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Thermal Boundary Resistance Measurements for
Phase-Change Memory Devices

John P. Reifenberg, Kuo-Wei Chang, Matthew A. Panzer, Sangbum Kim, Jeremy A. Rowlette,
Mehdi Asheghi, H.-S. Philip Wong, and Kenneth E. Goodson

Abstract—Thermal interfaces play a key role in determining
the programming energy of phase-change memory (PCM) de-
vices. This letter reports the picosecond thermoreflectance mea-
surements of thermal boundary resistance (TBR) at TiN/GST
and Al/TiN interfaces, as well as the intrinsic thermal conduc-
tivity measurements of fcc GST between 30 ◦C and 325 ◦C.
The TiN/GST TBR decreases with temperature from ∼26 to
∼18 m2 · K/GW, and the Al/TiN ranges from ∼7 to 2.4 m2 ·
K/GW. A TBR of 10 m2 · K/GW is equivalent in thermal resis-
tance to ∼192 nm of TiN. The fcc GST conductivity increases with
temperature between ∼0.44 and 0.59 W/m/K. A detailed under-
standing of TBR is essential for optimizing the PCM technology.

Index Terms—Nonvolatile memories, phase-change memory
(PCM), thermal boundary resistance (TBR).

I. INTRODUCTION

PHASE-CHANGE memory (PCM) data storage technology
offers the scalability, cycling characteristics, and speed to

meet the ever-increasing demand for high-density data storage.
Joule heating initiates reversible phase transitions between the
amorphous and fcc phases of a phase-change material such as
Ge2Sb2Te5 (GST) [1], [2]. The GST temperature reaches up to
700 ◦C during the phase transitions [3]. Write current reduction
remains a challenge for decreasing the size of programming
transistors. Programming pulses contain ∼1000 times more
energy than what is required for the phase transitions. Heat
conduction through the bottom electrode, commonly made of
TiN, dissipates most of the excess energy [3], [4]. Understand-
ing the conduction physics in thin TiN and GST films and
at their interfaces is therefore essential for improved PCM
device engineering and simulation [3], [5], [6]. This letter uses
picosecond time-domain thermoreflectance (TDTR) [7], [8] to
measure the fcc GST intrinsic thermal conductivity and the

Manuscript received September 22, 2009; revised October 14, 2009. First
published November 17, 2009; current version published December 23, 2009.
This work was supported in part by Intel Corporation and in part by a National
Defense Science and Engineering Graduate Fellowship. The review of this
letter was arranged by Editor A. Chatterjee.

J. P. Reifenberg, M. A. Panzer, M. Asheghi, and K. E. Goodson are with
the Department of Mechanical Engineering, Stanford University, Stanford,
CA 94305 USA (e-mail: jreif@stanford.edu; mpanzer@stanford.edu;
masheghi@stanford.edu; goodson@stanford.edu).

K.-W. Chang is with Intel Corporation, Santa Clara, CA 95054 USA (e-mail:
kuo-wei.chang@intel.com).

S. Kim, J. A. Rowlette, and H.-S. P. Wong are with the Department of
Electrical Engineering, Stanford University, Stanford, CA 94305 USA (e-mail:
kimsangb@stanford.edu; rowlette@stanford.edu; hspwong@stanford.edu).

Color versions of one or more of the figures in this letter are available online
at http://ieeexplore.ieee.org.

Digital Object Identifier 10.1109/LED.2009.2035139

Fig. 1. Cross-sectional SEM images of two measured samples. From the top,
the layers are TiN, fcc GST, TiN, and Si. Approximately 53-nm layers of Al
were evaporated on these structures and measured using AFM after the SEMs
were taken. The white lines are intended as a guide for distinguishing between
layers.

TiN/GST and Al/TiN thermal boundary resistances (TBRs)
between room temperature and 325 ◦C.

II. PICOSECOND THERMOREFLECTANCE MEASUREMENT

Picosecond TDTR is a well-established technique [7]–[9]
that measures the cross-plane distribution of thermal proper-
ties with deep submicrometer spatial resolution. Other thermal
metrology techniques such as nanosecond thermoreflectance
[10] and 3ω[11] resolve spatially averaged thermal properties,
typically providing only indirect measurements of TBR. In
contrast, picosecond TDTR can uniquely separate the TBR
from intrinsic thermal resistance.

A mode-locked Nd:YVO4 laser produces ∼9-ps pulses at
wavelength λ = 1064 nm with a repetition rate of 82 MHz. The
beam splits into a frequency-doubled pump beam modulated at
8 MHz, which heats the surface of a metal-coated sample. The
reflected intensity of the probe beam measures the surface tem-
perature decay with ∼9-ps temporal resolution over a temporal
range of 3.5 ns [7], [8]. The 19-mW 10.0-μm 1/e2-diameter
pump and 10-mW 5.0-μm 1/e2-diameter probe beams cause
instantaneous and steady temperature rises of less than 6 ◦C
and 1.5 ◦C, respectively, for a reflectance of ∼0.9 [9].

Four TiN/GST/TiN stacks were produced by physical vapor
deposition (PVD) on Si substrates at 135 ◦C. Fig. 1 shows
the scanning electron microscope (SEM) images of two of
the TiN/GST/TiN stacks. Table I lists the sample geometries.
TDTR requires the top metal to be opaque at the pump and
probe wavelengths; thus, ∼53 nm of Al was evaporated on
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TABLE I
THIN-FILM GEOMETRIES FOR DIFFERENT SAMPLES. THE SAMPLE

GEOMETRY IS Al/TOP, TiN/GST/BOTTOM, AND TiN/Si SUBSTRATE

Fig. 2. Representative thermal traces and data fits at 30 ◦C for each of the
four samples. Each thermal decay trace is the average of ten traces.

the exposed TiN surface after an extended air break. Atomic
force microscopy (AFM) measurements over a masked region
determine the Al thicknesses. The thickness uncertainties are
±2.5 nm for the Al films and ±1.5 nm for the TiN and GST
films.

A transient 3-D multilayer frequency domain solution to the
heat diffusion equation [9] models the measured thermal de-
cays. A nonlinear least squares curve fitting algorithm finds the
TiN/GST TBR, Al/TiN TBRs, and intrinsic GST conductivity
that simultaneously optimize the curve fits for all four samples.
Data are fit using GST heat capacity data from [12]. Fig. 2
shows the representative data and curve fits for each sample
from the final measurement at 30 ◦C. The fits are insensitive
to the initial guess. To reduce the influence of random noise,
we average ten traces for each sample at every temperature and
normalize by the average value between 100 and 115 ps. Data
are fit over the range 100–3500 ps.

The metal’s thermal diffusion time τ due to the Al/TiN
boundary is τ ∼ Rb,Al/TiNC, where Rb,Al/TiN is the Al/TiN
TBR and C is the thermal mass of the Al layer. At times
less than τ ∼ 650 ps, the thermal decay is highly sensitive
to the Al/TiN TBR and minimally sensitive to other thermal
properties. This permits unique fitting of the Al/TiN TBR in
each sample.

At long times t > 2000 ps, the influence of the Al/TiN
resistance is small compared to the underlying films’ thermal
impedances. The sample geometry determines the relative sen-
sitivities to the TiN/GST TBR and intrinsic thermal conduc-
tivity. For example, the intrinsic GST conductivity dominates
the response of sample A since heat does not diffuse entirely

Fig. 3. (a) GST intrinsic thermal conductivity and (b) TiN/GST and Al/TiN
TBRs. For the GST intrinsic conductivity and TiN/GST TBR, • indicates
measurements from the initial temperature ramp between 30 ◦C to 175 ◦C,
� indicates measurements after ramping back to 30 ◦C then up to 325 ◦C, and
� indicates the final measurement after ramping back to 30 ◦C. The ©, ♦, �,
and � indicate the Al/TiN TBRs for samples A, B, C, and D, respectively. For
clarity, error bars are shown only for sample C. Al/TiN TBR errors are similar
for other samples.

through the GST film during the measurement time range.
Sample D has sensitivity to both the TiN/GST TBR and intrin-
sic thermal conductivity since heat diffuses through the entire
stack. The unique extraction of the TiN/GST TBR is possible
under the assumption that the intrinsic GST conductivity and
TiN/GST TBR are the same in all samples.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Fig. 3 shows the fitted Al/TiN, GST/TiN, and intrinsic GST
thermal conductivity as a function of temperature between
30 ◦C and 325 ◦C. The Al films cracked, and the GST films
sublimated near 350 ◦C, preventing measurements at higher
temperatures. Other metals, such as W, also cracked at high
temperature and exhibited smaller signal-to-noise ratios and
nonthermal responses at short times, similar to those in [13].
The measurement time at each temperature was 30 ±5 min.
The intrinsic GST thermal conductivity values between 0.44
and 0.59 W/m/K agree well with previous fcc phase mea-
surements [10], [11], [14], [15]. The glasslike temperature
dependence of the thermal conductivity is likely due to the
large vacancy and interstitial concentration in fcc GST [14].
The data do not show hysteresis with annealing, suggesting
that irreversible changes in defect density are not significant
in our films, in contrast to [14]. This may be due to the higher
deposition temperature of our films. The TiN/GST TBR varies
between ∼26 and 18 m2 · K/GW. A TBR of 10 m2 · K/GW is
approximately equivalent in thermal resistance to 192 nm of
TiN. The Al/TiN TBR varies between ∼7 and 2.3 m2 · K/GW.
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Different levels of oxidation, contamination, and roughness
explain the difference in Al/TiN values between samples.

We use nanosecond transient thermoreflectance [10] to mea-
sure the room temperature effective thermal conductivity keff of
∼60-, 100-, and 120-nm layers of PVD TiN on Si, coated with
∼500-nm PVD Ti. By modeling the data as thermal resistors
in series [11], the relation 1/keff = 1/kint,TiN + 2Rb,avg/d
determines the intrinsic TiN conductivity kint = 19.2 W/m/K
and the average of the Ti/TiN and TiN/Si TBRs Rb,avg =
11.8 m2K/GW, where d is the TiN layer thickness. The error
bars in Fig. 3 account for the thickness uncertainties, ±50%
variation in kint,TiN [16], and TiN/Si TBRs between 0 and
11.8 m2 · K/GW.

Phonons dominate thermal transport in fcc GST [14] and
high-resistivity PVD TiN films. The acoustic mismatch (AMM)
and diffuse mismatch (DMM) models describe TBR as the
partial transmission of phonons across an interface [15]. While
many variations of these models exist [18], the DMM using the
measured heat capacity
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best represents the data, where Rb is the TBR, C1(T ) is the
measured heat capacity of material 1 at temperature T , and ci,j

is the velocity of phonon mode j in material i [18]. Fig. 3
shows that this model overpredicts the data but captures its
temperature trend. It estimates the Al/TiN TBR as ∼0.3 m2 ·
K/GW at 30 ◦C. The large disagreement between the model and
the measured value of the Al/TiN TBR is likely due to impurity
adsorption and oxidation during the air break between Al
evaporation and the initial deposition. Materials with dissimilar
Debye temperatures (i.e., large AMM) have larger TBRs, which
explains the difference in the TiN/GST and Al/TiN TBRs.
Acoustically mismatched phase-change and electrode materials
should therefore provide better thermal insulation of the PCM
programming region. The Debye temperature of fcc GST is
∼100 K [19], while the Debye temperature of TiN is ∼557 K
[20]. Stiff materials with low density such as carbon nanotubes
have the highest Debye temperatures, up to ∼2000 K [21].

The AMM and DMM predict constant TiN/GST TBR at
device operating temperatures. The data show decreasing TBR
with temperature for both TiN/GST and Al/TiN interfaces.
Lattice dynamics calculations on Lennard–Jones solids predict
decreasing TBR up to the melting point [22]. A recent exper-
imental work attributes a 1/T dependence of the TBR to an-
harmonic phonon processes [13]. Assuming a 1/T temperature
dependence coincident with the data at 325 ◦C, the TiN/GST
TBR extrapolates to ∼12.6 m2 · K/GW at the GST melting
temperature of 610 ◦C.

IV. CONCLUSION

This letter has been using an original multisample data ex-
traction technique in the first temperature-dependent measure-
ments of the TiN/GST TBR, which are critical quantities for
PCM device simulations and engineering. DMM calculations
using the measured heat capacity have offered the best simple
means to estimate the TBR between electrode and phase-

change materials. Acoustically mismatched phase-change and
electrode materials may improve the thermal isolation of the
PCM programming region.
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