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ABSTRACT: In this work, epitaxial Pb(Zr,,Tiys)O; (PZT) thin films with
different thicknesses were deposited on Nb-doped SrTiO; (NSTO) single-
crystal substrates by chemical solution deposition (CSD), and their
ferroelectric resistive switching behaviors were investigated. The results
showed that the maximum ON/OFF ratio up to 850 could be obtained in
the PZT/NSTO heterostructure with the 150 nm thick PZT film. On the basis
of the Schottky-Simmons model and the modified semiconductor theory, we
also evaluated the interfacial built-in field and the depletion layer at the PZT/
NSTO interface, which can be modulated strongly by the ferroelectric
polarization, but are independent of the thickness of the PZT thin films. It is
clear that the ferroelectric resistive switching is related to the ferroelectric
polarization and modulated by the thickness of ferroelectric films. Therefore,
there is an optimal thickness of the PZT film for the maximum ON/OFF ratio
due to the ferroelectricity and conductivity mutually restricting. It can be
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expected that by adjusting the ferroelectricity and conductivity of the ferroelectric thin film and its thickness, the maximum

switching ratio can be further improved.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The resistive switching modulated by ferroelectric polarization
is called ferroelectric resistive switching (RS),"” which is
intriguing for the potential application in next-generation
nonvolatile memories." The ferroelectric RS effect has been
revealed in many ferroelectric thin films*™> and ferroelectric
tunneling junctions (FTJs) based on ferroelectric ultrathin
films.°”"" Although the FTJs have been reproducibly
demonstrated to present a remarkable resistive switching effect,
the thickness requirement of the ferroelectric layer to be several
nanometers greatly limits the potential applications.' In
addition, for typical ferroelectric ultrathin films, large lattice
mismatch, size effect, and structural defects could damage the
ferroelectricity and cause a large leakage current, which could
make the switching signal unreadable. ' On the other hand,
excellent electric properties such as high ON/OFF ratio, good
retention, and high endurance have been reported in relatively
thick ferroelectric thin films, such as BiFeO, (BFO),'*"
Pb(Zr,Ti,_ )O; (PZT),"*'® and BaTiO, (BTO).*'® For
instance, Tsurumaki et al.'? fabricated Pt/BFO (100 nm)/
SrRuO; (SRO) layered structures on SrTiO; (STO) single-
crystal substrates, and showed a ON/OFF ratio of above 1000.
Hu et al." reported a continuously tunable ON/OFF ratio up
to 5000 in Pt/BFO (60 nm)/Nb-doped STO (NSTO)
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structure, which was attributed to the ferroelectric polarization
modulation of the width of depletion layer at the BFO/NSTO
interface. They suggested that the thin dielectric layer formed
between Pt and BFO layer played a crucial role in the
emergence of the resistive switching effect. Hou et al."* found
that the ON/OFF ratio of 30 nm thick PZT films could be high
as 10° which was achieved by a controllable filamentary
behavior. Zhang et al.'® obtained a ON/OFF ratio of 300 nm
thick BTO films above 3 orders of magnitude, and observed an
apparent variation in Schottky barriers in response to
polarization switching, indicating a ferroelectric-related resistive
switching effect.

The correlation between the ferroelectric RS behavior and
ferroelectric polarization in the relatively thick ferroelectric
films is different from that of the FTJs, and a variety of different
microscopic mechanisms have been proposed to explain the
resistive switching effect, such as the conductive filament type
and the interface type modulated by ferroelectric polarization.
However, the performance and mechanisms vary g_reatly, even
for the same material and device structure.”’>'*"> For these

Received: September 1, 2016
Accepted: November 15, 2016
Published: November 15, 2016

DOI: 10.1021/acsami.6b10992
ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2016, 8, 32948—32955


www.acsami.org
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acsami.6b10992

ACS Applied Materials & Interfaces

Research Article

ferroelectric semiconducting films, the ferroelectricity and
conductivity are directly determined by the thickness of
terroelectric films. To enhance the device performance, it is a
main approach to modulate the potential barrier height or
barrier thickness by ferroelectric polarization at the ferro-
electric/electrode interfaces, which is also closely related to the
thickness of ferroelectric films. Therefore, the thickness of
ferroelectric films is a key factor in the regulation of the
competition between the ferroelectric and conductive proper-
ties of the ferroelectric film. In addition, more direct
experimental results are needed to demonstrate that the
resistive switching behavior is based on the modulation effect
of ferroelectric polarization.'”'”"® Therefore, to achieve a large
value of ferroelectric resistive switching in the relatively thick
terroelectric thin films, and further clarify the correlation
between the ferroelectric RS and ferroelectric polarization, it is
necessary to make clear the influence of the thickness of
terroelectric films.

In this study, we prepare Pb(Zr,,Tiys)O05/Nb:SrTiO;
(PZT/NSTO) heterostructures by chemical solution deposi-
tion, and investigate their resistive switching behaviors. The
interfacial built-in field and the depletion layer at the PZT/
NSTO interface are also evaluated by the Schottky-Simmons
model and the modified semiconductor theory. The magnitude
of the interfacial built-in field and the width of the depletion
layer at the PZT/NSTO interface region can be modulated
strongly by the ferroelectric polarization, but are independent
of the thickness of the PZT thin films. The resistive switching is
modulated by the ferroelectric polarization, and the maximum
ON/OFEF ratio up to 850 can be obtained in the PZT/NSTO
heterostructure with the 150 nm thick PZT film. Therefore, the
thickness of PZT film is a critical factor in modulating the
resistive switching behavior of PZT/NSTO heterostructures
due to the ferroelectricity and conductivity being mutually
restricting. Our results show that modulation of the thickness of
ferroelectric thin films is an effective way to improve the
resistance switching performance of this kind of ferroelectric
resistance switch devices.

2. EXPERIMENTAL DETAILS

Nb-doped SrTiOj; single-crystal substrates (Nb:SrTiO; with 0.7 wt %
of Nb, abbreviated as NSTO) were prebaking at 600 °C for 20 min to
obtain a clear and stabilized surface. Epitaxial Pb(Zr,4Tigs)O; (PZT)
thin films with thicknesses of 100, 150, 300, and 450 nm were grown
on the NSTO substrates by chemical solution deposition (CSD). The
details of the CSD process has been described clearly in our previous
papers.lg’20 High-purity titanium tetra-isopropoxide (Ti-
((CH;),CHO),), lead acetate (Pb(CH;COO),), zirconium-n-prop-
oxide (Zr(OCH,CH,CHj,),), and 2-propanol ((CH;),CHOH) were
used to prepare the precursor solution. The final concentration of the
solution was adjusted to 0.4 M with the atomic ratio of Pb:Zr:Ti =
1.1:0.4:0.6. After aging for 24 h, the solution was spin-coated onto the
NSTO substrates, operated at 4000 rpm for 30 s. The coated films
were dried at 120 °C for 10 min and then pyrolyzed at 350 °C for 10
min. To obtain the PZT thin films with different thicknesses, the above
steps were repeated several times before annealing. Finally, the
perovskite PZT films were obtained by annealing in an electric furnace
at 600 °C for 30 min. Top electrodes of Au with a diameter of 0.5 mm
were deposited by sputtering on the surface of the PZT film to form a
metal/ferroelectric/semiconductor sandwich structure.

The crystal structure and orientation of the PZT/NSTO
heterostructures were analyzed by 6—26 scans of X-ray diffraction
(XRD; Rigaku RINT2000, Cu Ka radiation). The chemical
composition of the PZT thin films was analyzed by X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS; Therma ESCALAB 250; Al Ka

source, energy step 0.1 eV). The microstructures of PZT films were
characterized by transmission electron microscopy (TEM; Tecnai G2
F20). The TEM specimens were prepared by the standard procedure
of cutting, gluing, slicing, grinding, and finally ion milling with Ar jons
until they were electron-transparent by using a Gatan precision ion-
polishing system (PIPS 691; Gatan). The ferroelectric properties and
current—voltage characteristics of the films were measured by using a
standard ferroelectric testing system (TF2000E; Aixacct). The built-in
electric field and the depletion layer at the PZT/NSTO interface
region were analyzed by the Schottky-Simmons model and the
modified semiconductor theory.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The chemical composition of the PZT thin films was analyzed
by X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy, and is in accord with the
expected stoichiometric ratio (Figure S1, Supporting Informa-
tion). The crystal structure and orientation of the PZT films
with different thicknesses on the NSTO substrate were studied
by XRD. Figure 1 shows the XRD pattern of the PZT film with
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Figure 1. XRD pattern of the PZT film with 150 nm thickness on the
NSTO substrate.

the thickness of 150 nm. Only strong and sharp diffraction
peaks of the (00!) plane for the perovskite phase can be
detected in the PZT film, implying that the PZT films have
grown epitaxially on the (00l)-orientated NSTO substrate. The
effect of strain status on the PZT/NSTO heterostructures was
also investigated. The calculated lattice mismatch between PZT
and NSTO is about 3.2% based on the standard lattice
constants of PZT (apyr = 0.404 nm) and NSTO (aysro =
0.391 nm). Thus, the PZT films on the NSTO substrate are
under compressive stress in the in-plane direction. Moreover,
the strain status does not depend on the thickness of PZT films
because there is no peak shift in the XRD patterns of the PZT
films with different thicknesses (Figure S2). This result can be
explained by the critical thickness for strain relaxing. Stemmer
et al. have reported that the critical thickness of PZT films for
the misfit dislocation formation is about 50 nm.”' Thus, the
PZT films with thickness ranging from 100 to 450 nm are
expected to be fully relaxed. To further characterize the
epitaxial nature of the PZT/NSTO heterostructures, the TEM
study has also been conducted. Figure 2a shows a cross-
sectional TEM image of the PZT/NSTO heterostructure with
the 150 nm thick PZT layer. The interface between the PZT
layer and the NSTO substrate is clear and there are no
intermediate layers or phase. Figure 2b shows a high-resolution
TEM (HRTEM) image of the PZT/NSTO interface. It can be
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Figure 2. (a) Cross-sectional TEM image for the PZT film with 150
nm thickness. (b) High-resolution TEM image of the PZT/NSTO
interface. The inset shows the fast Fourier transform (FFT) patterns
transformed from the HRTEM image.

seen that the high-quality PZT film has grown epitaxially on the
top of NSTO. The fast Fourier transform (FFT) patterns (the
inset in Figure 2b) show that the orientation relationship
between the PZT layer and the NSTO substrate is (001)p,1//
(001)nsto and (100)p,1//(100)ysto- In addition, the ¢ and a
values for the perovskite PZT phase are determined to be 0.41
and 0.40 nm, respectively, which are consistent with those of
the bulk PZT. The above XRD and TEM results demonstrate
that high-quality PZT/NSTO heterostructure films are
obtained to discuss the intrinsic interfacial phenomena.

The polarization—electric field (P—E) characteristics of the
PZT films were investigated, and the results are shown in
Figure 3. Figure 3a shows the P—E hysteresis loops of PZT
films with different thicknesses measured at room temperature.
The remanent polarization for all the samples are almost the
same, namely, is almost not depending on the film thickness.
The large remanent polarization (about 70 uC/cm?) also
signifies that the crystal quality of the PZT thin films is very
good. However, with decreasing the thickness, the P—E
hysteresis loops distorted at the part of negative electric field,
and the coercive fields significantly increased. Usually, the
asymmetry of P—E hysteresis loop of ferroelectric films is
caused by the use of different top and bottom electrode
materials.”” In this situation, the positive and negative coercive
voltage would simultaneously increase with decreasing the
thickness of ferroelectric films. However, in this study, the Au
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Figure 3. (a) P—E characteristics of the Au/PZT/NSTO hetero-
structures with the different thicknesses of PZT film at a frequency of
100 Hz. (b) P—V characteristics of the Au/PZT(150 nm)/NSTO
heterostructure measured at different temperatures at a frequency of
100 Hz.

and NSTO electrodes are the same for all the samples, but only
the negative coercive voltage increases with decreasing the PZT
thickness, indicating the distorted P—E hysteresis loops and the
increased coercive fields are mainly related to the interface-
controlled electric field at the PZT/NSTO interface. Generally,
an interfacial electric field can be induced by the oxygen
vacancy in the ferroelectric films,” stress gradient at the
ferroelectric/electrode interface,”* and domain pining by a
intrinsic electric field.”* If we consider the influence of defect
dipoles in the interfacial defective layer, the shape of the P—E
hysteresis loop may change unpredictably.”**” It has also been
demonstrated that the defect dipoles can respond to the
external electric field at high temperatures (>120 °C) and
switch with the polarization switching.”® However, in this study,
the shapes of polarization—voltage hysteresis loops remain
unchanged with increasing the measured temperature up to 150
°C, despite the polarization value slightly increasing due to the
increase in leakage current caused by bits of thermal charge
injection (Figure 3b). In addition, as mentioned above, the
XRD and TEM results (Figures 1 and 2) show that the PZT
film has grown epitaxially on the NSTO substrate, and there is
no interfacial defective layer in the interface region of PZT/
NSTO. On the other hand, although all the PZT films are in
the same stress status, the shift of hysteresis loops strongly
depends on the thickness of PZT films. Therefore, the stress
gradient is also not a major influential factor to cause the
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coercive voltage asymmetry. As a result, it can be concluded
that the interfacial electric field at the PZT/NSTO hetero-
structure is an intrinsic built-in electric field which could cause
domain pinning, leading to the asymmetric hysteresis loops.
To investigate the resistive switching behavior in the PZT/
NSTO heterostructure, typical current—voltage (I-V) meas-
urements were carried out by sweeping the applied voltage as
shown in Figure 4a. The resistive switching behavior is
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Figure 4. (a) I-V curves for the Au/PZT(150 nm)/NSTO
heterostructure. (b) The ON/OFF ratio as a function of reading
voltage which is extracted from the I-V data of Figure 4a. The inset
shows the retention characteristics.

observed in the PZT/NSTO heterostructure with the 150
nm thick PZT film. To ensure the repeatability of the resistive
switching behavior, the bias was swept continuously several
times and the results are almost the same. The process of
resistive switching from a low-resistance state (LRS) to a high-
resistance state (HRS) begins at about +6.5 V, which
corresponds to the coercive voltage of about +6.0 V in Figure
3b. In contrast, the process of the resistance switching from the
HRS to the LRS is at about —13.0 V, which corresponds to the
coercive voltage of about —12.5 V in Figure 3b. In addition, the
I -V curve also exhibits an asymmetric feature which is similar
to the P—V hysteresis loops (Figure 3b), proving that the
resistive switching behavior is related to the ferroelectric
polarization. In addition to the bipolar resistive switching, the
samples also show rectifying behavior, especially for the voltage
within =5 to S V.

Figure 4b shows the ON/OFF ratios of the PZT/NSTO
heterostructure. It can be seen that the maximum ON/OFF

32951

ratio is 106 for the positive voltage at +6.4 V and is 856 for the
negative voltage at —13.5 V. Namely, the resistive switching
effect can be tuned up to about 10° which is compared with
previous reports.”””*" However, most of these results were
achieved in the PZT/NSTO heterostructure obtained by pulse
laser deposition (PLD), which is difficult for deposition of
uniform large-area films for practical applications. Until now,
such high ON/OFF ratio is rarely reported in the PZT/NSTO
heterostructure obtained by chemical solution deposition.
Moreover, it should be noted that electroformation is not
required before the observation of I-V hysteresis loops. Also,
the retention test was carried out at —5 V after application of
two opposite applied bias to set the LRS or HRS, as shown in
the inset of Figure 4b. The ON/OFF ratio remained stable for
about 10° s with a minor reduction, which provides additional
evidence that the resistive switching in the PZT/NSTO films is
a nonvolatile effect.

Several mechanisms have been suggested to explain the
resistive switching behaviors in ferroelectric films.”'**"** As
mentioned above, we have excluded the defect-mediated
mechanisms (ionic or electronic) for resistive switching in the
PZT/NSTO heterostructures. Thus, the mechanism for the
resistive switching in the PZT/NSTO heterostructures can be
discussed by the built-in electric field at the PZT/NSTO
interface using the Schottky-Simmons model and the modified
semiconductor theory.”” To map out the distribution of the
built-in electric field in the PZT/NSTO heterostructure, we
analyzed the current—voltage (I—V) characteristics in the full
LRS (from —2 to 2 V) of the PZT/NSTO heterostructure
according to the approach proposed by Pintilie et al.”*** and
Das et al.”® Figure Sa shows the leakage current as a function of
the measured temperature. The leakage current in the negative
voltage part increases with increasing the measured temperature
from S0 to 190 °C, and is used to reveal the basic conductive
mechanisms of the PZT/NSTO heterostructure. In ferro-
electric films, according to dominant conduction routes for
carriers, several conductive mechanisms have been proposed,
such as Schottky emission, Frenkel-Poole emission, Fowler-
Nordheim tunneling, and space charge limited current
(SCLC).**7** In the PZT/NSTO heterostructure, according
to the above analysis results, the possible carrier injection
mechanism is dominated by the potential barrier at the PZT/
NSTO interface. The possibility of Fowler-Nordheim tunneling
as the current mechanism is basically ruled out due to the
obvious temperature dependence of the I—V characteristics.
Therefore, the interface-controlled current is mainly due to the
Schottky emission. Thus, the Ieakage current density can be
obtained by the following equation:”*’

( 27m KT )3/ >
| I —

m

J

4neg,,

(1)
where q is the electron charge, & is Planck’s constant, m,g is the
effective mass, T is the temperature, k is the Boltzmann’s
constant, y is the mobility of electrons in the conduction band
of the PZT, E is the electric field in the bulk PZT, E,, is the
maximum field at the interface if a Schottky-like contact is
present (depletion region width is voltage-dependent), ¢ is
the potential barrier at zero bias, & is the vacuum permittivity,
and ¢, is the dielectric constant at optical frequencies of PZT
which is ~6.5. According to eq 1, the plots of In(J/T>?) versus
the reciprocal temperature (1000/T) for the different applied
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Figure S. (a) I-V curves for the Au/PZT (150 nm)/NSTO heterostructure measured at different temperatures from 50 to 190 °C. (b) Schottky-
Simmons representation of the negative applied voltage range for LRS. The inset indicates the zero applied voltage Schottky barrier heights at the
PZT/NSTO interface. (c) Voltage dependence of the depletion layer widths for the Au/PZT(150 nm)/NSTO heterostructures. (d) Electric field
distribution at the PZT/NSTO interface under different applied electric fields.

voltages are shown in Figure Sb, and the potential barrier at a
relevant voltage can be estimated from the slop. In this way, we
can obtain different potential barriers at different temperatures
from 1.0 to 2.0 V every 0.1 V intervals. The relationship
between E,, and V is given by the following equation:”

_ queff (V + ‘/bl) + p
" 808013 6085‘( (2)
Here, N is the effective density of charge in the depleted

region of the PZT thin film, V}; is the built-in potential, P is the
ferroelectric polarization, and & is the relative dielectric
constant of PZT which is ~500 in our samples. Compared
with the available references,’**' the P/e,e, term in eq 2 is
negligible and then the potential barriers at several applied
voltages can be plotted as a function of V4 as shown in the
inset in Figure 5b. Because of the good linear fit, the potential
barrier at zero voltage can be estimated from the intercept to be
0.085 eV, which means that the potential barrier is so
intensively modulated by polarization charges. According to
the Schottky-Simmons equation and the fitting results, the
magnitude of E, is obtained by the following equation:

4neg, (Ap)?
q (3)

m
And the distribution of E, is represented by the width of the
depletion layer according to the basic formula of semiconductor
heterostructure as shown in the following equations:*>**
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€
Vozrmi = 1ol (Vbi + V)
ensToND + €pzrNegr (41)
& N
Vustobi = NSTO_ el (VLi + V)
enstoND T €pzrNe (42)
Wor = 2&p1ns7oND(Vozrpi + V)
pzT =
aN (enstoNp + €pzrNeg) (4-3)
W [ 2&prenstoNer(Vaston + V)
NSTO =
qND(eNSTOND + &pzrNeg) (4-4)

Here, the electron concentration Np is 2 X 10*° cm™ in 0.7 wt
% Nb-doped STO, and the effective dopant concentration N4
of the PZT is 10 cm™.*° It is assumed that the relative
dielectric constants of PZT and NSTO are constants (epyp is
~500 and eygro is ~S0 in our samples) under a relatively low
applied voltage. Figure Sc shows the width of the depletion
layer as a function of the applied voltage. The width of the
depletion layer increases with the increase of the voltage, but
the change law is a parabola characteristic. Hypothesizing that
the electric field outside the depletion layer is approximately
equal to the applied electric field, the distribution of the built-in
electric field in the PZT/NSTO heterostructure can be
described as shown in Figure 5d. It can be seen that the
built-in electric field is 10—100 times the applied electric field
and slightly increases as the positive bias applied to the NSTO.
Moreover, a depletion layer formed at the PZT/NSTO
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interface with the built-in electric field, and the width of the
depletion layer changes with the change of the internal electric
field. The built-in electric field and the width of the depletion
layer are no relation to the PZT thickness.

The built-in electric field in the PZT/NSTO heterostructure
and its effects on the ferroelectric polarization and resistive
switching behavior can be explained by the band structures of
the PZT/NSTO heterostructures. Figure 6a is a schematic of

™,
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Figure 6. (a) Schematic of the Au/PZT/NSTO heterostructure under
an applied electric field (DL represents “depletion layer”). (b—d) Band
structure diagrams for the PZT/NSTO heterostructure in the different
states: (b) in the state without considering the polarization, (c) in the
state of polarization downward (LRS), and (d) in the state of
polarization upward (HRS).

the Au/PZT/NSTO capacitor and shows that the ferroelectric
polarization in the PZT film is upward (P,,) after applying a
positive electric field. If we consider the PZT and NSTO as
wide band gap semiconductors and without considering the
polarization charges, the band structure of the PZT/NSTO
heterostructure can be described as in Figure 6b. For NSTO,
the values of electron affinity and energy band gap are 4.0 and
3.2 eV, respectively. Because of the high conductivity of NSTO,
its Fermi level is close to the bottom of the conduction band.
Namely, NSTO should be an n-type semiconductor and its
work function is 4.2 eV.'®* For PZT, the values of electron
affinity and energy band gap are 3.5 and 3.4 eV, respectively.
According to many research results, PZT should be a p-type
semiconductor due to the Pb loss. Thus, its Fermi level is
below, but close to the middle of the energy band gap, and its
work function is 5.8 eV.”>** Owing to the difference in work
functions, the energy band bends across the PZT/NSTO
interface. Thus, an induced built-in electric field (Ey;) pointing
from NSTO to PZT has formed across the interface, which is
similar to a semiconductor p-n junction, and a depletion layer
has formed in the PZT layer near the PZT/NSTO interface.
However, PZT is not just a p-type semiconductor, but is also a
terroelectric. If we consider the ferroelectric polarization of the
PZT thin film, the above situation will be changed. When the
ferroelectric polarization in the PZT layer is downward (Pgq,,)
after applying a negative electric field, the positive polarization
charges appear at the PZT/NSTO interface region. Thus, the

majority carriers in the NSTO will be attracted to the PZT/
NSTO interface region by the positive polarization charges, so
the built-in electric field (E,;) and the width of the depletion
layer decrease, as shown in Figure 6c. This condition
corresponds to the LRS in the resistive switching behavior
(Figure 4a). In contrast, when the ferroelectric polarization is
upward (P,,) after applying a positive electric field, the negative
polarization charges aggregate at the PZT/NSTO interface
region. Thus, the majority carriers in the NSTO are repelled by
the negative polarization charges and migrate away from the
interface region, so the built-in electric field (E,;) and the width
of depletion layer increase, as shown in Figure 6d. This
condition corresponds to the HRS in the resistive switching
behavior (Figure 4a). In addition, although the magnitude of
the built-in electric field can be modulated strongly by the
ferroelectric polarization, the direction of the built-in electric
field remains unchanged.

It has been a controversial issue that the resistive switching
behavior is based on the modulation effect of ferroelectric
polarization."”'”'® However, in this study, we have presented
the direct relation between the voltage for the maximum ON/
OFF ratio and the ferroelectric coercive voltage (Figure 4).
Therefore, it can be considered that the modulation effect of
ferroelectric polarization on the width of depletion layer
(Figure 6¢,d) induces the two states of the LRS and the HRS in
the resistive switching behavior.

On the other hand, as mentioned above, there is an
interfacial electric field at the PZT/NSTO interface like the p-n
junction. The direction of the interfacial electric field is always
from NSTO to PZT, leading to the hard switchable domains
forming at the PZT layer near the PZT/NSTO interface.
Therefore, the hysteresis loops would present asymmetry
because the interfacial domains tend to P, rather than Py,
(Figure S3). However, the magnitude of the built-in electric
field and the width of the depletion layer at the PZT/NSTO
interface region are not related to the PZT thickness; namely,
the proportion of the ferroelectric domains inside the depletion
layer to those outside the depletion layer is impacted by the
thickness of the PZT films. In a thicker PZT film, the width of
depletion layer will take a smaller proportion relative to the
thickness of the PZT film; thus, the effect of the ferroelectric
domains inside the depletion layer on the total ferroelectric
polarization switching will be weakened, which correspond to
our results (Figure 3a) that the negative coercive voltage
decreases with increasing the thickness of PZT film, while the
positive coercive voltage does not change greatly. Therefore,
the resistive switching behaviors for the PZT/NSTO
heterostructures will be affected by the PZT thickness because
the resistive switching is closely related to the polarization
switching.

The initial I-V curves for the PZT/NSTO heterostructures
with different thicknesses were measured (Figure S4). Figure 7
shows the maximum ON/OFF ratio of the PZT/NSTO
heterostructures as a function of the PZT thickness (P
represents PZT, D represents the depletion layer, and N
represents NSTO). The result indicates that the maximum
ON/OFF ratio increases with decreasing the thickness of PZT
film, and then decreases after reaching the peak at 150 nm.
When the PZT film is too thin, the depletion layer occupies a
considerable proportion in the PZT film so that the modulation
effect of ferroelectric polarization on the depletion layer
becomes smaller. Thus, the value of the ON/OFF ratio
decreases in the thinner films. In contrast, although the
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Figure 7. Maximum ON/OFF ratio of the PZT/NSTO hetero-
structure as a function of the PZT thickness (P represents PZT, D
represents depletion layer, and N represents NSTO).

modulation effect of ferroelectric polarization on the depletion
layer may become powerful in the thicker films, the conductive
property of PZT films tends to decrease with increasing their
thickness. In this situation, the volume resistance becomes
crucial compared to the interfacial effect, which also decreases
the ON/OFF ratio. Therefore, there is an optimal thickness of
the PZT film for the largest ON/OFF ratio. As shown in Figure
7, the optimal thickness of the PZT layer for the largest ON/
OFF ratio is around 150 nm. It is clear that the resistive
switching behavior of the PZT/NSTO heterostructures
depends on the competition of the ferroelectricity and
conductivity of the PZT film, and can be modulated by
controlling the thickness of the PZT film. Although the
maximum switching ratio of the PZT/NSTO heterostructure is
not too high in this study, we believe that it can be further
improved greatly by adjusting the ferroelectricity and
conductivity of the PZT thin film and its thickness. Our results
demonstrate that the modulation of the thickness of ferro-
electric thin films is an effective way to improve the resistance
switching performance of this kind of ferroelectric resistance
switch devices. Especially, for designing new material systems,
the proper thickness of ferroelectric films should be thought
first to balance the ferroelectricity and conductivity.

4. CONCLUSION

In this study, we achieved the ferroelectric resistive switching
up to about 850 in the PZT/NSTO heterostructure, which was
prepared by chemical solution deposition with the 150 nm
thick PZT films. The correlations between P—V and I-V
curves, coercive field, and voltage of maximum ON/OFF ratio
clearly demonstrated the modulation effect of ferroelectric
polarization on resistive switching. We also explored the
interfacial built-in field in the PZT/NSTO heterostructures
based on the Schottky-Simmons model and the modified
semiconductor theory. The magnitude and distribution of the
electric field across the PZT/NSTO heterostructure were
evaluated. Combined with the band structures of the PZT/
NSTO heterostructure, the variations of interfacial built-in
electric field were clarified. The magnitude of the interfacial
built-in field and the width of the depletion layer were
modulated strongly by ferroelectric polarization, but the
direction of the interfacial built-in field was unchanged in the
PZT/NSTO heterostructure, which are all independent of the
PZT thickness. The relative thickness that is strongly related to

the ON/OFF ratio must be taken into consideration to
modulate resistive switching behavior of ferroelectric—semi-
conductor heterostructures.
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