nm (150 cycles) and 27 nm (900 cycles). For 

very thin films, the topography was found to be nearly feature-

less, while a small-grained texture evolved with successively 

increased number of cycles. The full SEM images are depicted 

in the SI (Figures S 11 - S 14). As expected for ALD layer-by-

layer growth, the surfaces were found to be pinhole free and 

smooth. For example, the root-mean square roughness (Rrms) of 

the 4 nm film was found to be 0.26 nm for a scan area of 

1 x 1 μm2, mimicking the roughness of the underlying sub-

strate. For the film grown with 900 cycles, the Rrms value for the 

same area was determined to be 1.05 nm. A survey on all Rrms 

values determined based on 1 x 1 μm2 and 5 x 5 μm2 AFM 

scans showed a roughly linear (R2 = 0.95) increase of roughness 

with thickness (Table S 1). Grazing incidence X-ray diffraction 

(GI-XRD), of 25 - 30 nm Co thin films grown at different tem-

peratures showed the films to be amorphous, with no clear re-

flections identified. The absence of crystalline domains might 

either originate from an insufficiently high deposition tempera-

ture, the presence of impurities in the films, or an interplay of 

both aspects. Consecutively, selected thin films were subjected 

to combined, bulk-sensitive Rutherford backscattering spec-

trometry (RBS) and nuclear reaction analysis (NRA), as well as 

surface sensitive, depth profilometric X-ray photoemission 

spectroscopy (XPS) in order to obtain complementary insights 

in the overall composition of the thin films as well as the distri-

bution of elements and their chemical states. The atomic bulk 

composition of films deposited between 140 - 215 °C, each 

having a thickness of 15 - 20 nm, was determined by RBS/NRA 

(Table 1). The data are complemented by Figure S 15 that il-

lustrates a representative RBS spectrum. Despite their metallic 

appearance, the Co thin films contained a notable level of car-

bon (~25 at.%) and oxygen (~5 at.%) impurities while nitrogen 

and chlorine contaminant levels were below 3 at.%. 

 



 

 
Figure 7: Complementary SEM (upper row) and AFM (bottom row) micrographs recorded for Co thin films with varying thicknesses (4 nm, 9 nm, 13.5 nm 

and 27 nm) deposited at 155 °C with optimized process parameters. For AFM, areas of 1 x 1 μm2 are shown and one scale is applied for all recordings. 

The composition was found to be consistent and did not show 

strong temperature dependency, contrasting the temperature de-

pendency of film growth. The presence of O (~ 4.0 - 6.0 at.%) 

likely arises from exposure of the samples to the ambient prior 

to the measurements, which could not be avoided. Conse-

quently, there was partial oxidation of the metallic Co53 and ac-

cumulation of some adventitious C. The extent of Zn incorpo-

ration from the precursor Zn(DMP)2 (which replaced Zn(Et)2 to 

avoid the inclusion of Zn) was measured to be very low 

(~ 0.2 - 0.3 at.%) by RBS. The proximity of Co and Zn (with 

respect to the atomic number Z) and significant signal overlap 

(Figure S 15) called these Zn concentrations into question (see 

below). Composition was confirmed by an XPS depth profile 

study on a 20 nm Co thin film grown at 155 °C (Figure 8 a). 

For this study, atomic concentrations were determined based on 

common signal fitting procedures for the C 1s, Cl 2p, Co 2p, 

N 1s,O 1s and Zn 2p core level regions that are exemplarily 

shown in the SI (Section 11).54,55 The core level measurements 

were complemented by survey scans (Figure S 16). Initial, mild 

Ar+ sputter steps (30 s per step, 1 kV) allowed to remove adven-

titious surface impurities. With increasing sputter time, the con-

centration of C gradually decreased until it equilibrated around 

20 at.% (in agreement with the values found from NRA) in the 

film bulk with a commensurate increase of the Co content to 

around 80 at.%. Notably, Co had a metallic, zero oxidation state 

even in the immanent surface region as demonstrated by the 

stacked Co 2p core level spectra (Figure 8 b). While the 

Co 2p3/2 signal was slightly shifted to a higher binding energy 

for the as-introduced surface, its position was located at or in 

close proximity to 778.2 eV which is characteristic for the zero-

valent state of Co.54–56 The O 1s core level measurements, 

shown alongside C 1s, N 1s and Cl 2p spectra in Figure S 17, 

revealed the presence of only organic oxygen species with a 

binding energy of 532.7 eV on the surface,57 likely bonded to 

the adventitious carbon (for more detailed discussion see Sec-

tion 11 of the SI). Most importantly, high resolution scans of 

the entire Zn 2p core level region (1010 - 1060 eV, Figure 8 c), 

demonstrated the absence of detectable Zn traces within the Co 

thin films. The absence was complementarily confirmed by a 

featureless Zn LMM Auger peak region (Figure S 16). There-

fore, we are inclined to suggest the absence of Zn contamination 

in the Co ALD films. Thus, neither Zn(DMP)2 itself nor Zn by-

products from the second half cycle of the ALD process were 

considered to have caused the C, Cl and N impurities. While the 

low N (~ 1.0 - 2.0 at.%) and Cl (~ 1.0 - 3.0 at.%) inclusions 
may have originated from unreacted surface adsorbed 

CoCl2(TMEDA), the high C levels (~ 24.0 - 28.0 at.%; from 
RBS) could not be ascribed to adventitious C only but from 

C embedded throughout the Co thin films. 

 

 

Table 1: Compositional analysis of 15-20 nm Co thin films probed by RBS/NRA. 

Temperature (°C) 
Element Concentration (at.%)a 

C N O Cl Co Znb 

140 25.9 1.1 4.6 3.0 65.1 0.3 

155 25.0 1.0 5.2 1.9 66.6 0.3 

170 23.8 2.1 5.5 2.0 66.4 0.3 

185 25.8 2.2 3.7 1.8 66.2 0.2 

200 25.0 2.2 5.7 1.2 65.7 0.2 

215 28.0 1.2 5.5 1.1 64.1 0.2 

a In all cases, a possible error bar of ± 1.5 at.% needs to be assumed. b Determined concentrations are within the error margin. 

 



 

 
Figure 8: XPS analysis of a 20 nm thick Co thin film grown at 155 °C on Si(100): a) Depth profile of the film with tracing of atomic 

concentrations of elements of interest. b) High resolution core level recordings of the Co 2p region after selected sputter times. c) 

High resolution core level spectra of the Zn 2p region after selected sputter times evidencing the absence of Zn. Gray areas in the 

core level spectra indicate expected signal positions. 

 

Prior ALD studies employing CoCl2(TMEDA) for the deposi-

tion of CoO52 and Co3Sn2
46 with precursors such as H2O and 

HSn(tBu)3 yielded high purity thin films with no significant car-

bon incorporation, so the released TMEDA seems to be an un-

likely source of C impurities. This leaves the intermediate 

Co(DMP)2 surface species and the by-products released from 

its reductive elimination to Co to have facilitated the C inclu-

sion in the deposited films. With respect to this, our DFT calcu-

lations allow to postulate that the most likely formed by-prod-

uct, namely N,N,N’,N’-tetramethylhexane-1,6-diamine, may 

contribute to the C contents in the films. Additional experi-

mental, and theoretical work is required to support these as-

sumptions.  

 

Resistivity Measurements                  

To determine the electrical resistivity of ALD deposited Co 

films, several ~20 nm thick films were grown on Si substrates 

coated with 200 nm thermal SiO2. Hereby, optimized process 

parameters for a deposition temperature of 155 °C were used. 

The resistivity of the ALD deposited Co films was found to be 

approximately 15-20 μΩ cm and is thus only slightly higher 

than the bulk resistivity of cobalt metal (6.24 μΩ cm) at 20 °C,58 

indicating the growth of high performance metal films. The 

slightly increased resistivity values compared to bulk Co may 

be attributed to the carbon content in the films, since the film 

resistivity highly depends on both, the film thickness, and purity 

level. This is confirmed by the incrementally increased resistiv-

ity of the Co films in this work compared to the value 

(13.6 µ cm) reported by Kerrigan et al.11 on high purity (< 

0.9 % carbon, oxygen, nitrogen) 98-nm-thick Co films depos-

ited on Pt, and on the other hand a clearly reduced resistivity 

compared to the PEALD deposited Co films based on 

Co(EtCp)2 (117 µ cm) with an impurity content of 30-40 % 

carbon, 15 % nitrogen and 5 % oxygen.27  The resistivity values 

determined in this work are in line with values obtained from 

various (PE)ALD processes summarized in the review of Kalo-

yeros et al. (Table 2)1 and enqueue themselves in the most upper 

performance segment. Two distinct beneficial characteristics of 

Co thin films deposited with this ALD process are obtaining 

near-bulk resistivity for Co films of small thickness that are 

closer to the dimensions relevant for applications and the direct, 

thermal growth of the films on non-metallic substrates. Both 

have rarely been demonstrated in prior studies to date and verify 

the high quality of the elemental Co films achieved by an inno-

vative ALD processing route exploiting novel surface chemis-

try. 

 

Conclusion and Perspective         

This work has successfully shown an alternative approach to-

wards the ALD of metallic Co thin films derived from initial 

precursor reactivity studies: using Zn aminoalkyls as reduct-

ants. Employing CoCl2(TMEDA) and the intramolecularly sta-

bilized Zn(DMP)2, precursor, a process was developed that out-

performed earlier processes for metallic Cu with Zn(Et)2 in 

terms of Zn contamination. Film growth occurred with a GPC 

of 0.3 Å on a variety of substrates at 155 °C and 20 nm Co films 

directly deposited onto insulating SiO2 substrates showed prom-

ising resistivities as low as 15-20 μΩ cm, competitive with bulk 

Co. However, high C contamination was a drawback impeding 

even better performance. A reasonable mechanism of film 

growth was proposed based on precursor reactivity studies 

which were validated by DFT calculations. It allowed to iden-

tify intramolecular reduction of intermediate Co aminoalkyl 

species as the potentially decisive step that facilitated the C in-

corporation in the films. Further research is necessary to under-

stand if Zn dialkyls with differently functionalized ligands will 

enable ALD of purer Co thin films. The approach presented 

here may be generalized to the ALD of other transition metals 

using alkyl-based co-precursors that facilitate reduction through 

formation of highly reactive surface intermediates. 

 

Experimental and Computational Details               

Precursor synthesis: The synthesis of the oxygen and moisture 

sensitive compounds was performed under inert gas atmosphere 

using standard Schlenk techniques. All utilized solvents were 

purified and pre-dried by a MBraun solvent purification system 

(MBraun SPS). All compounds were stored, handled and pre-

pared for analysis and reaction experiments under argon atmos-

phere (Air Liquide, 99.999 %) in MBraun Labmaster 120 glove 

boxes. The starting reagents CoCl2 (anhydrous, 99.9 %), ZnCl2 

(anhydrous, 99.9 %), Zn(Et)2 (> 52 wt. % Zn), and N,N,N’,N’-

tetramethyletheylendiamine (TMEDA) (99.0 %) were bought 

from Sigma Aldrich and used as received. Precursors 

CoCl2(TMEDA),52 Zn(DMP)2,
44 and Zn(Et)2(TMEDA)59 were 

synthesized in multigram scale following literature reported 

procedures. 



 

Reactivity pre-experiments: For the reactivity experiments of 

CoCl2(TMEDA) with the three potential Zn dialkyl co-reac-

tants, 1 mmol of CoCl2(TMEDA) and 1 mmol of the respective 

Zn compound were filled into a Schlenk flask. Images were 

taken for optical monitoring. Subsequently, the neat mixtures 

were subjected to a two-step heat up treatment. In a first step, 

they were heated to 100 °C in static vacuum for 1 minute and in 

the second step, they were heated up to 200 °C under active vac-

uum for additional one minute. For each step, photos were taken 

for documentation. Blind samples of 1 mmol CoCl2(TMEDA) 

was subjected to the same treatment. Figure S 1 in the SI sum-

marizes the findings from this study. The solid residues ob-

tained after heating were cooled down to room temperature and 

subjected to powder x-ray diffraction (PXRD) analysis. Meas-

urements were conducted on a G670 diffractometer with an im-

age plate detector (Huber, Rimsting, D) operating with Mo Kα 

radiation (λ = 0.07107 nm). All diffractograms are depicted in 

Figure S 2. 1H-NMR (nuclear magnetic resonance) spectros-

copy on the crude mixture of volatile by-products, trapped from 

the neat reaction of CoCl2(TMEDA) and Zn(DMP)2 in a cooled 

receiver flask attached to the reaction vessel, was conducted on 

a Bruker Advance III 400 HD instrument, and referenced to the 

internal tetra methyl silane (TMS) standard (TMS, 

δ = 0.00 ppm). The AIST spectral database for organic com-

pounds was used for compound identification (see entries 5416 

and 6870).50 Electron spray ionization mass spectrometry (ESI-

MS) measurements were conducted on a Bruker Esquire 6000 

instrument in chemical ionization mode with methanol as dilu-

tant. 

Computational details: All calculations were performed on 

the basis of periodic spin-polarized density functional theory 

(DFT) within a plane wave basis set and projector augmented 

wave (PAW) formalism,60 as implemented in the Vienna ab in-

itio simulation package (VASP 5.3) code. The generalized gra-

dient approximation (GGA) with the parameterization of 

Perdew-Burke-Ernzerhof (PBE) was used for the exchange-cor-

relation functional.61,62 The plane wave energy cutoff was set to 

be 400 eV. The convergence of energy and forces were set to 

be 1×10-4 eV and 0.01 eV / Å, respectively. The bulk Co fcc 

crystal structure was optimized by simultaneously relaxing the 

ionic positions, cell volume and cell shape at a higher plane 

wave energy cutoff of 550 eV and using a Monkhorst-Pack grid 

k-point mesh of 12 × 12 × 6.63 The resulting lattice constants 

are a = b = 2.49 Å, and c = 4.03 Å for Co bulk. A (4×4) super-

cell was used to model the Co(111) surface with a surface lattice 

of a = b = 9.94 Å. The vacuum region is up to 15 Å. The 

Co(111) substrate was modelled with a five-layer slab, with the 

bottom three layers fixed during the calculation and a k-point 

mesh of 3 × 3 × 1 was used. The molecular geometries of pre-

cursor Zn(DMP)2 and by-products are relaxed in the same 

supercell as Co(111), with an energy cutoff of 400 eV and 

Gamma point sampling. The van der Waals correction was ap-

plied with the PBE-D3 method to ensure an accurate description 

of the metal precursor adsorption energy.64 Charge transfers 

were analyzed with Bader charge analysis procedure.65,66 This 

was computed by q(Bader) – q(valence). The adsorption energy 

was calculated from: 

𝐸𝑎𝑑 =  𝐸𝑡𝑜𝑡 −  𝐸𝐶𝑜𝐶𝑙2/𝑠𝑢𝑏𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒 −  𝐸𝐴               

where Etot, ECoCl2/substrate, and EA were the energy of the slab with 

Zn(DMP)2 adsorption, the slab model for CoCl2 and Co(111) 

substrate, and isolated Zn(DMP)2, respectively. 

ALD Experiments: All depositions were carried out in an 

ASM Microchemistry F-120 reactor with interior satellite ge-

ometry and a base pressure of 3.0 mbar. Process optimization 

was performed on 2 inch Si(100) substrates with native oxide 

(SiOx, ~ 2 nm). Additional depositions were carried out on ≈ 
1 cm x 1 cm large Si substrates with ≈ 30 nm of Au, Pt and 
Al2O3 on top (Metallic films were deposited by sputtering, 

while the oxide was grown by thermal ALD). For standard 
depositions ranging from 100 - 900 cycles, 200 mg of 
CoCl2(TMEDA) and 300 mg of Zn(DMP)2 were used per dep-
osition. The Co precursor was kept at 140 °C while the Zn 
precursor was kept at 40 °C. Zn(DMP)2 and CoCl2(TMEDA) 
were spatially separated with a temperature buffer zone in 
between to ensure constant evaporation temperatures dur-
ing the deposition process. The volatilization of both pre-
cursors to the substrate was assisted by an active N2 flow 
(Air Liquide 99.995 %) of 300 sccm. Depositions were car-
ried out in a temperature window of 140 °C - 215 °C and an 
optimized pulse-purge recipe of 6 s Co precursor pulse, 30 s 
of N2 purge (300 sccm), 3 s Zn precursor pulse and again 
25 s of N2 purge was applied.  
Thin film analysis: The thickness of the deposited Co thin 

films was determined from X-ray reflectometry (XRR) meas-

urements carried out on a Bruker AXS-D8 Discovery diffrac-

tometer (Bruker cooperation) (Cu Kα radiation with 

λ = 1.5418 Å) in θ - 2θ locked coupled mode. Thicknesses were 

further verified by comparison of the recorded XRR curves with 

simulated and fitted curves using Bruker LEPTOS software. A 

two layer model, (Co/SiO2/Si(100)), was considered as the ba-

sis. Atomic force microscopy (AFM) measurements were per-

formed using a Nanoscope Multimode V microscope from Dig-

ital Instruments operating in tapping mode. Scanning electron 

microscopy (SEM) was performed using a field-emission scan-

ning electron microscope (JEOL JSM-7200F). The top view 

images (magnification x70.000) were recorded using 20 kV ac-

celeration voltage with a secondary electron detector (SED). 

The bulk composition of Co thin films deposited on various 

substrates was determined by Rutherford backscattering spec-

trometry (RBS) in combination with nuclear reaction analysis 

(NRA) at the 4-MeV tandem accelerator facility RUBION at 

Ruhr University Bochum. Standard RBS was executed with a 
4He+ ion beam of 2.0 MeV, while a 4 MeV ion beam was em-

ployed for experiments where Co and Zn signal differentiation 

was attempted. In all cases, samples were tilted at an angle of 

7 °, whereas backscattering particles were detected at an angle 

of 160 ° with respect to the beam axis. NRA was performed us-

ing a 2H+ ion beam of 1 MeV. Emitted protons were detected at 

an angle of 135 ° relative to the incoming beam axis. The 

SIMNRA program was employed for raw data processing and 

analysis.67 X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) for surface 

and depth profile compositional analysis was carried out on a 

PHI 5000 instrument. The kinetic energy of electrons was ana-

lyzed with a spherical Leybold EA-10/100 analyzer using a pass 

energy of 18 eV. The samples were analyzed by a combination 

of survey scans and core level scans for peaks of interest. Step 

widths were adjusted to 0.5 eV for each survey scan and 

0.05 eV for the core level scans. All binding energies of Zn 2p, 

Co 2p, Cl 2p, O 1s, N 1s and C 1s were referenced to the fermi 

edge position. The analysis chamber pressure was maintained 

at < 10-7 mbar. Depth profile analysis of a 25 nm thick film 

grown at 155 °C was realized by a succession of measurement 

and sputter steps. Hereby, sputtering with Ar+ was limited to 

30 s per step and 1 kV (2x2) to minimize preferential sputter 



 

effects. The deconvolution analysis was completed with a 

Shirley background processing and Gaussian functions using 

UniFit 2017 software. 

Resistivity measurements: Co thin films (~ 20 nm) were 

grown on 1.5 cm x 1.5 cm Si substrates with ~ 200 nm SiO2 on 

top generated through thermal oxidation. The electrical meas-

urements were performed at room-temperature using a Signa-

tone four-point probe in combination with a Keithley 2615 

Source Measurement Unit. The film resistivity was calculated 

based on the film thickness additionally determined by a spec-

troscopic ellipsometer (Sentech SE 800) and the sheet re-

sistance.  
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