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ABSTRACT We use single-walled carbon nanotube (CNT) crossbar electrodes to probe

sub-5 nm memory domains of thin AlOx ﬁlms. Both metallic and semiconducting CNTs
eﬀectively switch AlOx bits between memory states with high and low resistance. The
low-resistance state scales linearly with CNT series resistance down to ∼10 MΩ, at which
point the ON-state resistance of the AlOx ﬁlament becomes the limiting factor. Dependence of switching behavior on the number of cross-points suggests a
single channel to dominate the overall characteristics in multi-crossbar devices. We demonstrate ON/OFF ratios up to 5  105 and programming currents of
1 to 100 nA with few-volt set/reset voltages. Remarkably low reset currents enable a switching power of 10100 nW and estimated switching energy as
low as 0.110 fJ per bit. These results are essential for understanding the ultimate scaling limits of resistive random access memory at single-nanometer
bit dimensions.
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ncreasing data storage demands in computing, imaging, and mobile electronics
are necessitating the development of
memories that continue to push the limits
in storage density, operation speed, and low
power consumption.1 Among several nonvolatile memory candidates, resistive random access memory (RRAM) has attracted
much attention because of its potential for
high performance, scalability, and facile integration into current silicon-based CMOS
technology.2,3 In addition, resistive switching behavior observed in a wide variety of
materials including metal oxides,2,49 organics,10,11 and nanocomposites12 along with
ﬂexible device designs (e.g., lateral11,13 vs
vertical2,4 bits) and electrode materials1417
makes RRAMs promising for device integration and performance optimization. However,
most current RRAMs utilize conventional lithographic processes for fabricating metal electrodes, which deﬁne the active switching area
and therefore limit the memory density.2 Due
to their exceptional electrical, thermal, and
mechanical properties, carbon nanotubes
(CNTs), in particular single-walled CNTs, are
attractive as electrode materials.10,11,1823
Their nanometer dimensions (e.g., diameter
12 nm) are also useful in providing insights
into fundamental RRAM scaling limits, as
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metal electrodes are very diﬃcult to pattern
at sub-10 nm dimensions.11 In addition,
recent progress in the growth of nearly perfectly aligned CNTs on quartz substrates24
along with transfer and integration techniques
onto arbitrary substrates25 may provide a
feasible route toward ultrahigh-density highperformance RRAMs using CNT electrodes.
Here, we fabricate and examine CNT/
AlOx/CNT RRAMs with single to a few
CNTCNT cross-points. We observe that
the low-resistance state (LRS) of the bits
scales linearly with the higher resistance
CNT electrode down to about 10 MΩ; the
high-resistance state (HRS) is independent
of the resistance of the CNT electrodes and
is dictated by the resistance of the AlOx in its
OFF state. The lower limit for the LRS in
these devices is likely due to the resistance
of AlOx in its ON state (i.e., the resistance of
the individual nanoscale conducting ﬁlament in the AlOx). These CNT/AlOx/CNT
vertical RRAM devices exhibit reset currents
as low as 1 nA and ON/OFF ratios up to
5  105. Dependence on the number of
cross-points suggests that a single crosspoint dictates the switching behavior even
in devices with tens of cross-points. Both
metallic and semiconducting CNTs (the latter
often exhibiting higher resistance) are found
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Figure 1. (a) Schematic of carbon nanotube (CNT) crossbar electrodes with AlOx resistive random access memory (RRAM) bit
at their intersection. (b) Scanning electron micrograph (SEM) of the RRAM bit structure, including metal contacts to CNTs.
Inset shows optical image of adjacent fabricated crossbar devices. The distance between each Ti/Pd contact pair is ∼7 μm, and
the AlOx ﬁlm thickness is ∼5.5 nm.

to eﬀectively switch AlOx. Optimizing CNT resistance,
especially with semiconducting CNTs, can simultaneously provide high ON/OFF ratios and low programming currents along with a built-in series resistance to
reduce the possibility of permanent AlOx breakdown
and premature device failure. Semiconducting CNTs
could also facilitate direct integration of selector devices that prevent crosstalk between memory cells26,27
in future designs of these and related crossbar RRAMs.
Moreover, the use of CNTs as nanoscale electrodes
provides insights into the fundamental scaling limits of
RRAM technology.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
An example of devices prepared in this work is
shown in Figure 1. These RRAMs consist of crossbar
electrodes of horizontally aligned CNTs sandwiching
thin (∼5.5 nm) AlOx ﬁlms. The top and bottom layers of
CNT electrodes are contacted by separate Ti/Pd pads
(see Methods section for full fabrication details). We
use AlOx as the resistive switching medium in this work
because it is commonly available and compatible with
CNTs and we have found that it provides better switching characteristics than other comparable ﬁlms we
have experimented with (e.g., TiOx). Nevertheless, our
choice represents a ﬁrst step, but does not rule out the
future use of other materials as the switching medium
between CNT crossbars, to be pursued in other studies.
Figure 2a shows the bipolar switching behavior of a
CNT/AlOx/CNT device consisting of metallic CNTs for
both top and bottom electrodes (one on bottom and
two on top, leading to a total of two CNTCNT crosspoints, as veriﬁed by atomic force microscopy; not
shown). A current compliance of 1 μA was imposed
for the forming step and the set operations as usually
recommended for operations of most RRAMs.2 No
compliance was imposed for the reset operation.
Despite an apparent symmetric CNT/AlOx/CNT geometry, bipolar behavior can be expected here since
the top and the bottom CNTs may have diﬀerent
TSAI ET AL.

resistances. This device exhibits reasonable set/reset
voltages (þ5.5/3.5 V) after the initial forming step
at ∼8 V. This slightly higher forming voltage is consistent with most metal-oxide RRAMs2,4 and is necessary to initiate subsequent resistive switching behavior.
The set/reset voltages of crossbar RRAMs fabricated
here remain stable within ca. (0.5 V. Within our measurement time of 12 500 s, good retention is demonstrated for this device in the Supporting Information
(Figure S1a). However, some degradation in the ON/OFF
ratio is observed over 50 cycles (Figure S1b), suggesting
approaches such as encapsulation may be necessary to
improve endurance.
Our four-contact pad conﬁguration allows us to
measure currentvoltage (IV) characteristics of top
and bottom CNTs separately, as shown in Figure 2b.
Both CNT electrodes show ohmic or near-ohmic behavior
in this particular case (i.e., metallic or suﬃciently doped
semiconducting CNTs). The HRS in Figure 2a can be
described reasonably well by log(I) ≈ V1/2, which is
consistent with but does not necessarily conﬁrm a
Schottky emission-type conduction mechanism.29,30 We
note that the HRS does not exhibit a pronounced asymmetry (like a typical Schottky diode) either due to near
symmetric CNT/AlOx/CNT device structure or, more likely,
due to the high resistance of the AlOx OFF state dominating the overall resistance. The LRS value (∼40 MΩ) is close
to that of the more resistive CNT electrode, the bottom
one in this case. This device shows a remarkably low reset
current of ∼10 nA with a large ON/OFF ratio of ∼4000.
Using similar CNTCNT as well as metal (Al) lineCNT
crossbar electrodes, Wu et al.22 recently demonstrated
AlOx RRAMs with low programming currents and good
endurance (>104 cycles). Interestingly, they found that an
Al/AlOx/CNT conﬁguration with a larger active area of
∼40 nm  1 μm exhibited a lower programming current
(∼1 μA) and voltage than the CNT/AlOx/CNT conﬁguration, for which the authors estimated an active area of
only ∼6  6 nm (by assuming semiconducting CNTs do
not contribute as active electrodes). While vertical RRAMs
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Figure 2. Switching behavior of AlOx RRAMs with (a) metallicmetallic, (c) semiconductingsemiconducting, and (e)
semiconductingmetallic topbottom CNT crossbar electrodes. (b, d, f) Corresponding IV characteristics of top (red) and bottom
(black) CNTs. The sharp current rise in the top electrode voltage >0 V sweep represents the set process, and the sharp current drop in
the top electrode voltage <0 V sweep represents the reset process. “Jumps” in the current prior to switching (e.g., near 2.5 V for the
LRS in part (a)) are noise, which may be due to dynamic competition between set and reset process.28 The bottom electrode is
typically more resistive, most likely due to changes (decrease) in p-doping after AlOx deposition (Figure 3). Top-left insets in (b), (d),
and (f) show the ON/OFF ratio of the RRAM device measured with a top electrode voltage of 1.5 V. The bottom-right inset in part (d)
shows the transfer characteristics of the bottom semiconducting CNT (bottom right) at Vd = 50 mV.

can have a much reduced bit area and therefore improved
characteristics compared to lateral CNT RRAMs (e.g., those
fabricated on SiO2 by electrical breakdown13), the crossbar
RRAMs of Wu et al.22 contained tens of CNTs per contact
pad, which led to hundreds of CNTCNT cross-points,
complicating the switching process. This challenge, along
with diﬀerent AlOx thickness, may explain the higher
programming currents in their devices compared to ours.
Wu et al.22 also assumed that semiconducting CNTs did
not contribute to the memory operation. However, semiconducting CNTs are typically the predominant electronic
type in these aligned single-walled CNT arrays24 as well as
in most growth methods currently used. Hence, understanding how the presence of semiconducting CNTs
aﬀects the performance of RRAMs, or any device that
utilizes CNTs as electrodes, is of critical importance.
Figure 2c shows the switching behavior of an RRAM
device with semiconducting CNT electrodes and three
CNT cross-points. The semiconducting nature of the bottom electrode is conﬁrmed by the transfer characteristics
TSAI ET AL.

shown in the inset of Figure 2d. The top electrode consists
of three CNTs that we expect to also be all semiconducting
(as suggested by IV characteristics in Figure 2d, showing
nonlinear behavior with fairly high resistance). Despite the
relatively high resistance, AlOx can be successfully
switched with these semiconducting CNT electrodes
with similar parameters, albeit slightly higher voltages, as the device with metallic CNT electrodes
shown in Figure 2a. We observe set/reset voltages of
þ8/8 V and a reset current of only ∼13 nA. However,
unlike the metallic CNT-based RRAM of Figure 2a and b,
this device exhibits a smaller ON/OFF ratio of ∼70. This
diﬀerence arises from the fact that the HRS, which is
dictated by the OFF-state AlOx resistance (and independent of CNT electrode resistance), is similar for both
devices, whereas the LRS, in most cases, is largely
determined by the CNT electrode with higher resistance, as discussed below.
For completeness, the switching behavior and IV
characteristics of a device with semiconductingmetallic
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CNT topbottom electrodes are shown in Figure 2e and f.
This device with a semiconductingmetallic CNT electrode pair exhibits characteristics that appear to be more
similar to the semiconductingsemiconducting case
rather than the metallicmetallic case described above.
That is, the higher resistance semiconducting top CNT
electrode leads to higher set/reset voltages with a lower
ON/OFF ratio. These similarities and diﬀerences between
metallic and semiconducting CNT crossbar RRAMs distinguish our devices from recently reported two-terminal
semiconducting CNT memories, which rely on charge
migration between CNTs and substrates.23 For example,
devices relying on substrate charging eﬀects in ref 23
undergo signiﬁcant recovery within a few hours of switching (cf. Figure S1a, where we observe no signiﬁcant
recovery over several hours) and require set/reset voltages
that are opposite in polarity compared with devices
developed here when using p-type semiconducting CNTs.
More strikingly, devices in ref 23 can be achieved only
using semiconducting CNTs, whereas our devices can use
both metallic and semiconducting CNTs with a larger
ON/OFF ratio for metallic CNTs.
While it is promising that both metallic and semiconducting CNTs can eﬀectively switch AlOx, large
device-to-device performance variations require a better understanding of how the CNT electronic type
inﬂuences device operation. To this end, we have ﬁrst
examined how ALD deposition of AlOx aﬀects electrical
characteristics of CNTs. When the top and the bottom
electrodes consist of the same number of CNTs, we
observe that the electrode underneath the AlOx ﬁlm
usually exhibits higher resistance than the top electrode. One cause of this observation is the possible
damage to CNTs from the AlOx deposition process.
However, our Raman measurements do not show any
signiﬁcant increase in the D-band of the bottom CNTs,
indicating that little or no physical damage occurs
(Supplementary Figure S2, inset). What is noticeable
is the downshift of the G-band position after AlOx
deposition, as shown in Figure 3. This downshift along
with the threshold shift to a more negative voltage seen in
the inset of Figure 3 indicates that the doping level of the
bottom CNT is changing. In other words, CNTs usually start
as p-type and become less so upon AlOx deposition.
Similar doping changes have also been observed with
ALD AlOx deposition on CNT networks.31 In metallic CNTs,
the downshift in the G-band position is accompanied by a
signiﬁcant line broadening (Figure S2), which is the
expected result of Fermi level position shifting toward
the charge neutrality or the Dirac point, where carrier
excitations become strongly coupled to the G-band
phonons.3237 However, the conductivity of metallic
CNTs is not aﬀected much by this Fermi level position
change, whereas semiconducting CNTs are turned oﬀ
(or become less conducting) at zero back-gate voltage
due to this “undoping” eﬀect. These results suggest that
one way to improve performances of devices consisting of

Figure 3. G-Band Raman spectra and transfer characteristics (inset, Vd = 50 mV) of a semiconducting CNT before
(black) and after (red) atomic layer deposition (ALD) of
∼5.5 nm AlOx. The G-band shifts left after AlOx deposition,
signifying a change in doping that “turns oﬀ” the CNT at zero
back-gate voltage Vg (see inset). The Raman spectra are vertically oﬀset for clarity. The dashed line is included as a guide line.

semiconducting CNTs is to ensure suﬃcient doping, e.g.,
by choice of the substrate or the switching material.
However, as discussed later, maintaining suﬃcient electrical resistance in the CNT electrodes could also be
beneﬁcial in preventing premature breakdown of the
AlOx bits.
In order to gain insights into the impact of a combination of semiconducting and metallic CNTs on RRAM
device operation and scaling behavior, we consider
here the variations in the HRS/LRS resistances and set/
reset voltages. The HRS is independent of CNT electronic type, and the number of cross-points within a
device and the resistance values are >10 GΩ (Figures
S3 and 4a), similar to that of a control device without
any CNTs (i.e., metal pads and AlOx, as shown in
Figure 1, but without the presence of the CNTs). On
the other hand, the LRS and the set/reset voltages
appear to have some dependence on the CNT electronic type, with metallicmetallic CNT--CNT crossbars
exhibiting the lowest resistances and voltages and
semiconductingsemiconducting cases exhibiting the
highest (Figure S3). Within the range of the number of
CNTCNT junctions examined (1 to 40), the LRS shows
no obvious dependence on the number of CNT crosspoints other than increasing scatter in the data as the
number of cross-points approach 1 and the minimum
resistance value of ∼10 MΩ being independent of the
number of cross-points (Figure 4). Set and reset voltages
also exhibit similar trend in the scatter and the minimum
voltage value with number of CNTCNT junctions. These
results combined with CNT electrode resistance dependence discussed below suggest that a single cross-point,
independent of the number of CNTCNT junctions,
determines the switching characteristics of these RRAMs.
Hence, despite the variations in CNT electronic type and
the number of cross-points, all devices fabricated here
exhibited a very small programming current of ∼1 to 100 nA
and switching power of 6 to 700 nW (Figure S4).
Similar to the trends with CNT electronic type and
the number of cross-points, Figure 5a shows that the
HRS is also independent of the resistances of CNT
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Figure 4. (a) Crossbar RRAM resistance of HRS (red circles)
and LRS (black squares) and (b) set (black squares) and reset
(red circles) voltages as a function of the number of CNT
cross-points. Only devices that can undergo multiple switching
cycles are plotted in part (b).

electrodes. However, the LRS exhibits stronger dependence on the resistance of the more resistive CNT
electrode than the electronic type or the number of
cross-points. Both set/reset voltages also show signiﬁcant dependence on the CNT electrode resistance,
scaling approximately linearly with CNT electrode resistance, as shown in Figure 5b. The slight dependence
of LRS seen with electronic type (Figure S3) is due to
the fact that semiconducting CNTs usually exhibit
higher resistance because they are not fully “turned
on”. The LRS shows linear dependence on the higher
resistance CNT electrode down to approximately 10 MΩ.
The solid black line in Figure 5a has a slope of 1 and
a y-intercept of 0, indicating that the LRS of these
RRAMs is dominated by the CNT electrode resistance.
That is, the resistances of the conducting ﬁlament in
the AlOx and the interface between CNT and AlOx are
negligible in this regime. The LRS becomes constant
(∼10 MΩ, as indicated by the dashed line), independent of CNT electrode resistance, when the CNT electrode resistance of the device is less than ∼10 MΩ.
This limit occurs because when CNTs are suﬃciently
conductive, the resistance of the AlOx in its ON state
(plus possible interfacial resistance), i.e., of a single conducting ﬁlament in AlOx, dictates the device characteristics.
The constant LRS of ∼10 MΩ in the limit of suﬃciently conductive CNT electrodes (Figure 5a) and the
increasing scatter in the LRS with decreasing number
of cross-points (Figure 4a) can be explained by considering the overall switching behavior being determined by only a single CNTCNT junction even if there
are multiple cross-points. As the number of CNTs
increases, the resistance of the most conductive CNT
TSAI ET AL.

Figure 5. (a) Crossbar RRAM high-resistance state (HRS, red
circles) and low-resistance state (LRS, black squares and
diamonds) as a function of the resistance of the most
resistive CNT electrode. The solid black line of slope 1 shows
a one-to-one correspondence between the LRS and the CNT
electrode resistance. The LRS becomes independent of CNT
electrode resistance near 10 MΩ, as emphasized by the dashed
line. The HRS is independent of CNT electrode resistance
throughout the range examined (red line). Filled and open
squares correspond to devices that used a compliance of 1 μA
for the initial forming step. Filled squares are the typical devices
that can undergo multiple switching cycles, whereas open
squares correspond to devices that cannot be switched back
once turned on. Filled diamonds correspond to devices that
were formed with a smaller 100 nA compliance. These devices
span a similar CNT resistance range to the open-square devices,
but exhibit multiple switching cycles. (b) Set (black squares)
and reset (red circles) voltages of the RRAMs as a function of the
more resistive CNT electrode resistance. The lines are linear ﬁts.

will approach a similar low value, i.e., < 10 MΩ. The least
resistive path determined by the most conducting
CNT, once switched ON, will make it much more
diﬃcult for other cross-points to be turned ON as well.
A single active cross-point, despite the device having
multiple CNTCNT junctions, then leads to similar LRS
determined by the resistance of a single conducting
ﬁlament of the AlOx within that cross-point (i.e., ∼10 MΩ).
When there is only one or a very limited number of
cross-points, the resistance of the most conductive
CNT would vary widely from device to device, leading
to a large variation in the LRS, which in many cases will
be determined by the CNT resistance.
Devices that deviate from the linear dependence of
LRS on CNT electrode resistance near 10 MΩ and
below in Figure 5a provide further insights on device
characteristics that may facilitate performance improvements. The ﬁlled and open squares correspond
to devices that have undergone a forming step with a
current compliance of 1 μA. For these devices, when
the CNT electrode resistance is greater than ∼10 MΩ,
the expected multiple switching behavior is observed
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METHODS
Horizontally aligned CNTs were grown by chemical vapor
deposition on ST-cut quartz (Hoﬀman Materials) using ferritin
(Sigma-Aldrich) as catalyst and CH4 as carbon source. Aligned
CNTs grown on quartz were transferred onto SiO2 (300 nm)/Si
substrates in order to characterize the electrical properties of
the arrays with the Si back-gate.38 Lithographically patterned
metal pads (2 nm of Ti and 50 nm of Pd) were deposited to
deﬁne 7 μm long CNT electrodes. CNTs outside this region were
etched by O2 plasma to isolate devices. Devices were subsequently annealed at 400 C with Ar and H2 ﬂow to ensure good
contact between the metal pads and the CNTs. For the resistive
oxide layer, AlOx was chosen because of its well-established
conformal ﬁlm deposition by atomic layer deposition (ALD) as
well as the low reset currents reported.2 A ∼5.5 nm thick AlOx
ﬁlm was deposited by ALD using H2O and trimethylaluminum as
precursors at 80 C for 50 cycles (∼1.1 Å/cycle).39 A second layer
of aligned CNTs was then transferred32 perpendicular to the ﬁrst
CNT layer covered by AlOx. Lithographically deﬁned electrodes
were again deposited on the second CNT layer, and an isolation

TSAI ET AL.

at the intersection of two CNTs. This is an essential
quantity for the future understanding of the scalability
limits of such RRAM technology.
CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, we have demonstrated CNT/AlOx/CNT
crossbar RRAMs with programming current as low as
1 nA and ON/OFF ratio up to 5  105. The HRS of these
RRAMs is determined by the resistance of the thin AlOx
in its OFF state, whereas the LRS is dictated by the
resistance of the highest resistance CNT electrode until
what appears to be the resistance of a single conducting
ﬁlament is reached (∼10 MΩ for 5.5 nm AlOx). This 10 MΩ
limit for the LRS is independent of the number of crosspoints and suggests that there is only a single active bit
even if there are multiple CNTCNT junctions. The varying resistances of CNT electrodes especially due to the
presence of both metallic and semiconducting CNTs (and
the varying degree of doping in semiconducting CNTs)
cause variations in the ON/OFF ratio, which we observe
to occur mostly in the small number of cross-points per
device (<∼10) regime. Nevertheless, all devices fabricated here exhibit very low reset currents (1100 nA),
with reset voltage ranging from 2 to 10 V. Using a
switching time of ∼10 ns observed in AlOx RRAMs,9 we
estimate a switching energy of 60 to 7000 aJ per bit.
While direct experimental veriﬁcation is needed, these
values suggest extremely low intrinsic switching energies
for our CNT crossbar devices. Interestingly, devices with
these promising characteristics include all-semiconducting CNT electrodes, which may also be a potentially useful
option for introducing selector devices in these RRAMs.
Finally, as we scale bit size down to ∼5 nm or smaller, AlOx
appears to be more prone to premature breakdown. Using
CNT electrodes with resistances slightly larger than the
ON-state resistance of the AlOx bit (>10 MΩ) leads to builtin series resistors that prevent such breakdowns without
much sacriﬁce in performance.

ARTICLE

(ﬁlled squares). When the CNT electrodes are more
conductive (i.e., less than ∼10 MΩ in resistance), these
devices cannot be switched multiple times and remain
ON permanently (open squares). For some cases, a
current of ∼1 μA is suﬃcient to cause permanent breakdown of the small AlOx ﬁlament at the CNT cross-points
during the forming step. Other devices have permanent
breakdown occurring during the reset step. We do not
impose a current compliance for the reset step, and
current jumps larger than those of the forming step are
observed when these devices break down. One way to
avoid both types of breakdown is to impose a smaller
current compliance during the forming step. The
ﬁlled diamonds in Figure 5a correspond to devices
with CNT electrode resistance less than ∼10 MΩ that
have undergone the forming process with a compliance of 100 nA. These devices can be switched
multiple times, similar to the devices with more
resistive CNT electrodes.
These observations on the dependence of LRS on
CNT electrode resistance and how current compliance
aﬀects permanent breakdown behavior suggest three
important points. First, as discussed above, the ∼10 MΩ
limit for the LRS being independent of the number of
cross-points in a device may imply that even with
multiple CNT cross-points there is likely to be only
one active channel undergoing the switching event
(the most conductive junction including CNT resistance).
Second, CNT electrodes with a resistance higher than
∼10 MΩ behave as built-in series resistors that automatically set a current compliance preventing accidental
permanent breakdown of these RRAMs. That is, choosing
CNT electrodes with slightly higher resistance than that of
the conducting ﬁlament within the AlOx layer provides
a simple means to achieve devices without much
sacriﬁce in power consumption and ON/OFF ratio.
Third, our results suggest the resistance of a single
conductive ﬁlament of 5.5 nm thick AlOx to be ∼10 MΩ

pattern was deﬁned to remove excess CNTs. No annealing
was carried out for the second CNT layer to prevent device
degradation of the ﬁrst CNT layer and of the AlOx ﬁlm. Using the
Si back-gate, CNTs in the ﬁrst layer were identiﬁed as metallic
or semiconducting prior to AlOx deposition. Since we cannot
independently gate the top CNT layer, we assume metallic
(or suﬃciently doped semiconducting) when linear current
voltage (IV) characteristics were observed and semiconducting
when nonlinear behavior was observed. All switching experiments
were carried out at room temperature under vacuum (4  105
Torr) with a Keithley 4200 semiconductor characterization system.
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Supporting Information Available: Metallic CNT doping
change before and after AlOx deposition, device resistance and
switching voltage with diﬀerent CNT electronic types, device
resistance and switching voltage with diﬀerent number of CNT
junctions, switching current and power statistics. This material is
available free of charge via the Internet at http://pubs.acs.org.
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