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Intragranular strain and mosaicity in Cu
thin films during fast thermomechanical
fatigue
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Modern high-power semiconductor devices in automotive applications are subjected to overload
pulses with heating rates up to 106 K ∙ s−1, causing temperature spikes of up to 300 °C. Cu thin films in
these devices function not only as electrical conductors but also as primary heat sinks, facilitating
rapid thermal dissipation. This study investigated thermomechanical fatigue in Cu thin films under
application-relevant conditions within a 100–400 °C temperature range. High-frequency (20 kHz)
X-ray diffraction measurements revealed compressive stresses of up to −293 MPa, surpassing the
yield strength of bulkCu.Dark-field X-raymicroscopy tracked selected grains in situ over 1000 applied
cycles, with either 200 µs or 20ms pulse lengths. The observed grains exhibited a pronounced
tendency to develop low-angle grain boundaries, which interactedwith high-angle boundaries and led
to constrictions in the grain shape. Structural inhomogeneities exhibited localized alternating tensile
and compressive 2nd-order strains, connecting them to strain localization and deterioration of electric
properties.

Since the advent of microelectronics, the layering of highly dissimilar
materials, such as semiconductors, metals, ceramics, and plastics, has been
known to induce residual stress1. In case of malfunction, microelectronic
devices face ultra-fast heating with rates up to 106 K ∙ s−1, caused by power
dissipation. Subsequently, the heterostructures mismatch in coefficients of
thermal expansion (CTE) causes high thermal stress, which has been shown
to potentially limit the device lifetime2,3. Understanding thermal stress and
its effect on the degradation of the materials’ mechanical and electric
properties is not just a theoretical pursuit but a crucial aspect of ensuring the
reliability and longevity of microelectronic devices. New challenges arise
from the increasingly complicated architecture of 3D integrated circuits or
increased demands in performance and reliability4.

Thermal stress in microelectronic multilayers has been investi-
gated mainly using methods such as X-ray diffraction (XRD)5,6, wafer
curvature7–10 or cantilever bending11,12, combined with imaging meth-
ods such as scanning electron microscopy (SEM) or transmission
electron microscopy (TEM). While the approaches have significantly
advanced our understanding of thermal stresses at low heating rates of
10−1–103K ∙ s−1, where creep dominates deformation, further research is
needed at higher heating rates of up to 106 K ∙ s-1 4, to capture plastic
deformation at application-relevant conditions. Moser et al. used

dedicated test structures named polyheaters13 to cycle Cu interconnect
lines at heating rates of up to 106 K ∙ s-1, showing that short pulses cause
brittle fracture while longer pulses lead to ductile deformation14. The
fractured samples showed significantly higher electrical resistance at
comparable stages of fatigue, compromising the device’s functionality.
The influence of ultra-fast heating rates was also investigated in our
recent work, where an almost five-fold increase in compressive stress
(from −59 to −276 MPa) was observed for heating rates of 10-1 and
106 K ∙ s−1, respectively15. These findings indicate that ultra-fast heating
suppresses creep by inducing high strain-rate deformation, thereby
modifying dislocation dynamics and interaction mechanisms.

Typically, work hardening of fcc metals with medium to high stacking
fault energy (SFE) results in a hierarchical subdivision of themicrostructure
as dislocations align in low angle grain boundaries (LAGBs) to form wall
and cell structures16,17. Such a behavior is called dynamic recovery and is
observed in Cu thin films with grains larger than 1 µm, as otherwise dis-
locations form tangles or pile up at high-angle grain boundaries (HAGBs)8.
These cell structures occur commonly in monotonic loading but also fati-
gue. A phenomenon worth noting in Cu thin films’ fatigue is the formation
of persistent slip bands (PSBs)6,18. Such PSBs may form in Cu grains larger
than 1 µmunder symmetrical loads and small strains19. Therefore, PSBs can
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be ruled out in the case of thermal overload pulses, as the loads are highly
unsymmetrical and exceed the yield strength of Cu.

AsCu is yielding and LAGBs are formed, these sites of high dislocation
density, i.e., high deformation, also facilitate the rearrangement of disloca-
tions via dislocation climb to form vacancies. For example, severe plastically
deformed Cu has been shown to have a three orders of magnitude higher
vacancy concentration in LAGBs than in the surrounding material20. The
link between LAGBs with high vacancy concentrations and voiding in fcc
metals has been establishedbyNoell et al. for different high-purity fccmetals
under monotonic loading conditions21–23. Previously, voids were thought to
occur through the decohesion of second-phase particles mainly24. Their
results showed that while nanoscale voids formed throughout high-purity
Cu, only those near LAGBs grew to the micrometer scale. The absence of a
clear correlation between LAGBmisorientation and void size suggests that
strain relief does not drive void growth. It is rather vacancy condensation in
areas of high dislocation density, which is prominent in fcc metals due to
dislocation climb23.

To recapitulate, the literature indicates that intragranular structural
defects and local strain gradients are linked to morphological changes,
including void formation and cracking atHAGBs in fatiguedCu. Therefore,
researchers have investigated the impact of thermal stress on the micro-
structure of Cu using electronmicroscopy. However, an experimental setup
based on SEM and electron backscatter diffraction (EBSD) can only give
limited spatial and angular resolution10,25. In other instances, TEMwas used
to characterize samples prepared at different stages of fatigue to investigate
the defect structure8,26. However, research would benefit from the ability to
choose a single grain in the Cu thin film and track the in situ evolution of
LAGBs and strains to gain deeper insight into underlying degradation
mechanisms.

Dark-field X-ray microscopy (DFXM) is a high-resolution, non-
destructive technique for probing individual grains in bulk materials with
high spatial and angular sensitivity27–29. Previously, studies on defect
structures in single-crystal Al have used DFXM to reveal how dislocation
patterning and cell formation evolve through stochastic multiplicative
processes, starting fromrandomlyappearingdislocation entanglements that
grow and subdivide30,31. Building on our previous ex situ study of Cu ther-
momechanical fatigue32, where polyheater experiments revealed defect
accumulation and HAGB cracking but lacked insight into intermediate
stages, we now use in situ DFXM to track intragranular microstructural
changes during early-stage fatigue. In this work, we directly observe dis-
location interactions and defect evolution under cycling conditions. Addi-
tionally, 20 kHz X-ray diffraction characterizes thermal stress evolution in
real-time, while EBSD provides a complementary view of the overall
microstructure.

Results
To investigate thermomechanical fatigue in Cu, two types of in-situ syn-
chrotron experimentswere conductedusing the polyheaterdevice presented
in Section "Thermomechanical testing through polyheaters". The core of
this study focuses onDFXMcharacterization conducted at the former ID06
HXM(nowID03) beamline of theEuropeanSynchrotronRadiationFacility
(ESRF) during single andmultiple thermal cycling. Complementary results
from the in situ high-frequency (20 kHz) XRD characterization of Cu
metallization at the ADDAMS beamline of the Swiss Light Source are
presented.

Orientation scans were used to determine changes in the grains’
intragranular orientation (mosaicity) by tilting around the φ and χ axes
while keeping 2θ constant (Fig. 1). For each pixel, the intensities at different
φ-angles were used to calculate the center of mass (CoMφ) and full width at
half maxima (FWHMφ) of themeasured reflections.Axial strain scanswere
used to quantify 2nd-order strains by rotating φ and 2θ, keeping χ constant.
The CoM2θwas used to calculate the Cu {111} lattice plane spacing d

Cu111. A
change in the grains average dCu 111 equals the build-up or relaxation of 1st-
order strains, while a change of the intragranular dCu 111 distribution equals
the 2nd-order strains. Since the sample was mounted upright (Fig. 1) and φ

was tilted in close proximity to 0°, the 1st-order strains corresponded to the
in-plane direction of the sample. A benefit of the two tilt angles is the
additional set of φ-rocking curves at each 2θ position. From these rocking
curves, CoMφ and FWHMφ can also be calculated and compared to
orientation scans, which may be beneficial due to the lower sample shift of
the axial strain scans. A detailed description of the DFXM experiment is
outlined in Section "Dark-field X-ray Microscopy".

The first single-cycle experiment investigated a 20 µm Cu thin film
using DFXM (Fig. 1) at different temperature steps. This experiment aimed
toobserve the initialmicrostructureofCuandhow the elevated temperature
affects existing dislocation structures and local strain. Since the individual
scans took approximately one hour at every applied temperature, the single-
cycle experiment corresponds to a slow heating profile present in an
annealing process during manufacturing or a wafer curvature experiment.

The second in situDFXM synchrotron experiment examined the early
stages of fatigue by repeatedly cycling two 5 µm thick Cu films between
100–400 °C with rapid heating pulses of 200 µs and 20ms length. Such
temperature profiles mimic the overload pulses encountered during a
malfunction in power electronic applications. This experiment investigated
early-stage thermomechanical fatigue as intragranular dislocation struc-
tures form and interact with the HAGBs and 2nd-order strain fields. The
different pulse lengthswere selected to investigate the influence of increased
average temperature on microstructure and strain fields.

Single-cycle experiment
From the near-field detector, a single grain from the 20 µmCu thin filmwas
selected for investigationusingDFXM.The thinfilmwasheated to 400 °C in
multiple 100 °C steps and cooled down to room temperature. DFXM was
conducted at eachheating step to examine the initial internalmicrostructure
of the selected Cu grain and its response to a slow heating cycle.

The local CoMφ in Fig. 2awere obtained through orientation scans and
represent the inclination of the Cu {111} lattice plane normal to the
experimental φ-axis (Fig. 1). Any grain that deviates from a perfect single
crystal will exhibit a spread in CoMφ due to natural misorientation from
structural defects and mosaicity. The local mappings of the CoMφ are
presented in Fig. 2a, clockwise from heating to cooling. Differently oriented

Fig. 1 | A schematic of the DFXM experiments. The schematic outlines the DFXM
experiments performed at the former ID06 HXM beamline at the ESRF. The sample
was scanned in transmission mode. A diffraction spot chosen from the Cu 111 DS-
ring was magnified by a CRL objective on the downstream far-field detector. 2D
orientation scans were conducted by tilting along the φ–χ axes, and 2D axial strain
scans were conducted by mapping the φ–2θ axes.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41529-025-00629-z Article

npj Materials Degradation |            (2025) 9:79 2

www.nature.com/npjmatdeg


parts of the grain, such as dislocation cells have been identified and labeled
sections. The CoMφ of the initial grain wasmainly oriented at an φ-angle of
−0.32°, shown in orange and green colors, andwasmarked as section I. The
dark blue cell in the grain’s upper left was marked as section II and was
oriented at an average φ angle of−1.48°, with an additional peak at−1.85°
(section II). The lower part of the grain in Fig. 2a, labeled section III,
appeared fragmented and dark red, indicating an φ-orientation close to the
upper end of the scanning range at 1°. The overall distribution of CoMφ for
this mapping is shown in the histogram in Fig. 2b, where the different
sections can be identified. Section III remained fragmented up to a tem-
perature of 200 °C, after which it homogenized and adopted the orientation
of section I at −0.22°. The now equiaxed grain showed a total diameter of
approximately 30 µm. Afterward, the shape of the grain remained
unchanged and rotated towards a lower φ-angle of −0.43°. Section II con-
tinuously shrank in size and rotated towards a lowerCoMφ at−2° as parts of
the cell moved out of the scanning range of the φ-axis.

Figures 3–5 present mappings of the same grain using axial strain
scans, which is why the form differs slightly from Fig. 2. The peak broad-
ening of Cu 111 (FWHMφ) is shown in Fig. 3 correlating to the number of
defects or 2nd-order strains. For comparison, the FWHMφ obtained
through orientation scans is shown in Supplementary Fig. 1. The initial
grain exhibited pronounced defect structures, as indicated by streaks of
increasedFWHMφ in Fig. 3a.Due to their shape, theyweremostly identified
as LAGBs separating cells of different orientations within the grain. In the
pristine grain at 25 °C, the red arrow shows an example of a preexisting
LAGB. As the temperature increased, the thermally activated dislocation
movements become more probable, increasing mobility33. At 400 °C, the
LAGBmarked by the red arrow has loosened and partially merged with the
HAGB to its right. The question ofwhy the outer boundarieswere identified
asHAGBs and not LAGBs of highermisorientation will be addressed in the

discussion. As the Cu thin film cooled to room temperature, the LAGBs
reformed and increased in FWHMφ, as again exemplified by the LAGB
marked by the red arrow. The overall development of the FWHMφ is shown
in the histogram (Fig. 3b) and displays a gradual increase throughout the
single heating cycle.

In Fig. 4a, local mappings of dCu 111 are shown. The sections I–III,
identified in the orientation scan (Fig. 2a), weremarked in the firstmapping
at 25°C. The average dCu 111 increased throughout the heating of the Cu thin
film as the color scheme changed from violet to orange. As the sample
cooled, the average dCu111 remained elevated, indicating the formation of 1st-
order tensile strain. This trend is highlighted in Fig. 4b, where the average
dCu 111 was plotted at different temperature steps. At room temperature, the
lattice plane spacing amounted to 2.084 ± 3 × 10−4 Å, which is slightly lower
than expected for the Cu thermodynamic equilibrium of 2.087 Å. Based on
the initial dCu 111, the theoretical lattice plane spacing at elevated tempera-
tures was calculated assuming linear thermal expansion. This assumption
was valid for the heating process as dCu111 increased to 2.096 ± 2× 10−4 Å, for
the maximum temperature of 400 °C. However, as visible in the local
mappings, the dCu111 remained elevated after cooling below250 °C.At 25 °C,
the average dCu111 was 2.090 ± 3 × 10−4 Å, which is considerably higher than
the initial value of 2.084 ± 3 × 10−4Å and the thermodynamic equilibrium,
indicating a 1st-order tensile strain in in-plane sample direction. The 1st-
order strains amounted to −1.4 ± 0.1 × 10−3 and −1.4 ± 0.1 × 10−3, before
and after the single cycle, respectively.

Local variations of dCu 111 are shown through mappings of 2nd-order
strain (εCu111) in Fig. 5a. In the pristine grain, HAGBswere sites of increased
alternating tensile and compressive strains, which appeared especially at
intersections with structural inhomogeneities observed in Fig. 3a. In the
example marked by the red arrow in Fig. 3a, the local mapping showed a
region of increased tensile strain closely tracing the LAGB. This suggests a

Fig. 2 | Evolution of orientation during a single
heating cycle. For the single heating cycle, the CoMφ

were obtained through orientation scans at different
temperatures between 25 and 400°. The local map-
pings are shown clockwise from heating to cooling
(a). Histograms of the CoMφ distribution at 25° and
400° are shown in the center (b). The scale bar of the
local mappings is shown on the x-axis of the histo-
gram. The fragmented grain showed homogeniza-
tion at 200 °C and overall rotated towards lower φ
angles.
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correlation betweenmicrostructural inhomogeneities and concentrations of
2nd-order strain. At 400 °C, where most of the LAGBs had loosened, the
2nd-order strains became homogeneous in the grain interior. Similar to the
LAGBs, the 2nd-order strains became heterogeneous again during cooling
and increased in amplitude. The histograms of the 2nd-order strains in a
pristine state, at the peak temperature, and after the single-heating cycle are
given in Fig. 5b. The behavior of the 1st-order strain is partially reflected as
the 2nd-order strain distribution is initially skewed towards compression
and skewed towards tension, after the cycle. At 400 °C, the εCu 111 showed a
normal distribution around zero.

The single-cycle experiment revealed that the initial microstructure of
the Cu thin film exhibited dislocation structures and relatively large intra-
granular mosaicity as the investigated grain was partially fragmented. The
microstructure becamemore homogeneous as theCu thinfilmunderwent a
temperature cycle between 25 and 400 °C, with the grain shape becoming
more defined and the dislocation structures loosening up. As the LAGBs
disappeared, the associated 2nd-order strains were also relieved. The dis-
location structures reformed as the Cu thin film cooled, and the associated
2nd-order strains reappeared in increased amplitude.

200 µs cycling experiment
Multiple thermomechanical cycles between 100–400 °C were applied to
5 µm thick Cu thin films to investigate the impact of overload pulses on the
Cu thin films. However, for the interpretation of microstructural degrada-
tion, the thermal stress caused by the overload pulses is particularly inter-
esting. Therefore, equivalent polyheaters were investigated using high-
frequency (20 kHz) XRD at PSI. Figure 6a shows the temperature profile of
those cyclingpulses that had either 200µs or 20ms in length.Themaximum
temperaturesmeasuredbyhigh-frequencyXRDwere332and396 °C for the
shorter and longer pulse lengths, respectively. The temperature profiles

measured by XRD analysis and the Al temperature sensor integrated into
the polyheater are compared in Supplementary Fig. 2. The maximum
compressive stresses recorded for the different pulses were -201 ± 22 and
−293 ± 18MPa for the 200 µs and 20ms long pulses, respectively (Fig. 6b).
These results indicate that theCu thinfilm cycled by the shorter pulse length
was exposed to less thermal stress than the Cu thin film cycled by 20ms
pulse length.The effect of these temperature cycles on theCumicrostructure
is shown in Figs. 7–10.

Local mappings of the CoMφ obtained by orientation scans after 1,
500, and 1000 applied cycles are shown in Fig. 7a for the short pulse
duration of 200 µs. The initial Cu grain showed two distinct subgrains
labeled sections I and II, with average φ orientations of 1.75° and -0.8°. A
sharp LAGB separated them. After 500 applied cycles, both grains rotated
towards lower φ orientations of 0.4° and −1.8°, and the orientation dis-
tribution of CoMφ widened considerably (Fig. 7b). The initially sharp
grain boundary appeared fragmented and jagged. This can also be
observed in the distribution of CoMφ visible in the histograms in Fig. 7b.
To emphasize this point, the FWHMφ of selected line profiles are shown in
Fig. 7c, d for 1 and 500 applied cycles, respectively. The positions of the
line profiles were indicated in the local mappings (Fig. 7a) by dotted lines
in identical colors. The pristine grain showed a LAGB extending between
1–5 µm in different portions of the grain. After 500 cycles, the FWHMφ is
elevated almost across the whole grain, as well as widened up to 20 µm.
LocalMappings of the FWHMφ are shown in Supplementary Fig. 3. After
1000 applied cycles, the apparent grain shape had changed significantly,
and the measured CoMφ distribution rotated further towards lower φ
orientations of−3° and−1.5°. Because of the significant shape change, no
line profiles were exported from this scan. The full range of mappings for
the CoMφ and FWHMφ of the orientation scans is displayed in Supple-
mentary Fig. 2.

Fig. 3 | Evolution of defect structures during a
single heating cycle. Clockwise, local mappings of
the FWHMφ obtained through axial strain scans, are
displayed from heating to cooling (a). The FWHMφ

distributions at room temperature and peak tem-
perature are shown in (b), with the color bar on the
x-axis representative of the local mappings. While
the average FWHMφ increased throughout the sin-
gle heating cycle, the dislocation structures lost
during heating and reformed, as shown by the red
arrows.
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The presentation of the evolution ofmicrostructure continues in Fig. 8
using data from axial strain scans, which illuminated only section II visible
inFig. 7a since the χ angle is kept constant, thus prohibiting thediffractionof
section I. Mappings of the CoMφ (Fig. 8a) showed a grain that was mainly
oriented at 2° and rotated towards lower φ angles while forming cell
structures. In section III, two subgrains oriented at 0.4 and −0.7° formed
between 200 and 750 cycles (Fig. 8a). The LAGB becomes visible in the
FWHMφ after 200 cycles, as marked by arrows 1, and it increases from 0.4°
to a bright streak of up to 1.6° after 750 cycles (Fig. 8b). A similar behavior
was observed in section IVof the grain,where the initial homogeneous grain
was split into three different cells. Bright streaks of increased FWHMφ,
which split the cells, weremarked by arrows 2 at 200 and 750 applied cycles.
In all of these cases, the formation of an LAGB led to a constriction of the
grain shape, as at theLAGB-HAGB intersections. This is especially apparent
in the examplemarked by arrow 1 after 750 cycles, where an almost circular
hole appeared. These constrictions may serve as potential void nucleation
sites, as reasoned in the discussion. After 1000 applied cycles, most of the
grain had rotated out of the scanning range, and only small globular dis-
location cells were observed (Fig. 8a). Only section V of the original grain
could be traced up to 1000 cycles, rotating from -1° to−3°. The axial strain
scans further gave insight into the Cu {111} lattice plane spacing changes
and intragranular strain (Fig. 8c, d). Themean dCu111 was 2.088 ± 2× 10−4Å,
which decreased slightly to 2.087 ± 2 × 10−4 Å between 100–750 applied
cycles before decreasing further to 2.085 ± 5 × 10-4Å after 1000 applied
cycles. This indicates the formation of 1st-order compressive strains in the
sample in plane direction. Localmappings of the 2nd-order strains (Fig. 8d)
showed an increased amplitude nearHAGBas indicated by arrows 3. As the
Cu thin film was fatigued, those strains extended to the grain interior, often
in the vicinity of LAGBs. In one case marked by arrows 4, it was observed
how tensile strain extended into the grain’s interior after 100 cycles. After

200 cycles, the εCu 111 formed a complex state of alternating tensile and
compressive strains before that part moved out of the image at 300 cycles.
After1000 cycles, the remaining subgrains exhibited similar strainfields that
span across the whole cells.

Summarized, the Cu grain cycled by the 200 µs pulses showed a ten-
dency for hierarchical subdivision of microstructure as LAGBs formed and
separated the initial grain into multiple subgrains (sections I–V). Those
subgrains rotated away from the ω-orientation of the primary grain. The
HAGBsexhibited increased2ndorder strains,which extended into the grain
body as structural inhomogeneities formed. Additionally, the grain shape
constricted at intersections of LAGBs and HAGBs, which were interpreted
as void formation sites.

20ms cycling experiment
To see potential influences of the pulse length, i.e., the longer exposure to
higher temperatures, a second 5 µm Cu metallization was cycled using
20ms pulses between 100–400 °C. Orientation scans revealed the local φ
orientation of the selected grain in Fig. 9. The main body of the grain was
oriented at anφ angle of 4.5°with little significant intragranular features and
only a rather continuous gradient over the grain length. After 500 applied
cycles, the grain splits into two almost equal parts labeled sections I and II,
with a CoMφ of 5°and 3.7°, respectively (Fig. 9b). After 1000 cycles, the
upper part rotated out of the scanning range, and a third cell, marked as
section III and oriented at 5.5°, formed. After 500 cycles, the grain started
showing similar constrictions as outlined for the 200 µs pulse length,
although of a greater depth. The full range of mappings for the CoMφ and
FWHMφ of the orientation scans is displayed in Supplementary Fig. 3.

The CoMφ from axial strain scans in Fig. 10a revealed a similar grain
shape and a formation of cells. Those cells were labeled sections I-III in
accordance with Fig. 9a. Section I was oriented at 5° and moved towards

Fig. 4 | Evolution of lattice spacing during a single
heating cycle. Clockwise, local mappings of the
dCu 111 are shown from heating to cooling (a). The
average dCu 111, obtained from axial strain scans, is
displayed for different temperatures (b), with the
theoretical values being calculated under the
assumption of linear elastic thermal expansion. The
color scale bar of the local mappings is shown in the
y-axis of (b). After the single heating cycle, the lattice
spacing indicates the formation of 1st-order tensile
strain.
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higher angles as sections II and III formed after 300 and 1000 cycles,
respectively. In contrast to the orientation scans, section II already moved
out of the scanning range before 500 cycles, which indicates an additional
rotation in χ. After 1000 cycles, another cell (section IV), only partly visible
in the orientation scan, became visible. The local FWHMφ displays the

formation of LAGBs during thermomechanical cycling (Fig. 10b) as labeled
for two examples by arrows 1 and 2. The LAGB, marked by arrows 2, was
formed after applied cycles separated sections I and II. Similar to the short
temperature cycles, the intersections of LAGBs and HAGBs showed pro-
nounced constrictions of the grain shape (cf. Figs. 8b, 10b). The average
lattice plane spacing of the pristine grain was 2.085 ± 2 × 10−4Å which
increased to 2.087 ± 2 × 10−4 Å after 100 applied cycles and stayed constant
after additional cycling (Fig. 10c). The spread of the lattice spacing increased
from 2 × 10−4 to 6 × 10−4 Å with progressive thermal cycling, indicating the
formation of 2nd-order strains. The local intragranular strain mappings
showed alternating regions of increased tensile and compressive strain near
HAGBs of the initial Cu grain (marked by arrows 3 in Fig. 10d). As ther-
momechanical fatigue progressed, the strain distributions within the grain
interior intensified and became more complex. One pronounced feature
markedby arrow4 is a line of increased tensile strain concentration after 300
applied cycles, as opposed to spots of high compressive strain in the lower
region. After 500 applied cycles, the upper area moved out of the scanning
range, and only the compressively strained spots remained. After 1000
cycles, the alternating stresses close to theHAGBswere reduced. Instead, the
area close to the HAGB was in compressive strain, while the interior was
strained in tension.

To recapitulate, the Cu grain cycled by the 20ms long pulses showed a
similar microstructural degradation as for the 200 µs pulses. The mosaicity
of the grain increased as cell structures formed and strains extended from
HAGBs into the grain body. The grain shape also showed significant con-
striction at intersections of LAGBs and HAGBs.

Multiple pulsed – EBSD measurements
EBSD characterization was performed on three electrochemically polished
polyheaters to compare the microstructure across multiple grains with the

Fig. 5 | Evolution of 2nd-order strains during a
single heating cycle. Local variations of dCu 111 are
shown as 2nd order strain εCu 111 for the single tem-
perature cycle (a). The histogram in the center
shows the distribution of 2nd-order strains before, at
maximum, and after heating (b). The color scale of
the mappings is embedded in the x-axis of (b).
Regions of increased tensile strain coincide with
regions of increased FWHMφ in Fig. 3a.

Fig. 6 | Temperature and stress profiles obtained through High Frequency XRD.
Displayed are the temperature (a) and stress (b) derived from the high-frequency
XRD measurements. The temperature pulses ranged from 100–400 °C and differed
only in their pulse length between 200 µs and 20 ms. Themaximum stresses observed
were −201 ± 22MPa and −293 ± 18MPa for the shorter and longer pulse lengths,
respectively.
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observations from DFXM. Of the three samples prepared, one was in a
pristine state (Fig. 11a), and the other two were cycled 1000 times between
100–400 °C with either 200 µs or 20ms pulse length. SEM images of the
polished surfaces are shown in Supplementary Fig. 5, where a great number
of voids can be observed in the fatigued samples. However, to draw better
comparison toDFXMsmaller areashavebeen scannedwithhigh-resolution
EBSD (HR-EBSD). From top to bottom, the band channel contrast,
orientation, and (kernel-average misorientation) KAM are shown with
white pixels marking spots where no valid fit of the Kikuchi pattern was
possible. Examining the band contrast images, the Cu thin films exhibited
grains with a size of roughly 3–5 µm. No significant grain growth or grain
rotation was observed when comparing the band channel contrast and
orientation in Fig. 11a–c. Differences become only apparent when com-
paring the KAM of the respective stages of fatigue. First, the overall KAM
increased from the pristine state to the sample cycledwith 200µs long pulses
and further to the sample cycled with 20ms long pulses. However, the
greater change lies in the formation of bright streaks of increased KAM,
which are attributed to the formation of subgrain boundaries similar to the
observations inDFXM.While the pristine sample only exhibited three such

LAGBs (Fig. 11a), the number greatly increased with thermal loading as
multiple LAGBs were visible in the fatigued samples (Fig. 11b, c). The
histograms of the KAMmappings are shown in Supplementary Fig. 6.

Discussion
Any semiconductor/metal interface will exhibit thermomechanical
stress due to the large differences in CTE, such as 18.42 × 10−6 K−1 and
3.62 × 10−6 K−1 for Cu and Si, respectively34,35. After the electrochemical
deposition (ECD) of the Cu film, the polyheater was exposed to an
annealing treatment at 400 °C for 30min. This leads to a stable micro-
structure and induces tensile stresses between 100–200MPa during
cooling10,36. Such tensile residual stress is comparable to the 110MPa
observed in this study. Heating the sample to 400 °C, led to a maximum
compressive stress of -201 ± 22 and -293 ± 18MPa for the 200µs and 20ms
long pulses (Fig. 6). The difference may have been due to the different
maximum temperatures of 332 and 396 °C for the shorter and longer pulse
length, respectively. A reason for the different peak temperatures might
have been the higher temperature gradient between the heating layer, theAl
sensor, and Cu for the shorter pulse length compared to the longer37. The
maximum compressive stress of−293 ± 18MPa was higher than the -276
MPaobserved for a temperature pulse between 25–525 °C in the prior study
of the authors15. Other investigations on the yield strength of Cu under
compression have measured an increasing yield strength of Cu at room
temperature of 330MPa, 350MPa, and 400MPa for strain rates of 10-1, 101,
and 103 s−1, respectively38,39. The reasonwhy a lowermaximumcompressive
stress still results in yielding can be directly related to the elevated tem-
perature, which decreases the resistance of Cu towards deformation40.

The impact of the thermal stress cycles on themicrostructure ofCuwas
investigated using DFXM and EBSD. One distinct difference between the
two characterization methods is already seen in the pristine metallization,
where the grain size observed by EBSD was between 3–5 µm (Fig. 11a). In
contrast, the grains observedbyDFXMspanned several tens ofmicrometers
(Fig. 2). Since the Cu thin films were electrochemically deposited (ECD),
abnormal grain growth is a common phenomenon rooted in Cu’s elastic
anisotropy, the energies of different types of Cu grain boundaries, and the
preferential adsorption of additives41.As the grains observedbyDFXMwere
selected prior from the DS-ring on the near-field detector, there was a bias
towards selecting the diffraction spots with the highest intensity, i.e., the
largest grain in the irradiated volume. Results show that despite the
annealing step after the Cu deposition, plenty of dislocations and large
structures suchas LAGBswere still present (cf. Figs. 3a, 11a).One issue is the
difficult differentiation of LAGBs and HAGBs with misorientations below
or above 15°, respectively. Since theφ anglewas only tilted in a range of 3–6°,
the differentiation between a HAGB and a LAGB with a misorientation
above 6° was difficult. However, the KAM measured by EBSD (Fig. 11a,
Supplementary Fig. 6) showed that preexisting LAGBs have a low mis-
orientation. Therefore, the outer boundaries of the grains aremost probably
HAGBs. The single-cycle experiment between 25–400 °C acted as an
additional annealing step, further homogenizing the grain shape. The lattice
spacing showed a pronounced formation of 1st-order tensile strain after the
single-cycle, which localized at structural inhomogeneities such as LAGBs.
At elevated temperatures, thoseLAGBsbecamemore diffuse, asminimizing
the grain’s free energy through reducing stacking faults became less
important42,43. As the Cu thin film cooled down, the LAGBs became distinct
again, and FWHM increased due to the incorporation of newly formed
dislocations. The overall formation of LAGBs during applied loads is called
dynamic recovery.

Dynamic recovery was also observed in the early-stage fatigue
experiments of this study, where the time for dislocation movement was
smaller in orders of magnitude. While it may not be expected for the single
cycle sample and the fatigued samples to show similar deformation beha-
viors, Zhang et al. has shown that deformationmechanisms inCu thin films
above 1 µm thickness are comparable to those of bulk Cu8. As LAGBs
formed, they led to ahierarchical subdivisionofmicrostructure in subgrains,
which rotated towards beneficial orientations. This increased the overall

Fig. 7 | Orientation scans during early-stage fatigue using 200 µs heating pulses.
Local CoMφmappings of a selected grain after cycling between 100 and 400 °C, with
200 µs pulse length, for 1 cycle, 500 cycles, and 1000 cycles are displayed (a). The
histogram (b) shows the initial CoMφ mean values of the individual subgrains at
−0.6° and 1.7° and their development after 500 and 1000 cycles. Line profiles of the
FWHMφ are shown after 1 cycle (c) and 500 cycles (d). The position of the line
profiles is marked by dotted lines in (a).
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mosaicity of the grain, as observed in the histograms in Figs. 7b and 9b.
Although the hierarchical subdivision was also observed in EBSD scans
(Fig. 11), DFXMhas proved far greater sensibility for subgrain formation as
it could trackminute changes in orientation. Additionally, it was possible to
track 2nd-order strains in the vicinity of newly formed LAGBs andHAGBs.
As temperature cycles were applied, the existing tensile and compressive
strains along the HAGBs extended into the grain’s interior. This generally
happened along LAGBs and caused a hardening of that region. In some
cases, theLAGBs actedas clear separations between areas strained in tension
and in compression. Those strains increased significantly for the shorter
pulse lengths of 200 µs, indicating increased plastic deformation.

TheHAGB-LAGB intersections showed not only strain localization
but also a constriction of the grain shape. Similar constrictions have been
found in recrystallizing Al, where constrictions in the grain shape were
connected to mosaic structures of ultra-low-angle grain boundaries44.
Therefore, such constrictions are either possible through a neighboring
grain growing or the formation of voids. Compared to other studies on
fatigued Cu thin films, voiding is a common phenomenon observed
along with the formation of intrusions and extrusions5,23,32. Such voids
appear in high-purity fcc metals even without second-phase particles, as
recent studies have shown for monotonic22,23 and cyclic loading5,6. Those

voids appeared close to areas of high dislocation densities (i.e., LAGBs),
similar to observations in this study. A possible mechanism was for-
mulated through the annihilation of edge dislocations in dislocation
walls, creating vacancies. Those vacancies diffuse towards HAGB or
triple points, condensing to form pores. Signs of such behavior were
evident in the grains observed in this study throughout the process of
thermomechanical fatigue (Figs. 8, 10).

The length of overload pulses was a deciding factor for the potential
cracking of HAGBs. Moser et al. fatigued two Cu lines with 12000 tem-
perature cycles between 145–445 °C and pulse lengths of either 200 µs or 5.4
ms14. Results have shown that the shorter pulse length resulted in pro-
nounced voiding and cracking of Cu. In contrast, the longer pulse length led
to the formation of intrusions and extrusions, increasing surface roughness
due to creep and diffusion phenomena. This is very important for the
lifetime of the final devices as cracking affects the electrical conductivity far
more than surface roughness. Ex situ studies using DFXM have associated
the cracking of HAGBs with the pile-up of dislocations at the near-HAGBs,
causing strain localization and hardening32. In the present study, it was
observed that all pristine grains exhibited alternating strains at the grain
boundaries, indicating significant shear stress. Those alternating strainfields
increased and extended into the grain interior and also in the vicinity of

Fig. 8 | Early-stage fatigue during up to thousand 200 µs short heating pulses.
Mappings of the axial strain scans at different stages of cycling between 100 and
400 °C, with 200 µs pulse length, are shown. The images display the CoMφ(a),

FWHMφ (b), d
Cu111 (c), and εCu111 (d). The scale bars on the right side of the image are

valid for all mappings. The labeled arrows point towards structural features of
interest outlined in the main text.
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LAGBs. Comparing Fig. 8d and 10d, it became apparent that the local strain
concentrations of the short pulse lengths were higher for the 200 µs than for
the 200ms pulse length. The larger shear strain promotes an increased
formation of LAGBs, acting as sources and pathways for vacancies to form
pores. The combination of pores, increased shear strains, and a hardening of
the near-HAGB finally leads to cracking in Cu.

Ex situ DFXM studies have previously linked HAGB cracking to
dislocation pile-ups, leading to strain localization and local hardening.
This study expands on these findings by showing that pristine Cu grains
already exhibit alternating shear strain fields at grain boundaries. During
thermomechanical cycling, these shear strains intensify and extend into
the grain interior, particularly near LAGBs. Short thermal pulses further
amplify localized shear strain and promote vacancy diffusion, accel-
erating void formation and crack initiation. The results indicate that the
combined effects of void growth, increased shear strain, and HAGB
hardening play a critical role in Cu failure under short-pulse thermal
cycling.

This study investigated early-stage thermomechanical fatigue in Cu
thin films exposed to high heating rates (106 K ∙ s−1), revealing key micro-
structural changes for Cu interconnect reliability. DFXM revealed a sig-
nificant defect structure and strain localization atHAGBs for the pristineCu
grain. The slow single-cycle experiment (25–400 °C) showed how disloca-
tions loosen at elevated temperatures and reform during cooling. The
reformed boundaries showed increased misorientation and increased local
2nd-order tensile strains. Applying cyclic loading between 100–400 °C,
compressive stresses of up to −293 MPa induced significant plastic defor-
mation, promoting the formation of LAGBs and subgrain rotation. As
LAGBs formed, local 2nd-order strains increased and extended from the
HAGBs to the grain interior. Shorter pulse lengths (200µs) intensified strain
localization, suggesting increased hardening and crack susceptibility. As Cu
was fatigued, the grain shape showed constrictions at HAGB-LAGB inter-
sections, which were attributed to void formation. Therefore, Voiding was
linked to vacancy diffusion from regions of high dislocation density. These
findings clarify the role of LAGB evolution in fatigue-induced void for-
mation and provide insights for enhancing Cu interconnect durability in
high-power microelectronics.

Methods
Thermomechanical testing through polyheaters
This study used dedicated test chips called polyheaters13. The key functional
layers are the highly resistive polycrystalline Si (Sipoly), the Al temperature
sensor, and the Cu thin film. Those layers were stacked onto a 120 µm thick
industrial grade Si (100) wafer and electrically isolated by SiO2. Between the
last SiO2 layer and theCu thinfilms, a 350 nm thickWTi adhesion layerwas
deposited. The Cu thin film was synthesized at room temperature using
electrochemical deposition using similar conditions as Moser et al.14.
Afterwards, the polyheaterwas annealed for 30minutes at 400 °C to achieve
a stable Cu microstructure.

The polyheater was connected to a dedicated electrical setup for the
generation of rapid electric pulses. Applying voltage to the Sipoly layer led to
ohmic heating of the entire polyheater stack, which was measured by the
temperature-dependent resistivity of Al. Thereby, key parameters for the
different temperature cycles were calibrated, i.e., base temperature (Tbase),
peak temperature (Tpeak), and pulse length (tpulse). First, a 20 µm thick Cu
thinfilmwas subjected to a constant voltage, to heat the polyheater to aTbase
between 25–400 °C and characterized usingDFXM. Second, two 5 µm thick
Cu thin films were cycled between 100–400 °C by applying short power
pulses in addition to the constant voltage (Tbase = 100 °C). The sampleswere
heated to a Tpeak of 400 °C within 200 µs or 20ms. Between two adjacent
pulses, a waiting time of 1 s ensured the cooling of the polyheater back to
Tbase.All experimentswere conducted in anambient environment.The total
imposed strain εth and strain-rate _εth on the Cu thin film were calculated
based on the CTE (α) mismatch between Si and Cu:

εth ¼ αSi � αCu
� �

Tpeak � Tbase

� �
ð1Þ

_εth ¼
εth
tpulse

ð2Þ

Since the CTEs are temperature dependent, a mean value for the
investigated temperature range was calculated using polynomial descrip-
tions from literature34,35. The used values were 18.42 × 10−6 K−1 and 3.62 ×
10−6 K-1 for Cu and Si, respectively. Therefore, the total imposed strain was
0.44% at a rate of 22 s−1 or 0.22 s−1 for the 200 µs and 20ms long pulses,
respectively.

Dark-field X-Ray microscopy
Thermomechanical fatigue within single Cu grains was observed using
DFXM at the former ID06-HXM (now ID03) beamline at the European
Synchrotron Radiations Facility in Grenoble (ESRF), France45. For this
experiment, an X-ray photon energy of 17 keV was selected using a Si(100)
double crystal monochromator. A compound refractive lens with 14 Be
lenslets focused the beam to a 200 × 200 µm spot size, whichwas larger than
the expected grain size ofCu. The samplewas positionedbetween the source
and near-field detector, which recorded the Debye Scherrer rings of the Cu
111 reflections. From these recordings, a diffraction spot of a single grain
was chosen for closer investigation. The near-field detector was removed,
giving way to an X-ray objective lens, which consisted of 88 Be parabolic
lenses, magnifying the selected grain 17.9 times onto the far-field detector
5.3m downstream. The far-field detector was a PCO.edge sCMOS camera
with 2160 × 2560 pixels and an indirect X-ray detection scheme. This
camera had an internal visible light objective coupled with a scintillator,
resulting in a final effective pixel size of 42 nm at the sample.

The images displayed are projections of the chosen Cu grain as the
information is integrated along the diffracted beam direction. Two different
scanning modes were used in this study: orientation and axial strain scan.
Orientation scans measured the crystallographic orientation by rotating
around φ and χ while keeping a constant 2θ hkl angle, corresponding to a
fixed lattice plane spacing for such a scan.Axial strain scansmeasured 2nd-
order strains by rotating aroundφ and 2θ hkl, keeping a constant χ angle. The
φ axis was tilted in both scanningmodes over aminimum range of 2° with a

Fig. 9 | Orientation scans during early-stage fatigue using 20 ms long heating
pulses. CoMφ mapping of the Cu thin film after cycling between 100 and 400 °C,
with 20 ms pulse length for 1 cycle (a), 500 cycles (b), and 1000 cycles (c). The
histogram in (d) shows the initial CoMφ mean value around 4.6°. Cycling shifted
towards 3.7° after 500 pulses before parts of the grain started turning out of the
scanned range of φ.
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maximum step size of 0.07°. In the axial strain scans, the 2θ hkl angle was
varied over a range of 0.1° with a step size of 0.005°. The scans were then
evaluated using the Python package darfix46.

The intensity of theCu111 reflection at eachof the two angleswas used
to calculate the center of mass (CoM) and full widths at half maximum
(FWHM) for each pixel and thereby determine the mean orientation and
diffractionangle. From thediffraction angle 2θ hkl, the latticeplane spacingof
the Cu {111} crystallographic planes was calculated using Bragg’s law:

dhkl ¼ λ

2 sinðθhklÞ ð3Þ

To calculate the 2nd-order strains (εhklÞ the sample an assumption
about the stress-free reference state is necessary. For this, the strain-free
lattice plane spacing dhkl0 (θhkl0 ) was set equal to the average lattice plane
spacing determined for eachmapping using a normal distribution function.
Hence, we were insensitive to changes in 1st-order strains in Cu, which
wouldhavebeendifficult to calculate anyhow since the relationship between
the detector and sample coordinate systemwas not fully elucidatedwith the

necessary precision. From this assumption εhkl was calculated accordingly47:

εhkl ¼ dhkl � dhkl0

dhkl
’ � θhkl � θhkl0

� �
tanðθhklÞ

ð4Þ

20 kHz X-ray diffraction
20 kHz XRD was performed at the ADDAMS beamline of the Swiss
Light Source at the Paul Scherrer Institute in Switzerland, using a beam
of 1.2 × 0.1 mm2 with a photon energy of 14.35 keV48. The two-
dimensional (2D) X-ray diffraction patterns were collected using an
Eiger 1 Mdetector with a 20 kHz acquisition rate, making the individual
exposure time 50 µs. All 2D diffraction patterns were processed using
the software package pyFAI49,50. The sample was mounted at an upright
angle of 55° to the vertical axis of the experimental setup to probe only
the central Cu pad andmeasure the biaxial stress state using a version of
the sin2 ψmethod adapted to the tilt angle (Eq. 5). The derivation of this
equation is outlined in15.

∂dCu 111 δð Þ
∂ sin α cos θ sin δ þ cos α sin θð Þ2 ¼ � 1

2
SCu 1112 dCu 1110 σ ip ð5Þ

Fig. 10 | Early-stage fatigue during up to thousand 20 ms long heating pulses.
Mappings of the axial strain scans at different stages of cycling between 100 and
400 °C, with 20 ms pulse length, are shown. The images display the CoMφ(a),

FWHMφ (b), d
Cu111 (c), and εCu111 (d). The scale bars on the right side of the image are

valid for all mappings. The labeled arrows point towards structural features of
interest outlined in the main text.
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Therein dCu 111 is the lattice plane spacing of Cu {111} planes and dCu 1110
is the strain-free lattice plane spacing at thermodynamical equilibrium.
The angles α, δ, and θ refer to the tilt angle, azimuthal angle, and Bragg
angle, respectively. Finally� 1

2 S
Cu 111
2 is the X-ray elastic constant for Cu,

which was fitted using a Hill grain interaction model and elastic
constants taken from literature51. Since the data proved to have a
considerably low signal-to-noise ratio a moving average smoothing was
applied to the stresses calculated, using a window size of 5 values. The
strain-free lattice plane spacing dCu 1110 was calculated by finding the
azimuthal angle, where:

sin α cos θ sin δ þ cos α sin θð Þ2 ¼ 1
1þ 2νCu 111

¼ 0:625 ð6Þ

Further, the strain-free lattice plane spacing dCu 1110 at different tem-
peratures was used to calculate the temperature of Cu according to its
thermal expansion:

T ¼ dhkl0 Tð Þ � dhkl0 Tbase

� �
dhkl0 Tbase

� � 1
αCu

" #
þ Tbase ð7Þ

The temperature profiles obtained from the incorporated Al sensor
and this approach are compared in Supplementary Fig. 4.

Scanning Electron Microscopy
We employed SEM as a complementary tool to characterize the interaction
of grains during thermomechanical cycling. Additional polyheaters with a
Cu film thickness of 5 µm were cycled at similar conditions and electro-
chemically polished down to a thickness of 2 µm. SEM andHR-EBSDwere
performed using a Thermo Fisher Apreo 2S with an Oxford c-nano EBSD

detector. TheHR-EBSD scan was conducted with a step size of 70 nm in an
area of 2 × 10 µm2. The results were evaluated using MTEX (5.10.2), a
dedicated MATLAB toolbox, which was used to perform grain recon-
struction and characterize grain boundaries using different thresholds of
misorientation52. The threshold forHAGBs andLAGBswere set to>15° and
<1°, respectively.

Data availability
Original research data for this work is available upon reasonable request.
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