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Effects of defects on the incommensurate phase of sodium nitrite crystals

Jong-Gul Yoon and Sook-Il Kwun
Department of Physics, Seoul National University, Seoul 15l, Korea

(Received 10 October 1986)

Specific-heat measurements on virgin and y-ray —irradiated single crystals of NaNO& have been
carried out to study the effects of defects on the incommensurate phase. Observation of a small
specific-heat anomaly at a temperature just above the commensurate-incommensurate (CI) phase-
transition point is reported for the first time. It is suggested that this new anomaly may be evidence
for a defect-induced intermediate state between the commensurate and incommensurate phases. We
discuss qualitatively the observed new anomaly and thermal hysteresis in the CI phase transition.

I. INTRODUCTION

An anomalous thermal hysteresis has been detected in a
number of incommensurate systems, both in insulators
and in low-dimensional conductors. ' This hysteresis has
been attributed to the effect of pinning of the incommen-
surate modulation. It is well known from theoretical in-
vestigations that the properties of incommensurate sys-
tems may be seriously altered by the presence of extrinsic
fixed defects or impurities.

In particular, defects (or impurities) and discrete lattice
effects become important in the vicinity of the
commensurate-incommensurate (CI) phase transition. A
metastable chaotic state with randomly-spaced-pinned sol-
itons has been predicted to exist intermediate between the
commensurate and incommensurate phases. Further-
more, the randomness caused by the defects as well as the
occurrence of competing interactions may lead the sys-
tems to have properties similar to those of spin glass.

Thus it is expected that, on the basis of theoretical con-
siderations, changes in the macroscopic properties as well
as a limitation on the long-range order of the modulation
in incommensurate systems should be observable in the
presence of extrinsic defects. Recently, a slow extension
of the long-range order of the incommensurate modula-
tion, assigned to the interaction of the modulation with
mobile point defects, has been reported.

In this paper, experimental results on the specific heat
near the CI phase transition are presented for ferroelectric
NaNOz single crystals which have an antiferroelectric in-
commensurate phase in the narrow temperature range of
163—165 C. The incommensurate polarization wave is
characterized by the wave vector q =6a*, where
0. 101 &5 &0. 122 with no lock-in at rational fractions like

9 We present the first observation of a smal 1 specific-
heat anomaly at temperature T; just above the CI phase-
transition point T, . This new anomaly in the specific heat
has sample dependence which may be due to defects in
the crystal. To obtain information on the effects of the
defects on the incommensurate system, specific-heat mea-
surements were also carried out for y-ray —irradiated
NaNOz single crystals with various doses. Our measure-
ments support the conclusion that the defects induced by

irradiation are responsible for the observed new anomaly
and the thermal characteristics in the CI phase transition.

II. EXPERIMENTAL

The specific-heat measurements were undertaken using
an ac calorimetry method which is a very effective method
for obtaining the detailed temperature dependence of the
specific heat near the transition temperature. An ac-
modulated light beam (3.4 Hz) serving as a heat source
provides periodic heating of the specimen which is mount-
ed in a furnace. The ac temperature of the specimen,
which is inversely proportional to the heat capacity of the
specimen, was detected through a Chromel-Constantan
thermocouple using a lock-in amplifier. The furnace tem-
perature was controlled to provide a slow sweep rate
which was normally 500 mK/min and was reduced to
about 50—100 mK/min in the vicinity of phase transition.

The single NaNOz crystals used in this work were
grown from melt. For y-ray irradiation the specimens
were exposed to y rays from a Co source (10 kCi) at
room temperature. The size of the specimens after polish-
ing is about 2&2X0. 1 mm .

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The specific-heat data for the virgin NaNO2 single crys-
tal near its incommensurate antiferroelectric phase are
shown in Fig. 1. Since the ac technique does not give ab-
solute values for the specific heat, it was necessary to nor-
malize the experimental data at some temperature. Our
data were normalized at T =195 C to the values of the
specific heat measured by Sakiyama et al. Characteris-
tic anomalies are observed at T, = 163.5 C and Tz
=164.6'C which separate commensurate ferroelectric, in-
commensurate antiferroelectric, and paraelectric phases at
these temperatures. Though in both the incommensurate
antiferroelectric and the paraelectric phase no difference
can be observed, the specific-heat curves show somewhat
different behavior from sample to sample near the CI
phase-transition point T, . This fact may be related to the
complicated nature of the CI phase transition such as
creation and annihilation of domain walls. The phase
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FIG. 1. Specific heat of a virgin NaNO& single crystal as a
function of temperature near the incommensurate phase. The ar-
row indicates a new anomaly found in this work.
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transition at T, is accompanied by a thermal hysteresis of
about 0.2 'C.

A striking feature is the small specific-heat anomaly at
temperature T; = 163.7 'C just above T, (Fig. 1). This
anomaly was not observed in some samples, and it was
detected more clearly during the heating process than
during the cooling process. Because of these peculiar as-
pects it can be inferred that this phenomenon may be due
to defects or impurities in the NaNOz crystal.

The specific-heat data for y-ray —irradiated NaNO2
crystals are shown in Fig. 2. From these results some in-
teresting features can be noted. (1) The transition temper-
atures T, and Tz decrease as the y-ray dose is increased.
The irradiation-dose dependence of T, and Tz are shown
in Fig. 3. Because of their diff'erent rates of decrease the
temperature range of the incommensurate phase widens as
the irradiation dose increases. (2) The thermal hysteresis
of the specific heat at T, becomes conspicuous as the irra-
diation dose is increased as shown in Fig. 3. This result is
in agreement with results for other incommensurate sys-
tems in which impurities play a major role in this
phenomenon. ' (3) The small anomaly observed in the
virgin crystal becomes manifest for the y-ray irradiated
ones. This anomaly is found in most of the irradiated
crystals and is detected more clearly during heating than
during cooling as in the case of the virgin NaNOq crystal.

With regard to the first point, the change in the phase-
transition points may be attributed to reduction of electro-
static dipolar interaction due to the point defects induced
by irradiation. It is estimated that some sort of short-
range interactions as well as the long-range electrostatic
interaction are responsible for the appearance of the in-
commensurate phase of NaNO2. " The short-range in-
teractions are likely to be much more influenced by the
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FICx. 2. Specific heat of y-ray irradiated NaNOz single crys-
tals as a function of temperature. (a) 0.98& 10 R, (b) 1.96)& 10'
R, (c) 2.94&10 R. Arrows indicate a new anomaly found in
this work.
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