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ABSTRACT

Serial connection of multiple memory cells using perpendicular magnetic tunnel junctions (pMTJs) is proposed as a way to increase
magnetic random access memory (MRAM) storage density. A multibit storage element is designed using pMTJs fabricated on a single wafer
stack, with serial connections realized using top-to-bottom vias. The tunneling magnetoresistance effect above 130%, current induced magne-
tization switching in zero external magnetic field, and stability diagram analysis of single, two-bit, and three-bit cells are presented together
with thermal stability. The proposed design is easy to manufacture and can lead to an increased capacity of future MRAM devices.

Published under license by AIP Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1063/1.5097748

I. INTRODUCTION

Spin transfer torque magnetoresistive random access memories
(STT-MRAMs) have numerous advantages over existing storage
technologies, including theoretically unlimited endurance, high read
and write speeds, and ionizing-cosmic-radiation resistance.1,2

However, state-of-the-art memories have limited capacity due to the
fact that the current density needed to switch a cell (typically made
of a single magnetic tunnel junction) requires relatively large transis-
tors.3,4 Such an obstacle can be overcome using the architecture that
incorporates a multibit cell driven by a single transistor.

To date, very few practical implementations of multibit MRAM
cells have been presented.5,6 This is mainly due to the fact that
efforts were made to produce a single storage element capable of
being stable in more than two states or to produce multiple storage
elements on top of each other.7–9 Both of these approaches are very
challenging to manufacture.

In this work, an alternative approach is proposed—perpendicular
magnetic tunnel junctions (pMTJs)10–12 are connected electrically in
series and a multistate behavior is observed that leads to a multibit
storage capability. Theoretical explanation as well as experimental

results (including the working three-bit cell) is presented. In addition,
such an approach can be implemented to design and fabricate an
artificial synapse for a neuromorphic computing scheme.9,13–17

II. PRINCIPLES OF OPERATION

The discussed pMTJs consist of a top free layer (FL), a MgO
tunnel barrier, and a bottom reference layer (RL), which is magnet-
ically pinned to the synthetic ferromagnet (SyF).18 In the proposed
serial connection of pMTJs in a storage cell, the top contact of the
first element is connected to the bottom contact of the next element
(head-to-tail), as shown in the inset of Fig. 1. This results in the
charge current flowing through all the cells involved in the same
direction. Connections can be made using metallization and vias or
any other suitable techniques.

The behavior of the presented arrangement of storage elements
can be predicted by analyzing characteristics of two pMTJs con-
nected (Fig. 1). If both elements are in the parallel (P) state, the
lowest resistance is observed (1). When a positive voltage is applied
[which corresponds to the current flow that favors antiparallel (AP)
state], the current increases, until it reaches a critical value, which
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results in the current induced magnetization switching (CIMS) (2).
As one of the elements switches to the AP state, with constant
voltage applied, the current decreases. This prevents the remaining
element of the cell from switching, as the current drops below the
critical value. By further increasing the voltage, the critical current is
reached again, and the second pMTJ switches to the AP state (3).

By reversing the current polarization, the switching to the
P state is achieved. In this case, as soon as the critical current is
reached, one of the elements switches to the P state (4). With cons-
tant voltage applied, the current rises above the critical value,
causing the other element to switch to the P state.

The above mechanism works also for more than two elements,
and similar reasoning can be carried out. For the serial pMTJs con-
nection utilizing the presented mechanism, N þ 1 stable resistance
states would be observed for N elements connected, resulting in
storage ability of log2 (N þ 1) bits. This is because there is no possi-
bility to individually determine states of all incorporated storage
elements; as ideally, they are characterized by the same resistance—
only the number of elements in P and AP states may be deter-
mined, based on the two-point resistance measurement.

The storage cell capable of storing two bits of data would,
therefore, consist of three serially connected storage elements. The
predicted resistance vs voltage characteristics of such a storage cell
are presented in Fig. 2. Voltages for writing different states, as well
as reading the cell, can be defined based on the characteristics
obtained for a single pMTJ. Note that in the proposed cell configu-
ration, writing smaller bit value (smaller resistance) than the exist-
ing state requires clearing the state to “00” (the lowest resistance)
and writing a new value.

A similar solution was suggested by Raymenants et al.;6

however, with a different arrangement of subsequent elements, which
are connected in opposite directions (head-to-head and tail-to-tail).

Such a multilevel cell, though, needs application of variable external
magnetic fields to have an ability to be written with any desired state,
what is not the case for our design, where the read–write process is
much simpler. On the other hand, our solution has by design a
limited number of stable states to N þ 1.

A similar mechanism was also suggested by Zhang et al.,13

with elements fabricated on top of each other; however, due to
experimental difficulties, only two working elements connected in
series were fabricated.

In our work, these drawbacks of other designs are eliminated,
and the presented arrangement is ready to be manufactured using
an unmodified fabrication process.

III. EXPERIMENT

Multilayer of the following structure: buffer/Co(0.5)–Pt(0.2)
based SyF/W(0.25)/CoFeB(1)/MgO(0.89)/CoFeB(1.3)/W(0.3)/
CoFeB(0.5)/MgO(0.75)/capping layers (thickness in nanometers)
patterned into pillars of around 130 nm diameter were used as the
pMTJ basic cell. The details of the deposition and fabrication pro-
cesses are presented in Refs. 19 and 20. Elements were equipped
with 100� 100 μm2 Al(20)/Au(30) contact pads that enable both
individual pMTJ characterization as well as measurement of the
elements connected in series forming a multibit cell. The schemat-
ics of the multilayer stack, a fabricated pMTJ pillar, and a micro-
graph of a two-bit (three pMTJs in series) cell are presented in
Fig. 3. In order to determine the ability of a single element to act as
a memory device, two types of characterization were performed: a
stability diagram19 and thermal stability21 measurements.

The stability diagram was determined as follows: pMTJ resis-
tance (R) vs voltage pulse amplitude (Vp) measurements were
repeated with different external magnetic field (H) applied. The
voltage pulse length was set to 10 ms. Each point on the stability
diagram corresponds to the transition from the P to AP state or the
AP to P state, depending on the initial magnetization configuration.
The thermal stability was determined from the R vs H measure-
ment repeated around hundred times with a magnetic field chang-
ing in 1 s long magnetic field steps of 80 A/m.

FIG. 1. Theoretically predicted (a) resistance and (b) current vs voltage applied
to a storage cell consisting of two serially connected pMTJs. Inset: schematic of
serial connection of two pMTJs.

FIG. 2. Theoretically predicted resistance vs voltage applied to the proposed
two-bit cell. Possible mapping between resistance and binary value as well as
proposed voltages to write and read the cell is presented on the plot. Different
colors represent the behavior of the cell after different writing voltages
application.
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IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. Single pMTJ characterization

An example of the R(Vp) loop and the stability diagram are
presented in Fig. 4. The TMR ratio of 135% and the resistance area
(RA) product of 21:6Ω μm2 were measured. These values, however,
are influenced by series resistance of vias and contacts, which could
not be eliminated due to two-wire measurement; in fact, the TMR
ratio of the element is higher.20 In the absence of an external
magnetic field, the P to AP transition occurs for the voltage of
around 0.25 V (corresponding to the critical current density of
2:00MA=cm2), whereas the AP to P switching is measured for
Vp ¼ �0:15V (corresponding to Jcrit ¼ �0:54MA=cm2). Multiple
R(H) measurements, performed on the same pMTJ, allowed one to
obtain the switching probability vs H using the analysis described

in Ref. 21 with the following equation:

P(τ) ¼ 1� exp � τ

τ0
exp �Δ 1� jH � Hsj

Heff
k

 !( )" #
: (1)

In Eq. (1), τ denotes the magnetic field step duration (in this
study, τ ¼ 1 s), τ0 denotes the inverse of the attempt frequency (in
this work it is assumed to be 1 ns), Δ denotes the thermal stability,
Hs denotes shift field, and Heff

k denotes the effective magnetic anisot-
ropy field.

The best fit of Eq. (1) to the experimental switching probability
resulted in Δ ¼ 60, which together with a capability of the pMTJ of
being stable in both P and AP states in the absence of an external
magnetic field proves that the cell is suitable to be used as a memory
device (Fig. 5).

B. Two-bit storage cell

Next, we move on to the two-bit cell consisting of three pMTJs
connected in series. R(Vp) measurement of such a system is pre-
sented in Fig. 6(a)—initially, the two-bit cell is in the low resistance
state. The application of the positive voltage of around 0.37 V (corre-
sponding to a single pMTJ switching from P to AP state) results in
the transition to higher resistance state, which is denoted as “01.”
Further increase of voltage to around 0.67 V causes a second pMTJ
transition to a higher resistance state—thus “10” state is written.
Finally, after the application of 0.80 V, all three pMTJs are in the AP
state, which is denoted as the “11” state. A negative voltage of
�1:15V switches all pMTJs back to the P state. The behavior
described in Sec. II was confirmed—four stable states can be defined
and binary numbers can be assigned to them:

• All elements in the AP state—11.
• One element in P state and two in the AP state—10.
• Two elements in AP state and one in the P state—01.
• All elements in the P state—00.

FIG. 4. (a) Representative R-V loop of a single pMTJ, with switching voltages
from P to AP (red) and from AP to P (blue) marked using big squares, mea-
sured without external magnetic field. (b) A stability diagram with marked
regions where P, AP, or both of the states are stable.

FIG. 3. (a) pMTJ layer structure, “SAF” denotes synthetic antiferromagnet, H
denotes external magnetic field direction, I denotes current direction, Ω denotes
the sourcemeter or the cell driving circuit. (b) Scanning electron microscope
image of a single pMTJ. (c) Micrograph of three serially connected pMTJs.

FIG. 5. (a) Representative R-H loop of a single pMTJ. (b) Calculated switching
probability (black points) and theoretical fit based on Eq. (1).
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By repeating R-V measurement of the two-bit cell around
hundred times and calculating switching voltage distributions,
writing voltages of particular states, as well as a region safe for
reading the storage cell, can be defined [Fig. 6(b)].

The principle of operation, involving the current decreasing
below the critical current after one element switching into the AP
state, was confirmed (Fig. 7). Due to the nonideal manufacturing
process, critical currents of all incorporated elements are nonequal,
but this has no adverse effect on the process (Fig. 7, inset).

C. Three-bit storage cell

Finally, the proof-of-concept of the three-bit cell consisting of
seven pMTJs connected in series is presented. As predicted, the cell
exhibited eight stable states (Fig. 8). Due to the nonideal fabrication
process, it was noted that regions for writing voltages of some of
the states are very narrow because of variation of the switching
voltage (related with the switching current distribution). The
switching back to the “000” state was not ideal in the case, which
may originate from a resistive behavior of the cell.22 Nonetheless,
the proposed architecture is valid for a multiple pMTJ that forms
the multibit memory cell.

V. SUMMARY

In summary, we showed that a multibit memory cell can be
successfully implemented using serially connected pMTJs. The
state-of-the-art multilayer structure characterized by TMR of 135%
and RA of 21:6Ω μm2 was used to design two- and three-bit
MRAM cells. The developed method of fabrication and driving
multibit nonvolatile storage elements is a significant improvement
in MRAM technology, as it allows one to store more data using the
same area of the memory. This may be achieved by driving a multi-
bit storage cell using a single transistor rated for the same current,
as a single storage element (the critical current remains the same
for any number of serially connected elements). Also, the fabrica-
tion process does not require significant changes compared to
single storage element fabrication. The presented three-bit cell
design requires around 26� 54 μm2, most of which is occupied by
vias and interconnections. The state-of-the-art CMOS technology
enables fabrication of vias of around 100 nm, which could result
in a cell size of around 1 μm2. This method, however, exhibits
some capacity limitations, mainly due to the variation of parame-
ters of pMTJs, such as switching voltage, TMR ratio, or resistance
of the individual element involved in a cell. It is noted that

FIG. 7. Current changes during R-V measurement for the storage cell con-
structed of three storage elements. Inset: a close up of current in the CIMS
measurement for writing the “11” cycle. Critical currents causing subsequent
elements to switch to the AP state are marked with stars.

FIG. 8. R-V measurement of the three-bit cell consisting of seven pMTJs
connected in series. The proposed binary coding is presented.

FIG. 6. (a) CIMS measurement of the two-bit memory cell. The proposed
binary coding is also presented. (b) Switching voltages distribution, with regions
for writing, and safe readout presented.
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contemporary STT-based MRAM operates at a nanosecond-long
scale23 and, therefore, the operation of the multibit cell at this time
scale requires further study. In addition, the proposed solution may
be utilized in the neuromorphic computing scheme as a multistate
nonvolatile memory block.
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