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The realization of superconducting single-photon detectors operating above the liquid-helium tem-
perature is currently the focus of intense research efforts. Here, we present the fabrication of ultraclean
encapsulated nanowires from commercially available thin films of YBa2Cu3O7−δ by high-energy oxygen-
ion irradiation. The structured nanowires, ranging from 0.1 to 5 µm in width, exhibit sharp resistive
transitions to the superconducting state above 85 K. The I -V characteristics reveal that the evolution from
the superconducting to the normal state shows a large voltage jump in the volt range. This demonstrates
that the entire nanowire transits—a prerequisite for the development of a hot spot upon absorption of a sin-
gle photon. Our results pave the way for the fabrication of YBa2Cu3O7−δ-based scalable superconducting
single-photon-detection devices.

DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevApplied.20.044025

I. INTRODUCTION

Single-photon-detector technology has emerged as a
building block for numerous applications, including
quantum technologies, long-range (� 1 km [1]), low-
light-level imaging, and atmospheric remote sensing.
Impressive results have been achieved such as high-rate
(1.3 Gbit s−1 [2]) and long-distance (404-km [3]), quantum
key distribution [4], long-distance quantum communica-
tion (> 1200 km [5]), satellite laser ranging [6], high-
definition video transmission from space (20 Mbit/s for
239 000 miles [7]), in quantum cryptography and quantum
tomography [8]. Original tests of fundamental quantum
mechanical properties have been conducted, such as in
loophole-free Bell tests [9] and nonclassical single-photon
and phonon correlation [10].

There has been significant progress in photomultiplier
and avalanche-diode technologies in recent years [11]. It
is now possible to detect single photons with very high
efficiency in narrow ranges of the electromagnetic spec-
trum. Nevertheless, such detectors suffer from two main
drawbacks. They are usually optimized for UV and visible
frequencies and, worse, their dark count is large enough
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(30 kHz) to significantly affect the signal-to-noise ratio. In
addition, their large jitter (500 ps) is deleterious for some
applications, such as time-of-flight imaging.

Recently, new detectors have been developed based on
a different detection principle and therefore having spe-
cific properties. They consist of very thin and narrow
wires (typically nanowires that are 4 nm thick, 100 nm
wide, and a few tens of micrometers long) of supercon-
ducting materials in which a single photon can generate a
measurable voltage pulse [12]; hence their name supercon-
ducting single-photon detectors (SNSPDs). They operate
as follows [13]. A superconducting nanowire is biased just
below its critical current. When a photon with energy much
higher than the superconducting gap is absorbed, it breaks
the Cooper pairs and creates a so-called hot spot. This nor-
mal region causes the supercurrents to deviate, so that they
spread over the edges of the wire until the critical current
density is exceeded. Then, the nanowire locally transits to
its resistive state, which generates a voltage pulse. In order
to get the highest efficiency, the nanowire has to be thin
(a few to a few tens of nanometers thick). Its width has
to be of the order of the magnetic penetration length in
the superconducting materials (typically 100 nm). To opti-
mize detection efficiency, the detection area is maximized:
the nanowire is therefore generally long (from a few hun-
dred microns to a few millimeters) and folded on itself,
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typically in the area of a pixel. Such detectors are wide
band, since the mechanism of detection is not based on a
specific energy. Moreover, they present a low dark-
count rate, since no ionization process is involved in
the detection event. Nowadays, SNSPDs based on con-
ventional low-Tc materials such as NbN, Nb-Ti, or WSi
[12–15] surpass, in many ways, their semiconductor-
based counterparts [15] and are commercially available
all around the world [16]. Some tremendous advantages
have been reported recently, such as high quantum effi-
ciency (approximately 4% at λ ∼ 1.31 µm [17], 93% at
λ ∼ 1.55 µm [18]), a high operating frequency (approx-
imately 1.2 GHz [19]), a low intrinsic dark-count rate
(6 × 10−6 counts/s)[20]), low jitter (approximately 4.6 ps
full width at half maximum at λ ∼ 1.55 µm [21]) and a
broad spectral range (from the visible to the midinfrared
[22,23] up to 10-µm wavelength [24]). Very recently, this
width constraint has been largely relaxed: single-photon
detectors have been realized from thin wires of micron
width [25]. However, these devices offer the best per-
formance at ultralow operating temperatures, below 1 K,
which requires complex energy-intensive cryogenics and
precludes large-scale applications.

In this context, making SNSPDs with high-temperature
superconducting materials (HTS SNSPDs) would have
two main advantages: the ability to work at higher
temperature (around 40 K) with simplified cryogenics
and the possibility of operating at higher frequency,
due to a 2-orders-of-magnitude-shorter electron-phonon
relaxation time [26]. For these reasons, the develop-
ment of HTS SNSPDs is at the heart of intensive
research worldwide [27], based on electron- or hole-doped
HTSs such as Pr2−xCexCuO4−δ [28], La1.85Sr0.15CuO4
[29], Nd2−xCexCuO4±δ [30], YBa2Cu3O7−δ [31–37],
YBa2Cu3O7−δ-La0.7Sr0.3MnO3 [38], and Bi2Sr2CaCu2
O8+δ [39,40]. Indeed, HTS materials fulfill all the
mandatory requirements for detection, such as—for
YBa2Cu3O7−δ , for instance—a high resistivity, ρYBa2Cu3O7−δ

(T > Tc) ∼ 100–300 µ� cm [31] (comparable to low-
temperature superconducting materials used for SNSPD:
ρNbN(T > Tc) ∼ 50–300 µ� cm [41,42]), a short coher-
ence length ξYBCO ∼ 2 nm (ξNbN ∼ 5 nm [43]), an intrinsi-
cally fast quasiparticle recombination time (approximately
1 ps [44]), hysteretic I -V curves [34,44], and, at the same
time, a high critical temperature, Tc ∼ 87 K. These very
promising parameters, which would potentially scale up
the applications of SNSPDs, must be somewhat balanced
by the fact that, according to a recent theoretical pub-
lication [45], stringent constraints weigh on the actual
realization of a successful device, which we will dis-
cuss later on. However, very recently, two groups [39,40]
have reported single-photon detection below 25 K from a
high-temperature superconducting nanowire, relaunching
the race to achieve a single-photon detector operating at
around 40 K.

Compared to low-temperature superconductors (LTSs),
the growth of ultrathin high-temperature superconduct-
ing (HTS) films and their patterning at the nanoscale are
major challenges. Indeed, these two steps very often lead
to the degradation of the superconducting properties. The
YBa2Cu3O7−δ cuprate has a perovskitelike crystal struc-
ture in which the superconducting electron transport takes
place in CuO2 planes [46], depending on the oxygen dop-
ing. Furthermore, bare YBa2Cu3O7−δ thin films exposed
to air easily lose their optimal oxygen doping, mainly
due to the ease with which oxygen atoms migrate along
the Cu-O [47] chains. Moreover, as the superconduct-
ing order parameter has d-type wave symmetry [48,49],
it results in the presence of nodes in the superconduct-
ing gap and makes the material particularly sensitive to
the introduction of defects [50]. This creates two major
problems for the fabrication of devices with both thickness
and width [51–53]. Various techniques have been proposed
to overcome these difficulties. One is the use of standard
argon-ion etching to shape a wire. This technique requires
very careful adjustment of the etching parameters to avoid
overheating effects and to limit interaction with the cor-
responding ions [34]. The edges of the etched wires are
favorable areas for oxygen atoms to escape along the Cu-
O [47] chains. This affects the superconducting properties,
a phenomenon that is amplified for ultrathin films. Protect-
ing the YBa2Cu3O7−δ thin film with a gold layer [54–56]
or a 100-nm-thick carbon mask [38,57] significantly limits
the detrimental effects of argon-ion etching. These meth-
ods improve both the reliability of the fabrication and the
homogeneity of the superconducting properties. However,
photon detection requires the removal of this protective
layer. This additional etching step usually damages the
superconducting properties. An alternative approach to
argon etching is based on direct etching of the film by a
focused ion beam (FIB) of Ga3+ [54,58,59]. This method
offers higher resolution compared to the usual electron-
lithography process. The ion doses used are lower than
in conventional Ar etching, thus limiting the introduction
of disorder. However, the use of Ga3+ ions can damage
the superconducting properties of YBa2Cu3O7−δ . This is
because Ga3+ can substitute Cu ions for Cu-O chains,
reducing the density of free charge carriers in the CuO2
planes [60]. In the past decade, a new focused-ion system
has emerged, using He+ ions. This technology offers an
interesting alternative, as these neutral ions do not interact
with the YBa2Cu3O7−δ thin films [61].

In this paper, we describe a method for fabricating
encapsulated HTS nanowires by ion implantation [62,63]
that are robust and have excellent superconducting prop-
erties. In the METHODS section, we introduce the tech-
nique used to fabricate such nanowires by high-energy
ion implantation, starting from a YBa2Cu3O7−δ thin film
capped by a 8-nm-thick CeO2 layer. In the second part,
we present the different characterizations of the nanowires
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by transport measurements in a cryogenic environment.
Finally, in the last part, we will study the conditions
required to obtain hysteretic I -V characteristics with a
voltage jump of the order of 1 V.

II. METHODS

The HTS nanowires are fabricated using a high-energy
oxygen-ion-irradiation technique combined with electron-
beam lithography. In this section, we first describe in detail
the ion-implantation technique, which takes advantage of
the sensitivity of the YBa2Cu3O7−δ order parameter to
defects. Then, we explain the simulation methods that
allow the determination of the suitable energy and flu-
ence of the incident ions. Finally, we describe the different
steps in the implementation of the ion-irradiation technique
used to structure the HTS thin films into superconducting
nanowires.

A. Ion implantation

Different techniques exist to implant ions in solid mate-
rials, including a FIB method based on, e.g., a gallium
[58] or He [61,64] source and wide-beam ion implanta-
tion, which is used for n or p doping in the semiconductor
industry [65]. In the latter, selected ions are extracted from
a source and then accelerated toward the thin film by a volt-
age ranging from 10 kV to 200 kV. These high-energy ions
penetrate the material over a typical length of a few dozen
to a few hundred nanometers. In this way, ions dope, cre-
ate defects, or even etch the material, depending on the
fluence.

When the ions enter the target, they displace atoms from
their original crystallographic positions, which may dis-
place others in succession. As a result, the ion beam creates
defects along the trajectories of the implanted ions. In
this work, we use the implantation technique to introduce
disorder along the incident ion paths and locally destroy
the superconducting properties of YBa2Cu3O7−δ . The d-
wave symmetry of the superconducting order parameter
in YBa2Cu3O7−δ makes it extremely sensitive to defects.
Each defect acts as a depairing center for Cooper pairs. By
controlling the amount of disorder introduced, the super-
conducting properties of a YBa2Cu3O7−δ thin film can be
finely tuned. The density of disorder can be quantified by
the fraction of atoms in the crystal that have been dis-
placed from their original sites, namely the displacement
per atom (DPA). Lesueur et al. [50] have shown that it
is possible to strongly decrease the Tc of YBa2Cu3O7−δ

for low values of DPA. A model based on the Abrikosov-
Gor’kov pair-breaking mechanism allows us to account for
this observation. Similar to the effect of magnetic impu-
rities breaking Cooper pairs due to spin scattering in an
s-wave superconductor, in a d-wave superconductor, when
a Cooper pair scatters on a nonmagnetic crystal impurity,
the initial wave vector is deflected in another direction,

with a π phase shift. The Cooper pair is destroyed, which
means that Tc is decreased. Following the approach of
Abrikosov and Gor’kov, Lesueur et al. considered a finite
lifetime for the Cooper pairs, which gives the reduction of
Tc as a function of DPA:

ln
Tc

Tci
= �

(
1
2

)
− �

(
1
2

+ 0.14
D
Dc

Tci

Tc

)
, (1)

where Tci is the initial critical temperature of the thin
film before implantation and � is the digamma function.
Beyond the critical DPA, where Tc goes to zero, the mate-
rial is a disordered metal, which progressively enters a
localization regime as DPA is increased. At large DPA, the
system undergoes a metal-to-insulator Anderson transition
[66]. This is the property we are going to use in this work.
Parts of the original thin film that are highly irradiated will
be made insulating. This allows us to “print” superconduct-
ing circuits embedded in an insulating material, namely
highly disordered HTSs.

The implantation technique in YBa2Cu3O7−δ has been
initially developed successfully to fabricate Josephson
junctions [64,67–75]. Here, we use the ion-irradiation
technique to shape YBa2Cu3O7−δ thin films into 100-nm-
wide wires.

B. Simulation methods

The ion beam creates defects all along the implanted
ion trajectories. The control of the Tc of the film depends
finely on the amount of disorder locally introduced in the
thin film. This is directly related to the type of ions, their
energy, and the dose.

Using Monte Carlo numerical simulations via the “Stop-
ping and Range of Ions in Matter” (SRIM) software [76], it
is possible to determine the appropriate range of parame-
ters to control the superconducting properties of the irradi-
ated film. This tool allows us to estimate the interaction
zone of the implanted ions and the resulting defect rate
created. We have performed simulations for two different
types of ions of interest for YBa2Cu3O7−δ devices, namely,
O+ and He+ ions. Oxygen ions have the advantage of
being one of the atoms in YBa2Cu3O7−δ crystal structure,
unlike Ga3+, which can damage the superconducting prop-
erties through chemical substitution [60]. Helium atoms,
on the other hand, can be focused into the thin film using
the FIB technique, and remain light chemically neutral
atoms for the material.

To perform a simulation, the density and chemical com-
position of the target must be defined layer by layer, as
well as the incident ion and its energy. Using SRIM, one
then obtains the trajectories of the ions in the material,
which lose their energy by interacting with the electrons
and colliding with the nuclei of the target. At each col-
lision, the ion transfers some of its energy to the atom.
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Each atom has its own displacement energy, which rep-
resents the minimum amount of energy required to move
it out of its site, assuming that it will not fall back to its
original position. If the energy transfer is greater than the
displacement energy of the impacted atom, it is pushed
out of its position, creating a vacancy in the crystal struc-
ture. The expelled atom will then produce a new collision
sequence, colliding with other target nuclei, while the ion
will follow its own collision sequence. Overall, the colli-
sion events create a collision cascade. The cascade stops
when the ion and all ejected atoms have transferred their
energy to phonons and electrons in the target. As a result,
an ion creates many vacancies along its path. The vacan-
cies can be filled by subsequent ejected atoms if they are
of the same type. This is a replacement event, which does
not contribute as a defect. As we are interested in a statisti-
cal evaluation, the collision cascade is calculated for large
numbers of ions, typically 105 ions.

The SRIM simulation provides all the properties concern-
ing the spatial distribution of defects. Figure 1 shows the
generated DPA for the two different ion sources with an
energy of 30 keV. The doses have been set so that the max-
imum DPA is similar for both types of ion. The first feature
to be observed is the lateral extension of the disorder for
a given DPA, shown in Fig. 1(a). The DPA generated by
the simulation for He+ ions has the shape of a sharp peak
and decreases by 99% within a lateral extension of 5 nm,
while for the O+ case, this same extension reaches 40 nm.
He+ ions, which are much lighter than O+ ions, travel fur-
ther from the impact point and consequently create defects
deeper in the layers. The last collision event occurs at
a lateral extension of 280 nm for He+ ions, whereas it
stops at about 100 nm for O+ ions. The same trend can
be seen for the depth, when looking at Fig. 1(b): O+ ions
are stopped faster in the target compared to He+ ions. At
such an energy, the penetration depth of O+ ions is about
100 nm, while it reaches more than 300 nm with He+ ions.
In view of this information, the He FIB has the potential
to achieve a more accurate pattern with sharp edges using
He+ ions rather than O+ ions. However, one must keep
in mind that defects can be implanted far from the impact
point. In the following, we will only focus on the real-
ization of nanostructures using oxygen-ion implantation
combined with electronic lithography.

C. Ion-irradiation technique

Using the effect of ion implantation on the HTS super-
conductor, it is possible to engineer it at the nanoscale. To
this end, we mask part of the sample with either a layer of
gold or a layer of resist to protect it from exposure to the
incident ion beam. The exposed part then has a lower Tc
and can even become insulating depending on the DPA,
while in the protected part, the superconducting proper-
ties remain intact. The use of SRIM numerical simulations

(a)

(b) (c)

FIG. 1. The simulation of the DPA generated by a ponctual
source of He+ and O+ ions with an energy of 30 keV into a stack
of CeO2 (8 nm)/YBa2Cu3O7−δ (30 nm)/CeO2 (40 nm)/Al2O3
(105 ions simulation). (a) The scheme of the irradiated sam-
ple, with the axes (x, y, and z), the different layers, and their
thicknesses. Note that the scales are not respected. (b) The DPA
averaged along the depth x in the YBa2Cu3O7−δ layer at y = 0
as a function of the lateral dimension z. (c) The DPA at y = 0
and z = 0 as a function of the depth x. The dose is adjusted such
that the maximum DPA values in (a) are equal for the He+ ions
and the O+ ions. The black dashed lines separate the different
material layers.

is a valuable aid in selecting the appropriate thickness of
the protective layer and also in determining the critical
temperature profiles of the ion-irradiated area.

A protective layer is effective if the last defects occur
before reaching the YBa2Cu3O7−δ layer. As a heavy metal
such as gold, with a density dAu = 19.3 g cm−3, is used,
the gold layer stops the ions more effectively than the ma-
N 2405 [77] resist layer, which has a density dma-N =
0.95 g cm−3. We have determined the penetration depth
of the ma-N2405 resist and gold layers when irradiated
with 30-keV oxygen ions and found 250-nm and 100-nm
depths, respectively. By choosing a layer thickness greater
than the penetration depth, we ensure that the ions do not
penetrate the YBa2Cu3O7−δ superconducting layer regard-
less of the chosen dose. During fabrication, we therefore
set a gold-layer thickness greater than 150 nm and a ma-
N2405 resist layer thickness greater than 300 nm as a
minimum.

Further interesting information from the numerical sim-
ulation is the possibility of estimating the Tc profile
of an irradiated protected area. Figure 2 represents the
Tc reduction profile created by 30 keV O+ irradiation
through a 100-nm-wide resist mask patterned on a 30-nm
YBa2Cu3O7−δ thin film and protected by an 8-nm-thick
CeO2 layer. The heat map in Fig. 2(b) shows the reduc-
tion of Tc in the x-z plane by converting the DPA using
Eq. (1). The white outline shows the edges of the wire,
which correspond to T = 0 K. They are curved because
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the ions introduce different amounts of disorder at different
depths into an overall shape described as the “interaction
pear.” By examining, in Fig. 2(b), the different cross sec-
tions along the z direction of the thermal map at different
x depths, one can note that the Tc varies significantly but
not abruptly. It is possible to evaluate the width of the wire
at different depths for different temperatures, as shown in
Fig. 2(c). It can be seen that the width decreases with the
depth. Furthermore, as the temperature increases, the edges
of the superconducting wire transit to the normal state and
the width of the wire decreases accordingly, as shown in
Fig. 2(d). Finally, Fig. 2(e) summarizes this information
and shows that the average width decreases slowly until
half of Tc and quickly becomes zero afterward. From our
simulation, the width of the wire is reduced by 20 nm at
low temperature compared to the 100-nm nominal width
of the lithographic mask, thus adopting a tapered cross
section. The dependence of Tc on x and z under the irra-
diation conditions can be extracted from the simulation.
The numerical simulations thus make it possible to deduce
a geometry for a fixed Tc criterion. Close to the wire walls,
we have a Tc gradient, to which corresponds a critical cur-
rent gradient. The lower the temperature, the greater is the
width of the superconducting wire. The fine detail of the
current flow can therefore be deduced.

In the following, we describe the different steps in the
implementation of this irradiation technique to fabricate
nanowires.

D. Device fabrication

The nanofabrication process involves several steps, per-
formed in a cleanroom. We have succeeded in develop-
ing a reproducible, robust, and versatile method to fab-
ricate YBa2Cu3O7−δ nanostructures using laser lithogra-
phy, electron-beam lithography, and ion irradiation. These
methods are not specific to SNSPDs but can also be applied
to any other type of YBa2Cu3O7−δ-based device for a
variety of applications.

To avoid degradation of YBa2Cu3O7−δ by direct expo-
sure to the atmosphere, we have developed, in collab-
oration with Ceraco and the Unité Mixte de Physique
CNRS–Thales (UMPhy), a method of growing thin films
to keep them fully protected by a layer impermeable to
oxygen diffusion, while maintaining ohmic contact with
the YBa2Cu3O7−δ by depositing a gold layer in situ after
growth.

The special method of manufacturing the thin film con-
sists of a 5-mm-diameter 8-nm-thick disk of CeO2 pro-
tecting the central area of the YBa2Cu3O7−δ thin film,
while the entire area is covered on top by a 20-nm-thick
layer of Au. After standard coevaporation or pulsed-laser
deposition performed with the usual deposition parameters
for YBa2Cu3O7−δ (at high temperature and under an oxy-
gen atmosphere), the sample is lowered in temperature to
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FIG. 2. The simulation of 30-keV O+ irradiation in a sample
of a 30-nm-thick YBa2Cu3O7−δ thin film, protected by a 100-
nm-wide and 500-nm-thick ma-N2405 resist for an ion dose of
D = 5 × 1014 ions cm−2. The DPA are converted to Tc using
Eq. (1) for better understanding. (a) The scheme of the irradiated
sample, where the axes (x, y, and z), the different layers, and their
thicknesses are indicated. Note that the scales are not respected.
(b) A heat-map plot of Tc in the x-z plane of the YBa2Cu3O7−δ

layer. The white contour corresponds to Tc = 0K . (c) The lat-
eral variation of Tc at different depths x. (d) Variation of the wire
width for different depths and temperatures, taken from (b). (e)
The evolution of the width of the wire as a function of the tem-
perature. The color scales in (d) and (e) are the same as the color
bar in (b).

50◦C under an oxygen atmosphere and the CeO2 layer is
deposited as follows. At room temperature and pressure,
a mechanical mask is aligned on the sample to deposit the
CeO2 capping layer only in the center of the sample. Depo-
sition takes place at 650◦C in an oxygen atmosphere; then
the sample is cooled to 50◦C in an oxygen atmosphere. The
shading mask is removed at room temperature and pres-
sure. The sample is again heated to 650◦C and then cooled
to 50◦C under an oxygen atmosphere to ensure optimum
oxygen doping of the YBa2Cu3O7−δ layer not covered with
CeO2, after which 20 nm of in situ gold is deposited over
the entire sample surface. By following these steps, we
ensure that the films are optimally oxygen doped. The thin
insulating protective layer of CeO2 has several advantages.
This material is stoichiometric during the deposition and
very stable, avoiding any change in the stoichiometry of
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Au electrodes

Superconducting YBCO

Irradiated YBCO

CeO2 protecting layer

40-nm-thick CeO2

20-nm-thick Au

YBCO thin film

Disk of 8-nm-thick CeO2

Substrate

(a)

(b) (c)

(d)
(e)

FIG. 3. (a)–(d) The fabrication work flow described in the text.

the YBa2Cu3O7−δ . Furthermore, it is already used as a 40-
nm-thick buffer layer on sapphire substrates to allow the
growth of YBa2Cu3O7−δ . With this technique, we have
obtained good electrical contacts outside the disk area,
while the central area is still protected by the blue CeO2
disk shown in Fig. 3.

The first step is lithography to design the electrodes with
dimensions larger than 10 µm. After depositing a 500-
nm-thick layer of S1805 photoresist baked at 110◦C, we
pattern it with a PhotonSteer LW450C laser-lithography
system. During this step, the exposed areas will be devel-
oped and will define the gold layer of the contact elec-
trodes. These gold electrodes are designed to reach the
superconducting central part of the sample protected by
the CeO2 layer, thus ensuring excellent electrical contact.
Once the sample is developed, we deposit a 0.5-nm-thick
Ti layer as an adhesion layer, followed by a 200-nm-thick
Au layer in a Plassys SEM 550S thin-film evaporation.
After this step, we perform a lift-off, followed by an argon-
ion etch of the whole sample for 1 min, thus allowing us to
define the contacts as shown in Fig. 3(b).

The second step consists in making the superconduct-
ing electrodes and nanowires protected by the CeO2 and
not covered with Au. We cover the sample with a 500-
nm-thick ma-N2405 electroresist baked at 90◦C. Then, we
perform the mask exposure in two successive steps of elec-
tron lithography using the FEI ThermoFisher Magellan
400 electron microscope: the finest details, in the order of
100 nm, are performed at low current (11 pA) and ultra-
high resolution, while the larger patterns are performed at
high current (26 nA) and standard resolution. After devel-
opment, we have the sample shown in Fig. 3(c). Figure
4 is an electron-microscope image of the different types
of wire geometry present on each of the chips. There are
wires ranging in width from 100 nm to 5 µm and in length

5 µm

5 µm

200 nm200 nm

500 nm

200 nm

(a)
(c)

(d)(b)

(e)

(f)

FIG. 4. SEM pictures of different devices on 30-nm-thick
YBa2Cu3O7−δ protected by a 8-nm-thick CeO2 capping layer.
The visible part is the resist layer, which protects against ionic
irradiation. (a) The meander geometry of a long nanowire with
dimensions 450 µm × 500 nm. (b) A tilted view on one part
of the meander shown in (a). (c) A nanowire with dimensions
150 nm × 20 µm. (d) An enlargement of one part of the long wire
shown in (c). (e) A short nanowire with dimensions 200 nm ×
500 nm. (f) An enlargement of one part of the short wire shown
in (e).

from 500 nm to 500 µm, for a film thicknesses of 30 nm
in this work. Note that the SEM images in Figs. 4(a) and
4(c) seem to reinforce the crowding effect at the connec-
tion of the wire but the geometry has the same rounding
as in Fig. 4(e). The third step, after development of the
insulated sample, shown in Fig. 3(c), is dedicated to the
ion-irradiation process illustrated in Fig. 2(a).

The irradiation was performed at the ICUBE labora-
tory in Strasbourg. The samples were carbon fixed to the
center of a 3-in.-diameter metal target to thermalize the
substrate and evacuate the charges during ion irradiation.
The targets were then placed in the treatment chamber
under a 10−6 mbar vacuum. The ions were expelled from
the oxygen source and accelerated to an energy of 30
keV. The ion beam was scanned through a 3-in.-diameter
diaphragm with a current of 6 µA, which corresponds to
a current density of 132 nA cm−2 and a total dose of
D = 3 × 1014 ions cm−2 for a 6 min 42 s irradiation time.
The ion-beam scanning parameters (time, dose, and area
scanned) ensure homogeneous irradiation of the 1 cm2

sample surface.
The last step consists in removing the resist completely.

Prior to the lift-off, we perform an O+ plasma stripping
with a Corial 200I ICP-RIE for 1 min. We thus obtain
the devices schematized in Fig. 3(d). An optical image
[Fig. 3(e)] shows a typical sample in which the supercon-
ducting nanowires and electrodes are fully encapsulated.
One chip contains between 28 and 250 nanowires, depend-
ing on the EBL layout, with several widths, lengths, and
geometries. Working with different types of starting layers,
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we can compare the quality of the nanowires fabricated
with our method. A distinction was made between the
“N” samples, which are entirely covered with a layer of
CeO2, and the “CS” and “JS” samples, which are pro-
tected by an 8-nm-thick CeO2 disk in the center of the
chip and then covered with 20 nm of gold throughout. The
“N” and “CS” samples were fabricated by Ceraco using
a coevaporation technique and the “JS” ones were fabri-
cated by Thales using a pulse-laser deposition technique,
respectively. Note that for the fabrication of nanowires
with a N-type sample, an additional contact-defining step
is required, which includes argon-ion-beam etching of the
top CeO2 layer and ex situ deposition of the gold layer. We
have verified by an ad hoc procedure on test samples that
the etching process does not affect the YBa2Cu3O7−δ layer.
This leads to high contact resistance up to 100 k�.

E. Electrical characterization

The first step in the electrical characterization of the
devices is to measure the resistance as a function of the
temperature in a four-point geometry, to suppress the con-
tribution of contact and wire resistance. To do this, the
sample is bonded to a copper sample holder with silver
paste to ensure proper thermalization. The gold electrodes
of the relevant devices are wire bound to a printed cir-
cuit board (PCB). The sample holder is then attached to
the base plate of an Optidry pulse-tube cryostat with ther-
mal decoupling parts and is fitted with a calibrated resistor
for temperature measurement and a heating resistor allow-
ing temperature ramps from 4.5 K to 120 K at a rate of
2K min−1, using a CryoCon 24C temperature controller.
The PCB itself is connected inside the cryostat to 12
twisted pairs of manganese wires. These wires are low-
pass filtered at the input of the cryostat and are thermalized
at each stage of the cryostat, limiting thermal noise and
heat transfer. To measure the resistance versus the temper-
ature, we use a Yokogawa GS200 dc current source and a
Keithley 2400 voltage multimeter. We apply a dc current
Idc = 100 nA through the device and reverse the polarity
every second. At the same time, the voltage is measured
alternately for each of the currents. This allows us to
extract the voltage drop across the device by removing the
voltage offset.

The second characterization step for evaluating the qual-
ity of the devices is the measurement of the current-voltage
(I -V) characteristics. At a fixed temperature, the current I
is incremented by one current step δI every 100 ms and we
measure the corresponding voltage drop V.

Figure 5 shows typical resistivity versus temperature
curves for different wire sizes (the lengths and widths are
specified in the inset to Fig. 5) in linear scale [Fig. 5(a)]
and logarithmic scale [Fig. 5(b)] on a 30-nm-thick CS
film. The resistivity shows a wider transition as the wire
width decreases [Fig. 5(a)]. Furthermore, the resistivity in

(a) (b)

(c)

FIG. 5. The temperature evolution of the resistivity of super-
conducting nanowires patterned on 30-nm-thick YBa2Cu3O7−δ

film, in (a) linear and (b) logarithmic scales, respectively. (c)
The evolution of the critical temperature at zero resistance Tc0
with respect to the width for nanowires patterned on 30-nm-thick
samples of different types.

logarithmic scale [Fig. 5(b)] allows us to visualize more
clearly the presence of a foot in the transition. Figure 5(c)
shows the zero-resistivity temperatures Tc0 as a function
of the width of the wires, made on different types of sam-
ples. We note a large dispersion of data points for N-type
samples. The superconducting properties change signifi-
cantly from one device to another. Moreover, Tc0 is often
greatly reduced down to 20 K when approaching the 100-
nm width limit. Note that many devices in the N-type
samples could not be measured correctly due to the high
contact resistance resulting from the contact-making step
described above. This led us to make a new generation of
samples: the CS-type samples. The new protection method
implemented in the CS samples ensures ohmic contact
resistances between the YBa2Cu3O7−δ and gold layers, due
to the fact that the latter is deposited in situ, just after the
CeO2 protective layer.

Although Tc0 dispersion also exists for CS samples, it
does not extend beyond a dozen kelvin across all widths.
If we look more specifically at the narrowest supercon-
ducting wires, these have an average Tc0 lowered by just
a few kelvin compared with devices that are 2 µm wide.
While dispersion in Tc0 also exists for CS samples, it only
extends over a range of 10 K. Furthermore, this broaden-
ing does not occur systematically at the narrowest width
of the nanowire. This makes the technique more reliable
when using CS-type samples rather than N-type ones. We
also point out that the narrowest superconducting wires
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have a Tc0 lowered by only a few kelvin compared to the
2-µm-wide devices.

Most CS nanowires have a Tc0 higher than 80 K. This
statistic comes from the measurement of three different CS
chips (more than 200 devices), from two different batches,
which shows that these results are very reproducible. We
will see that this trend is also present in the measurements
of the I -V characteristics. In addition, the superconduct-
ing properties are additionally preserved for several tens
of months—the last samples measured were character-
ized 28 months after their manufacture. These observa-
tions are strong arguments demonstrating the robustness
of YBa2Cu3O7−δ films to oxygen diffusion and ageing.
Here, we have thus validated the control, reproducibility,
and durability of high-quality nanowires made by oxygen-
ion irradiation from 30-nm-thick YBa2Cu3O7−δ thin films
protected by a CeO2 disk. Regarding the fabrication of
nanowires from 30-nm-thick JS type samples, the quality
of the devices has improved significantly. As we can see
from the figures, the devices compete with the best devices
obtained on CS-type samples in terms of Tc0 : overall, they
have a Tc that is higher by a few kelvin.

After these first measurements, we examine the I -V
characteristics. The current-voltage (I -V) curve provides
valuable information on the behavior and single-photon-
detection potential of superconducting nanowires. Regard-
less of the device geometry, the nanowire current density
j is computed with respect to its superconducting cross
section A = wd as j = I/(wd). The width w and the length
l are estimated from the electron-beam lithography with a
precision of about a few percent to dozens of percent for
the narrowest wire, which is, in any case, overestimated
regarding the irradiation profile described above.

In Figs. 6(b) and 6(c), we show two typical voltage char-
acteristics of current density (j -V) at 10 K, measured for
increasing and decreasing scans of two different wires of
length 500 nm and width 300 nm. We extract the critical
current density jc as the value of the current for a volt-
age of 5 µV that is greater than the voltage noise [see
the inset of Fig. 6(b)]. The (j -V) curves can show very
different behaviors, which can be classified into two cate-
gories depending on the value of jc. This criterion has been
also reported in other type of YBa2Cu3O7−δ nanowires
[38]. For values of jc lower than an experimental crite-
rion of jh0 = 5 − 10 × 106 A cm−2, the voltage increases
continuously until it reaches the ohmic state. The upward-
and downward-sweep curves merge completely [Fig. 6(c)].
This behavior is consistent with the flux flow regime.
When jc is greater than jh0, a metastable state appears, the
signature of which is a hysteretic j -V characteristic due
to the Joule effect in the normal state competing with the
cooling of the electrons. For V < 1 mV, the wire exhibits a
flux flow regime that results in a rapid increase in voltage
while the current varies slowly [see the inset of Fig. 6(b)].
As the current increases further, a sudden high-voltage

(a) (b)

(c)

(d)

(e)

FIG. 6. (a) The evolution of the critical current jc at 10 K as
a function of the nanowire width. (b)–(d) Depending on the jc
value, the nanowires belong to two categories: if jc > jh0, the I -
V curve is hysteretic as represented in (b) while for jc < jh0, the
I -V curve has a flux flow behavior as shown in (d). The orange
circle and purple diamond represent the critical current densities
for short and long wires, respectively, made here, and the red
and green triangles are, respectively, the critical current densities
for protected and unprotected wires made using other techniques
[51,55,78]. (c) The hysteretic I -V curve in log-log scale, with an
enlargement around 0 V. The switching current js (red arrow),
the returning current jr (green arrow), and the critical current jc
(blue arrow) are indicated. (e) A typical evolution of the critical
current jc as a function of the temperature for two short nanowires
of width 200 nm and 126 nm.

switching occurs, greater than 1 V [Fig. 6(b)]. The cor-
responding current density and voltage are the switching
current density js, indicated in the inset of Fig. 6(b), and
the switching voltage Vs, respectively.

III. DISCUSSION

Figure 6(a) summarizes the data from all the devices
fabricated in this work, along with data collected from
other work where the devices were made using other
techniques [51,55,78]. The theoretical Ginzburg-Landau
depairing-current density [79] jd, expressed as jd(t) =
	0/(3

√
3πμ0λL(T)2ξ(T)), where 	0 is the magnetic

flux quantum, ξ0 = 2 nm, and λL(0) = 180 nm for
YBa2Cu3O7−δ , is added to the plot, at 10 K in Fig. 6(a) and
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as a function of temperature in Fig. 6(e). Regardless of the
fabrication technique, the critical current density defines to
which categories the device belongs. Note that all jc are
below the theoretical depairing-current density jd marked
by the short-dotted line but approach it.

Encapsulated wires fabricated using our ion-irradiation
technique (orange round dots for the short 500-nm wires
and purple diamonds for the long 20-µm wires) exhibit
high voltage jumps, up to 1 V amplitude at 10 K. In addi-
tion, they can be used directly in the state for single-photon
detection, since there is no opaque layer protecting them
from visible radiation. Furthermore, they remain stable
under thermal cycling, over time and under storage con-
ditions in a dry ambient environment. The remarkable data
of the other works (red triangles) have been obtained in the
presence of a gold layer, which when removed, degrades
the wires considerably. The vast majority of the wires no
longer exhibit hysteresis.

For single-photon detection, we are looking for hys-
teretic behavior, which is the signature of a thermal run-
away favorable to single-photon detection. Figure 7(b)
shows the I -V curves for different temperatures, demon-
strating an increasing switching voltage as the temperature
is lowered.

Using the model developed by Skocpol, Beasley, and
Tinkham (SBT) [80], we can account for the critical cur-
rent density threshold necessary to observe the hysteresis.
Such a description has widely been used to model the self-
heating of superconducting nanowires at low [81–83] and
high [28,84] critical temperatures.

In the original paper, SBT studied the heat transfer in a
one-dimensional wire of thickness d, width w, and length l.
In Fig. 7(a), a schematic of such a biased nanowire under a
current I is presented: a hot normal region of length 2 × y0
is at the center of the bridge. Depending on the thermal
properties and dimensions of the wire, the normal region
is maintained by the Joule effect or dissipated by both heat
transfer through the superconducting thin film and the sub-
strate. The temperature evolution T(y) along the bridge is
written as

− κn
d2T
dy2 + α

d
(T − Tb) =

(
I

wd

)2

ρ (y < y0), (2a)

− κs
d2T
dy2 + α

d
(T − Tb) = 0 (y > y0), (2b)

where κn and κs are the thermal conductivity in the nor-
mal and the superconducting states, respectively, ρ is the
film resistivity, Tb is the bath temperature, and α is the
thermal conductance per unit area. For the normal region,
the right-hand term of Eq. (2a) is Joule heating. On the
left-hand side of Eq. (2a), the first term corresponds to
the thermal conduction of the nanowire in the normal
and superconducting phase, respectively, while the second

(a) (b)

(d)(c)

FIG. 7. (a) The schematics of a biased current wire in the
framework of the SBT thermal model. A normal hot region of
length 2y0 along the y axis (in red) transfers thermal energy lat-
erally to the superconducting wire via heat conduction κ and
through the substrate due to the heat transfer α. Depending on
the values of α and κ , the hot region either expands or self-heals.
(b) I -V curves measured at different temperatures for C8, a 30-
nm-thick 500-nm-long 200-nm-wide YBa2Cu3O7−δ nanowire.
(c) The SBT self-heating model in linear scale with a C8 I -V
curve at 66 K. The solid lines are simulations of the IhVh para-
metric curves given by Eqs. (4) and (5). We set different values
of α, displayed in the legend in units of 107 W K−1 m−2, with
κ = 1.6 W K−1 m−1. The pink area defines the zone in which the
device is thermally unstable for α = 2.6 × 107 W K−1 m−2. The
corresponding minimum healing current jh0 is highlighted by the
black circle. The dashed line is the asymptotic line of the ohmic
state in the SBT simulation. (d) The temperature evolution of the
returning current density for C8. The lines correspond to the sim-
ulations of the healing-current density jh0 for different values of
the surface heat transfer α (in units of 107 W K−1 m−2) and for a
temperature-dependent α(T) using the phonon mismatch model
(“Mismatch” in the key).

term represents the thermal transfers through the substrate.
As a first approach, assuming that the conductivities are
identical, i.e., κ = κs = κn, the equilibrium between these
terms naturally leads to a characteristic thermal length ηh,
called the healing length and expressed as

ηh =
√

κd
α

. (3)

Depending on the length l of the nanowire compared with
the healing length ηh, there are two types of behavior:
either, for l > ηh, heat is dissipated mainly through the
substrate, preventing the hot spot from extending across
the entire width of the nanowire, which remains in the
superconducting state; or, for l < ηh, heat exchange within
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the superconducting nanowire dominates and the hot spot
propagates throughout the nanowire. The result is a super-
conducting transition to the normal state, the signature of
which is both hysteresis and switching in the I -V curves.

To estimate ηh in our YBa2Cu3O7−δ nanowires on sap-
phire substrate, we use α ≈ 1 × 107 W K−1 m−2 [85] and
κn ≈ 0.8 − 3 W K−1 m−1 [86].

Using these two limiting values for thermal conductiv-
ity, the healing length of a 30-nm-thick YBa2Cu3O7−δ film
can be estimated to be ηh ≈ 50 − 100 nm.

In our case, the nanowires are always longer than the
estimated healing length, while their width is of the same
order of magnitude or greater than the healing length. For
long bridges l � ηh, assuming that the temperatures at
its ends are equal to the bath temperature and that T and
κ(dT/dy) are continuous at the normal-superconductor
interface, the current flow required to maintain a static hot
spot is written as [80]

Ih(y0) =
√

αw2d(Tc − Tb)

ρ

×
√[

1 +
(

κs

κn

)
coth

(
y0

ηN

)
coth

(
L

2ηS
− y0

ηS

)]
.

(4)

Using Ohm’s law, the corresponding voltage drop along
the wire is written as

Vh(y0) = 2y0ρIh(y0)

wd
. (5)

The parametric healing curves IhVh of Eqs. (4) and (5)
depend on the thermal properties and dimensions of the
superconducting nanowire. In Fig. 7(c), we have plotted
both the healing curves from the simulation for three val-
ues of surface heat transfer α as well as the measured
hysteretic I -V curve at 66 K of a nanowire of thickness
30 nm, length 500 nm, and width 200 nm.

Note that the minimum point Ih0 of the curve IhVh is the
highest current value for which the hot spot heals. Thus, in
the I -V return curve, Ih0 is equal to the value of the return
current Ir that returns the nanowire to the superconducting
state.

Using a resistivity of ρ(100 K) = 300 µ� cm and a
critical temperature of Tc0 = 86.1 K for our nanowire,
we were able to simulate the IhVh by adjusting the
surface heat-transfer coefficient α and the thermal con-
ductivity κ so that the simulated curve intersects the
returning and switching data points. We found α =
2.6 × 107 W K−1 m−2, κ = κs = κn = 1.6 W K−1 m−1

and obtained the following healing-current density: jh0 ≈
11 MA cm−2. Here, the values of α and κ estimated from
the simulation are consistent with those reported [85,86].

We now examine the evolution of the return-current den-
sity jr as a function of temperature as well as the thermal
SBT simulation of the healing-current density jh0 for differ-
ent constant values of the surface-heat-transfer coefficient
as shown in Fig. 7(d). For the value α = 1.0 [85], the simu-
lation underestimates the healing-current density jh0 , while
the case α = 1.2 corresponds to the value of jh0 at high and
low temperature but the overall shape of jr with regard to
the temperature is not reproduced. Finally, the model for
α = 2.6 corresponds to the global experimental evolution
of jr from high temperature down to 66 K but overestimates
it at low temperature. Moreover, such a heat-transfer value
is almost 3 times higher than that reported in the literature
[85].

We can refine the SBT model by including the temper-
ature dependence of the thermal conductance α. Taking
into account that the phonon wavelength increases with
decreasing temperature, this results in a shift of the acous-
tic wavelength at the interface for low temperatures [87,88]
called acoustic mismatch, which leads to a reduction in
surface heat exchange. The introduction of such an effect
[86] in the SBT model is written as

1
α

= A + B
T3 . (6)

With A−1 = 2.61 × 107 W K−1 m−2 and B = 9 ×
10−4 K4 m2 W−1 for our system, we can fit our data up
to 35 K, as shown by the blue line in Fig. 7(d). Below
35 K, the model no longer accounts for the evolution of
jr with the temperature. We have therefore improved the
reproduction of the experimental data down to 35 K.

Considering the validity domain of the SBT model, we
can explain the deviation between the model and the data.
We have not added the temperature dependence of κ but
several works have reported an increase of κ around 40–50
K [89–91]. This should result in larger heat transfers in
the superconducting state and therefore larger values of
the return current jr. Note that heat exchange with the sub-
strate may be less efficient than within the superconducting
nanowire, depending on the length 2 × y0 of the hot spot,
which can range from 1 nm to 250 nm. The increase in
κ associated with the decrease in α for low temperatures
leads to values of ηh greater than the wire width. This is
outside the assumptions of the SBT model. We can thus
understand that at low temperatures, our model cannot
reproduce the experimental data.

IV. CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, we have demonstrated a technique to
produce high-temperature superconducting nanowires fab-
ricated by ion irradiation combined with standard electron-
lithography techniques. The nanowires are fully encapsu-
lated in an environment that protects them from any form
of degradation by oxygen migration or exposure during the
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fabrication steps. The quality of the superconducting prop-
erties and their robustness over time illustrates the strength
of this superconducting nanowire milling technique as a
prime method for the development of scalable irradiated
high-temperature superconducting nanowire single-photon
detectors. We have shown that most of the nanowires
produced using our technique have very high critical cur-
rent densities, allowing hysteresis and a voltage jump in
the order of 1 V. The understanding of such behavior
up to 35 K in the framework of the SBT model allows
us to highlight the conditions for the development of a
hot spot, which is a prerequisite for obtaining a single-
photon detector in high-critical-temperature superconduct-
ing nanowires. This condition may be not sufficient to
make a SNSPD. In a Ginzburg-Landau–based calculation,
Vodolazov [45] has shown that the ratio between the elec-
tron and phonon heat capacities is essential to estimate
the values of the width of the nanowire and the critical
current density, favorable to detect each absorbed photon
(deterministic SNSPD). In the case of high-Tc materials,
these numbers are d = 10 nm and jc ∼ 0.9 jd. While this
calculation captures an essential part of the SNSPD func-
tioning, and certainly points towards two important critical
parameters, there is still uncertainties on the absolute val-
ues required. Ginzburg-Landau is a theory valid close to
Tc, while the SNSPD are supposed to operate well below
Tc/2. The quasiparticle excitation spectrum depends on the
material and high-Tc superconductors are unconventional
in this respect. Thin films may have different material
parameters than the bulk—e.g., such as λL—that set jd.
Note that the controversial debate on the possibility of hav-
ing a single-photon response seems to be dying out in view
of the latest results obtained on ultrathin Bi2Sr2CaCu2O8+δ

layers [39,40], which exhibit single-photon response but
may be not in the deterministic regime. Our nanowires
will be good candidates, provided that the properties of the
starting film are further improved with a thickness further
reduced to about 10 nm—in particular, to trap vortices and
remove the dissipative part before the nanowire switches to
its resistive state—and their width probably to below 100
nm [45]. This development is in progress and is beyond the
scope of this work.
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