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Kondo breakdown in the topological Kondo insulator SmB6 studied
by point-contact Andreev reflection spectroscopy
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We studied the topological features in Kondo insulator SmB6 by point-contact Andreev reflection spectroscopy
with a Nb probe tip. Below the superconducting transition of Nb, the spectra exhibited a narrow dip at around
zero bias superposed on a broad asymmetric background caused by the Kondo resonance. The contact-size
dependence of the spectra revealed that the width of the resonance is suppressed near the surface. The spin
polarization in the surface state was ∼0.56, which is smaller than that in Bi-based topological insulators. These
indicate that the Kondo breakdown plays a crucial role for the topological features, not only in the bulk state near
the surface but also in the surface state on SmB6.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Three-dimensional (3D) topological insulators (TIs) are
a newly developed class of insulators whose bulk is an
insulator, whereas the surface is a two-dimensional metal
protected by time-reversal symmetry, with a helically spin-
polarized Dirac cone in the dispersion [1]. However, most 3D
TIs do not exhibit bulk insulating properties [2], preventing
their application as spintronic materials and the emergence
of novel exotic phenomena such as Majorana fermions. Re-
cently, theoretical studies have indicated that several Kondo
insulators (KIs) can be understood as 3D TIs, referred to
as topological Kondo insulators (TKIs) [3–5]. Importantly, a
genuine bulk insulating state covered by a metallic surface
state with a heavy Dirac quasiparticle is expected to appear
at low temperatures in TKIs because the Fermi level lies
in the hybridization gap generated by the strong hybridiza-
tion between f and the conduction band (c- f hybridization)
[3–7]. This indicates that TKIs are an optimal material for
exploring the intrinsic features arising from the topologically
protected surface state, although low temperatures are re-
quired to unfold their properties, which is a disadvantage for
applications.

SmB6 is known to exhibit the following novel features
[3–7]. The electrical resistivity rapidly increases with decreas-
ing temperature below the Kondo temperature owing to the
formation of a hybridization gap near the Fermi level, which
is typical of a KI [8–11]. However, it saturates below 4 K
[8,9,12,13], which has recently been interpreted as the emer-
gence of the expected metallic surface state in TKIs [3–7].
Indeed, several transport measurements of SmB6 suggest
the existence of a metallic surface state [14–18]. Moreover,
the metallic surface state along with the hybridization gap
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have been explored by various spectroscopic experiments,
such as point-contact spectroscopy (PCS) [19–21], scanning
tunneling spectroscopy (STS) [22–25], planar tunneling spec-
troscopy (PTS) [26–28], and angle-resolved photoemission
spectroscopy (ARPES) [29–33] by probing the electronic
density of states (DOS) near the Fermi level directly. These
experiments indicate the formation of the topological Kondo
state in SmB6 as predicted by the theoretical studies [3–7].
However, the quantum oscillation [18] and ARPES mea-
surements [30–33] show that the surface quasiparticles are
light, which is inconsistent with the theories [3–7]. Recently,
Alexandrov et al. proposed that this problem is resolved
by considering the suppression of the Kondo effect at the
surface, suggesting that the topological features in TKIs are
varied in the vicinity of the surface due to the Kondo break-
down [34]. Indeed, the suppression of the Kondo effect was
observed in the STS spectra of SmB6 [23]. However, it is
unclear whether the suppression occurs at the surface or
in the bulk region, because the STS measurements probe
the whole electronic state near the surface. This means that
depth-dependent electronic DOS measurements are crucial
for understanding the topological nature near the surface
in TKIs.

To perform the depth-dependent investigation of the
electronic DOS in SmB6, we used point-contact Andreev
reflection (PCAR) spectroscopy with a contact-size varia-
tion function at low temperatures. In the PCAR, differential
conductance (dI/dV ) spectra are recorded at the interface
between a superconducting (SC) probe tip and a sample. If
the applied bias voltage is smaller than the superconducting
energy gap, the conductance dI/dV at the interface is gov-
erned by Andreev reflections [35]. Consequently, the spin
polarization of the sample can be measured using PCAR.
Spin polarization of the surface state has been estimated using
PCAR measurements only on Bi-based TIs [36]. If the bias
voltage exceeds the SC energy gap, the dI/dV spectra are
proportional to the DOS of the sample, similar to the case of a
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normal-metal probe tip [37]. This implies that at the SC probe
tip and the SmB6 interface, the PCAR spectra above the SC
energy gap reflect the hybridization gap formed near the Fermi
energy owing to c- f hybridization. This enables studies of the
spin-polarized surface state and the hybridization gap in the
bulk state via PCAR measurements. Moreover, in the PCAR
measurements, the depth dependence of the electronic DOS
for the bulk and surface states were examined by changing the
contact size between the SC probe tip and the SmB6 interface.

In this paper, we report the PCAR spectroscopy investiga-
tion of SmB6 using a Nb probe tip. Below the superconducting
transition temperature of Nb, the spectra exhibited a narrow
dip near zero bias, which overlapped with a broad asymmetric
background. The background spectra are reproducible by a
Fano curve, indicating the emergence of the Kondo resonance
owing to c- f hybridization. The contact-size dependence of
the spectra revealed that the magnitude of the Kondo res-
onance was suppressed in the vicinity of the surface. The
spin polarization estimated from the narrow-dip structure be-
low the SC energy gap was 0.56 ± 0.01, which is smaller
than that of Bi-based TIs [36]. These features are explained
by the Kondo breakdown arising from the suppression of
c-f hybridization in the vicinity of the surface. Additionally,
the decoupling between the 4 f moments and the conduction
electrons near the surface weakens the topological protected
surface properties in TKIs.

II. EXPERIMENTAL DETAILS

A single-crystalline SmB6 sample was grown using the
floating-zone method in an image furnace with four xenon
lamps [38]. The stoichiometric composition of SmB6 was
confirmed from the electrical resistivity and magnetic suscep-
tibility measurements [39]. To study the Kondo breakdown,
the surface state with a low Kondo temperature was investi-
gated in the SmB6 (100) plane [23]. Samples were cut along
the (100) plane in air. After mechanical polishing, the sample
was mounted on a 4He cryostat. The experimental setup for
the present PCAR spectroscopy measurements is the same as
that of our previous PCS investigation, which was utilized to
investigate the electronic DOS near the Fermi level of heavy
fermion compounds with high energy resolution [40–43]. An
Nb wire with a diameter of 0.2 mm (99.99%) was used as
the probe tip. At T ∼ 4.3 K, the probe tip was touched to
the sample surface with a resistance below a dozen ohms to
remove the effects of surface contamination, such as an oxi-
dation layer, using an attocube positioner (ANPz51, attocube
systems AG). Subsequently, the contact resistance between
the probe tip and sample was controlled using a stacked-type
piezoelectric device under a bias voltage larger than the SC
energy gap. After preparing the contact, we focused on main-
taining the contact during the measurements by controlling
the stacked-type piezo device using a feedback loop. This
procedure ensured that the PCAR spectra could be tracked
without breaking the contact despite the wide variation in
size during the measurements. The differential conductance
dI/dV spectra were measured using lock-in amplifiers with a
modulation frequency of ω = 1 kHz and amplitude of approx-
imately 0.05 mV.

FIG. 1. (a) Temperature dependence of the PCAR spectra be-
tween SmB6 and the Nb interface. The red solid line shows the
fitting by the Fano model. (b), (c) Temperature dependence of the
� and amplitude A obtained by fitting the PCAR spectra by the Fano
model given by Eq. (1). The solid line is calculated using Eq. (3).
The dashed line represents the logarithmic behavior.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

Figure 1(a) displays the temperature dependence of the
PCAR spectra between T = 5.1 and 56 K. All the spectra
in Fig. 1(a) are normalized by the amplitude at −50 mV.
Below T = 7.0 K, an anomaly appears at around the zero
bias, which overlaps with a broad asymmetric background.
The asymmetric background is observed up to T = 56 K.
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Similar asymmetric spectra have been observed in the PCS
and STS spectra of SmB6 using a normal-metal probe tip,
where the spectra are reproduced using the Fano model
[20–22,25]. Hence, we fitted the observed asymmetric spectra
using the Fano model, which is expressed as follows:

GF (V ) = A
(q + ε)2

1 + ε2
, (1)

where the parameter ε is defined as

ε = eV − E0

�
. (2)

Here, A, �, E0, and q represent the amplitude, width of
the asymmetric spectrum, center of the resonance, and Fano
factor, respectively. q is defined as the ratio of probabilities
between two tunneling paths, namely, for electrons tunneling
from the probe tip to a discrete level and those tunneling
from a continuous conduction band. The fittings by the Fano
model are represented by the solid red lines in Fig. 1(a). In all
the spectra, the asymmetric background is well reproduced
by the Fano model despite the large temperature variation,
indicating that the asymmetric background originates from the
Fano resonance.

To clarify the origin of the Fano resonance, we estimated
the temperature dependence of � and amplitude A from the
fitting by the Fano model, as shown in Figs. 1(b) and 1(c). The
results indicate that � increases with the temperature, which
is typical of the Kondo resonance. In the Kondo resonance,
the temperature dependence of � can be expressed by the
following equation:

� = 2
√

(πkBT )2 + 2(kBTK )2, (3)

where TK is the Kondo temperature [20,44]. The fitting per-
formed using Eq. (3) is represented by the solid red line
in Fig. 1(b). The experimental results were well reproduced
using Eq. (3). Here, TK was determined to be approximately
100 K, which is consistent with the value estimated from
transport measurements [14]. Additionally, the amplitude of
the Fano curve increases logarithmically with decreasing tem-
perature [45] between 56 and 20 K, as shown by the red
dashed line in Fig. 1(c). The observed features demonstrate
that the asymmetric background originates from the Kondo
resonance formed in the SmB6 bulk state owing to c- f
hybridization.

In a previous PCS study with an Ag-SmB6 rigid-type
junction, an asymmetric double peak structure was observed,
which was explained by the formation of a hybridization gap
in the electronic DOS predicted by the theory [20,46]. In
contrast, in many PCS and STS spectra of SmB6, the asym-
metric background structure is reproduced by Fano resonance
[21,22,25]. This discrepancy could arise from the difference
in the junction size. STS measurements can be used to obtain
the local electronic DOS with atomic size resolution on the
sample surface. However, in PCS measurements, the spectra
reflect the averaged DOS within the point contact. The contact
size of approximately 100 µm used in the previous study [20]
is considerably larger than that used in the present study as
will be discussed in Fig. 3, which suggests the junction size af-
fects the spectral shape of PCS spectra. Importantly, the width

of the asymmetric spectrum was in good agreement with the
peak separation of the asymmetric double peak. Thus, it is
reasonable to consider that the hybridization gap formed in
the electronic DOS is responsible for the asymmetric spectra
in SmB6.

Significantly, the amplitude rapidly increased below 20 K,
implying a change in the electronic DOS near the Fermi
level. According to spin-resolved APRES experiments, a spin-
polarized metallic surface state is observed at approximately
20 K [33]. This strongly suggests that the increase in am-
plitude occurs owing to the emergence of a metallic surface
state. Below T = 7 K, the amplitude decreased steeply, which
is related to the SC transition of the Nb probe tip.

Next, we discuss the origin of the dip-shaped zero-bias
anomaly in the PCAR spectra below 7.0 K. This anomaly
appeared below the SC transition of Nb, indicating that it can
be explained by the Andreev reflection between the metallic
surface state on SmB6 and the SC Nb tip interface [35].
Importantly, the dip-shaped spectrum exhibits the suppression
of the Andreev reflection, indicating the existence of a spin-
polarized state on SmB6 as described below. Because each
electron of a Cooper pair in the probe tip has a finite vertical
projection of its spin, the Cooper-pair spins are aligned along
the perpendicular wave vector kZ in the ballistic regime of
PCAR spectroscopy. In TIs, the electron spins in the metallic
surface state are locked onto the in-plane wave vectors kx and
ky. Hence, the injection of Cooper pairs with spins along the
z direction into the TIs is not allowed because of momentum
conservation within the elastic limit. Consequently, the An-
dreev reflection was suppressed owing to the spin polarization
of the surface state on the TIs. The high spin polarization
of the Bi-based TIs (Bi1−xSbx )2Te3 was confirmed by PCAR
spectroscopy [36].

The dip-shaped zero-bias anomaly was evident below T =
7.0 K, which was considerably lower than the SC transition
temperature of bulk Nb (Tc = 9.2 K). This represented an
increase in the effective temperature near the SmB6/Nb in-
terface by the Joule heating during the measurements, which
prevented an accurate evaluation of the spin polarization of the
surface state by PCAR. Therefore, we lowered the amplitude
of the sweep bias voltage in the subsequent measurements.

Figure 2(a) shows the contact-resistance dependence,
namely, the contact-size dependence, of the PCAR spectra for
a bias voltage of |V |20 mV at T = 4.5 K. The spectra are nor-
malized to the amplitude at V = −20 mV. In all the spectra,
the dip-shaped zero-bias anomaly overlaps with an asymmet-
ric background, indicating that the coexistence of the two
features is intrinsic for PCAR spectra on SmB6. As described
previously, the asymmetric background can be fitted using
the Fano model, which is depicted by the solid red lines in
Fig. 2(a). The dip-shaped zero-bias anomaly originated from
the Andreev reflection between the SC Nb tip and the spin-
polarized surface state of SmB6. Hence, the polarization was
evaluated based on the modified Blonder-Thinkham-Klapwijk
(m-BTK) model [47], which was used to evaluate the spin
polarization in a ferromagnet from the suppression of the An-
dreev reflection between a superconductor and ferromagnetic
material interface [48–51]. Subsequently, it was confirmed
that the m-BTK model could be applied to evaluate the spin
polarization of TI [36].

195130-3



MASANOBU SHIGA et al. PHYSICAL REVIEW B 108, 195130 (2023)

FIG. 2. (a) Contact-resistance dependence of the PCAR spectra
between SmB6 and the Nb interface at T = 4.5 K. The decrease of
the resistance corresponds to the increase in the contact size. The
solid lines represent the fitting by the Fano model. (b) Fitting of the
Gb, which is a spectrum after subtracting the asymmetric background
using the Fano model, by the m-BTK model. (c) Fitting of the Gb at
Rc = 620 � by the m-BTK model, where the fitting parameters are
shown in the figure.

Before the zero-bias anomaly was fitted using the m-BTK
model, the asymmetric background was subtracted from the
observed spectra. Figure 2(b) shows the spectrum Gb after
subtracting the asymmetric background from the observed

FIG. 3. (a) Contact-resistance dependence of the width of the
asymmetric background � estimated using the Fano model. The
decrease of the resistance corresponds to the increase in the contact
size. (b) Contact-size dependence of the spin polarization P and
interface scattering parameter Z evaluated by the m-BTK model,
where P and Z are depicted by the blue circles and red triangles,
respectively.

spectrum by fitting the Fano curve. Subsequently, the spectra
were fitted by the m-BTK model, which included four fitting
parameters: spin polarization P, interface scattering parameter
Z, temperature T, and the superconducting energy gap �.
As shown by the red solid lines in Fig. 2(b), all the spectra
are well reproduced by the m-BTK model using P ∼ 0.5,
demonstrating that a spin-polarized metallic state exists on the
surface of SmB6. In contrast, the fitting parameter T is con-
sidered as T ∼ 6.5 K as shown in Fig. 2(c), which is higher
than the experimental temperature T = 4.5 K. This indicates
the involvement of local heating effects in the spectra for a
sweep amplitude of |V | = 20 mV. However, the existence of
the high-spin polarized state despite the temperature increase
owing to heating is crucial [36].

Figure 3 shows the contact resistance Rc dependence of
the width of the Kondo resonance �, spin polarization P,
and interface scattering parameter Z, which are estimated by
fitting the Fano and m-BTK models, as described in Fig. 2. As
shown in Fig. 3(a), � decreases with increasing Rc, namely,
with decreasing contact size. In the Kondo lattice systems,
such as EuNi2P2, YbPd, and CeB6, the electronic properties
of the 4 f state are not affected by the contact size in the PCS
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measurements [40–43], strongly suggesting that the contact-
size dependence of the spectra reflects intrinsic properties of
� in SmB6. Indeed, at a large Rc, the value of � is estimated
to be 15 meV, which is in good agreement with that of the
nonreconstructed clean SmB6 (100) surface obtained by STS
measurements [22]. These indicate that the observed spectra
are not affected by defects and/or roughness on the surface.
The value of � ∼ 25 meV at a small Rc in Fig. 3(a) is consis-
tent with that of the sweep amplitude |V | = 50 mV in Fig. 1,
meaning that � can be estimated from the PCAR spectra
despite decreasing the amplitude of the sweep bias voltage
to |V | = 20 mV. Here, we estimated the contact size by as-
suming the Sharvin relation Rs = 16lρs/3d2π [37], where
the l , ρs, and d represent electron mean free path, electrical
resistivity of surface state, and contact diameter, respectively.
Considering l ∼ 20 nm and ρ ∼ 9.4 × 10−5 � cm [18,52],
the contact diameters (d) at the maximum and minimum re-
sistance of Rc = 1040 and 480 � in Fig. 2(a) were estimated
to be approximately 5 nm and approximately 8 nm, respec-
tively. A previous study by Lee et al. estimated the thickness
of the metallic surface layer on SmB6 to be approximately
6 nm [52]. Because the depth of the probe tip in the PCS
measurements is approximately the same size as the contact
diameter, the spectra for Rc � 1000 � primarily reflects the
electronic DOS of the surface layer.

The above facts indicate that the PCS spectra of SmB6

originated from the surface and bulk states for Rc<1000 �,
where the depth of the probe tip exceeded the surface thick-
ness. Therefore, the spectral shape was expected to vary with
the contact size if the electronic DOS for the surface and bulk
states were different. Therefore, the decrease of � at small
contact sizes, i.e., large contact resistances, in Fig. 3(a) indi-
cates the suppression of the c- f hybridization in the vicinity of
SmB6 surface. In other words, the Kondo breakdown occurs
in the vicinity of the SmB6 surface. From the theoretical and
experimental studies, several possibilities, such as the reduced
coordination of Sm ions, oxidation, chemical damage, and Sm
vacancy at the SmB6 surface, are considered as the origin
of the Kondo breakdown [34,53–56]. To reveal the origin
of Kondo breakdown in the vicinity of the surface, further
investigations are needed.

Unlike �, the spin polarizations P and Z did not vary
significantly when the contact resistance changed, as shown
in Fig. 3(b). The slight variation in P, which decreases with
increasing resistance, could result from the altered potential
barrier at the SmB6/Nb interface. Similar features have been
observed in ferromagnetic materials [49,51]. Based on the
contact-resistance dependence of �, P, and Z, it is reasonable
to assume that the surface state covers the bulk Kondo state.

As described above, the local heating effect continued
to occur in the measurements when the amplitude of the
sweep bias voltage was |V | = 20 mV. Therefore, we further
decreased the sweep amplitude to |V | = 10 mV to elimi-
nate heating effects during the measurements. Figure 4(a)
illustrates the PCAR spectra at T = 4.5 K, where the asym-
metric background overlapping with the dip-shaped zero-bias
anomaly is clearly observed, although the sweep amplitude
decreases from |V | = 20 mV to 10 mV. We fit the background

FIG. 4. (a), (b) PCAR spectrum at T = 4.5 K fitted by the Fano
and m-BTK models, respectively. (c) Temperature dependence of
the spin polarization evaluated by the m-BTK model. The dashed
line represents the linear extrapolation. (d) The spin polarization as a
function of the interface scattering parameter Z. The spin polarization
at Z = 0 is estimated to be 0.56 ± 0.01 from the linear extrapolation
as shown by the dashed line.
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using the Fano model estimated from the PCAR measure-
ments of |V | � 20 mV, which are depicted by the red solid
line in Fig. 4(a). Figure 4(b) shows the spectrum Gb after sub-
tracting the background, which is well reproduced by fitting
based on the m-BTK model with a spin polarization value
of P = 0.55, as depicted by the red solid line. Moreover,
the fitting temperature was consistent with the experimental
temperature for the sweep amplitude of |V | = 10 mV, indi-
cating the suppression of heating during the measurements.
The value of P was consistent with that for |V | = 20 mV
[Fig. 2(c)], indicating that the polarization was unaffected
by heating during the measurements. The temperature depen-
dence of the spin polarization is shown in Fig. 4(c), in which
the polarization is evaluated above a contact resistance of
1000 � to reduce the effect of the bulk state. These results
demonstrate that below T ∼ 8 K, the spin polarization of the
metallic surface state on SmB6 is independent of temperature.
In the PCAR investigation between a polycrystalline SmB6

film and Nb interface, the spectra were reproduced by the
BTK model [57], suggesting that a spin polarization is sup-
pressed on the SmB6 surface. At low temperatures, the bulk
properties in SmB6 are varied significantly by the existence of
disorders in the crystal [58]. Similarly, the surface properties,
such as spin polarization, could be affected by disorders of the
sample [28].

Finally, we discuss the intensity of the spin polarization for
the surface state in SmB6. Because SmB6 is a TKI, it is natural
for a high-spin polarization state to be confirmed by the PCAR
spectra, as in the case of Bi-based TIs (Bi1−xSbx )2Te3 [36],
where the spin polarizations in Bi2Te3 and in Sb2Te3 are
reported to be P ∼ 0.7 at Z ∼ 0.3 and P ∼ 0.57 at Z ∼ 0.6,
respectively. In SmB6, the spin polarization at Z = 0 is given
as P = 0.56 ± 0.01 in Fig. 4(d). Generally, the spin polariza-
tion decreases with increasing Z [49–51], meaning that the
polarization at Z = 0 in (Bi1−xSbx )2Te3 is much larger that
of the above values. These imply that the spin polarization
in SmB6 is smaller than that in (Bi1−xSbx )2Te3 owing to the
suppression of c- f hybridization at the SmB6 surface. As
shown in Fig. 3, the Kondo resonance in the vicinity of the sur-
face narrows owing to the Kondo breakdown arising from the
suppression of the hybridization. This indicates decoupling
between the localized 4 f moments and conduction electrons

in the vicinity of the surface. The decoupling also reduces
the spin polarization because the topological future of the sur-
face state originates from the hybridization in SmB6. Namely,
the Kondo breakdown in the vicinity of the surface leads to
incompletion of the topologically protected surface state in
SmB6. Meanwhile, according to the previous theoretical and
experimental studies, the spin excitons in SmB6 suppress the
topological nature of the surface state [26–28,59]. Therefore,
to clarify the suppression of spin polarization at the surface
state in TKIs, further theoretical and experimental investiga-
tion is required.

IV. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, we conducted a PCAR spectroscopic inves-
tigation of SmB6 using an Nb tip. Below the superconducting
transition temperature of Nb, the PCAR spectra were de-
composed into two components: a narrow-dip structure at
approximately zero bias arising from the Andreev reflection
between the spin-polarized surface state on the SmB6 and
SC Nb interfaces, and a broad asymmetric background owing
to the formation of the Kondo resonance. The contact-size
dependence of the spectra revealed that the width of the Kondo
resonance was narrowed as the contact size decreased. This is
caused by the Kondo breakdown arising from the suppression
of c-f hybridization owing to the reduced coordination of the
Sm3+ ions in the vicinity of the surface. The spin polarization
is smaller than that of the Bi-based TI, which is understood
as the decoupling between the 4 f moments and conduction
electrons due to the Kondo breakdown. The results strongly
suggest that in TKI the Kondo breakdown plays a crucial role
for the topological features, not only in the bulk state in the
vicinity of the surface but also in the surface state.
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