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Rare-earth (RE) transition-metal (TM) thin films have exhibited great promise for spintronic applications;
however, the variation of their magnetic properties with composition and thickness has yet to be adequately
quantified. In this paper, we investigate the atomic magnetic moments of few-nanometer-thick GdCo and TbCo
via x-ray magnetic circular dichroism and find a significant decrease in both RE and Co average moments with
increasing RE concentration, consistent with a local Co environment model description. We observe a shift in
compensation composition to higher RE concentrations as the thickness of GdCo and TbCo films decreases
<10 nm. Based on the dependence of the saturation magnetization (Ms ) on temperature and thickness, we
posit the existence of an intrinsic unalloyed RE dead layer at room temperature that reduces the effective RE
concentration in the remaining alloyed region, resulting in significant, nonzero Ms in thin films at higher RE
concentrations than is observed in thick films. We demonstrate a simple model for RE-TM films that accurately
describes Ms as a function of both RE content and film thickness. In addition, the atomic g factors of GdCo and
TbCo are found to vary significantly with RE concentration, largely deviating from their elemental values over
the bulk of composition space.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Rare-earth (RE) transition-metal (TM) amorphous alloys
have regained prominence in recent years due to their util-
ity in spintronic devices. Spin-transport phenomena such as
ultrafast domain wall motion [1–4], stable room-temperature
skyrmion generation [2,5], all-optical switching [6,7], and
field-free spin-orbit torque switching [8,9] have all been ob-
served in RE-TM heterostructures, facilitated by their unique
properties. Many of these properties are due to the antifer-
romagnetic coupling between the RE and TM sublattices,
resulting in net ferrimagnetic behavior. The ferrimagnetic na-
ture of RE-TM alloys means that their magnetization and net
spin can be tuned by varying the temperature (T) and the
compositions of the RE and TM sublattices, allowing for fine
control of a variety of dependent magnetic properties such
as anisotropy and compensation temperatures, with critical
consequences on static and dynamic behavior.

Generally, RE-TM alloys are modeled as a pair of antifer-
romagnetically coupled sublattices such that the net saturation
magnetization is given by Ms = |MRE − MTM|. This model
allows one to estimate net properties such as the effective
g factor of the material or the T-dependent saturation mag-
netization [10,11]. In practice, the sublattice magnetizations
are not known individually, or their values are assumed based
on the pure elemental magnetizations scaled by their volume
fractions in the alloy.

*gbeach@mit.edu

In this paper, we investigate the variation of magnetic mo-
ments in GdCo and TbCo as a function of RE composition
(x) and thickness (t ). We find that the compensation composi-
tion undergoes a systematic shift to higher RE concentrations
with decreasing t as the RE-TM film drops <10 nm. We
use x-ray magnetic circular dichroism (XMCD) to probe the
atomic magnetic properties of each element independently
as a function of x and observe a clear decrease in both RE
and TM moments with increasing x at room temperature. We
additionally observe a significant variation in atomic g factors
as a function of x. Finally, we model Ms as a function of t and
x for RE-TM alloys by inclusion of a RE dead layer that shifts
the compensation composition of thin films.

II. EXPERIMENTAL METHODS

Films of Ta(4)/Pt(4)/GdxCo1−x(t )/Ta(4)/Pt(2) and
Ta(4)/Pt(4)//TbxCo1−x(6)/Ta(3)//Ta(3)/Pt(2) were grown
by DC magnetron sputtering [numbers in parenthesis are
thickness in nanometers, and x is the RE atomic fraction; see
Fig. 1(a)] on thermally oxidized Si wafers with x = 0−0.7
and t = 3 and 6 nm. The TbCo films were grown in three
steps (with vacuum breaks indicated by double slashes) due
to a sputter gun limitation. The GdCo and TbCo layers were
grown by cosputtering Gd or Tb with Co. An Ar pressure
of 3 mTorr with a background pressure <2×10−7 Torr
was used during deposition. Layer thicknesses and nominal
alloy atomic fractions were determined from sputtering
rates calibrated using x-ray reflectometry. The atomic
compositions of RE-Co layers were calculated using the
ratio of the RE and Co deposition rates normalized by their
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FIG. 1. Vibrating sample magnetometer and magneto-optical Kerr effect (MOKE) data of GdCo and TbCo films. (a) Layer structure
of rare-earth (RE)-Co films grown by sputter deposition. (b) Vibrating sample magnetometer hysteresis loops of 6-nm GdCo films used to
determine saturation magnetization Ms. All loops were measured in an out-of-plane configuration except for pure Co (red). The legend refers
to Gd atomic fraction. (c) MOKE loops of 6-nm GdCo with perpendicular magnetic anisotropy. Right-facing loop (green) is Co dominant, and
left-facing loops (cyan, blue, and purple) are Gd dominated. (d) GdCo Ms data at room temperature. Solid curves are based on a combined
environment plus Gd dead layer model (see text). Dotted line is the predicted Ms assuming constant atomic Gd and Co moments across
composition. Black squares are from Ref. [14]. (e) TbCo Ms data at room temperature. Black squares are from Ref. [28].

molar masses and bulk densities with ∼1% uncertainty. The
compositions were controlled by controlling the RE gun
current to tune the RE deposition rate relative to the Co rate.
The bottom Pt layer of the films was chosen to replicate the
Pt/GdCo multilayers used for current-induced domain wall
motion and room-temperature magnetic skyrmion generation
[2–4,12]. The top Ta/Pt layer was added to prevent sample
oxidation. For each sample, Ms was measured by acquiring an
out-of-plane hysteresis loop signal using a vibrating sample
magnetometer and then subtracting the linear diamagnetic Si
substrate background signal [Fig. 1(b)]. Polar magneto-optical
Kerr effect (MOKE) hysteresis loops were taken on samples
with perpendicular magnetic anisotropy using a 660-nm laser.
In the visible regime, the Kerr rotation is dominated by the
Co sublattice, allowing one to determine the magnetically
dominant sublattice via the polarity of a MOKE loop
[13]. Measured MOKE loops for 6-nm GdCo are shown in
Fig. 1(c). The polarity change from x = 0.25 to 0.35 indicates
the samples shifting from Co to Gd dominated with increasing
Gd content.

Figures 1(d) and 1(e) show measured and previously re-
ported Ms values for GdCo and TbCo films as a function of
RE content at room temperature. The precise thickness of
the GdCo measured in Ref. [14] [Fig. 1(d), black squares]
was not reported; however, based on the stated deposition
rate (50 nm/min) and thickness of the protective capping
layer (30–100 nm), we conclude the thickness to be at least
100 nm. The node position of the solid curves, indicating
the magnetic compensation composition, was verified by con-
firming a polarity change in the MOKE hysteresis loops for

the grown films (6 nm and below). In both GdCo and TbCo
films, the magnetic compensation composition of thick films
is x ≈ 0.22. As t decreases, the compensation composition
shifts to higher x, shifting to x ≈ 0.3 for 6-nm films and
x ≈ 0.52 for 3-nm films.

Proximity-induced magnetism (PIM) can exist at Pt/Co
interfaces and could in principle cause the apparent magnetic
compensation point to shift. An unaccounted-for magnetic Pt
layer would lead to an overestimation (underestimation) of
the measured RE-Co Ms (Ms,meas) if it were oriented paral-
lel (antiparallel) to the net magnetization. This effect can be
quantified as

Ms,meas

Ms,RE−Co
= 1 + Ms,PttPt

Ms,RE−Cot
, (1)

where Ms,RE−Co and Ms,Pt are the true Ms of RE-Co and
Pt, respectively, Ms,PttPt is the areal moment density of the
magnetic Pt, and the rightmost term quantifies the fractional
overestimate. Given the previously reported effective proxim-
ity moment of ∼1 μB per interfacial Pt atom [15], we calculate
Ms,PttPt = 130μA, which would shift xcomp by only ∼1 at.%
RE for t = 3 nm. We conclude that PIM cannot account for
the ∼30 at.% Gd shift in xcomp observed in Fig. 1(d) at low
t . Instead, the shift in xcomp implies a decrease in the ratio of
the effective RE magnetic moment relative to the Co magnetic
moment with decreasing t .

To quantify the sublattice magnetic moments, we con-
ducted XMCD measurements on 6-nm GdCo and TbCo
composition series at 2 and 300 K. Previous studies have
used XMCD to probe the magnetic properties of each
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FIG. 2. Representative x-ray absorption spectroscopy (XAS) and x-ray magnetic circular dichroism (XMCD) spectra of perpendicularly
saturated 6-nm GdCo and TbCo. Top plots (a)–(c): X-ray absorption spectra at Gd M5,4, Tb M5,4, and Co L3,2 edges using positive (μ+, blue)
and negative (μ−, orange) circularly polarized light. Black dotted line is interpolated background function used for calculation of r (see text).
Bottom plots (d)–(f): XMCD signal derived from μ+ − μ−. Spectra (a), (c), (d), and (f) are of 6-nm Gd0.25Co0.75. Spectra (b) and (e) are of
6-nm Tb0.28Co0.72.

sublattice in RE-TM films [16–23]; however, a comprehen-
sive study of sublattice magnetic moments over a wide range
of compositions has yet to be reported. X-ray absorption
spectroscopy (XAS) measurements were taken in a trans-
mission geometry at the BOREAS beamline of the ALBA
synchrotron using a 90% circularly polarized x-ray beam
produced by an Apple-II-type undulator. The incident beam
was normalized using a gold mesh. A field of 15 kOe was
selected to ensure sample saturation. Four spectra were col-
lected at each helicity at the Gd or Tb M5,4 and Co L3,2

edges. The XAS spectra of each element were aligned to have
consistent pre-edge and postedge intensities, and the best-fit
line of the pre-edge and postedge regions was subtracted
from the raw spectra to yield the corrected XAS spectra
in Figs. 2(a)–2(c). The XMCD signal was then calculated
from the difference of the aligned XAS spectra at each he-
licity [Figs. 2(d)–2(f)]. The remaining XAS background was
removed for determination of r by subtracting the linear in-
terpolation of off-peak intervals from the raw spectra for each
helicity. The off-peak intervals for interpolation were defined
as E < 1180 eV, 1196 eV < E < 1210 eV, and E > 1230 eV
for Gd; E < 1232 eV, 1250 eV < E < 1268 eV, and E >

1280 eV for Tb; and E < 775 eV, 790 eV < E < 790.8 eV,
and E > 815 eV for Co. The background functions are plotted
in Figs. 2(a)–2(c).

The averaged orbital (mo) and spin (ms) atomic magnetic
moments of the RE elements were calculated using the rela-
tions [24,25]:

mz = mo + ms, mo,RE = −2q

r
NhμB,

ms,RE = −2
〈Seff〉

2 + 6 〈Tz〉free
〈Sz〉free

μB, 〈Seff〉 = 5p − 3q

r
Nh, (2)

with the free ion dipolar and spin operators 〈Tz〉free =
0.010 and 〈Sz〉free = −3.466 for Gd, and 〈Tz〉free = 0.243 and
〈Sz〉free = −2.943 for Tb, respectively [26]. The number of
holes Nh = 7 and 6 were chosen for Gd and Tb, respectively
[16]. Similar relations were used for the Co sublattice [24,27]:

mo,Co = −4q

3r
NhμB, ms,Co = −6p − 4q

r
NhμB, (3)

with Nh = 2.5 for Co [16]. The integrated values of the
XMCD and background-corrected XAS spectra were used
to determine p = ∫

L3/M5
(μ+ − μ−)dω, q = ∫

L3+L2/M5+M4

(μ+ − μ−)dω, and r = ∫
L3+L2/M5+M4

(μ+ + μ−)dω.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The extracted atomic magnetic moment magnitudes of
6-nm GdCo and TbCo as a function of composition are plotted
in Fig. 3. In both GdCo and TbCo, the RE and Co moments
have opposite signs across all compositions, indicating per-
sistent antiferromagnetic ordering, consistent with previous
observations of ferrimagnetic order in GdCo films as thin
as 1 nm [16]. In the GdCo series, the orientations of the
two sublattices invert between x = 0.25 and 0.3, suggesting a
magnetic compensation composition in this range, consistent
with the node of the red solid line in Fig. 1(d) and considerably
higher than previously reported values in thick films of around
x = 0.2–0.22 [13,14]. The Tb and Co sublattice orientations
invert between x = 0.31 and 0.36, similarly far from the
magnetization compensation composition found in 100-nm
films [28].

As seen in Figs. 3(a)–3(d), the magnitudes of the Gd, Tb,
and Co moments decrease monotonically with increasing x
at compositions above x ≈ 0.2. The fact that the Co moment
approaches the bulk moment of ∼1.7 μB as x → 0 suggests
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FIG. 3. Average atomic moment variation of 6-nm (a) GdCo and (b) TbCo with varying rare-earth (RE) composition at (a) and (b) 300 K
and (c) and (d) 2 K. (a) and (b) Average atomic magnetic moments at 300 K. The combined environment and RE dead layer model is indicated
by the solid red and blue lines with (a) j = 7 and (b) j = 10. The dashed (dotted) red lines indicate the predicted moment variation due to
preferential deposition of one (three) atomic layer(s) of dead RE prior to alloy formation (see text). The open blue triangles in (a) are from a
thick film of GdCo in Ref. [31]. (c) and (d) Average atomic magnetic moments at 2 K with (c) j = 7 and (d) j = 9 for the Co sublattice. (e)
GdCo Ms data at 4 K in a thick film, adapted from Ref. [14]. The solid line uses environment model for the Co sublattice, while the dotted line
assumes constant moments for both sublattices (see text).

the absence of a significant Co dead layer, as is sometimes
observed at interfaces in thin Co films and alloys [29]. The
decrease in the Co moment upon alloying with the RE is
reminiscent of previous studies of magnetic TMs (Fe, Co,
and Ni) alloyed with nonmagnetic impurities, which report
a similar decrease in TM moment with increasing impurity
concentration [30,31]. The reduction in TM moment has been
accurately described by a discontinuous environment model
proposed by Jaccarino and Walker [30]. This model asserts
that the magnetic moment of a given magnetic TM atom is
either zero or a maximum, depending on the number of TM
atoms surrounding it. The average atomic moment is then just
the maximum moment multiplied by the probability of a given
atom having at least a critical number of TM-atom nearest
neighbors. Described mathematically in the context of RE-Co,
the average atomic moment of species i (Co, Gd, or Tb) is

mz, i,env(x) = Pj (x)mz,i(x = 0), (4)

where x is the RE atomic fraction, and

Pj (x) =
N∑

k= j

(
N
k

)
(1 − x)kxN−k (5)

is the probability of an atom having at least j nearest-neighbor
Co atoms as a function of RE concentration. Here, N is
the coordination number, mz,i(x = 0) is the maximum mag-
netic moment of species i, which occurs at x = 0, and (N

k ) =
N!

(N−k)! k! is the binomial coefficient. Amorphous GdCo and

TbCo have a random dense-packed structure with maximal
coordination numbers of N = 12 [31,32].

The solid blue lines in Fig. 3 show the environment model
applied to the Co sublattice mz,Co(x = 0) = 1.71 μB, show-
ing excellent agreement with the measured Co moments in
both GdCo and TbCo (solid blue triangles) at both 300 and
2 K. The critical number of nearest Co neighbors j is found
to be 7 for GdCo [Fig. 3(a)] and 10 for TbCo [Fig. 3(b)]
at room temperature. Previous investigations into atomic
moment variations in magnetic alloys have focused on TM
atomic moments and have found critical j values ranging from
4 in LaCo5xCu5−5x to 8 in YxCo1−x alloys [30,31]. Replacing
Y with Gd reduces the necessary number of nearest neigh-
bors to 7, potentially arising from the influence of the weak
Gd-Co antiferromagnetic interaction in addition to the strong
Co-Co interaction. The open triangles in Fig. 3(a) correspond
to data taken from Ref. [31] for Co in thick GdCo films.
The consistency between the Co moments in thick and thin
films suggests the Co magnetic moment is independent of film
thickness. XMCD measurements performed by Streubel et al.
[16] on 1–15-nm GdCo confirm this assertion.

The RE atomic moment in RE-TM alloys is often assumed
to remain constant across all compositions [33–36]. In con-
trast, our XMCD results at 300 K reveal nonlinear RE moment
dependencies on composition in both GdCo [Fig. 3(a)] and
TbCo [Fig. 3(b)]. Both Gd and Tb have Curie temperatures
<300 K [37], which suggests that the Gd-Gd/Tb-Tb inter-
actions are negligibly weak relative to the Gd-Co/Tb-Co
interactions. As a result, the RE atoms are highly sensitive
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to the local Co environment at temperatures near and above
the RE Curie temperature Tc. The solid red lines in Figs. 3(a)
and 3(b) show the environment model applied to the Gd (Tb)
moments with j = 7 ( j = 10) and mz,Gd(x = 0) = 3.25 μB

[mz,Tb(x = 0) = 4.5 μB]. Above x = 0.2, the environment
model reasonably predicts the average RE atomic moment,
especially for Gd. At low RE concentrations, both Gd and Tb
moments are significantly lower than the environment model
predicts. We speculate that this moment reduction may be
caused by the preferential growth of a RE dead layer at the
Pt/RE-Co interface. This is discussed further below.

Upon reducing T to 2 K [Figs. 3(c) and 3(d)], the Co
moments are virtually unchanged. The RE moments, however,
are approximately constant above x = 0.2, suggesting that the
environment model is still valid at low temperatures for TMs
but not for REs, as the RE-RE interactions become dominant
relative to the RE-TM interactions. The low-temperature RE
moments allow us to determine the maximum possible frac-
tion of Gd and Tb lost to oxidation during the deposition
process by comparing our measured values with previous
studies on pure Gd and Tb at low temperatures. Taking the
0-K atomic Gd moment as 7.02 μB [26] or 7.63 μB [38] and
the measured Gd moment averaged over the films with xGd

spanning 0.2–0.45 as ∼6.3 ± 0.4 μB, we determine a maxi-
mum Gd oxidation of 11 ± 5% or 18 ± 5% during deposition.
A similar calculation on the Tb moments using 9.34 μB as the
0-K Tb moment [39] yields a Tb moment of 4.1 ± 0.2 μB,
corresponding to a maximum Tb oxidation of 57 ± 2%. We
note that, although the XAS spectra contain chemical state in-
formation, in our case, they do not allow us to unambiguously
characterize possible oxidation of the RE in our structures.
The RE edges are unaffected by oxidation and the O K edge
cannot be used to discriminate between oxidized RE elements
and Ta oxide, which is present due to partial oxidation of the
capping layer.

Nonetheless, our data suggest that the highly reduced 2-K
Tb moment is likely due to a combination of oxidation during
deposition and the sperimagnetic character of TbCo. Higher
Tb oxidation is expected due to a vacuum break between
deposition of Ta/Pt/TbCo/Ta and the protective Ta/Pt capping
layer because of a sputter gun limitation. Without a vacuum
break, we expect the Tb to oxidize at a similarly low rate as
the Gd. Additionally, in TbCo, the RE and Co sublattices are
not collinear in contrast to GdCo, with Tb cone angles >150◦
reported [17,32,40,41]. As a result, the average Tb moment
projected along the film normal will be reduced relative to
elemental Tb.

Low-temperature Ms data of thick GdCo films as a function
of Gd content are consistent with our finding of constant RE
and decreasing TM moment with increasing Gd concentration
at low T. Figure 3(e) shows Ms for thick GdCo films at 4 K,
taken from the report of Hansen et al. [14]. The dotted line
shows the predicted saturation magnetization assuming both
the RE and Co moments do not change with composition:

Ms(x) =
∣∣∣∣mz.Co(1 − x) − mz,REx

vCo(1 − x) + vREx

∣∣∣∣, (6)

with mz,Co = 1.72 μB, consistent with previous low-
temperature moment measurements [27,42], and mz,Gd =
7 μB. Here, vCo = 1.100×10−29 m3, vGd = 3.305×10−29 m3,
and vTb = 3.211×10−29 m3 are the atomic volumes of Co,
Gd, and Tb derived from their bulk densities. This constant
moment model predicts Ms well below compensation but
underestimates the observed magnetizations at higher Gd
concentrations. The solid curve in Fig. 3(e) instead assumes
that the Co moment decreases according to the environment
model with j = 7 [mz,Co(x) = 1.72 μBP7(x)] but keeps the
Gd moment constant, as indicated by the XMCD results.
The resulting curve overlaps the constant moment curve
below compensation but predicts higher magnetizations
above compensation in alignment with the data. We conclude
that far below Tc of the RE, while the TM moment still
decreases with increasing RE concentration, as it does at
room temperature, the RE moment is no longer affected
by its local environment, maintaining a constant moment
independent of composition.

Having determined the GdCo atomic moment variations
with composition, we investigated the apparent shift in com-
pensation composition with decreasing ferrimagnet thickness.
We first measured Ms(T ) for a 3-nm Gd0.7Co0.3 film, which
had the highest Gd concentration in our film series, us-
ing superconducting quantum interference device (SQUID)
magnetometry. The results are shown in Fig. 4(a). Previous
work has found that Tc is reduced to below room temperature
for Gd concentrations above x ≈ 0.47 in thick films [Fig. 1(d)]
where, for example, Tc ∼ 200 K for x = 0.7 [13,14]. We
observe a significant saturation magnetization of 135 kA/m
at 300 K in our 3-nm Gd0.7Co0.3 film, in stark contrast with
that finding. The low-temperature Ms value of 1660 kA/m in
Ref. [14], however, agrees well with the 4-K data in Fig. 3(e),
indicating the nominal composition is accurate. The concavity
of the plot in Fig. 4(a) is also notable. The T dependence of
RE-TM alloys can typically be approximated by two sublat-
tices following a power law with critical exponents, resulting
in concave Ms(T ) curves except in the linear regime just
around compensation [11,22,43]. The 3-nm Gd0.7Co0.3 film,
however, has a convex Ms(T ) curve and a sharp drop in Ms

from 2 to 100 K. A previous report on TbCo films with
x > 0.7 and t < 12 nm has shown similar Ms(T ) behavior
[40]. This suggests that there is a third contribution to the
total Ms in thin films that has a much stronger temperature
dependence than the other two sublattices.

To further confirm the observed Ms thickness dependen-
cies in Fig. 1(d), we grew a thickness series of Gd0.3Co0.7

films at a constant composition and measured the resulting Ms

[Fig. 4(b)]. We observe a striking Ms behavior. At thicknesses
>7 nm, Ms is approximately constant, as expected. Below
7 nm, Ms dramatically drops to compensation at 4 nm, then
increases again at t = 3 nm. The MOKE hysteresis loops
undergo a polarity change across the Ms node as well, in-
dicating a switch in dominant sublattice from Gd dominant
>4 nm to Co dominant below. The thick film Ms data indicate
that Gd0.3Co0.7 is expected to lie on the Gd-dominated side
of compensation, making the 3-nm point anomalous. The
crossover to Co dominance at 3 nm could be explained by
the reduction in Gd concentration in the alloyed 3-nm GdCo
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FIG. 4. Dead layer effects on Ms and model schematic. (a) Ms extracted from superconducting quantum interference device (SQUID)
hysteresis loops for a 3-nm Gd0.7Co0.3 film. All loops were measured in an out-of-plane configuration. Inset: 2 K hysteresis loop. (b) Ms data
measured at T = 300 K for Gd0.3Co0.7 thickness series. The dotted line is a model prediction for xGd = 0.35. Insets: Magneto-optical Kerr
effect (MOKE) loops indicating Co-dominant (blue) sample at 3 nm and Gd-dominant (red) sample at thicknesses >4 nm. (c) Top: Schematic
of rare-earth (RE)-Co sample with RE dead layer and alloyed RE-Co indicated. Middle: Atomic concentration of Gd and Co vs the z coordinate
along the film thickness direction. Bottom: Atomic magnetic moment vs the z coordinate. Solid lines indicate the local concentration/moment,
while dotted lines indicate the average concentration/moment (equivalent to the nominal concentration) throughout the sample. (d) Best-fit RE
dead layer thicknesses used by the model vs RE atomic fraction x.

which would necessarily occur if there was Gd segregation in
the sample.

The shift in compensation composition with thickness, the
steep, concave reduction in Ms with temperature, and the Ms

nodal behavior of the constant composition GdCo thickness
series all suggest the presence of paramagnetic, dead Gd at
room temperature that is segregated from the alloyed GdCo
and only becomes significant in thin films. Previous investi-
gations have observed complex structures in RE-TM alloys
such as gradients [44] and agglomerations [45] that could
result in a nonmagnetic fraction of RE above and beyond
what is predicted by the environment model. Additionally,
the Gd atomic moment magnitude has been found to decrease
with decreasing film thickness, while the Co moment remains
unchanged [16]. For simplicity, we will treat the excess dead
Gd as a dead layer to explain our data phenomenologically.
The dead layer results in an effective decrease in Gd mo-
ment relative to Co moment, resulting in an increase in Gd
concentration at compensation with decreasing film thickness
seen in Figs. 1(d) and 1(e). The Gd dead layer magnetization
decreases faster with increasing T than alloyed Gd since the

dead layer Gd-Gd interactions are far weaker than the alloyed
Gd-Co interactions. In very thin films with high Gd content,
the Gd dead layer contributes heavily to the overall Ms at
low T, resulting in the convex curvature seen in Fig. 4(a).
Finally, the presence of a dead layer effectively reduces the
concentration of alloyed Gd, whose influence on Ms becomes
increasingly important as the ferrimagnetic layer gets thinner.
At a critical thickness, this results in a dip in alloyed Gd
concentration below the thick film compensation composition
and shifts the dominant sublattice from Gd to Co dominant, as
seen in Fig. 4(b).

With knowledge of the atomic moment variations with
composition and the existence of a RE dead layer, we can
model the room-temperature magnetic properties as a function
of composition and thickness. To start, we assume a one-
dimensional layer structure with an added dead RE layer at
the bottom interface of the RE-Co [Fig. 4(c), top], although
the physical location of the dead layer is not important to the
model. The presence of the pure RE dead layer reduces the
RE concentration in the alloyed region below the overall RE
composition x to a new composition x̃ [Fig. 4(c), middle]. The
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atomic concentrations of RE and Co are given by

cRE(x, z) =
{

1, 0 � z � tRE

x̃, tRE < z � t
,

cCo(x, z) =
{

0, 0 � z � tRE

1 − x̃, tRE < z � t
, (7)

x̃ = (t − tRE)xvRE − tRE(1 − x)vCo

(t − tREx)vRE − tRE(1 − x)vCo
, (8)

with x̃ derived using the relation (see Appendix):

1

t

∫ t

0

cREvRE

cREvRE + (1 − cRE)vCo
dz = xvRE

xvRE + (1 − x)vCo
, (9)

given by conservation of volume. The moments are then de-
termined as a function of position z by applying Eq. (4) to the
concentration profiles above [Fig. 4(c), bottom]. This results
in a reduced average RE moment compared with a thick film
due to the influence of the RE dead layer. As a first-order
approximation, a constant fraction of RE atoms is assumed
to contribute to the RE dead layer, up to a maximum dead
layer thickness tRE,max. The resulting dead layer [Fig. 4(d)]
is given by tRE,max scaled by the total RE volume fraction
tRE(x) = xvRE

xvRE+(1−x)vCo
tRE,max. Here, Ms was calculated using

Eq. (6) and replacing the average RE moment:

mz,RE,env = (1 − x)x̃

x(1 − x̃)
mz,RE,env[cRE(x, tRE < z � t )]

= (1 − x)x̃

x(1 − x̃)
mz,RE,env(x̃), (10)

for the standard RE moment mz,RE and using mz,Co,env(x̃) for
mz,Co. This Ms function was then fitted to the Ms(x) data in
Figs. 1(d) and 1(e). The critical number of nearest neighbors
j and maximum dead layer thickness tRE,max were chosen as
fitting parameters.

The solid curves in Figs. 1(d) and 1(e) show the combined
environment and dead layer model fits. The dead layer de-
termines the extent of compensation composition shift with
thickness. A single maximum dead layer of tGd,max = 2.22 nm
was found to describe the shift in GdCo compensation com-
position from the bulk condition in both 6- and 3-nm films.
A nearly identical maximum dead layer was found in TbCo
[Fig. 4(d)], demonstrating the generalizability of this dead
layer model to other RE-TM alloys. The model curves also
predict the downturn in Ms observed at high RE concentra-
tions as Tc drops below room temperature. For comparison,
the dotted lines in Figs. 1(d) and 1(e) show the calculated Ms

under the assumption of constant atomic moments, demon-
strating the superior accuracy of the environment model and
highlighting the significant errors introduced by ignoring co-
ordination effects.

We return now to the anomalously low RE atomic mo-
ments at low RE concentrations seen in Figs. 3(a)–3(d). As
previously stated, the RE moments generally follow the en-
vironment model except below x ≈ 0.25. This deviation does
not significantly affect the Ms model calculation since the RE
concentration is so low that variations in its moment have
a minor effect on the volume-averaged Ms. However, it is
unusual enough to warrant some speculation. The presence of
a dead fraction of RE, whether in the form of a dead layer

or due to agglomerates, implies some form of preferential
growth takes place during the deposition of RE and Co upon
Pt(111). Both elemental Gd and Tb have a surface energy
three times smaller than Co and twice as small as Pt(111)
[46]. As such, it is energetically favorable for RE to form an
initial monolayer of atoms on Pt(111). This would cause an
initially quick buildup of a RE dead monolayer, faster than the
constant RE fraction curve assumed in the black solid and red
dash-dotted lines in Fig. 4(d), and would result in a reduction
in RE moment at low concentrations due to all available RE
atoms contributing to the dead layer initially. The dashed
and dotted lines in Figs. 3(a) and 3(b) show the calculated
moments under the assumption of a preferential Gd or Tb
monolayer or trilayer at 300 K, highlighting the reduction in
RE moment at low x. Similar reasoning can be applied to
the 2-K RE moments. At low T [Figs. 3(c) and 3(d)], one
would expect the pure RE layer to be ferromagnetic instead
of magnetically dead. As a result, the pure RE moments can
either align parallel or antiparallel to the alloyed RE moments,
depending on the dominant sublattice in the alloyed region.
The anomalously low 2-K RE moments are below x ≈ 0.2,
meaning that the alloyed region is Co dominated. In this case,
under an applied field, the Co atoms will align parallel to the
field, the alloyed RE atoms will align antiparallel to the field,
and the ferromagnetic RE atoms will align parallel to the field,
partially cancelling out the alloyed RE moments and resulting
in a reduced average RE moment.

In addition to the total atomic moments, XMCD allows for
the extraction of orbital and spin moments for each element.
Figures 5(a) and 5(b) show the extracted orbital (mo) and
spin (ms) magnetic moments of 6-nm GdCo and TbCo as a
function of RE content at 300 K. As expected, the Gd orbital
moment is quite small, whereas the Tb orbital moment is
comparable with its spin moment. The atomic spectroscopic g
factors were calculated from these moments using the relation
[42]: g = 2me

e
mz

〈Sz〉 = 2(ms+mo)
ms

, with me the electron mass and
〈Sz〉 the spin angular momentum. As seen in Figs. 5(c) and
5(d), the atomic g factors vary significantly as a function of
composition, with the RE and Co g factors even crossing
over each other in both GdCo and TbCo. At the ends of the
composition range, the atomic g factors agree with previous
measurements (gGd = 2.00 [47,48], gCo = 2.187 [42]) but
deviate from the expected values as their elemental concentra-
tion decreases. Elemental g factors are often used to calculate
geff in ferrimagnets [10]. These results indicate that care must
be taken to ensure that the atomic g factors do not deviate
from their pure elemental values at the composition of interest
for accurate computation of net spin properties in RE-TM
alloys.

IV. CONCLUSION

RE-TM alloys are an important class of materials for ex-
isting and future spintronic devices. Our results show a clear
composition and thickness dependence on magnetic proper-
ties of the constituent elements in GdCo and TbCo alloys. We
find that a nearest-neighbor environment model describes the
reduction in both RE and Co moments with increasing RE
concentration at room temperature. The presence of a dead RE
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FIG. 5. Spin and orbital moment contributions of GdCo and TbCo at 300 K. (a) GdCo and (b) TbCo spin (ms ) and orbital (mo) moment
data vs rare-earth (RE) atomic fraction derived from x-ray magnetic circular dichroism (XMCD) data. (c) and (d) Atomic spectroscopic g
factor data for GdCo and TbCo vs RE atomic fraction, calculated from spin and orbital atomic moments in (a) and (b).

layer results in a systematic shift in magnetic compensation
composition as the thickness of the film decreases. We demon-
strate a simple, first-order model that predicts the saturation
magnetization and average atomic moments as a function of
thickness and RE composition. Finally, we observe a signifi-
cant change in atomic g factors as a function of composition
in both GdCo and TbCo. This understanding of fundamen-
tal atomic magnetic properties in ferrimagnetic alloys allows
future utilization of ultrathin RE-TM films optimized for a
variety of spintronic applications.
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APPENDIX: DERIVATION OF ALLOYED RE ATOMIC
FRACTION WITH RE DEAD LAYER

The overall RE volume fraction in a binary alloy of
RExCo1−x is given by

fRE = xvRE

xvRE + (1 − x)vCo
. (A1)

By conservation of volume, this is equal to the RE volume
fraction at z averaged over the film thickness, giving Eq. (9).
Applying the piecewise concentration profile of the RE from
Eq. (7), cRE(x, z), Eq. (9) expands to

1

t

[∫ tRE

0
dz +

∫ t

tRE

x̃vRE

x̃vRE + (1 − x̃)vCo
dz

]

= 1

t

[
tRE + (t − tRE)

x̃vRE

x̃vRE + (1 − x̃)vCo

]
= fRE. (A2)

Applying Eq. (A1) to Eq. (A2) and solving for x̃ yields the
expression for alloyed RE atomic fraction presented in Eq. (8).
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