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Surface effects on valence in rare-earth intermetallic compounds
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It is shown that the electronic properties of the surface of rare-earth intermetallic compounds may differ
from those of the bulk whenever the 4f level lies close to the Fermi energy. A surface valence transition is
identified in YbAu2 ~

From the o~e-electron point of view the well-
known valence instability' of certain rare-earth
elements is described simply by the fact that the
4f level may fall within. the immediate vicinity of
the Fermi energy. Although pressure-induced va
lence changes might suggest that the volume avail-
able to the rare-earth ion is determinative, it is
more accurate to consider the volume to be de-
termined by the valence which in turn depends on
electronic factors.

The RM, compounds' ' (R is a rare earth, M is
a noble metal) provide an opportunity for further
tests of these ideas. The compounds exist in two
different structures, orthorhombic CeCu, and te-
tragonal Mo8i, . Lattice-volume and electronega-
tivity effects should be readily separable because
Ag and Au have comparable metallic radii but dis-
tinct work functions while Cu and Ag have compa-
rable work functions but distinct metallic radii.

A graphic overview of the behavior of these com-
pounds is obtained from the cell volume per for-
mula unit shown in Fig. 1. In the inajority of the
compounds the rare earth is trivalent, arid the
smooth trend in the data clearly exhibits the lan-
thanide contraction. Anomalies are found in the
cases of Ce, Eu, and Yb. Cerium shows a ten-
dency to drop below the trivalent curve signalling
a trend toward the 4+ state, especially in CeAu, .
CeAg, appears to be an intermediate-valence com-
pound. Europium compounds are all divalent.

Ytterbium is clearly trivalent in YbAu„and
probably fully divalent in the Cu and Ag compounds.
The most interesting observation is that Yb is di-
valent in the YbAg, whose hypothetical trivalent
volume is greater thari that of YbAu, as well as in
YbCu, whose trivalent volume is smaller. This
argues strongly against lattice volume as a deter-
minative factor. The distinguishing property of
Au is its electronegativity. On this basis alone,
we would expect greater charge txansfer from the
rare earth to..gold than to copper or silver during
alloy forma, tion. Note that the same arguments
can also be appbed to expl. ain the behavior of Ce
which becomes 4+ in the gold 'compound, and re-
mains close to 3+ in the copper analog.
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FIG. 1. Cell volume per formula unit in the RMz com-
pound8.

The molecular volumes of the compounds which
do not fall on the 3+ curves do not suffice to de-
fine the valence. We know only that those which
fall above have a valence lower than 3+, while
those which fall below have a- valence which is
higher. X-ray photoemission spectroscopy (XPS)
has previously been used to define the valence of
rare-earth compounds' and can, in principle, be
applied here. It is important to realize, however,
that XPS examines a -15-A surface layer, so that
a substantial fraction of the total signal comes
from the outermost layer of atoms. In the case of
Sm metal it has recently been shown that the sur-
face atoms have a divalent component, even though
the bulk metal is trivalent. ' In this paper we re-

875 1978 The American Physical Society



port an XPS study of the Yb corn oundort e compounds of the Mf
e e large 4 eros

2

e l ross section makes
i e o obtain data before surface

i„. are shown because the Yb is1. are e is known to be
ln 18 con1pouDd.

The intermetallic compounds were
are melting and/o

8 were prepared by
or rf melting in ar ono

'
rgon using dense

C eanlineSS Of, crucibles. The cl
ypx'6 c ecked by x-1R ow

an e lattice constanstants compared to

The data werwere taken in an HP5950A 8wer spectrometer
r lgh-vacuum U

substitution of a magnetic mo
'

o

t fth f
car 1 e blade. Qx en

1 ak
sur Rce remained sm

o obtain valence, m ing it possible to
we a,s core level data. After seer several

um ypical of trivalent Yb oxide
cou e resolved, requirin re
pRx'Rtlon.

lng x'enewed sux'fRce px'6-

The valence-band data for the four iThe or e four intermetallic
re s own in Fig. 2. YbCure, and YbAg

va en Yb which a eava Yb ppears as the spin-

i, exhibits a typical trivalent Yrlva ent Yb spectrum
e elow E~ with the Ni d band

The structure of th t s 6spec. rum is due toe riValent S 6 +

8 a e multiplets produced b r
one electron from 4f" y reIDovlng

om . e XPSom, and resembles th
n' p for an Wo ex-nic m exce t

omparison with spectra calca culated
e Rctlonal parentage"e lclents of fra

e op leal spectrum" of Tm" Re o m are not entirely
p ent being too strongy, e 6 corn onen

oo weak. The rest of s
1"epx'oduced.

o spectrum is well

Since there is cons'd b a
between the Yb-4f ob

i era le overla
oble or transition-and the nob

spectrum, it is advant en ageous to examine
core level as an in

'

Figure 3 dilsplays the 5h s ectr
indicator of valence.

p pectra of the samples in
e spectrum of YbCuo Cu2 18 cI1Rx'Rcterlstlc
at of YbNi, of Yb". The', o . There is an appre-

i o greater binding enerergy R11d Rn 111dl-

a enlng with increase
la.tter is att ba rl uted to unresolved m

sed valence. The

ting due to the
ved multiplet split-

o e coupling between 4~"o e ',~ and 5p. ' It
a sen in the divalent 4a, 8 . &~ case. The

xh' mall trivalent sig-g, exhibits a sm
yplca of a sample sur-

ra ours old. Both the energy of this

'IG

0—
YbAgz

50—

20—

0
~l- &2

8
0

0

I I 1 I II I~ I I

5
BINDING ENERGY (eV)

FIG. 2. VValence-band spectra of YbCu
isslon. Noble or

2$

e contributions are shovrn shaded.

peak and its growth 'th ',i 1eak wl time identif it

seen in the valence band e
oDS 0 sul'fRce oxide can
ence and peking at -9 6'V, see

The most interes i
3 1

8 lng Observation ln F3ln ". lgs. 2 and
1 svQ t p .. Dt ln YbAu2,svQ eggs component 1

o . e lattice volume i~
lent ' The d

18 entire). y tWvn-
e ivalent component in th

spectrum of YbAu i
ln the valence band

u, is located at the Feerml energy)



18 SURFACE EFFECTS ON VALENCE IN RARE-EARTH. . .

10 —
YbCLI2

AY& i
'i

I «» I

aX
CJ

I-
K
O

2 i I i I I I

YbAu2

I i & ( & I

~ ~

lge
i

I
2t

I i I I ) I i i » I I I I I I

I I i I I I I I I I I I I I I I5S, 50 25 20
BINOING ENERGY (eV)

FIG. 3. Ytterbium Q spectra in the compounds of
Fig. 2.

indicative of an intermediate valence system. By
taking data as a function of electron take-off angle
it was established that the divalent component is
a surface feature, i.e., there is a surface valence
transition analogous to that found on metallic sama-
rium. '

A special difficulty arises upon careful inspec-
tion of the Yb-5P spectrum in YbAu„Fig. 3. The
divalent contribution contained in this spectrum
which has been shown to be due to a divalent com-

ponent in the surface layer clearly exceeds the in-
tensity of the trivalent contribution by about a
factor of 2. Decreasing the take-off angle, which
diminishes the surface sensitivity of the experi-
ment, increases the trivalent contribution, as is
expected if the divalent portion of the spectrum
comes from the surface. Increasing the take-off
angle on the other hand, which increases the sur-
face contribution to the measured intensity, does
not lead to a measurable change in relative inten-
sity. This could mean that at the standard take-
off angle of 52' the experiment samples essen-
tially only the surface layer which wouM then have
to be much thicker in YbAu, than in Sm metal. It
is also possible that the greater surface roughness
in the present experiment makes it impossible to
achieve a large effective take-off angle. We con-
clude that the Yb surface atoms in YbAu, exhibit
an initial-state mixed-valence phenomenon with a
3+ to 2+ ratio of about 0.4. The fact that the va-
lence in the surface layer can be different from
that of the bulk clearly requires a reassessment
of XPS as a technique for the study of intermediate
valence materials.

Before we can give an interpretation of the origin
of the surface valence transition it is essential to
understand why YbAu, is trivalent when YbCu, and
YbAg, are divalent. We adopt a one-electron point
of view, and consider the charge transfer and Fer-
mi level changes which accompany alloy formation. .

Ytterbium metal is divalent, 4f", with its f level
1.2 eV below E~. (The location of the f level is
defined by the energy required to remove an elec-
tron from the f shell to Ez, i.e. , it is the energy
called ch, by Herbstet al. ") In order to make Yb
trivalent in an alloy it is clearly necessary to
lower the Fermi energy below the f leveL In prin-
ciple this can be accomplished by alloying with an
element of greater electronegativity. Admittedly
we are here dealing not with alloys but with or-
dered intermetallic compounds, but the energy
associated with the ordering process is relatively
small. " At fixed atom ratio, in Ybl„ the greater
the electronegativity of the M atom the lower the
Fermi energy in the alloy is expected to be. The
work function of Au is about 1 eV larger than that of
Cu or Ag. The conclusion drawn from the molecu-
lar volume that Yb is trivalerit in YbAu, but not in
YbAg, or YbCu, can be understood in terms of
this model.

It is.not necessary to assume, however, that
the. formation of trivalent Yb requires substantial
charge transfer from Yb to Au. The 4f charge
may go into Yb 5d states. " Core-electron binding-
energy shifts provide important information on
this and other points. In Table I we summarize-
the binding energies measured relative to the
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TABLE I. Core-electrori binding energies in YbM2
compounds.

Material Core level Binding energy Shift
(eV)

Cu
YbCu2

Ag
YbAg2
Au
YbAu2

Ni
7bNi5
Vb

&bCu2
YbAg2
YbAu2

YbNi5

Cu 3P ~y2
Cu3p 3g2
Ag 3d 5(2
Ag 3d p2
Au 4f Vg2

Au 4f
Ni 2p 3y2¹i2P 3(2
Yb 5p gy2~ 5P 3/2~ 5P 3]2
Yb 5P 3(2~ 5P 3]2

74.9
75.4

368.2
368.8
84.0
84.6

852.4
852.7

24.3
23.3
23.7
23.2

+0,5
e ~ ~

+0.6

+0.6

+0.3

-1.0
-0.6

~ 26.3 -1.1
25 7~ ~ ~ 0

Fermi energy in the intermetallic compounds con-
sidered here and their constituents. It is, of
course, well known that the binding energy depends
not only on charge transfer but also on the shift of
the Fermi level. This presents a problem since
the work function of alloys and intermetallics are
generalLy not known.

The importance of Fermi energy changes emer-
ges clearly from the well-established differences
in work function between Au (5.1 eV) and Yb(-8
eV). An inspection of Table I shows that in every
case the binding energy of the noble metal core
level increases by an amount between 0.5 and 0.6
eV, i.e., in a direction indicative of loss of va-
lence electrons if it mere due to a charge transfer
alone. (Even in YbNi„where the Yb is trivalent,
the shift is in this direction. } However, the ne-
cessity of establishing a common Fermi energy
upon compound formation also causes a shift of
the core level because binding energies in XPS
are measured relative to the Fermi energy. If
we assume that the Fermi energy of the compound
is somewhere between that of the constituents,
then the Fermi energy of the low work-function
component is lowered and that of the higher work-
function component raised, leading to a decrease
and an increase of the core level energies, re-
spectively. In YbAu, the adjustment of the Fermi
energies produces an increase of core binding
energies in Au and a decrease of those in Yb, both
qualitatively in agreement with observations (cf.
Table I). If we assume the work function changes
to be roughly proportional to the reciprocal com-
position ration, "we find a nearly quantitative
agreement of the observed 5P core level shifts
with those estimated from a proper adjustment
of the Fermi energies. Consequently, we are
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FIG. 4. Schematic presentation of the electronic
structure of Yb, Au, and YbAu2.

tempted to conclude that the core electron binding
energy shifts arise largely from changes in the
Fermi -level which assumes a position between
those of the constituents in the intermetallic com-
pouIld.

Further qualitative insight is provided by the
approach illustrated in Fig. 4 in which we plot
the 4f level of Yb (see Refs. 17 and 18) and the
4f and 5d band of Au schematically. The work
function of the compound is placed at the weighted
average of Yb and Au. (Density of states are
assumed to be similar; volume changes neglected,
etc.) We then find that the 4f level of Yb lies
above the Fermi level of the compound and that
the d band of gold actually shifts very littfe from
Au to YbAu, . The core level shifts are conse-
quently more likely to be due to changes in the
Fermi energy, rather than to charge transfer.

, A small shift of the gold 4f level to smaller abso-
lute binding energy, as one would expect for
charge transfer to gold does emerge from this
analysis. A similar diagram drawn for YbAg,
leaves the Yb 4f level below the Fermi energy
accounting for the divalent character.

The close proximity of the empty Yb 4f level
to E~ in YbAu, is a necessary condition for a sur-
face valence transition. Any change in electronic
structure which raises E~ at the surface makes
it divalent. A mechanism which could be respon-
sible for this phenomenon has been discussed in
connection with the case of Sm metal. ' lt is the
narrowing of the band structure at the surface
due to the reduced coordination number. This
raises the E~ in the partially occupied 5d band
and populates the 4f level.
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These observations raise basic questions re-
garding the utility of XPS in the study of metallic
intermediate valence systems. 'In such systems
the f level is within kT of E~ (at least in a one-
electron virtual-bound-state model). Significant
changes in the average valence at the surface can
be anticipated in every case. Only in the rare
case in which the escape depth is much larger
than the thickness of the surface layer will bulk
information be obtained. In general, the surface
valence may be anticipated to be lower than that
of the bulk, the opposite of what is expected from
surface oxidation. This observation serves to
clarify certain problems encountered in other ex-

periments. For example, in the study" of YbA1,
a second divalent component was found well below
E~., i.e., not involved in the mixed valence beha-
vior. Although surface oxidation to YbO was initi-
ally suggested as the source of this phenomenon,
measurements in UHV have given similar results,
casting some doubt on this explanation. The pre-
sent study suggests that it may simply represent
a stable divalent surface layer wholly electronic
in origin. A similar problem, encountered" in
EuCu, Si„may have the same explanation. It thus
appears that metallic intermediate valence com-
pounds may quite generally have stable divalent
surface layers.
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