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Universal orbital and magnetic structures in infinite-layer nickelates
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We conducted a comparative study of the rare-earth infinite-layer nickelate films, RNiO2 (R = La, Pr, and Nd),
using resonant inelastic x-ray scattering (RIXS). We found that the gross features of the orbital configurations
are essentially the same, with minor variations in the detailed hybridization. For low-energy excitations, we
unambiguously confirm the presence of damped magnetic excitations in all three compounds. By fitting to a
linear spin-wave theory, comparable spin exchange coupling strengths and damping coefficients are extracted,
indicating a universal magnetic structure in the infinite-layer nickelates. Interestingly, while signatures of a
charge order are observed in LaNiO2 in the quasielastic region of the RIXS spectrum, it is absent in NdNiO2

and PrNiO2. This prompts further investigation into the universality and the origins of charge order within the
infinite-layer nickelates.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The discovery of superconductivity in the infinite-layer
nickelates has marked a new milestone in the field of un-
conventional superconductivity [1]. While the nickelates were
first thought to resemble the cuprates due to their similar
crystal structure and electron count in the 3d orbitals [2,3], the
initial stages of the experimental investigations have revealed
notable differences between the two systems [4–10]. As a
result, the nickelates have emerged as a new class of strongly
correlated materials, presenting fresh opportunities to study
the role of strong electronic correlations in unconventional
superconductors.

To date, superconductivity has been found in La-, Pr-,
and Nd-based infinite-layer nickelate thin films [4,11,12].
The doping-temperature phase diagram in these compounds
appears to be quite similar, indicating a similar underlying
microscopic origin. However, subtle differences have also
been observed. For example, London penetration depth mea-
surements indicate that La- and Pr-NiO2 exhibit a node in the
superconducting order parameter, whereas it is less clear in
NdNiO2, possibly due to the magnetic moment carried by the
Nd ions [13]. Another example is the recent demonstration of
substantial variations in the anisotropy of the upper critical
field across La, Pr, and Nd-NiO2 [14]. These observations

*Corresponding author: leews@stanford.edu

imply that the rare-earth element may play a role in the low-
energy electronic behavior.

Indeed, theories have suggested that 5d orbitals of the
rare-earth element hybridize with the Ni 3d orbitals and
give rise to hole-like Fermi surface (FS) pockets, making
the infinite-layer nickelates multiorbital systems [15–25]. The
minimal model should at least consist of a hole-like band
with dominant Ni 3dx2−y2 character which is coupled to an
electron-like band with a dominant character of rare-earth
5d orbitals. It has been an intriguing question regarding
whether rare-earth elements could serve as a tuning knob
to control the properties of the infinite-layer nickelates, as
they do in the well-known cases of the perovskite nickelates
[26,27]. Along this line, theoretical studies have investigated
the variation of electronic, magnetic, and lattice structures as
a function of rare-earth elements [25,28,29], suggesting the
possible occurrence of nontrivial phase transitions. Thus, it
is of great interest to investigate the rare-earth dependence
by examining the microscopic behaviors via spectroscopic
measurements.

Owing to the element-specific capability, resonant inelastic
x-ray scattering (RIXS) has been a powerful tool to reveal
the electronic structure [7], magnetic excitations [30,31], and
charge order in the infinite-layer nickelates [10,32–34]. To
date, most of the RIXS studies were focused on one family
of the infinite-layer nickelates from various sample sources,
which is not ideal for a systematic study between La-, Pr-,
and Nd-NiO2. In this article, we report RIXS data that were
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measured with identical measurement conditions on Nd-, Pr-,
and La-NiO2 thin films. Importantly, the samples were grown
and prepared using the same synthesis and characterization
standard. Since uncapped infinite-layer nickelates are prone to
heterogeneity, and their synthesis is hard to control [35], we
focus our studies on samples with a protective SrTiO3 capping
layer, for which we have previously demonstrated uniform
crystallinity throughout the thickness of the nickelate film
[12,35,36]. We show that the gross features of orbital config-
urations are essentially identical with some minor variations
in the detailed hybridization. For the low-energy excitations,
we compare the dispersion and the bandwidth of the magnetic
excitations in the three compounds and conclude that the mag-
netic structure is universal in the nickelates. Interestingly, in
the quasielastic RIXS spectra, we found signatures of a charge
order only in LaNiO2, but not in NdNiO2 and PrNiO2. In the
context of recent debates about the charge order in infinite-
layer nickelates [37,38], we leverage cross-sectional scanning
transmission electron microscopy (STEM) to investigate the
secondary phases present in our LaNiO2 film, and discuss
the implications on the observed charge order peak in the
LaNiO2 film.

II. EXPERIMENTAL DETAILS

Thin films of the precursor perovskite RNiO3 (R = La, Nd,
Pr) with a thickness of 10 nm were grown on a substrate of
SrTiO3(001). The c-axis oriented infinite-layer RNiO2 was
obtained by employing a topotactic reduction process [35]. To
protect and support the crystalline order, a capping layer made
of five unit cells of SrTiO3(001) was grown on top of the nick-
elate films before the topotactic reduction. X-ray diffraction
(XRD) measurements were conducted to confirm the quality
of the infinite-layer nickelate. The XRD data were included
in the Supplementary Material [39]. X-ray absorption spectra
(XAS) and RIXS measurements were performed at beamline
I21 of the Diamond Light Source (United Kingdom). The
combined energy resolution of the RIXS measurements was
approximately 40 meV at the Ni L3 edge. For the incident
energy RIXS map (Fig. 2), the spectra were collected at an
incidence angle of 35 ◦ and scattering angle of 154 ◦. Mea-
surements were taken at a temperature of 20 K. For the dd
excitations, magnetic excitations, and quasielastic map, the
RIXS spectra were taken at the photon energy of 852.6 eV
at which the intensity of the dd and magnetic excitations
is maximal. Since the magnetic excitations are quasi-two-
dimensional [30], the momentum-dependent data have been
denoted as a function of the projected in-plane momentum
transfer q‖, which can be varied by rotating the sample angle
with a fixed scattering angle. All the momentum-dependent
RIXS data shown here were obtained with the scattering angle
set to 154◦ using π polarization of the incident photons with
grazing exit geometry, at which the magnetic cross section is
dominant.

Cross-sectional specimens for STEM analysis were pre-
pared by the standard focused ion beam (FIB) lift-out process
on a Thermo Fisher Helios G4 UX FIB and imaged on
an aberration-corrected FEI Titan Themis 300 operating at
300 kV with a probe convergence angle of 21.4 mrad and inner
(outer) collection angles of 68 (200) mrad.

FIG. 1. Ni L3 edge XAS of NdNiO2, PrNiO2, and LaNiO2 ob-
tained by total electron yield in both normal (solid circles, θ =
90◦) and grazing incident (open squares, θ = 10◦) geometry. The
measurement geometry is sketched in the right panel. A constant
background has been removed and the post-edge intensity has been
normalized for comparing XAS taken at both geometries. The raw
XAS of LaNiO2 (light red) is superimposed with the La-M4-edge-
removed XAS (dark red) for reference. The data of NdNiO2 are
adapted from Ref. [8].

III. RESULTS

We begin by examining the orbital configurations of La-,
Nd-, and Pr-NiO2. Figure 1(a) illustrates the x-ray absorption
spectra (XAS) near the Ni L3 edge for these three parent com-
pounds. In the normal incident geometry (θ = 90◦), where
the polarization of the incident photons aligns with the Ni-
O bond direction, all XAS exhibit a single main peak, as
reported in previous experiments [7,8,30,31,33,34]. We note
that the absorption is significantly reduced in the grazing in-
cident geometry (θ = 10◦), where the majority of the incident
photon polarization lies in the normal direction of the NiO2

plane. This observation indicates a significant anisotropy be-
tween the in-plane and out-of-plane orbital configurations
of the system. The presence of a single XAS peak and the
linear dichroism in XAS support the notion of a quasi-two-
dimensional electronic structure, primarily consisting of a
dominant 3d9 character with a half-filled 3dx2−y2 orbital [7–9].

Further insights into the orbital configuration can be ob-
tained from RIXS spectra across the Ni L3 edge. As depicted
in Fig. 2(b), the overall features of the RIXS incident map ex-
hibit similarities among the three compounds. These include
magnetic excitations below an energy of 0.2 eV, a spectral
feature around ∼0.65 eV (referred to as 3d8R), dd excitations
within the 3d orbitals in the energy range of 1.0 to 2.5 eV,
and fluorescence emission (FL) above 2.5 eV. The presence
of similar energy scales for dd and FL excitations reflects a
generic crystal field splitting characteristic of the three fami-
lies of nickelates, as expected. Notably, the 3d8R feature has
been associated with an excitation related to the hybridized
rare-earth 5d ligands and Ni 3d states [7]. Its observation in
all three compounds indicates that it is a common feature of
infinite-layer nickelates. This observation aligns with various
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FIG. 2. (a) RIXS intensity maps of LaNiO2, NdNiO2, and PrNiO2 as a function of incident photon energy across the Ni L3 edge. 3d8R
denotes the spectral feature at approximately 0.65 eV. dd and FL indicate the excitations within the Ni 3d orbitals and the fluorescence
emission, respectively. (b) The energy loss spectra taken at the incident photon energy of 852.4 eV, as indicated by the white dashed lines in
(a). Data of NdNiO2 are adapted from Ref. [30].

theoretical predictions that suggest a multiorbital nature in
infinite-layer nickelates, where the rare-earth 5d states con-
tribute to the band structures near the Fermi energy [15–25].
This is in contrast to high-Tc cuprates, where the states near
the Fermi energy are primarily dominated by a mixture of Cu
3dx2−y2 character and the O 2p ligand states.

Despite the overall similarity, we have observed a sub-
tle difference in the dd excitations. Figure 3 illustrates the
dd excitations obtained at three different angles, effectively
varying the incident photon polarization with respect to the
crystallographic axes. As a result, the cross section of dd
excitations associated with different orbital symmetries is
modulated [40]. Specifically, in the normal incident geome-
try (θ = 90◦) depicted in Fig. 3(a), the electric field of the
incident photon polarization lies in the NiO2 plane, favoring
transitions associated with in-plane orbitals such as dx2−y2

and dxy. In the other geometry (θ ∼ 138.5◦ in Fig. 3), the
photon polarization now includes a notable component per-
pendicular to the NiO2 plane, enabling excitations associated
with out-of-plane dxz/yz orbitals. Since the dd excitations in
the RIXS incident photon map are generic [Fig. 2(a)], we
follow the assignment of dd peaks described in our previous
work [8], as also denoted in Fig. 3. Interestingly, as shown
in Figs. 3(c) and 3(d), while the excitations associated with
the dxz/yz orbitals are prominent in Nd- and Pr-NiO2, they
are significantly weaker in LaNiO2. This observation suggests
that LaNiO2 exhibits more extended dxz/yz orbitals.

Next, we discuss the magnetic excitations, which bear
the hallmarks of the underlying electronic correlations [30].
Figure 4(a) shows the unambiguous presence of a branch
of dispersive magnetic excitations in all three compounds
with similar characteristics. Specifically, the dispersion em-
anates away from the zone center and reaches respective
maxima near (0.5, 0) and (0.25, 0.25), consistent with the spin
wave dispersion in an antiferromagnetically coupled spin-1/2
square lattice system. By comparing the RIXS spectra near

the two maxima, as shown in Figure 4(b), we found that
the peak positions of the magnetic excitations are essentially
identical in the three compounds within the uncertainty of

FIG. 3. (a) A sketch of the π -scattering geometry used for tak-
ing the data reported in this article. In this geometry, the electric
field polarization of the incident photon (denoted as “E”) is in the
scattering plane. RIXS spectra of LaNiO2, NdNiO2, and PrNiO2 at
(b) θ = 90◦ and (c) θ ∼ 138.5◦ with the (100) direction (i.e., the
Ni-O bond direction) in the scattering plane. (d) RIXS spectrum
taken at θ ∼ 138.5◦ with (110) direction in the scattering plane.
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FIG. 4. (a) RIXS intensity map of LaNiO2, NdNiO2, and PrNiO2, as a function of in-plane momentum along (h, 0) and (h, h) directions.
The white circles indicate peak positions of the magnetic excitations. (b) RIXS spectra of the three nickelates taken at two representative
momenta near the maxima of the dispersion. The ticks are guides-to-the-eye for the peak position of the magnetic excitation spectra. (c) The
extracted magnetic mode energy ωq and damping coefficients γq from fitting the data to the damped harmonic oscillation function for the three
compounds. The linear spin wave fits (dashed lines) to the extracted dispersions are also superimposed. The data of NdNiO2 are adapted from
Ref. [30]. The raw data of La- and PrNiO2 are included in the Supplemental Material [39].

our experiments. This suggests that the bandwidths of the
magnetic excitations are quite similar across the three families
of nickelates. Additionally, we observe that the magnetic peak
spectra are broad [Fig. 4(b)], indicating that the excitations
are heavily damped. This is consistent with the presence of
a rare-earth 5d FS pocket in the undoped parent compounds,
which can dissipate the magnetic excitations in the particle-
hole continuum [30].

To obtain a more quantitative comparison, following our
previous work on NdNiO2 [30], we fit the RIXS magnetic
spectrum to a damped harmonic oscillation function χ ′′(q, ω)
[41], given by

χ ′′(q, ω) = γqω
(
ω2 − ω2

q

)2 + 4γ 2
q ω2

, (1)

where ωq is the undamped mode energy and γq the damp-
ing coefficient. The extracted ωq and γq are summarized
in Fig. 4(c). All three nickelates exhibit a similar energy-
momentum dispersion with a similar degree of damping.
Then, we fit the extracted dispersion to a linear spin wave form
for the spin-1/2 square-lattice Heisenberg antiferromagnet
[42], including nearest- and next-nearest-neighbor exchange
couplings,

H = J1

∑

i, j

Si · S j + J2

∑

i,i′
Si · Si′ , (2)

where Si, S j , and Si′ denote Heisenberg spins at site i,
nearest-neighbor sites j, and the next- nearest-neighbor sites
i′, respectively. The fitted J1 and J2 are summarized in Table I.
Both J1 and J2 are comparable in all three nickelates, except
that the J1 of PrNiO2 appears to be slightly larger than the
others, consistent with the higher peak position in the raw
magnetic spectra shown in Fig. 4(b). This finding aligns with
the weak rare-earth dependence on the spin exchange inter-
action predicted by theoretical models [25,28]. We also note
that there appears to be no clear correlation with the c-axis
lattice parameter, which monotonically decreases by replacing
the rare-earth element from La to Nd. This null correlation

suggests that the spin exchange interaction is essentially in-
sensitive to the electronic structure along the c-axis direction.
Thus, the magnetic interactions are dictated by the in-
plane low-energy electronic structure, presumably the 3dx2−y2

orbitals.
It is important to emphasize that our results do not nec-

essarily imply the existence or nonexistence of long-range
antiferromagnetic order (AFM), as the putative AFM wave
vector is beyond the reach of the Ni L edge RIXS. Indeed,
multiple studies of bulk polycrystalline samples do not show
long-range AFM order [43–45]. Nevertheless, the observa-
tion firmly establishes the universal presence of substantial
antiferromagnetic spin interactions in infinite-layer nicke-
lates, suggesting that Mott physics should play a significant
role in shaping the microscopic electronic structure of these
nickelates.

Another hallmark of strong electronic correlations is a
complex phase diagram comprising multiple quantum phases.
Particularly, those quantum phases that break the translation
symmetry can be detected by examining the momentum distri-
bution of the quasielastic peak intensity in the RIXS spectrum
(see, for example, Ref. [46]). Indeed, previously, we observed
a charge order in LaNiO2 and investigated its doping and tem-
perature dependence using RIXS in σ -scattering polarization
[10], where the incident x-ray polarization is perpendicular
to the scattering plane. Using a different scattering geom-
etry (e.g., π polarization), as shown in Fig. 5, a peak at
(0.345 ± 0.0007, 0) is observed in LaNiO2, confirming the

TABLE I. A summary of the nearest-neighbor and next-nearest-
neighbor spin exchange coupling obtained by fitting the dispersion
to a linear spin wave theory.

J1 (meV) J2 (meV) c axis (Å)

LaNiO2 61.6 ± 4.2 −11.3 ± 3.0 3.39
PrNiO2 66.9 ± 3.2 −11.4 ± 2.3 3.31
NdNiO2 64.1 ± 3.4 −10.2 ± 2.4 3.28

024512-4



UNIVERSAL ORBITAL AND MAGNETIC STRUCTURES IN … PHYSICAL REVIEW B 109, 024512 (2024)

FIG. 5. Quasielastic RIXS intensity map of LaNiO2, PrNiO2,
and NdNiO2, as a function of in-plane momentum along the (h, 0)
directions. Momentum distribution of the integrated intensity within
the black dashed box is shown in lower panels as red circles con-
nected by dashed lines. The solid black curve is a fit to a Lorentzian
function for the charge order peak with a fitted peak position of
0.345 ± 0.0007 r.l.u.

presence of the charge order. Interestingly, the signature of
the charge order scattering peak is absent in the RIXS data
of Nd- and Pr-NiO2. While this may appear to indicate that
the charge order is not universal in infinite-layer nickelates,
recent findings have presented a puzzle. Specifically, a peak
with a wave vector of (0.333, 0) has been reported in NdNiO2

films prepared without a SrTiO3 capping layer [32,33] and
PrNiO2 with a STO capping layer [34]. Notably, the peak
intensity in uncapped NdNiO2 exhibits a positive correlation
with the spectral weight of the RIXS 3d8R feature [32,33],
but our LaNiO2 exhibits the least pronounced 3d8R peak in
RIXS spectra of the three families [Fig. 2(b)]. Consequently,
the emergence of CO appears to be sample-specific. Some
aspects of the material specificity will be further discussed in
the next section.

IV. DISCUSSION

As previously discussed by Krieger et al. [33], the XAS
and RIXS spectra of NdNiO2 without a SrTiO3 capping layer
exhibit distinct characteristics compared to their counterparts
with a capping layer. Namely, the XAS exhibits less linear
dichroism between σ and π polarization of the incident pho-
ton, indicating a more three-dimensional orbital configuration
in the uncapped NdNiO2. In addition, the 3d8R feature in
the RIXS spectra also becomes stronger and resonates at
a photon energy lower than the main peak in Ni L edge
XAS, producing a shoulder in the leading edge of the XAS
[7,32,33]. Our results shown in Figs. 1 and 2 unambiguously
establish the generic orbital configuration in capped La-, Pr-,
and Nd-NiO2 films and confirm the different electronic con-
figurations between the capped and uncapped nickelate films.
This notion gained further support from the work by Raji et al.
via STEM-EELS and hard x-ray photoemission spectroscopy
[37]. We also note that in the uncapped NdNiO2 thin film,
no magnetic excitations were resolved, raising a question
regarding the dichotomy between the charge order and the
spin order that could be switched by the presence of the
capping layer [33]. We remark that this need not be the case,
as magnetic excitations and charge order coexist in our capped
LaNiO2 (Fig. 4).

It is important to note that the recent discovery of charge
order in infinite-layer nickelates has sparked a significant
debate. Pelliciari et al. proposed that this observation could
have arisen from the SrTiO3 (STO) substrate’s (1 0 1) Bragg
peak due to the third harmonic x-ray photon contamination
originating from the beamline [47]. Since all of our films were
grown on STO substrates and capped with STO layers, we
would have expected to observe the purported Bragg peak
contamination in all of our samples. However, this is contra-
dicted by the data presented in Fig. 5. In addition, we remark
that Tam et al have conducted comprehensive measurements
to specifically address Pelliciari’s scenario [48].

Another scenario may be more difficult to completely rule
out. Some recent studies propose that the “charge order” peak
in Nd-based compounds originates from secondary phases,
where ordered rows of excess apical oxygens with 3 unit
cell periodicity (denoted as 3ao) are formed [37,38]. In fully
reduced NdNiO2, no charge order is detected, as found in
our NdNiO2 and PrNiO2 samples (Fig. 5). But are secondary
phases also present in our LaNiO2 sample?

We first remark that while we cannot comprehensively
rule out the presence of secondary phases, our LaNiO2 film
should predominantly consist of the infinite-layer nickelate
phase, with a purity comparable to that of the NdNiO2 and
PrNiO2 samples. This assertion is supported by the consis-
tent spectroscopic features observed in XAS (Fig. 1), RIXS
maps (Fig. 2), and RIXS magnetic excitation spectra (Fig. 4)
across the three families of nickelates. Also, the charge order
in LaNiO2 has an incommensurate wave vector, unlike the
commensurate 3ao unit-cell periodicity found in the uncapped
NdNiO2 and the secondary phase [37,38]. Moreover, our pre-
vious work demonstrates a systematic doping evolution of
the charge order wave vector, width, and onset temperature,
inconsistent with an explanation solely based on oxygen order
of secondary phases [10].

In order to gain further insight about secondary phases in
our LaNiO2 films, we conduct a detailed structural investi-
gation of a capped LaNiO2 thin film grown on SrTiO3 with
identical conditions to those studied by RIXS using high-
angle annular dark-field (HAADF) scanning transmission
electron microscopy (STEM). Figure 6 shows a representative
HAADF-STEM image of a large area of the LaNiO2 thin film
and the fast Fourier transform (FFT) of the micrograph which
provides quantitative analysis of the periodicities present in
the image. The diagonal canting which is observed on either
side of the HAADF-STEM image in Fig. 6 has been discussed
elsewhere [12] and is attributed to a local reorientation of the
c axis into the plane of the film as a mechanism for relieving
the relatively high compressive strain imposed on the reduced
LaNiO2 by epitaxial growth on SrTiO3.

As sampled by our HAADF-STEM measurements, most
of the film is consistent with the reduced infinite-layer
structure and certain types of heterogeneity in the lattice
(e.g., Ruddlesden-Popper type stacking faults) which have
been well documented throughout all reported infinite-layer
nickelate thin film species [4,12,35,36,49]. We do, however,
observe some limited regions of off-stoichiometry from
the infinite-layer formula LaNiO2. But rather than the 3ao

order in the excess oxygen, we find instead local regions of
film which appear consistent with the nominally unreduced
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FIG. 6. Left: A representative HAADF-STEM image and (right) the corresponding fast Fourier transform (FFT) of a large area in a LaNiO2

thin film on SrTiO3.

perovskite precursor phase, i.e., LaNiO3. The HAADF-STEM
image in Fig. 7 shows one region with local perovskite and
infinite-layer-like regions on either side of the ∼40 nm field
of view, separated by a diagonal canted region in the middle
of the image. The right-hand region marked by a yellow box
(region B) and its corresponding FFT show a lattice which is
consistent with the infinite-layer phase: namely, a reduced c-
axis lattice constant and lack of additional superlattice peaks.
The left-hand region marked by the blue box (region A) and
its corresponding selected area FFT show a lattice structure
which is consistent with the perovskite precursor phase, char-
acterized in particular by the half-order in-plane (1/2, 0, 0)
superlattice peaks and the expanded c-axis lattice constant
similar to that of the SrTiO3 substrate (STO in Fig. 7). A
subtle (1/4, 0, 1/4) ordering can be found in the few unit cells
nearest to the substrate-film interface within this perovskite-
like region, as marked by the orange box and arrows the
HAADF-STEM image and corresponding FFT shown
in Fig. 8.

Across a set of ∼40 images constituting a quasirandom
survey spanning ∼1.5 µm in this LaNiO2 thin film, we find
no signs of the (1/3, 0, 1/3) peaks of the 3ao order described
in similar studies of NdNiO2 thin films. It is important to note
that this lack of evidence for 3ao oxygen ordering does not
definitively rule out the possibility of such ordering elsewhere
in the film, but rather provides an estimated upper bound on
the prevalence of any such ordering we would expect in this
and similar samples. Still, it is further interesting to reflect
that the 3ao ordering which has been observed by similar
techniques in uncapped NdNiO2 thin films reflects a different
character of accommodating oxygen off-stoichiometry than
what we observe here [37]. Here, we find nm-scale regions

which appear more or less fully perovskite-like interspersed
between large regions of what appear to be fully reduced infi-
nite layers, while reports in the uncapped NdNiO2 thin films
suggest a wider or more disperse distribution of excess oxy-
gen into regions which can be locally considered NdNiO2+δ

(δ = 0.33–0.66) [37,38]. We speculate that these differences
in the oxygen distribution could be related to different intrin-
sic effects of the La- and Nd-based compounds as well as
to more extrinsic consideration such as lattice defects which
may act as barriers or channels for oxygen de-intercalation
during the chemical reduction process. A more thorough and
comprehensive understanding of these differences is called
for, and should include comparison of samples with differ-
ent rare-earth cations (La, Nd, and even Pr) synthesized by
different research groups.

Finally, some characteristics of LaNiO2 are noteworthy. As
suggested by Been et al. [25], due to the presence of empty
4 f states, the calculated size of the La 5d Fermi surface
(FS) pocket and the effective mass along the out-of-plane
direction are the smallest among all rare-earth infinite-layer
nickelates and do not follow the same trend as others. Ad-
ditionally, theory has also suggested that the modulation of
charge order might be intimately related to both the rare-earth
FS and the Ni 3dx2−y2 states [50]. Therefore, it is possible that
the La 5d FS in LaNiO2 is somehow more conducive to the
emergence of charge order. Another characteristic of LaNiO2

is its epitaxial strain. By comparing the lattice constants to
those of the bulk crystal powders [44], we determined that the
La-, Pr-, and Nd-NiO2 thin films exhibit compressive epitaxial
strains of 1.34%, 0.9%, and 0.6%, respectively. Interestingly,
the LaNiO2 film experiences the most compressive strain
compared to the other two families of nickelates. Drawing

FIG. 7. HAADF-STEM image and selected area FFTs of a region in the same LaNiO2 film which shows mixed oxygen stoichiometry.
The FFTs of regions A (blue box, unreduced perovskite nickelate) and B (infinite-layer nickelate) are shown in right panels; the far-right FFT
(STO) is selected from a region of the SrTiO3 substrate in the same image. The dotted line marks the out-of-plane peak distance in the SrTiO3

substrate, corresponding to a lattice spacing of 3.905 Å, indicating a reduced c-axis lattice constant in region B.
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FIG. 8. Higher-magnification HAADF-STEM image of region A
in Fig. 7 and the associated FFT. No splitting in the c-axis peaks is
observed, indicating the nominally perovskite phase of this region.
Half-order in-plane peaks (white arrows) are clearly visible as dis-
cussed in Fig. 7, as well as faint (1/4, 0, 1/4) peaks in addition
to the primary peaks (orange arrows) in the region marked by the
orange box.

from the insights gained from the study of cuprates, where the
emergence and behavior of charge order can be substantially
influenced by strain [51–55], it may be reasonable to speculate
whether strain plays a role in the emergence of charge order in
infinite-layer nickelates. Further investigations are necessary
to clarify the role of the rare-earth 5d Fermi surface (FS)
pocket and strain in the emergence of charge order.

In summary, our RIXS data showcase the orbital configura-
tion and magnetic excitations of early rare-earth infinite-layer
nickelate thin films with a SrTiO3 capping layer. The observed
universal orbital configuration and magnetic features indicate
a common behavior among these nickelates. Interestingly, we
only observed a signature of charge order in LaNiO2, but not
in PrNiO2 and NdNiO2, calling for further investigations. As

an outlook, it would be interesting to investigate infinite-layer
nickelates with high-Z rare-earth elements, which can fur-
ther examine the universality of the electronic and magnetic
structures, as well as the emergence of other instabilities, as
predicted by some theories [28,29].
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