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Effect of external electromagnetic radiation on the anomalous metallic behavior
in superconducting Ta thin films
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We investigated the transport characteristics of superconducting Ta thin films with three configurations of
radio-frequency radiation filters: no filter, only room-temperature filter, and low- and room-temperature filters.
We find that when the room-temperature filter is installed, the entire transition is shifted to higher temperatures,
and once the zero-resistance state is achieved at zero magnetic field, no strong radiation effect is observed.
When the magnetic field is turned on, the non-zero-resistance saturation at low temperatures is revealed without
low-temperature filters, which has previously been considered to be a magnetic-field-induced quantum metallic
phase. However, the insertion of the additional low-temperature filters weakens the saturation of the resistance,
i.e., the signature of the metallic behavior. This observation suggests that the previously reported anomalous
metallic state in Ta films is mainly induced by unfiltered radiation, and, thus, the intrinsic metallic ground state,
if it exists, should be limited to a narrow range of magnetic fields near the critical point.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The scaling theory of localization anticipates that the
ground state of two-dimensional (2D) noninteracting electron
systems is an insulating state because intrinsic disorders pro-
hibit the appearance of a metallic state [1]. Strong correlation
of electrons, which allows the appearance of superconduc-
tivity, can be marginally observed in 2D superconductors
because of their susceptibility to external perturbations, such
as disorders, currents, and magnetic fields (B). Accordingly,
the direct superconductor-insulator (SI) transition was theo-
retically proposed with a metallic ground state considered to
exist only at the boundary between the two phases [2,3].

The SI transition has been investigated experimentally with
various approaches. For instance, finite-size scaling analy-
sis [4] near the quantum critical point has been utilized to
examine the universal features of the SI transition [2,5]. Tem-
perature (7) dependence of resistance at low temperatures has
been investigated to examine the ground state of disordered
films [6]. Otherwise, AC conductance [7], scanning tunneling
microscopy [8], and Nernst effect measurements [9] have been
conducted to identify the nature of the SI transition.

Nevertheless, an anomalous metallic phase at the zero-
temperature limit has been observed. The magnetic-field-
tuned metallic state was first observed in a study of amorphous
MoGe thin films [10]; under a wide range of magnetic fields,
decreasing resistance with thermally activated behavior at
relatively high temperatures transformed into temperature-
independent finite resistance saturation at low temperatures.
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This metallic behavior has since been widely reported in
various thin films, such as highly disordered InOx films [11]
and weakly disordered Ta films [12], as well as 2D crystalline
films of both 2H-NbSe; [13] and ion-gated ZrNCl [14].

The apparent metallic behavior at low temperatures has
been interpreted as the appearance of a Bose metal [15]
and dissipation induced by quantum tunneling [16]. How-
ever, these interpretations have been challenged by the fact
that unfiltered electromagnetic radiation can elevate elec-
tron temperature, which may disrupt the phase coherence in
superconductivity. Skepticism has intensified by the recent ob-
servation of a strong suppression of the metallic behavior by
an adequate filtering of radiation [17] where the installation of
several layers of electromagnetic radiation filters substantially
reduced the resistance saturation in both 2H-NbSe, and highly
disordered InOx films. On the other hand, a more recent
transport study on YBCO thin films patterned with a triangular
array of holes reported the existence of Cooper-pair phase co-
herence with finite-resistance saturation at low temperatures
with an adequately filtered measurement architecture [18,19].
Thus, the physical origin of the unexpected metallic behavior
still remains controversial.

Ta thin films [12,20-22], a weakly disordered 2D super-
conducting system, such as MoGe thin films [10,23,24], show
distinct characteristics that are clearly separated from ideal
disorder-free crystalline 2H-NbSe, and strongly disordered
InOx films. The 2H-NbSe, [25,26] films exhibit supercon-
ductivity even in the monolayer limit and quantum Griffiths
singularity whereas revealing similar transport characteristics
as weakly disordered superconducting thin films: fragile dis-
sipationless states over a wide range of magnetic fields. On
the other hand, InOx films show a significant magnetore-
sistance peak [27-29] and an extremely weak intermediated
metallic phase in a narrow magnetic-field range [17]. Thus,
disorder strength plays a key role in determining transport
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TABLE I. List of superconducting Ta films.

Sample Batch d(nm) Ry (k2) Tc(K)
Tal-1 1 3.8 2.49 0.27
Tal-2 1 4.0 1.89 0.32
Tal-3 1 5.0 1.54 0.44
Ta2-1 2 4.0 1.17 0.43

characteristics in the SI transition. Distinct from 2H-NbSe,
films, both Ta and InOx films have a disordered amorphous
structure. The surface roughness of Ta thin films [22] is much
smoother than that of InOx films [11,30]; such discrepancies
in surface morphology lead to dramatic differences in the level
of disorder. In this paper, we present the effects of radiation fil-
tering on the transport characteristics of representative weakly
disordered Ta thin films in addition to those of highly disor-
dered InOx and disorder-free NbSe, [17]. The introduction of
a layered filtering architecture vastly reduces the dissipation
below the transition temperature (7¢), and accordingly, the
metallic behavior. A phase diagram on the B-T plane directly
exhibits the suppression of the metallic phase, which inter-
venes between the superconducting and the insulating phases.

II. EXPERIMENTAL DETAILS

Ta thin films were deposited on SiO,/Si substrates using a
DC magnetron sputtering method; details of deposition and
the characteristics from x-ray diffraction and atomic force
microscopy measurements were reported previously [22].
Sputtered Ta thin films with a thickness less than 5 nm
showed an amorphous structure, and their spatial roughness
was measured to be approximately 0.1 nm. The exceptionally
low roughness is generally attributed to the favorable wetting
property of Ta thin films on SiO,. The surface roughness of Ta
thin films is comparable to those of 2D crystalline supercon-
ductors, such as ion-gated ZrNClI [14], whereas much lower
than that of highly disordered InOx [11,30]. Table I lists the
Ta thin films reported in this paper. The Tal-1, Tal-2, and
Tal-3 films were fabricated from the same batch whereas the
Ta2-1 film was sputtered from another batch. Film thickness
(d) was monitored by a calibrated thickness monitor with
a quartz microbalance. Normal state sheet resistance (Ry)
is the sheet resistance (R) near 10 K, and T¢ is selected
when R = 0.5Ry. Despite the same nominal thickness, Tal-2
and Ta2-1 films showed rather dissimilar Ry and accordingly
different 7c. We found the film morphologies to vary from
batch to batch depending on the details of the fabrication
conditions. Nevertheless, Ta films showed consistent transport
characteristics within the samples deposited during the same
sputtering operation as indicated by batch number. The Ry for
the films from the same batch showed a gradual increase with
decreasing film thickness.

The Ta films were patterned into four-probe geometries
for measurement using a shadow mask during sputtering
or electron-beam lithography with a subsequent dry-etching
process after sputtering. The transport characteristics were
measured by a standard lock-in technique with a measurement
frequency of 7-15 Hz and an excitation current of 0.1-10 nA.
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FIG. 1. Temperature dependence of the sheet resistance at zero
magnetic field for Tal-1 (black), Tal-2 (red), and Tal-3 (blue). Solid
and open symbols show R(7) in the NF and RTF configurations,
respectively. The solid and dashed curves are eye guides.

A dilution refrigerator with a superconducting magnet was
used to measure the low-temperature characteristics, and a
magnetic field perpendicular to the sample plane was applied
to study magnetic-field dependence. To investigate the radia-
tion filtering effects, three different configurations were used
(see Supplemental Material Fig. S1 [31]). Initially, all sam-
ples were measured in a configuration with no low-pass filter
[no filter (NF) configuration]. Then, a room-temperature filter
(RTF) was installed outside the refrigerator before the mea-
surement lock-in amplifiers (RTF configuration). The RTF
consisted of a homemade resistor-capicitor (RC) low-pass
filter with a 100-kHz cutoff frequency and a commercial Pi
filter with a 10-MHz cutoff frequency. Lastly, in combination
with the RTF configuration, an additional low-temperature
filter (LTF), comprising RC low-pass filters, was installed in
the mixing-chamber stage (R + LTF configuration).

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Low-temperature transport characteristics were initially in-
vestigated to examine the effect of the RTF. The measurement
wires were properly heat sunk at all stages of the dilution
refrigerator. Figure 1 shows the temperature dependence of
the sheet resistance of the Ta thin films with (open symbols)
and without (solid symbols) the RTF at zero magnetic field.
The T¢ values with the RTF are 0.27, 0.32, and 0.44 K for Tal-
1, Tal-2, and Tal-3, respectively. As expected, T¢ gradually
decreased with increasing Ry .

Elimination of the RTF lowered the T for all three sam-
ples by approximately 25 mK compared to those measured
with the RTF. This indicates that typical measurement setups
without a RTF cannot successfully prevent the permeation of
RF noise down to the sample stage. Such an extensive effect
from a single RTF suggests the extreme susceptibility of the
superconducting thin films to external perturbations. Simi-
larly, additional dissipation near 7 was reported in 2H-NbSe;
upon the removal of filters, whereas the temperature depen-
dence showed deviation far below 7¢ in highly disordered
amorphous InOx [17]. The marked discrepancy between InOx

184501-2



EFFECT OF EXTERNAL ELECTROMAGNETIC RADIATION ...

PHYSICAL REVIEW B 102, 184501 (2020)

a T T T T T T
@, | _
06T
>y >y
10" 5
3
o °°°_c_o.°.¢_o_°§_o,__i‘_
04T 144 i #
102F % ]
* R+LTF configuration
* o Tg o o [aeavedar
a RTF configuration
s gaocavodD
*
103 ] . P A .
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70
1T (KT
(b) '
F = i
lJJ< | |
[ k‘\-\-\-‘m-_-
0 1
0.1 1
B (T)

FIG. 2. Temperature dependence of R/Ry under various mag-
netic fields for Ta2-1. (a) Arrhenius plots under various magnetic
fields between 0 and 0.6 T with a 0.1-T step. Solid and open sym-
bols are measured data in the R + LTF and RTF configurations,
respectively. Black solid lines are the results of a linear fitting to
R/Ry o exp(—E4/T) with the slopes of the lines representing E,.
Black dashed lines show the saturation of R/Ry to finite values. (b)
Magnetic-field dependence of E4 shown in a semilogarithmic plot.
The red solid line is a linear fit to £4 o In(By/B) where By = 0.64 T.

and 2H-NbSe, could be ascribed to their film morphologies
where the robust percolated superconducting islands in the
InOx films are less affected by thermal fluctuations. In other
words, the local T¢ of superconducting islands exceeds the
average mean-field value of the thin film. In the present paper,
installation of the RTF did not induce any noticeable change
in temperature dependence when the superconducting Ta thin
films exhibited zero-resistance superconductivity far below
Tc, suggesting that fully developed superconducting thin films
are immune (or, at least, less susceptible) to additional thermal
fluctuation, similar to the superconducting islands in InOx.
Because the zero-resistance state in the RTF configuration
appears to be robust, the possible impact of an additional LTF
was not emphasized previously [22].

Next, we investigated the effect of the LTF on the trans-
port characteristics. Although the effect of the LTF is not
distinct at zero magnetic field, it can be important when the
magnetic-field-induced resistive state appears. The tempera-
ture dependence of the normalized resistance (R/Ry ) of Ta2-1
under various finite magnetic fields below the critical field
(Bc¢) was investigated as shown in Fig. 2(a). The temperature
dependence of Ta2-1 with only RTF in an Arrhenius plot
(open symbols) reproduced the intriguing intermediate metal-
lic phase within a wide range of magnetic fields. For instance,

R/Ry at B = 0.4 T exhibits a sharp drop at high temperatures,
and the slope in an Arrhenius plot decreases gradually be-
fore saturation to a finite value at the zero-temperature limit,
which has been regarded as a deviation from the conventional
superconducting and insulating states. One can find more
pronounced metallic behaviors in the measurements with the
NF configuration as shown in Fig. S2 (see the Supplemental
Material [31]).

The low-temperature transport properties of the mea-
surements in the R + LTF configuration [Fig. 2(a)] were
directly compared with those without the additional LTF.
The temperature dependence measured at a magnetic field
lower than 0.2 T, which shows a relatively sharp decrease in
R/Ry, demonstrates no apparent discrepancy between the two
different configurations. At B > 0.3 T, essentially identical
temperature dependence between the two configurations is ob-
served at high temperatures where both configurations exhibit
thermally activated behaviors. Additional filtering exerts a
discernible influence at low-resistance regions where the sheet
resistance drops to approximately 2% of Ry at B = 0.3 T. The
intensively filtered film still follows the thermally activated
behavior [see, e.g., solid black lines in Fig. 2(a)] whereas the
conventionally filtered film deviates from it. Further decreas-
ing temperature reveals that R/Ry of the intensively filtered
film can have two orders of magnitude smaller R/Ry than
that of the film without the LTF at sufficiently low tem-
peratures. Besides, the installation of the LTF destroys the
finite-resistance saturation as shown with the dashed lines,
which has been considered to be a hallmark of the quantum
metallic phase. It is notable that the R/Ry of the thin film
with the LTF eventually deviates from the black solid line
and subsequently further decreases to a lower value without
obvious saturation. One may attempt to explain this deviation
via the extreme susceptibility of 2D superconducting films
to external perturbations, even though the effect is now ex-
tremely minute. However, we cannot exclude the possibility
of the quantum metallic state existing in a very narrow range
of magnetic fields near the quantum critical point.

Thermally activated behavior at intermediate tempera-
tures can be characterized by a simple equation, R/Ry
exp(—E4/T) where the activation energy Ey4, the slope of the
black line, is typically an average energy barrier for trapped
vortices. Figure 2(b) shows the magnetic-field dependence
of E4. The red solid line illustrates the logarithmic depen-
dence of E4 on the magnetic field, i.e., E4 o In(By/B) where
By = 0.64 T. This logarithmic dependence is understood by
the thermal activation energy barrier required for generating a
free dislocation-antidislocation pair [10,32].

We also observed distinct filtering effects in magnetoresis-
tance (MR) isotherm measurements. Figure 3(a) shows MR
isotherm curves for Ta2-1 measured at various temperatures in
the R+ LTF configuration. Representative MR characteristics
near the critical point B¢ & 0.65 T, where dR/dT changes its
sign were reproduced. The MR isotherm curves show steeper
declines at lower temperature with uniform magnetic-field
dependence, where R/Ry follows exp(B/B*). One may rec-
ognize that the MR changes the slope at a certain magnetic
field where the dominant vortex dynamics may be altered
with increasing vortex density. One may also speculate that
the extreme susceptibility of 2D superconducting films at
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FIG. 3. MR isotherms at various temperatures. (a) R/Ry of Ta2-1
as a function of magnetic field measured in the R + LTF con-
figuration. Black solid lines are measured at various temperatures
between 150 and 500 mK with a 50-mK step. The data points with
different colors are measured at 7 = 100 (>), 75 (<)), 50 (),
30 (<), 20 (A), and 15 (O) mK, respectively, and the dashed lines
are eye guides. (b) Magnetic-field dependence of R/Ry in the RTF
configuration. The data points are measured at 7= 100, 75, 50, 30,
and 20 mK, and the dashed lines are eye guides. The measurement
temperatures are displayed in the same colors and symbols as those
in (a). The green solid line exhibits the exponential dependence of
R ~ exp(B/B¥*).

low temperatures may eventually affect the magnetic-field
dependence.

The most striking observation is that the MR curves with
the additional LTF do not overlap with other isotherms even
near the base temperature below 20 mK, demonstrating that
no saturated finite resistance at low temperatures is present.
On the contrary, MR isotherm curves less than 30 mK over-
lap well with a single curve in the measurements without
the LTF, which is consistent with the appearance of the sat-
urated resistance at low temperatures with finite magnetic
field [see Fig. 2(a)]. The collapsed MR isotherms show a
single exponential field dependence of R/Ry o exp(B/B*) as
marked by a green solid line in Fig. 3(b). In the MR isotherms
measured at 7 > 50mK, distinct separation from the col-
lapsed isotherms is observed. For instance, the MR isotherm
at T = 50mK initially follows the collapsed isotherms and
then branches off near 0.4 T. With further increasing tem-
perature, isotherm curves at 7 > 75 mK are separated from
the low-temperature behavior at all magnetic-field ranges. The
exponential magnetic-field dependence of saturated resistance

T(K)

FIG. 4. Transport phase diagram of Ta2-1 on the B-T plane con-
structed from measurements in the R + LTF configuration except for
the dashed lines. The red open circles, Bcyoss, are the crossing points
of two adjacent MR isotherms [Fig. 3(a)], and the black open squares,
Ttross» are the crossover points between negative and positive dR/dT,
obtained from the R(7) curves under 0.65 and 0.7 T (see Fig. S3 in
the Supplemental Material [31]). The blue- and red-shaded regions
show negative and positive dR/dT, respectively. The gray-shaded
area indicates the zero-resistance region in our measurement limit.
Gray, red, blue, and black solid lines are isodissipative curves of
0.9Ry, 0.1Ry, 0.01Ry, and 0.001Ry in the R + LTF configuration,
respectively. The dashed lines (gray, red, blue, and black) are isodis-
sipative curves (0.9Ry, 0.1Ry, 0.01Ry, and 0.001Ry) obtained from
measurements in the RTF configuration.

and the dissociation of high-temperature MR isotherms are
compatible with previously reported MR measurements of
amorphous MoGe [23].

The temperature and magnetic-field dependencies demon-
strate that the magnetic-field-induced metallic behavior in a
Ta thin film can be vastly reduced with intensive filtering.
The crucial role of the LTF can be additionally understood
by examining the phase diagram of the Ta thin film on the B-T
plane; Fig. 4 displays a reconstructed phase diagram based
on the transport measurements in the R + LTF configuration
shown in Figs. 2(a) and 3(a). Bcyoss (red open circles) obtained
from Fig. 3(a) is the crossing point between two adjacent
MR isotherm curves, indicating that the Ta film at B > Bcyoss
exhibits insulating behavior at the zero-temperature limit. The
boundary connecting Bcross points separates the insulating
phase from the superconducting (or metallic) phase. Addition-
ally, direct measurements of the sheet resistance as a function
of temperature in the very narrow range of magnetic fields
near B¢ reveal the crossing points Tcposs Where the sign of
dR/dT is reversed. Tcyoss Values are obtained by temperature-
dependence measurements at B = 0.65 and 0.7 T (see Fig.
S3 in the Supplemental Material [31]) and plotted with black
open squares in the diagram. The crossing points show excel-
lent agreement with the SI phase boundary as shown in Fig. 4.

The SI transition at the zero-temperature limit can be un-
derstood within the framework of the quantum melting of
the vortex lattice. The phase boundary between a supercon-
ductor and an insulator near the quantum critical point is
expected to have relatively weak temperature dependence.
However, Bcross in the phase diagram (Fig. 4) exhibits a
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steep increase with decreasing temperature below 0.1 K,
suggesting that the destruction of the superconducting phase
is further complicated by the interplay of quantum fluctu-
ations, thermal fluctuations, and disorders in the thin film.
The low-temperature upturn of Bcyess 1S remarkably similar
to that observed in 3-ML Ga films [33] where the presence
of quenched disorders stabilized the local vortex glasslike
phases in the epitaxially grown atomically thin films. Accord-
ingly, “global” superconductivity can be induced at extremely
low temperatures by long-range Josephson coupling of the
superconducting islands. We speculate that the temperature
dependence of Bcyoss in the Ta thin films with relatively weak
disorders can be understood with essentially the same frame-
work as the vortex glasslike state at low temperatures.

In Fig. 4, the blue-shaded area above the phase boundary,
which is determined by the red open circles and the black
open squares, shows the negative dR/dT region, whereas
the red-shaded area indicates the positive dR/dT region. The
temperature dependence of the sheet resistance in the positive
dR/dT region is clarified further by isoresistive curves of
0.9Ry, 0.1Ry, 0.01Ry, and 0.001Ry. The dashed lines with
the same colors represent the transport measurements in the
RTF configuration with corresponding values of the sheet
resistance to compare with the intensively filtered results. All
solid lines show steep increases, consistently below about 0.1
K. Similarly, the zero-resistance region in our measurement
limit (gray area) increases sharply, nearly identical to the
metal-insulator boundary. On the other hand, measurements
with only the RTF (dashed lines) show resistance saturation
because of thermal broadening at low temperatures, which
leads to the elusive appearance of the metallic phase. At
the base temperature of our dilution refrigerator, the zero-
resistance region is defined below approximately 0.45 T and
extrapolated to 0.55 T at the zero-temperature limit. There-
fore, the intrinsic metallic ground state, if it exists, is expected
to be only in a narrow range of magnetic fields near Bc.

The reduction of the metallic phase with intensive filtering
indicates that Ta thin films can be as sensitive as 2D crystalline
2H-NbSe; to external perturbations. Ta thin films with thick-
ness less than 5 nm are microscopically disordered, similar
to amorphous InOx films. However, the surface roughness
in Ta films is an order of magnitude smaller than that of
InOx films. We speculate that the vortices are pinned rather
weakly in a Ta thin film due to its surface morphology with
low vortex pinning barriers. Weakly pinned vortices can be
agitated by small perturbations easily and moved with resis-
tive dissipation, which leads to a broadening of the transition
with finite-resistance saturation even below 0.1 K. This seems
consistent with the extreme sensitivity of the vortex state in
amorphous MoGe films to external RF radiation [34]. Pre-
sumably, an appropriate filtering of electromagnetic radiation
results in a dramatic suppression of the mobility of vortices. In
addition, because electron-phonon scattering in 2D supercon-
ducting films near zero temperature becomes extremely weak,
thin films could be extremely susceptive to even small external

radiation. Although Ta films are disordered, the exceedingly
low T compared to that of typical InOx films may allow one
to measure the marked difference.

However, the reduction of thermal fluctuations with ex-
tensive filtering is not sufficient to eliminate the metallic
phase completely. Deviation from thermally activated de-
pendence was entirely eliminated with the installation of an
LTF in Ref. [17]; in the present paper though, the low-
temperature deviation is still present in the Ta thin film.
Non-Arrhenius temperature dependence of exp[—(Ey/T)”]
with p < 1 (see short-dotted lines in Supplemental Material
Fig. S4 [31]) was obtained in a disordered InOx film [11],
which could be ascribed to variable-range-hopping resistivity
induced by quantum vortex tunneling [35]. Otherwise, contin-
uous changes in the dominant thermally activated mechanism
with decreasing temperature are another possible explanation
to understand the deviation [32]. Dissipation in a vortex lattice
arises due to the phase fluctuations mediated by the displace-
ments of dislocations, which have two temperature-dependent
terms: the rate of thermally activated dislocation creep over
the pinning barriers and the density of thermally activated
free dislocation pairs. In the weak collective pinning region
where the interaction energy of the vortices is more significant
than the characteristic pinning barrier of disorders, resistance
mainly depends on the density of thermally activated dislo-
cations at sufficiently high temperatures, which can explain
the logarithmic magnetic-field dependence of E4 shown in
Fig. 2(b). At low temperatures, when only disorder-induced
dislocations remain, the main temperature-dependence term
is the thermal creep rate of the surviving dislocations, which
will appear as thermally activated dependence with another
characteristic activation energy from the pinning barriers.

To summarize, we studied the effect of radiation on the
metallic phase in superconducting Ta films with three different
filtering configurations (NF, RTF, and R + LTF). A signifi-
cantly reduced metallic phase was obtained in the transport
measurements with the R + LTF configuration, demonstrating
that the unfiltered, thermally agitated fluctuations are mainly
responsible for the elusive metallic phase. Since the thermally
activated process with decreasing temperature was not fully
recovered with intensive filtering, there could be other possi-
ble explanations for the low-temperature transport properties
in Ta thin films. To clarify the temperature dependence at low
temperatures, it is necessary to investigate electron tempera-
ture in the different filtering configurations.
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