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Abstract: In this study, Ti/Cu multilayer film was deposited by magnetron sputtering and then
nitrided at 800 and 900 ◦C in N2. The microstructure and wear performance were studied. The
deposited Ti/Cu multilayer film mainly consisted of Ti and Cu phases. After nitriding, the film
mainly consisted of Cu4Ti3, CuTi, and TiN phases, indicating the interface reaction and nitriding
reaction occurring. The surface microstructure of the Ti/Cu multilayer film became denser after
nitridation. The wear resistance of the Ti/Cu multilayer film improved after nitriding. After nitriding
at 900 ◦C for 2 h, the maximum wear track depth of the multilayer film was ~0.73 µm, which is just
65% of the deposited Ti/Cu multilayer film. The wear mechanism of the Ti/Cu multilayer film before
and after nitriding was abrasive and adhesive wear.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the Cu based metallic multilayer films have aroused the researchers’
attention as the promising materials meeting the requirement for the harsh environment,
owing to their desirable properties, such as high toughness, stable chemical inertness,
and good adhesion [1–3]. However, for the severe tribo-applications, the service life
of these metallic multilayer films is limited because of the relative low hardness and
wear resistance [4,5]. Compared with the metallic multilayer films, the metallic-ceramic
multilayer films exhibit higher hardness and better wear resistance, which are viable for
the tribo-applications for the surface of the moving parts (such as bearings, pistons, and
gears) [6–8]. These films are often deposited using one-step method (physical/chemical
vapor deposition) by the researchers. However, because of the metal Cu with the weak
chemical affinity to ceramics, the layer–layer interfaces prepared using a one-step method
have difficulty bond well, then their whole performance would be affected [9].

In many industrial applications, the nitriding is an effective method to enhance the
surface hardness of the metals by forming metallic nitrides [10]. Recently, some researchers
have nitrided the deposited metallic films to improve their performance. For instance,
Zhang et al. [11] first deposited Cr film on Al substrate and then nitrided it to prepare
a Cr-N/Al-Cr multilayer; their results showed that the surface hardness increased from
1.57 GPa (Al) to 9.21 GPa with a denser microstructure and a lower friction coefficient
by the formation of nitrides and interfacial reactive diffusion. Wang et al. [12] also pre-
pared the Mo2N films with a superconducting effect by depositing, and high-temperature
Mo films were nitrided. These studies suggest that the deposition + nitriding (two-step
method) could be a promising technology to prepare the Cu-metallic multilayer films with
the improved properties by nitriding the metallic. In addition, the elemental diffusion
at the interfaces of Cu and metallic under heating action could promote their bonding
strength. Among the Cu-metallic multilayer films, Cu-Ti based films have been widely
studied [13–15]. According to Ref. [9], Cu-TiN multilayer films have better mechanical
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performance compared to Cu-Ti films. However, few studies on Cu-TiN multilayer films
have been reported and no studies on the nitriding of the Cu-Ti multilayer films to form
Cu-TiN multilayer films have been reported.

In this context, we prepared Cu-Ti multilayer film and then nitrided it at 800 and
900 ◦C. Their microstructure was analyzed, and the wear resistance was assessed.

2. Materials and Methods

Al2O3 ceramic pieces (Size: 100 mm × 100 mm × 1 mm) were used as the film
substrate. Ti target (Purity: 99.99%, Size: Φ140 mm × 10 mm) and Cu target (Purity:
99.99%, Size: 1360 mm × 125 mm × 10 mm) were used as the sputtering materials. The
schematic diagram of the preparation and nitridation process of the Ti/Cu multilayer film
is displayed in Figure 1. Firstly, the Al2O3 substrate was ultrasonic cleaned to remove the
surface contaminants. Then, they were put into the sputtering chamber to deposit the film.
Before deposition, the base pressure was 5.0 × 10−3 Pa. Ar was used as the sputtering gas,
and the pressure was adjusted to 0.19 Pa. The Ti target power was 10 kW with a deposition
rate of 0.7 nm/s, and the Cu target power was 36 kW with a deposition rate of 0.83 nm/s.
Each Ti or Cu layer thickness was 100 nm, and it repeated 5 times with the deposition
sequence of Ti/Cu/Ti/Cu/Ti/Cu/Ti/Cu/Ti/Cu. Finally, the deposited Ti/Cu multilayer
film was placed in a quartz tube furnace by injecting with purity-99.99% N2. The temperate
was set at 800 and 900 ◦C (Heating rate: 10 ◦C/min) for 2 h.
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For the Ti/Cu multilayer film, their phase was determined by D/max2500 X-ray
diffractometer (XRD, Rigaku, Tokyo, Japan) with a Cu Kα source, the scanning angle
was 20◦–80◦, the measurement speed was 4◦/min, and the working power was 30 kW.
Their surface and wear track morphologies were observed by LaB6 scanning electron
microscopy (SEM, Acceleration voltage: 30 kV, JSM-6510A, JEOL, Tokyo, Japan). The
hardness (Scratch load: 10 g) and cohesion strength (Scratch load force range: 0–100 N
(Loading rate: 40 N/min)) were assessed using a scratch meter (WS-2005, Zhongkekaihua
Technology Development Co., Ltd., Lanzhou, China). Their friction coefficient and wear
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track profile were assessed using an SFT-2M tribometer (Friction counterpart: GCr15,
Loading: 10 N, Time: 2 min, Speed: 400 r/min, Radius: 3 mm (Zhongkekaihua Technology
Development Co., Ltd., Lanzhou, China)).

3. Results

Figure 2 displays the XRD patterns (Scanning angle: 20–80◦) of the Ti/Cu multilayer
film before and after nitriding. The deposited Ti/Cu multilayer film mainly consists of Ti
phase (PDF card: 44-1294) and Cu phase (PDF card: 04-0838). A small amount of TiO2 phase
was also detected. After nitriding at 800 ◦C for 2 h, besides TiO2 phases, Cu4Ti3, CuTi, and
TiN phases were also detected in the multilayer film. The TiN phase (PDF card: 38-1420)
was formed from the nitridation reaction of Ti in a high-temperature N2 atmosphere. In
addition, the presence of Cu4Ti3 and CuTi phases indicates that the Ti/Cu interface reaction
occurred during the nitriding process, which is because of the high temperature promoting
the Ti/Cu element diffusion. This could increase the cohesive strength of the multilayer
film. Similarly, after nitriding at 900 ◦C for 2 h, the phases of TiO2, Cu4Ti3, CuTi, and
TiN were also detected in the multilayer film. The peak intensities of the reacted phases
(Cu4Ti3, CuTi, and TiN) increase, indicating the degree of interface reaction and nitriding
reaction increasing. The higher temperature could promote the diffusion and activation
of the Ti/Cu/N elements and then form more reacted phases. No copper nitride phases
were formed because Cu and nitrogen are difficult to react and present at this experiment
conditions (Cu3N would decompose at ~450 ◦C).

Coatings 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 3 of 6 
 

 

3. Results 
Figure 2 displays the XRD patterns (Scanning angle: 20–80°) of the Ti/Cu multilayer 

film before and after nitriding. The deposited Ti/Cu multilayer film mainly consists of Ti 
phase (PDF card: 44-1294) and Cu phase (PDF card: 04-0838). A small amount of TiO2 
phase was also detected. After nitriding at 800 °C for 2 h, besides TiO2 phases, Cu4Ti3, 
CuTi, and TiN phases were also detected in the multilayer film. The TiN phase (PDF card: 
38-1420) was formed from the nitridation reaction of Ti in a high-temperature N2 atmos-
phere. In addition, the presence of Cu4Ti3 and CuTi phases indicates that the Ti/Cu inter-
face reaction occurred during the nitriding process, which is because of the high temper-
ature promoting the Ti/Cu element diffusion. This could increase the cohesive strength of 
the multilayer film. Similarly, after nitriding at 900 °C for 2 h, the phases of TiO2, Cu4Ti3, 
CuTi, and TiN were also detected in the multilayer film. The peak intensities of the reacted 
phases (Cu4Ti3, CuTi, and TiN) increase, indicating the degree of interface reaction and 
nitriding reaction increasing. The higher temperature could promote the diffusion and 
activation of the Ti/Cu/N elements and then form more reacted phases. No copper nitride 
phases were formed because Cu and nitrogen are difficult to react and present at this ex-
periment conditions (Cu3N would decompose at ~450 °C). 

 
Figure 2. The XRD patterns of the Ti/Cu multilayer film before and after nitriding. 

Figure 3 displays the surface SEM images of the Ti/Cu multilayer film before and 
after nitriding. The surface grains of the Ti/Cu multilayer film are large and many pores 
present between these grains. After nitriding at 800 and 900 °C for 2 h, the surface-grain 
sizes and inter-grain porosity of the multilayer film decrease. Compared with 800 °C, the 
grain sizes are smaller and the porosity is lower after nitriding at 900 °C. These suggest 
that the surface microstructure of the multilayer film becomes denser after nitridation ow-
ing to the elemental diffusion and reaction. 
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Figure 3 displays the surface SEM images of the Ti/Cu multilayer film before and
after nitriding. The surface grains of the Ti/Cu multilayer film are large and many pores
present between these grains. After nitriding at 800 and 900 ◦C for 2 h, the surface-grain
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sizes and inter-grain porosity of the multilayer film decrease. Compared with 800 ◦C, the
grain sizes are smaller and the porosity is lower after nitriding at 900 ◦C. These suggest that
the surface microstructure of the multilayer film becomes denser after nitridation owing to
the elemental diffusion and reaction.

Coatings 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 6 
 

 

 
Figure 3. The surface SEM images of the Ti/Cu multilayer film before and after nitriding. 

Figure 4 displays the scratch properties of the Ti/Cu multilayer film before and after 
nitriding. Here, the scratch method was used to assess the film hardness (H = (24.98 × 
m)/x2, where H is scratch hardness number, m is the scratch load, g; x is the scratch track 
width, μm) and interface cohesion strength. The scratch track width and its corresponding 
scratch hardness number of the deposited Ti/Cu multilayer film are ~130 μm and ~0.015 
(Figure 4a,c), and those of the nitrided multilayer film at 900 °C are ~115 μm and ~0.019 
(Figure 4b,c), respectively, indicating that the hardness of the deposited Ti/Cu multilayer 
film increases after nitriding at 900 °C for 2 h. In addition, the critical loading force of the 
deposited Ti/Cu multilayer film is ~34 N. After nitriding at 900 °C for 2 h, the critical load-
ing force exceeds 100 N, indicating that the cohesion strength of the multilayer film in-
creases. After nitriding at 900 °C for 2 h, the increased hardness is owing to the formation 
of TiN phase and intermetallic compounds, and the improved cohesion strength is be-
cause of the element diffusion and interfacial reaction. 

 
Figure 4. The scratch properties of the Ti/Cu multilayer film before and after nitriding: (a,b) scratch 
track morphologies, (c) scratch hardness number and track width, (d) critical loading force. 
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Figure 4 displays the scratch properties of the Ti/Cu multilayer film before and after ni-
triding. Here, the scratch method was used to assess the film hardness (H = (24.98 × m)/x2,
where H is scratch hardness number, m is the scratch load, g; x is the scratch track
width, µm) and interface cohesion strength. The scratch track width and its correspond-
ing scratch hardness number of the deposited Ti/Cu multilayer film are ~130 µm and
~0.015 (Figure 4a,c), and those of the nitrided multilayer film at 900 ◦C are ~115 µm and
~0.019 (Figure 4b,c), respectively, indicating that the hardness of the deposited Ti/Cu mul-
tilayer film increases after nitriding at 900 ◦C for 2 h. In addition, the critical loading force
of the deposited Ti/Cu multilayer film is ~34 N. After nitriding at 900 ◦C for 2 h, the critical
loading force exceeds 100 N, indicating that the cohesion strength of the multilayer film
increases. After nitriding at 900 ◦C for 2 h, the increased hardness is owing to the formation
of TiN phase and intermetallic compounds, and the improved cohesion strength is because
of the element diffusion and interfacial reaction.

Figure 5 displays the tribological properties of the Ti/Cu multilayer film before and
after nitriding. The wear track width of the deposited Ti/Cu multilayer film is ~453 µm
(Figure 5a), and that of the nitrided multilayer film at 900 ◦C is ~400 µm (Figure 5b). As
displayed from the wear track profiles (Figure 5c), the maximum wear track depth of the
deposited multilayer film is ~1.12 µm. After nitriding at 900 ◦C for 2 h, the maximum wear
track depth of the multilayer film is ~0.73 µm; this applies to the thickness of the multilayer
film—which is just 65% of the deposited multilayer film. As displayed from the friction
coefficient curves (Figure 5d), they fluctuate between 0.4 and 0.5. These above results
indicate that the wear resistance of the Ti/Cu multilayer film improves after nitriding.

Based on the phase and surface morphology of the Ti/Cu multilayer film before
and after nitriding, the improved wear resistance could be attributed to the following
factors: (1) the increased surface hardness; (2) the improved cohesive strength of the
interface; (3) the denser microstructure. For the deposited Ti/Cu multilayer film, the wear
characteristics of the furrow and transfer debris are observed (Figure 5a). After nitriding, the
wear characteristics of transfer debris, spalling, and stripping pits are observed, coupling
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without the furrow. Thus, the wear mechanism of the Ti/Cu multilayer film before and
after nitriding is abrasive and adhesive wear.
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4. Conclusions

In this work, we prepared Cu-Ti multilayer film and then nitrided it at 800 and 900 ◦C.
The microstructure and wear performance were analyzed. The deposited Ti/Cu multilayer
film mainly consisted of Ti phase, Cu phase, and a small amount of TiO2 phase. After
nitriding, Cu4Ti3, CuTi, and TiN phases were also detected. The higher temperature
could promote the diffusion and activation of the Ti/Cu/N elements and then form more
reacted phases. The surface microstructure of the multilayer film also became denser
after nitridation owing to the elemental diffusion and reaction. The wear track width and
depth of the deposited Ti/Cu multilayer film were ~453 and ~1.12 µm, and those of the
nitrided multilayer film at 900 ◦C were ~400 and ~0.73 µm. The wear resistance of the
Ti/Cu multilayer film improved after nitriding, and its wear mechanism was abrasive and
adhesive wear.
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