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I. INTRODUCTION

Phase change memory (PCM) is today regarded as one 
of the main candidates for future non-volatile memory 
(NVM) [1], thanks to fast switching [2], scalable programming 
power [3] and industrial maturity [4]. Crystallization processes 
in the PCM control set transition [5], data retention [6] and 
program/read disturb effects [7], [8]. In fact, programming to 
the low-resistance (set) state is achieved by application of a 
voltage pulse inducing Joule-heating and consequent crystal-
lization of the amorphous phase [9]. Similarly, Joule heating 
during read [8] or during programming of a neighboring cell 
in the array [10] may lead to undesired crystallization and 
consequent degradation of the resistance. On the other hand, 
the temperature-dependent data retention of the high-resistance 
(reset) state is dictated by the spontaneous crystallization of 
the amorphous phase.

In this work, we propose a comprehensive study of crystal-
lization kinetics in PCM devices. To this purpose, we introduce 
a new technique to extend the study of crystallization to 
extremely low currents (above 20 µA) in the set regime. To 
further extend the current and time range of the measurement, 
we perform crystallization experiments in the sub-threshold 
regime which is relevant for read disturb evaluations. Finally, 
we develop a finite element model to predict the time evolution 
of the chalcogenide phase (hence resistance) upon crystalliza-
tion. The new model is able to account for crystallization time 
in a wide range of currents in both set and read disturb regimes.

Preliminary results of this work were previously re-
ported [11]. With respect to this previous work, we extend the
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Fig. 1. Measured I-V curves of a 45 nm PCM device. Data were obtained
with a single pulse approach (inset). Three current regimes are highlighted:
(i) subthreshold regime, (ii) set regime and (iii) reset regime. Note that the
single pulse approach limits the current in the set regime to IT,ON .

description of the finite element model and of the simulation
results, highlighting the impact of the programming current
on the set characteristics and the self-limiting evolution of the
resistance during disturb in the subthreshold regime.

II. SET REGIME

Fig. 1 shows a typical I-V curve for a PCM device in a
45 nm technology [4]. The I-V curve was obtained by applying
several voltage pulses with different amplitude to the cell.
We measured the current in response to the applied pulse
as the voltage across a 50 Ω resistor in series to the PCM
cell. The measured I-V characteristic displays three different
current regimes, namely: subthreshold regime (I < 10 µA),
which is the region explored during the read operation, set
regime (10 µA < I < 150 µA), where Joule-heating induces
crystallization of the amorphous phase, and reset regime
(I > 150 µA) where Joule heating induces reset transition
by melting and quenching mechanisms.

The differential resistance RON ≈ 5 kΩ in the ON regime
of Fig. 1 is dominated by the resistance of the thin bottom
electrode contact, since the resistivity of amorphous GST is
lowered by orders of magnitude after threshold switching [5].

Threshold voltage VT ≈ 1 V usually limits the study of set
kinetics to a confined current range above IT,ON = 110 µA
in Fig. 1. The commonly employed method to avoid this
limitation consists in adding a resistive element in series with
the PCM device, such as (i) a load resistance RL or (ii) an
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Fig. 2. Measured I-V curve using the modulated-pulse technique (inset),
allowing to explore the current range I < IT,ON which could not be accessed
in Fig. 1. The first short pulse at V > VT induces threshold switching with
negligible crystallization, while the second pulse at Vcryst < VT induces the
crystallization of the amorphous phase.

integrated MOSFET device working in the saturated regime.
However, oscillations may arise at low I [12], while the
presence of a resistance or a transistor capable of limiting the
current is not always available in the circuit, e.g., see the case
of a select diode in crossbar applications [13]. To overcome
this limitations in accessing the ON state at I < IT,ON , we
propose the modulated-pulse technique shown in the inset of
Fig. 2: The first part of the pulse at V > VT induces threshold
switching with negligible crystallization due to the short pulse-
width, nominally of 20 ns, but shorter due to impact of RC
delays. The second part of the pulse at Vcryst < VT then
follows, allowing the set transition at I < IT,ON as shown
in Fig. 2. Fig. 3 shows the measured current I(t) during
the modulated-pulse waveform with increasing Vcryst < VT

(Fig. 3(d)). We can divide the typical current response to the
modulated-pulse into 3 categories, namely:

(a) for relatively high Vcryst (Fig. 3(a)), the current ION

during the crystallizing pulse is stable, thus allowing to capture
the I-V curve as in Fig. 2;

(b) as Vcryst approaches the holding voltage VH ≈ 0.75 V,
the current decays from ION to the subthreshold state
(Fig. 3(b)) in a time tON , which is randomly distributed and
shorter than the duration of the voltage pulse;

(c) for Vcryst < VH , the on-state cannot be sustained, thus
the current immediately decays to OFF state as the voltage
switches to Vcryst (Fig. 3(c)). For cases (b) and (c), the abrupt
decay of the current to the OFF state can be ascribed to the
voltage Vcryst being insufficient to sustain the ON state with
high conductivity [14]. This technique allows a deeper insight
into set kinetics, allowing to monitor phase change across a
larger range of currents.

To monitor crystallization kinetics at I < IT,ON , the resis-
tance R was measured after the application of the modulated-
pulse as in Fig. 3. Fig. 4 shows the resistance R in color
scale, where dark and light colors correspond to high and
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Fig. 4. Measured R in color-scale (light/dark are for low and high R,
respectively) as a function of tON (x-axis) and ION (y-axis), which are
defined in Fig. 3.

low R, respectively, as a function of tON (x-axis) and ION

(y axis). The time tON was defined as the length of the
crystallizing pulse for case (a) in Fig. 3, and the time for
which the device remained in the ON state for case (b) in
Fig. 3. Data for case (c) in Fig. 3 are not reported, since no
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Fig. 5. Measured R as a function of tON at increasing ION . Data were
obtained by averaging data around a given ION in Fig. 4. The R behavior
indicates 3 regimes, including an initial plateau, a resistance decrease due to
localized crystallization and a final saturation regime.

change of R was detected in this case. Before the application
of the modulated-pulse, the PCM was always prepared in the
amorphous phase with a resistance R ≈ 20 MΩ by a reset
pulse with V = 1.75 V and a width of 100 ns. Data in
Fig. 4 allow visualizing the crystallization (light colors) area
where tON for the onset of crystallization strongly increases
at decreasing ION . With respect to the standard approach, this
technique extends the range of crystallization time to the range
of several µs. Crystallization time increases from about 30 ns
at ION = 100 µA to about 5 µs at 20 µA.

Fig. 5 shows R as a function of tON , taken from Fig. 4 by
averaging data around a given ION . The crystallization time
tx, defined as the time for R to decay below R∗ = 1 MΩ,
decreases at increasing ION , since larger dissipated power
induces more Joule heat. Finally, note that the R is not affected
by crystallization at tON = 20 ns, even for current above
100 µA. This confirms that the first part of the modulated-
pulse cannot affect the crystallization of the PCM. The
time-evolution of resistance R(t) can be divided into three
distinct regimes: For relatively short times, R remains almost
unchanged, since phase change has yet to start in the amor-
phous chalcogenide. Then R decreases as a consequence of
crystallization on a localized path [5] and finally saturates to a
value Rsat, which depends on the value of the set current ION .
In fact, the measured Rsat reported in Fig. 6(a) as a function
of ION shows that data align on the curve Rsat ∝ I−1

ON . This
behavior can be interpreted by considering the filamentary na-
ture of crystallization in PCM [5], where the effective diameter
of the crystallized filament increases with the applied current.
Finally, Fig. 6(b) summarizes the measured tX as a function
of ION , compared with data for 90 nm PCM devices [5]. Note
that set current scales down with the technology node basically
for two reasons: The first is the different threshold resistance
R∗ used in the two experiments (1 MΩ and 10 kΩ for the
45 nm and 90 nm devices respectively), while the second is
related to the increased thermal resistance of the heater in
the scaled technology, resulting in a 2-factor reduction of the
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Fig. 7. Schematic of the simulated PCM structure, including an amorphous
a cap-shaped amorphous volume with a highly-conductive filament formed
by threshold switching.

melting and set currents [4].

III. MODELING CRYSTALLIZATION

To model crystallization in the PCM device, we adopted the
Joule-heating numerical model of [5], which was extended
to predict the time-evolution of R upon crystallization in
Fig. 5. To achieve a reasonable computation time, we reduced
the wall structure of the actual device [4] to the 2D axial
symmetric PCM device in Fig. 7 [5], [16], [17]. The imple-
mented mushroom-type PCM consists of a GST film enclosed
between a W top electrode and a confined TiN bottom elec-
trode (heater). The heater diameter must be interpreted as an
effective value which allows reproducing the same electro-
thermal behavior of the real device. The transition from a semi-
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Fig. 8. Measured tx as a function of 1/kT for the thermal regime and
the set regime [5]. Data show lower Ex for the set regime, thus evidencing
non-Arrhenius crystallization in PCM. PCM data are compared with thermal
annealing data for mushroom cells [5], [15]. The inverse of the kinetic constant
kx computed by (6) is also shown (right y-axis).
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Fig. 9. Measured and calculated R as a function of tON for increasing
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ON state, (ii) a resistance decay due to axial growth of a crystalline path and
(iii) an apparent saturation of resistance, due to slow radial growth of the
crystalline filament. The insets show calculated fx for the 3 regimes.

cylindrical to a semi-spherical amorphous dome does not affect
our results, since the filament concept is intrinsically area-
independent. In addition, the electrical and thermal transport
mostly takes place along the z-direction where the electrostatic
potential and the temperature display the strongest gradient,
which is minimally affected by the change of cell geometry.
To compute the electrical current density J , we solved the
continuity equation:

∇J = ∇(σF ) = 0, (1)

where we have considered only the drift component of J , that
is expressed by the product of the electrical conductivity σ and
the electric field F . Equation (1) is solved self-consistently
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Fig. 10. Calculated T during a set pulse with ION = 60 µA at increasing
times, namely tON = 10 ns (a), 300 ns (b) and 50 µs (c), and calculated
fx for the same conditions (d-f). At short times, Joule heating is seen
along current path induced by threshold switching (a), although the short
time does not allow a phase change (d). At longer times, heating (b) leads
to crystallization along the current path (e). Finally, the filament grows in
the radial direction (f), causing a decrease of the temperature profile in the
amorphous GST (f).

with the heat equation:

∇(kth∇T ) + JF = 0, (2)

where kth is the thermal conductivity. The first term represents
the Fourier heat transport contribution, while the second is
the Joule-heating power density. In the model, we took into
account the temperature dependence of the GST electrical and
thermal conductivities [18], [19].

To describe the phase composition of the GST layer, we
introduced a local crystalline fraction fx (0 < fx < 1). The
crystalline fraction allows estimating the electrical conductiv-
ity of the mixed phase as:

σ = fxσc + (1− fx)σa, (3)

and the thermal conductivity as:

kth = fxkth,c + (1− fx)kth,a, (4)

where kth,c and kth,a are the thermal conductivities of the
crystalline and amorphous phases, respectively. In our model,
the crystalline and amorphous phases contribute in parallel
to the electrical and thermal conduction for each point of
the mesh. We computed the time-evolution of fx by the rate
equation [20]:

dfx
dt

= −(1− fx)kx, (5)

where the thermally-activated crystallization is described by
the kinetic constant kx, which shows a temperature depen-
dence according to:

kx =
(
tx1e

Ex1
kBT + tx2e

Ex2
kBT

)−1

. (6)

Equation (6) is able to reproduce the fragile nature of amor-
phous GST [21], at the basis of non-Arrhenius set transition
[5]. In fact, the kinetic constant kx is written as the inverse of
the sum of two time constants with different pre-exponential
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Fig. 11. Color map of calculated fx (a) and of the calculated read current
density Jread (b) and corresponding voltage profile along the symmetry axis
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current was set to Iread = 10 nA, after a set pulse with tON = 100 µs. A
larger ION results in a larger filament, causing a broader current distribution
during read operation and a lower Vread at a fixed Iread.

factors, namely tx1 = 1.5 × 10−29 s and tx2 = 10−14 s, and
the activation energies Ex1 = 2.9 eV and Ex2 = 1.1 eV.
The first term controls crystallization at low temperatures
below 300◦C which are typical of read disturb and thermal
annealing regimes, while the second time constant controls
crystallization for temperatures above 300◦C typical of the set
regime, as shown in Fig. 8.

In our model, the current in the reset state flows along a
localized channel due to threshold switching, thus causing fil-
amentary crystallization [5]. The filament radius was assumed
to increase with current according to:

rf = rf0 + αI, (7)

where rf0 = 2.2 nm and α = 0.088 nmµA−1. This empirical
formula allows reproducing the measured I−V characteristics
after threshold switching as shown in Fig. 2.

Fig. 9 shows measured and calculated R for set transition
(t ≤ 100 µs) at 3 increasing levels, namely ION = 20 µA,
45 µA and 60 µA. To obtain the calculated R− tON curves,
we periodically stopped the simulation to allow for low-field
read operation at Iread = 10 nA.

The model accounts for set characteristics in Fig. 9, re-
producing the 3 regimes of R behavior, namely the regime
at constant R, the resistance decrease and the final saturation.
The model also accounts for the decrease of the crystallization
time tx with ION , as shown by calculations in Fig. 6(b).
In particular, the relatively flat tx − ION curve at high
ION is captured by our model thanks to the non-Arrhenius
crystallization kinetics in (6).

The different regimes in the set characteristics of Fig. 9 are
explained as a sequence of (i) threshold switching with no
phase-switching, (ii) axial growth and (iii) radial growth of a
crystalline filament inside amorphous GST (see the inset in
Fig. 9). To better understand this behavior, Fig. 10 shows
the calculated T during set transition with ION = 60 µA for
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as a function of Istress obtained by fitting R with the power law of (8)(b).
Data show an increase of ν with Istress, followed by a decrease of ν due
to the onset of crystallization.

increasing set times, namely tON = 10 ns (a), 300 ns (b)
and 50 µs (c). At longer times, the relatively high T in the
switching filament (b) leads to the axial growth of a crystalline
path (e), which dramatically decreases the resistance of the cell
in Fig. 9. After completing the axial growth of the filament,
crystallization proceeds radially (f) with slower rate due to the
lower T in the remaining amorphous phase. In addition, T
decreases as a result of the higher content of crystalline phase
with a higher thermal conductivity compared to the amorphous
phase.

To better understand the relationship between Rsat and ION

in Fig. 6(a), Fig. 11 shows the calculated maps of fx (a) after
a set pulse at ION = 20 µA, and the current density J (b)
during read at Iread. Fig. 11(c) shows the potential profile
along the symmetry axis in the chalcogenide layer during read.
The set pulse width was 100 µs, which is sufficient to complete
the filament growth in the z-direction. Fig. 11(d)-(f) shows
similar results but for a larger ION = 60 µA. The higher
ION results in a larger filament according to (7), thus causing
a larger crystalline filament after the 100 µs-set pulse. As a
result, Iread distributes over a larger area in Fig. 11(e), which
corresponds to a lower voltage drop in Fig. 11(f).

IV. READ DISTURB REGIME

Previous studies indicate that Joule heating can take place
also in the subthreshold regime, due to the relatively large
voltage drop across the amorphous region [22]. To study the
effect of electrical stimuli in the subthreshold regime of amor-
phous GST, Fig. 12(a) shows the resistance R measured during
constant current stress (CCS) experiments below threshold
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switching, at increasing stress current Istress = 1 nA,
100 nA and 800 nA. To avoid the underestimation of drift at
Iread > 10 nA highlighted in [23], the resistance was measured
at low field, hence low read current (Iread = 1 nA). For low
Istress ≤ 10 nA, only drift is observed in the considered time
range, according to the power law [24]:

R = R0

(
t

t0

)ν

, (8)

with ν ≈ 0.12 being the typical drift exponent. Stressing
at Istress = 100 nA causes accelerated drift with higher
ν ≈ 0.25, due to temperature acceleration [22] or field
acceleration [25] of structural relaxation.

At even higher Istress = 800 nA, the R first increases due
to drift and the following crystallization at t > 103 s takes
place resulting in R decay. The drift/crystallization effects
are summarized in Fig. 12(b), showing the drift coefficient
ν extracted over the whole time interval in Fig. 12(a) as a
function of Istress. The accelerated drift causes ν increase,
then ν decreases due to crystallization along the percolation
path [26].

To gain more insight into the crystallization in the sub-
threshold regime, we conducted CCS experiments on partial
set states. Partial set states were obtained by the modulated-
pulse technique with variable tON and ION = 50 µA, to pro-
vide a preferential path for Joule-heating and crystallization.
Fig. 13 shows the measured I-V curves for reset, partial set and
full set states, showing higher leakage in the partial set state
due to the presence of a crystalline channel. The partial set
states in the following experiments have resistance in the range
between 2 and 8 MΩ and were obtained with tON below 1 µs.

Fig. 14 shows the measured and calculated R as a function
of time during CCS for Istress = 1 µA (a), 5.5 µA (b)
and 7 µA (c). Note that the considered stress currents are
much higher than the read current for the reset state, which
is generally below 100 nA. To ensure a strong immunity of
PCM against read disturb during normal memory operation,
we took into account the intrinsic variability of crystallization
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Istress, states at high R moves first, then the 3 states display the same
behavior once they reach the same R.

process [6], [27], by considering the median R over 30 samples
distribution.

To model crystallization in the read disturb regime we
adopted a simplified approach, where the axial-symmetric
filament concept is extended to the low current regime. The
filament radius was chosen to match the voltage drop across
the cell. The filament picture is consistent with the percolation
behavior of conduction in the subthreshold regime [26], and
with the PCM device being initially in a partial set state.

CCS data in Fig. 14 are reported for three different initial
R of the partial set state, namely R = 8 MΩ (State A),
4 MΩ (State B) and 2 MΩ (State C). The time for the
initial R decay decreases for increasing R, due to the higher
voltage drop across the cell. However, as the time increases,
CCS characteristics tend to merge into a single curve for
any Istress. This behavior can be understood by Fig. 15,
showing the calculated temperature and crystalline fraction
along the symmetry axis during CCS with Istress = 5.5 µA,
at increasing times t1, t2 and t3 (t1 < t2 < t3) as indicated
in Fig. 14(b). The CCS experiments were not performed on
the full reset state, since the relatively high currents needed to
monitor R decay in a reasonable time were above the threshold
switching point in the full reset state. However, the universal
behavior highlighted in our work can be extended also to the
reset state.

At first, the highest temperature is found in State A (a),
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where the crystalline fraction is the lowest, thus Joule heating
is higher (d) than in State B and State C. This leads to
faster crystallization for State A, and at t = t2 State A and
State B tend to correspond in terms of phase temperature
(b) and phase composition (e). At this point, the temperature
is higher for State A and State B with respect to State C,
resulting in faster crystallization in State A and State B
compared to State C. Therefore, the temperature (c) and phase
composition (f) of the three partial set states tend to overlap
together at t = t3, thus leading to the same resistance evolution
for t > 103 s, as shown in Fig. 14(b). The disturb characteristic
in Fig. 14(a) is still in the early stages of Fig. 15(a) and (d),
where crystallization has yet to show up. On the other hand,
the disturb characteristic in Fig. 14(c) already shows the
convergence of the 3 curves due to the self limiting heating
and crystallization process in Fig. 15. Fig. 16 summarizes the
CCS for State A at increasing Istress. The decay of resistance
is faster at increasing Istress due to increased Joule-heating in
the amorphous dome. The crystallization times tx extracted in
correspondence of R = 1 MΩ for both data and calculations
in Fig. 16 are reported in Fig. 6(b), highlighting the steep
increase of crystallization time due to non-Arrhenius behavior
below about 10 µA. The ability of our model of reproducing
R decay in both set and read disturb regimes supports our
initial hypothesis, where Joule-heating is the driving force for
crystallization during pulse application.

V. CONCLUSIONS

This work presents an extensive characterization and mod-
eling of pulse-induced crystallization in PCM devices under
both the set and read disturb regimes. To this purpose, a
new experimental technique is introduced to study low-current
crystallization kinetics down to holding current, which allows
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Fig. 16. Measured and calculated R(t) at increasing Istress for a partial-
set state with initial R = 8 MΩ. The crystallization time tx decreases at
increasing Istress due to stronger Joule-heating.

extending the range of measurable crystallization times. To
describe crystallization in this wide time range, we developed
a finite element model based on filamentary conduction in the
amorphous phase after threshold switching and on thermally
activated crystallization kinetics. The model is the applied to
study disturb characteristics when the cells are operated in the
subthreshold regime, allowing for accurate prediction of set
and read disturb processes.
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