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Chapter

Area-Efficient Spin-Orbit Torque
Magnetic Random-Access
Memory

Karim Ali

Abstract

Spin-orbit torque magnetic random-access memory (SOT-MRAM) has shown
promising potential to realize reliable, high-speed and energy-efficient on-chip
memory. However, conventional SOT-MRAM requires two access transistors per
cell. This limits the use of conventional SOT-MRAM in high-density memories.
Thus, various architectures in the literature have been proposed to improve the area
efficiency of the SOT-MRAM. In this chapter, these proposals are divided into two
categories: non-diode-based SOT-MRAM and diode-based SOT-MRAM cells. The
non-diode-based proposals may result in a 1-bit effective area saving up to 50%
compared to the conventional SOT-MRAM, whereas the diode-based designs may
result in 1-bit effective area-saving of up to 75%. However, the area saving may be
accompanied by higher energy and reliability issue penalties. Therefore, here, the
various proposals in the literature are presented, highlighting the pros and cons of
each design. Moreover, the technology requirements to realize these proposals are
discussed. Finally, the various designs are evaluated from both cell and system level
perspectives.

Keywords: SOT-MRAM, MOM diode, SLC, MLC, MT]

1. Introduction

In the era of the Internet of things (IoT), ultra-low power and energy-efficient
computing become essential. The expected large number of the IoT nodes forces the
limitation of their power budget [1]. In particular, for the majority of the IoT nodes
that are powered by energy harvesters, their anticipated power budget can be as
small as sub pWatt [1]. Thus, employing nonvolatile (NV) memory in these nodes
would aid in reducing their power consumption. This is because leakage power
constitutes a significant percentage of the total power consumed due to the long idle
durations. Hence, the memory can be power gated, thanks to its nonvolatility, and
consequently eliminates its leakage contribution. In addition, IoT nodes powered by
energy harvesters may suffer from multiple durations of power discontinuities as a
result of using the unreliable power source. Therefore, having NV memory aids to
continue the computation from where it’s stopped without restarting every single
operation once the power goes down [2], which aids in increasing the overall
performance as well. Furthermore, the different modules on these nodes need to be
area efficient. Area efficiency aids in decreasing the overall parasitic contribution,
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which enhances the performance and energy efficiency. More importantly, the
smaller the silicon area consumed by the IoT node, the lower the overall cost. The
cost is an important metric for the success of a specific IoT design as it is targeted to
have these IoT chips with prices as low as 50 cents. Thus, a combination of
improved technologies and circuits is needed to achieve energy- and area-efficient
designs.

Emerging devices such as a magnetic tunnel junction (MTJ) may be used to
implement a nonvolatile memory, which would be called magnetic random-access
memory (MRAM). An MT]J, highlighted in Figure 1, comprises two ferromagnetic
(FM) layers separated by a tunneling oxide barrier. One FM layer has a pinned
magnetization (i.e. pinned layer (PL)), while the other has a free magnetization
(Mg) (i.e. free layer (FL)). Manipulating the direction of the FL to be either parallel
(P) or anti-parallel (AP) to the PL magnetization direction determines the electrical
resistance state of the MT]J to be either low resistance (Rp) or high resistance (Rap),
respectively. An MTJ offers different benefits like nonvolatility, programmability,
high endurance, long state retention time and compatibility with CMOS fabrication
flow. Consequently, the MRAM inherits the MT] advantages, which makes MRAM
a standout solution to implement a nonvolatile memory that is suitable to replace or
co-exist with these leaky charge-based memories in both on-chip and off-chip
memory.

The MRAM can be classified based on the writing technique employed to switch
the MT] resistance state. These techniques, such as field-induced magnetization
reversal (FIM) [3], spin-transfer torque (STT) [4, 5], voltage-controlled magnetic
anisotropy (VCMA) [6] and spin-orbit torque (SOT) [7-11], result in the different
corresponding MRAM types like FIM MRAM, STT MRAM, VCMA MRAM, and
SOT MRAM, respectively. FIM requires applying an external magnetic field to
program the MTJ, which hinders its scalability and increases its energy consump-
tion, while STT, VCMA, and SOT are known to be highly scalable [9]. STT pro-
gramming has a common current path for both writing and reading the MTJ,
whereby the write current (I,it.) must flow through the MTJ directly. This results
in higher writing voltage requirements, due to the MTJ high resistance, and device
reliability degradation. Similarly, VCMA demands voltage application across the
MT]J, which subjects it to reliability issues such as tunnel barrier breakdown. The
FIM, STT, and VCMA technologies use the MT]J device independently in its two-
terminal form, shown in Figure 1(a). On the other hand, the SOT technology
requires placing the MTJ over a heavy metal (HM) electrode from the FL side,
which results in a three-terminal device as depicted in Figure 1(b). In SOT tech-
nology, a charge current passes through the HM electrode that in return results in
spin accumulation in the FL of the MT] due to the spin-orbit interaction, which
assists in the reversal of the FL magnetization to either P or AP state depending on
the current direction relative to the FL easy axis. Thus, SOT programming solves
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the aforementioned issues [9]. Firstly, it features high energy efficiency due to its
low critical current requirements and fast switching speed. In particular, due to the
SOT-MRAM high switching speed (i.e. high performance) that can be down to

100 s of ps [12, 13], in addition to its nonvolatility and smaller cell area, it becomes
more appealing to replace SRAM in cache memory applications. Secondly, the I
flows through the low resistance heavy metal (HM) rather than the MT]J. This
improves the device reliability, permits the usage of smaller write voltages, and
increases the voltage headroom margin for the write transistor, which relaxes the
current source design. Finally, the write and read paths are separated, which leads
to a more optimized design as it permits satisfying the contradictory requirements
for the access transistors sizing in both read and write modes. In the write mode,
larger access transistor is required to supply higher I, (at least larger than SOT-
MT] critical switching current), whereas in the read mode, smaller access transistor
is required to reduce the read current to avoid read disturbances. Consequently,
SOT-MRAM is considered as the most promising MRAM to realize reliable, high
speed, and energy-efficient on-chip memory [14, 15].

However, the separation of the read and write paths comes with a penalty of
requiring two access transistors per cell to fully isolate both paths of the nonselected
cells in the conventional approach of implementing the SOT-MRAM, presented in
Figure 2(a). This increases the 1-bit effective area of the conventional SOT-MRAM,
which limits its use in high-density memories. Thus, various SOT-MRAM cell
designs in the literature have been proposed to improve the area efficiency of the
SOT-MRAM. In this chapter, these proposals in the literature are going to be
presented, highlighting the advantages and disadvantages of each design. The vari-
ous proposals are divided into two main categories, which are diode-based and non-
diode-based SOT-MRAM. Moreover, the technology requirements to realize these
proposals are discussed. Finally, the proposals are evaluated from both cell and
system level perspectives.

The chapter is organized as follows: Section 2 presented the nondiode-based
SOT-MRAM proposals discussing their operation, pros, and cons. Similarly, the
operation, pros, and cons of the various diode-based SOT-MRAMs are illustrated in
Section 3. Section 4 evaluates the various diode and non-diode-based SOT-MRAM
proposals from both cell and system-level perspectives. Finally, Section 5 provides
the concluding remarks.

2. Nondiode-based SOT-MRAM

In this section, the various SOT-MRAM proposals in the literature that do not
require employing a diode (or selector) in the cell are presented. Nondiode based
SOT-MRAM cells only rely on access transistors for current flow control. Avoiding
using diodes offer an advantage of a simpler fabrication process and may achieve
higher energy efficiency as lower read voltages may be applied. The nondiode-based
SOT-MRAM:s in the literature include the conventional single-level cell (SLC) SOT-
MRAM, as shown in Figure 2(a), and two multi-level cell (MLC) proposals
depicted in Figure 2(c) and (d).

2.1 Conventional SLC SOT-MRAM

The conventional SOT-MRAM, depicted in Figure 2(a), as discussed in various
works [14, 15] requires two transistors to access one bit per cell. One of the transis-
tors is used to control the write current flow (i.e. write Tx shown in Figure 2(a))
and the second transistor is required to control the read current flow (i.e. read
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transistor). The two transistors are essential to fully isolate the nonselected bits to
avoid nonintentional read and write of these bits when not selected. Furthermore,
the existence of a single MT] per heavy metal (HM) electrode to be programmed for
each cell write operation maintains the high energy efficiency of SOT technology. In
addition, the single-level cell sensing scheme for this cell enhances the distinguish-
ability, bit error rate (BER), and read energy consumption. Consequently, the
conventional SLC SOT-MRAM design, shown in Figure 2(a), represents the base-
line of the energy consumption for the SOT-MRAM. However, the usage of two
transistors to access a single bit increases the 1-bit effective area significantly, which
is estimated to be 69F” using the design rules in [16] that is used in the area
estimation throughout this chapter. This limits the application of the conventional
SOT-MRAM as it will not be suitable for high-density memory applications. Thus,
turther SOT-MRAM cells are proposed in the literature to reduce the 1-bit effective
area with an expected penalty in the various performance and energy metrics of the
SOT-MRAM as discussed in the following sections.

2.2 MLC SOT-MRAM

Kim et al. [15] proposed to employ a multi-level cell (MLC) SOT-MRAM instead
of the single-level cell (SLC) SOT-MRAM to reduce the 1-bit effective area. In the
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MLC memory, each cell comprises two bits (i.e. two MT]Js exists per cell) instead of
only 1-bit (1 MTJ) in the SLC. This means that the two MTJ resistance combinations
should represent four different resistance states instead of only two resistance states
in the SLC. In this MLC design, the two bits are accessed by two transistors (i.e.
effectively one transistor per bit), which results in an approximately 50% smaller 1-
bit effective area compared to conventional SLC SOT-MRAM. However, there is
still a margin to improve the 1-bit effective area than their estimated value of
34.5F, using the design rules in [16], as illustrated later in Section 3. Moreover,
their two proposed MLC designs, which are known as parallel MLC (P-MLC),
shown in Figure 2(c), and series MLC (S-MLC), depicted in Figure 2(d), do suffer
from various drawbacks that result in higher energy consumption and reliability
issues as discussed below.

2.2.1 Parallel multi-level cell SOT-MRAM (P-MLC SOT-MRAM)

P-MLC, depicted in Figure 2(c), encloses two MT]Js in-parallel and both placed
side-by-side over a common HM electrode. The main advantage of this cell struc-
ture is that the two bits are accessed by two transistors, which results in approxi-
mately 50% reduction in the 1-bit effective area. As the two MT]Js are placed on the
HM, both of the MTJs may be programmed by SOT effect. Writing the two MTJs
with identical bits (‘00’ or “11’) can be done using only one write pulse with
duration following the slower MTJ. However, to write independent bits on the two
MT]Js (‘01’ or ‘10°), the two MT]Js must have different critical currents (I.) (i.e. the
MT]Js with smaller I. switches faster for the same supplied current amplitude).
Thereafter, either time-dependent or current-dependent writing [17] can be
adopted. In time-dependent writing, a constant write current flows through the HM
electrode, where both MT]s are firstly programmed within pulse duration t1,
followed by the programming of faster MT]2 with time t2 (t1 > t2 and t2 is not long
enough for MTJ1 to switch), whereas in current-dependent writing, both MTJs are
firstly written with larger write current (Iyyite1). Subsequently, the faster MTJ2 is
programmed with smaller write current (Iyyrite2) (Zwrite1 > Lwrite2 a0d Liyritez is nOt
large enough for MTJ1 to switch).

Releasing the two MT]Js with different I. can be achieved by having different
MT]J free layer thickness, dimensions [17], and/or width of underlying electrodes
[15]. Therefore, P-MLC manufacturing might be challenging due to this imposed
nonuniformity in cell architecture. The imposed different current requirements
may result in lower energy efficiency (i.e. additional energy penalty) as one of the
MT]s should switch with larger current amplitude compared to the other MT]
(under equivalent switching time assumption), whereas in conventional SLC SOT-
MRAM, all the SOT-MT]Js consume the same energy (i.e. no enforced rule of using
two SOT-MT]Js with different I.). However, this energy penalty can be reduced by
having a smaller Al between the two SOT-MT]Js, as depicted in Figure 3. The
minimum Al (minimum energy penalty) depends on the tolerable switching prob-
ability (PSW) of MT]J2 (slower SOT-MT]J) while writing MTJ1, as the smaller the
AI, the higher the PSW of MT]J2. It is important to note that in real MRAM chip, the
Al should be large enough to accommodate for the different distributions of
switching time, switching current, and error rates. This should be chosen carefully
by considering the potential variability of critical current (cI./pl.), which can be as
large as 10% [13].

The reading operation is done similarly to the conventional SOT-MRAM, where
the sense current or voltage is used to identify the equivalent resistance state.
However, it is required to differentiate between four different resistances states
unlike the only two states that exist in the conventional SLC. In addition, the
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corresponding probability of switching (PSW) of slower MT]2 while writing faster MTJ1 [17].

in-parallel configuration of the two MTJs during reading results in a reduced mini-
mum difference between the various resistance states (and consequently reduced
read margin compared to in-series configuration and SLC), as the equivalent resis-
tance for two parallel resistances is always smaller than the smallest resistance. For
instance, if the parallel configuration resistance (R;) of MTJ1 (Rp;) =7 kQ, R, of
MT]J2 (Rp) = 12 kQ, anti-parallel configuration resistance (R.p) of MTJ2 (R,p,) = 22
kQ, the equivalent resistance for in-parallel MT]s connecting for casel (Rp1, Rp>) is
Rior1 = 4.4 kQ and for case2 (Ry,1, Rap2) i Riorz = 5.3 kQ. That results in a minimum
resistance difference (AR,,;,) of 0.9 kQ only, while for SLC or even in-series MT]
connection, a larger AR,,;, can be achieved. For instance, if the MTJ connected in-
series instead of in parallel using the same MTJ resistance values, the R, becomes
equal to 19 kQ and Ry, = 29 kQ, which results in AR,;,, of 10 kQ. Consequently, the
combination of both MLC scheme and in-parallel connectivity increases the
expected BER.

2.2.2 Series multi-level cell SOT-MRAM (S-MLC SOT-MRAM)

S-MLC, shown in Figure 2(d), consists of two in-series MTJs placed over an
electrode made of heavy metal. The first MT] (MTJ1) in contact with the heavy
metal electrode can be programmed by SOT effect, whilst the second MTJ] (MTJ2)
(stacked over MTJ1) must be programmed by conventional spin-transfer torque
(STT). Similarly, the main advantage of this proposal is that each cell comprises two
bits that are accessed by two transistors. This results in a nearly 50% reduction of
the 1-bit effective area compared to conventional SOT-MRAM. In the write opera-
tion of S-MLC, MTJ2 must be programmed before MTJ1 to avoid a final state of
write disturb failures for MTJ1, which means that the programming for the two
MTJs should be serial and cannot be simultaneous. The need for STT in program-
ming MTJ2 results in low energy efficiency as STT programming requires passing
current by the high resistance MT]J stack, which demands high writing voltage in
addition to the large critical current of STT switching compared to SOT switching.
In addition, passing a large current through the MT] stack reduces the tunnel barrier
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reliability, which jeopardizes one of the main advantages of using SOT-MRAM. The
reading operation of the S-MLC is similar to P-MLC. Being an MLC requires the
stack to represent four different resistance states. Thus, S-MLC uses MTJs with
different cross-sectional dimensions to achieve the four different resistance states,
which may result in a complex fabrication process. Furthermore, there is a need to
employ low resistance MTJs in the stack to be able to supply enough current to
achieve the STT switching. This results in a smaller minimum difference between
the four distinct resistance states (i.e. smaller AR,;, between the four possible
resistances (R11, R10, R01 and R00)). The reduced AR,,;,, minimizes the read
margin for the S-MLC memory and thus longer reading delay.

3. Diode-based SOT-MRAM

This section presents the various diode-based or selector-based SOT-MRAM
proposals in the literature. These proposals mainly rely on replacing the read tran-
sistor (Tx), highlighted in Figure 2(a), by a diode or selector. As the read operation
in SOT-MRAM requires mainly a relatively small and unidirectional current, a diode
or a selector can successfully satisfy these requirements. The employed diodes are
targeted to be nonsilicon-based, and thus, the cell silicon area would have one less
transistor, as further explained below. However, employing a diode or selector may
come with an energy penalty as larger read voltage may be required to overcome
the diode’s on-voltage.

3.1 SLC diode-based SOT-MRAM

Seo et al. [14] proposed a diode-based single-level cell (SLC) SOT-MRAM,
shown in Figure 2(b). In that design, the SOT-MRAM cell area is reduced by
replacing the read transistor, depicted in Figure 2(a), with a Schottky diode. Thus,
the cell requires only one transistor to access a single bit. This design’s main advan-
tage is the reduction of the 1-bit effective area by approximately 50% compared to
conventional SLC SOT-MRAM that requires two transistors to access a single bit. In
this design, the 1-bit effective area is estimated to be 34.5F> using the design rules in
[16]. The write and read operations in this proposal are similar to that of the
conventional SLC SOT-MRAM. The write operation would consume similar write
energy, as each cell comprises only 1-bit (MTJ). Moreover, the read operation
follows the same biasing as in the conventional SLC SOT-MRAM, where the RWL
of the required row is activated and the WWL is deactivated. However, the diode
usage increases the read energy as the read voltage needs to account for the addi-
tional voltage drop across the diode. In addition, there is still a margin to achieve
smaller 1-bit effective area by using the diode as it is shown in the following
sections.

3.2 Multi-bit per cell dedicated diode (MBC-DD) SOT-MRAM

Ali et al. [18] extended the SLC diode-based SOT-MRAM proposal to be a multi-
bit per cell (MBC). Their proposed design, shown in Figure 4, relies on a metal-
oxide-metal (MOM) diode (or also known as selector) stacked over an MT]J
(forming a D-MT]) to replace the task of the read Tx in controlling the read current
flow. The cell comprises two D-MT]Js with similar tunnel oxide barrier thicknesses
and their free-layers are placed in contact with a common HM electrode. The two
D-MTJs can be programmed with two different bits through a common electrode.
The sharing of common electrode allows the use of only single transistors to access
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Figure 4.
3D structure of the proposed dedicated diode multi-bit per cell (MBC) DD SOT-MRAM with (a) uniform HM
electrode and MTJs with different tq [18], (b) different HM width and MT]s with similar tq [18].

the two bits (2 D-MTJs). This result is the main advantage of this proposal, which is
a reduced 1-bit effective area that is 4 x smaller than the conventional SOT-MRAM
and offers at least double the density compared to any MRAM proposal in the
literature. Given the design rules in [16], the 1-bit effective area is estimated to be
18F”. The cell also employs separate read word line (RWL) for each D-MT]J, as in
Figure 5. On the other hand, similar to [14], employing a dedicated diode per MT]
may increase the read energy and limit the maximum acceptable diode area.

The MOM diode MT] stack employed in this design is similar to the experimen-
tally validated device used in the 1S1R 3D cross-point STT-MRAM developed by
avalanche [19-21]. However, employing the D-MTJ device in the SOT technology
would be more efficient than in the STT technology as the energy and performance
degradation effects of the diode would only exist in the read operation and is
avoided in the write operation. This is because the diode only exists in the read path,
while in the STT technology, the write operation is dependent on the employed
diode as the write current has to flow through both the MT] and diode to achieve
the STT switching.

The writing operation of this cell is similar to that in the P-MLC, where either
time-dependent or current-dependent writing can be adopted as elaborated before.
During the write operation, the WWL of the row comprising the required cell is
asserted high. A ‘0’/‘1’ is written on the MT] if the BL is set high/low, and SL is
pulled low/high for the column including the targeted cell, allowing the charge
current to flow through the HM electrode in the essential direction, as shown in
Figure 5(a). Furthermore, the RWLs of the row comprising the targeted cell are set
low to ensure that the diodes are reverse-biased and no leakage current flows

BL

RWL, BL| 1-Write MTJ;.  2-Write MTJ,. (Ielz) [SL gy, (GND) 2-Read MTJ, |[SL
RWL, GND | R RWL;
VW ) (VRead) GND
rite GND
(GND) (Viwre)
Wossessessanssrdrensancrivensens J\V\
Write 1 to MTJ, or MTJ, Read
WWL VDD WWL GND MTJ,
(a) (b)
Figure 5.

Proposed MBC-DD SOT-MRAM cell in the (a) write and (b) read operations [18].
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through the MT]Js. It is worth mentioning that the low voltage while using the MOM
diode may not be exactly zero volts, as a hold voltage (V},014 ~ 0.02 V) might be
needed.

The separate RWLs for each of the two D-MT]Js permit selective reading of the
two bits. During the read operation, the WWL is deactivated, and the SL of the
column comprising the targeted D-MTJs is pulled to GND. The RWL of the targeted
D-MT] is then connected to the sense amplifier to forward bias the diode and read
out the data stored in the MTJ, as shown in Figure 5(b). Although switches are still
needed to select different RWL, it has a negligible impact on the area per unit cell as
these switches are shared by all the cells in the row. Furthermore, as both MTJs are
sensed independently and the RMT]J is an order of magnitude larger than RHM,
hence, the RHM impact on the effective TMR is minimized (average sensed resis-
tance = RHM + RMTY).

The realization of the MBC-DD SOT-MRAM has two main essential require-
ments. Firstly, employing two SOT-MT]Js with different I. to be able to write the
two bits independently as discussed before. This is achieved by using either differ-
ent widths of the HM below each MT] (Wy), as illustrated in Figure 4(b), or
using different free layer (FL) thicknesses (¢g) within each MTJ, as shown in
Figure 4(a). Uniform HM would be preferred in high-density memories, as Wy
for both SOT-MT]s are limited to the technology minimum feature size (F), and any
increase in the Wy than F increases the overall cell area. However, it may require
two MT] stack deposition with additional lithography steps, which may increase the
manufacturing cost, whereas SOT-MT]Js with uniform tg is preferred from reading
perspective as both MTJs would have similar TMR [22], which simplifies the read
operation. It also offers lower fabrication cost due to simple processing. Neverthe-
less, due to the higher density, at least double other designs, it is expected that both
structures would lead to lower overall cost per bit cell. Secondly, a 3D diode MT]
stack is required to have the diode replacing the read transistor without consuming
silicon area. Incorporating the diode in the reading process requires applying a
relatively higher read voltage (Vgeaq) that is enough to overcome the diode on-
voltage (i.e. forward bias the diode) and supply the required read current. The
required magnitude of the Vg,q at a targeted read current (Igre,q) depends mainly
on two factors, which are the diode’s cross-sectional area and the load resistance
(Rioaq). Firstly, the smaller the diode’s area, the smaller the diode supplied current at
given bias voltage, as shown in Figure 6(a). Thus, the needed Vg..q increases with
diode scaling down to supply the targeted Igr..q4, as depicted in Figure 6(b).
Secondly, the load resistance (Rjo.q) affecting the diode, which is the in-parallel
SOT-MT]Js equivalent resistances and the existing transistors in the Igre,q path. The
smaller the Rjo.4, the smaller the required Vgeaq to supply certain Ig.,q4 for a given
diode area, as illustrated in Figure 6(c) and modeled in Eq. (1). Thus, smaller Rj,.4
aids to achieve lower read energy at a given Ire,q.

VRead - VOn_noload +1 Read * Rload, (1)

where Vi, noload is the diode’s required bias voltage to supply certain Ige,q with
no load condition.

3.3 Multi-level cell shared diode (MLC-SD) SOT-MRAM

Ali et al. [17] also proposed another diode-based SOT-MRAM cell in which a
shared diode (selector) between the two MT]Js in the cell is employed, as illustrated
in Figure 7, instead of a dedicated diode (selector) per each MTJ. Similar to MBD-
DD SOT-MRAM, each cell comprises 2-bits (MT]s) accessed with a single transistor.
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(a) The diode current versus diode area @ bias voltage = 1 V and no-load resistance. The data ave from the
implemented diode Verilog-A model verified against experimental data in [23]. (b) The required read voltage
to supply Igeaq = 40 pA with diode area scaling for various Ry,aa. (c) The requived read voltage for the diode to
supply Ipeaa = 40 pA versus different Ry,,q using both Verilog-A model simulation and Eq. (1) [18].

Figure 7.
3D structuve of the proposed shared diode multi-level cell (MLC) SOT-MRAM with (a) uniform HM electrode
and MTJs with different t [17], (b) different HM width and MTJs with similar tg [17].

This result is a similar 1-bit effective area that is 4x smaller than conventional
SOT-MRAM and at least double the density compared to any of the MRAM design
in the literature. The 1-bit effective area is estimated to be 17.5F” using the design
rules in [16]. On the other hand, employing a shared diode permits increasing the
diode area as it is no longer limited by one MT] area. However, the needed memory
sensing will be MLC (i.e. the cell has four different resistance states) instead of a
SLC (i.e. the cell has only two resistance states), which complicates the sensing
operation and reduces the read margin.
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The two MTJs in the MLC-SD cell also share a common HM electrode to be
able to program the two MTJs with the energy-efficient SOT technology. This
enforces using two SOT-MT]Js with different I. as well, which can be written
following the same approach of P-MLC using either time or current-dependent
writing. Consequently, similar to MBC-DD in the write operation, the WWL of
the row comprising the required cell is asserted high. A ‘0°/‘1’ is written to the
MT]J if the BL is set to high/low and SL is pulled to low/high for the column
including the targeted cell, allowing the charge current to flow through the HM
electrode in the essential direction, as depicted in Figure 8(a). In addition, the
RWL of the row comprising the targeted cell are set low to ensure that the
diodes are reverse biased and no leakage current flows through the non-
selected cells.

Employing a shared diode requires connecting the two MTJs in-parallel, which
enforces the cell to be MLC. Consequently, the two MT]Js in the cell should have
different Rp and Rup such that their equivalent resistance has four distinct values,
which represents two-bit logic values of ‘00’, ‘01°, ‘10’ and ‘11’. To read the bits in
the cell, the WWL and the SL signals are pulled low to deactivate all the write
transistors and allow the read current to flow through the targeted MT]Js. The row
RWL is connected to the sense amplifier and consequently is pulled up to the
required read voltage (Vgeaq), as shown in Figure 8(b). Thereafter, the equivalent
2 bits for the targeted MLC cell are identified sequentially by comparing the
currents flowing through the sensed combined MT]Js and the appropriate refer-
ence MT]Js using a binary search algorithm [7]. In this algorithm, the sensed MT]Js
are first compared with the first reference resistance to determine the first-bit
state. Based on the first-bit state, one of the two other reference resistances are
then chosen to compare with the sensed MT]Js to determine the second-bit state.
The same technique can be used to sense the state of any of the MLC proposals
illustrated above.

As can be inferred from above, the realization of MLC-SD SOT-MRAM has three
main essential requirements. Similar to the MBC-DD SOT-MRAM design, it
requires employing two SOT-MT]Js with different I. and a 3D diode MTJ stack. In
the MLC-SD cell, as the diode is shared, the employed diode can be large, and its
size can be approximately up to the whole cell area instead of just one MTJ area. A
larger diode requires a smaller read voltage to supply the required Ige.q, as depicted
in Figure 6(a). Moreover, the in-parallel combination of the two MTJs results in
smaller overall resistance compared to a single MT] resistance. This reduces the

RWL | BL GND SL RWL
1- Write MTJ,. Write Leakage
2- Write MTJ;. Current

(le2>lcq) I i

S

VWrite GND
(GND)I MT), (VWrﬂe) GND
WWL Write 1 WWL

VDD

(a)

Figure 8.
Proposed 1D1T2R MLC-SD SOT-MRAM configuration and current flow direction in (a) write mode and
(b) vead mode [17].
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diode’s Rjo.q, which further decreases the required Vgeaqd, as shown in Figure 6(b).
Hence, the two factors that affect the required Vge,q (i.e. diode area and Rj,,q) are
improved in this design compared to the MBC-DD and SLC diode-based SOT-
MRAM designs. Hence, the smaller required Vge,q may permit the MLC-SD design
to achieve smaller read energy consumption. Furthermore, MLC-SD cell requires
employing two MTJs with different Rp and Rap values as it is an MLC. Assuming
that both the MTJs use the same materials, different MT] resistances are achieved
by varying either the MTJ dimensions (i.e. Wty and Lyy), the dielectric thickness
(¢,x), or combination of both [24]. It is essential to have a large minimum resistance
difference (ARin) between the distinct in-parallel equivalent resistance states to
increase the distinguishability and read speed. However, the MLC would mainly
have smaller AR,;, compared to the SLC, which in-return may result in reduced
reading speed and would be a competing factor with the reduced Vge.q to decide the
read energy efficiency of this cell compared to the SLC proposals.

4. Evaluation

In this section, the various proposals in the literature are evaluated using the
same SOT-MT]J technology in [13] on both cell and system level perspectives. The
cell level analyses are done based on a 2 x 2 memory array. The simulations run
over Cadence Virtuoso and using the SOT-MT] Verilog-A model demonstrated in
[25] and the parameters in Table 1. The system-level analyses are done using the
non-volatile memory simulator, known as NVSim [26]. NVSim estimates the over-
all memory performance, power consumption, energy, and area based on the given
memory cell parameters.

Symbol Parameter Value
Wty X Ly MT]J dimensions (W x L) (nm?) 50 x 100
trL Free layer thickness (nm) 1.5
K,V/IKT Thermal stability 46

tox Tunnel barrier thickness (nm) 1.8

M Magnetization saturation (emu/cm?) 1114
Rap MT]J high resistance value (kQ) 15
TMR Tunnel magneto-resistance ratio (%) 114

a Gilbert damping 0.012
PHM Heavy metal (W) resistivity (uQ-cm) 200
Wam X Lum HM dimensions (W x L) (nm?) 115 x 150
taM Heavy metal thickness (nm) 3

Jeo Critical current density (x 10%° A/m?) 7
Osue Spin hall angle 0.3

P Spin polarization 0.6

y Gyromagnetic ratio (rad sITY 1.76 x 10™
B Reduced Planck constant (] s) 1.054 x 10**

The parameters follow the experimental data of the SOT-MT] in [13] and ave explained in [11].

Table 1.
SOT-MT] device parameters.

12



Avea-Efficient Spin-Orbit Torque Magnetic Random-Access Memory
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.92120

4.1 Cell-level evaluation

Table 2 presents a comparison between the different MRAM designs. In terms
of area, MBC-DD and MLC-SD SOT-MRAM do offer the smallest 2-bit cell area
among the various designs, which are estimated to be 36F? and 34.5F2, respectively,
based on the rules in [16]. This is at least double the density compared to other
MRAMs and achieves 75% smaller 1-bit effective area compared to conventional
SOT-MRAM. From energy perspective, these designs consume at least 36% less
energy compared with designs utilizing STT writing (S-MLC), due to the high
energy efficiency of SOT writing. Unlike P-MLC and MLC-SD SOT-MRAM, MBC-
DD has no write current leakage through the MTJ from the HM during write mode
as the diodes are reverse-biased, which also leads to better energy efficiency. How-
ever, the significant area reduction for both MBC-DD and MLC-SD SOT-MRAMs
comes with additional energy penalty in both worst-case write operation (i.e. writ-
ing non-identical bits) and read operation. The additional energy consumption in
the worst-case write operation of non-identical bits is because of the enforced rule
of using two MTJs per cell with different I.. For instance, writing two different bits
(10’ or ‘01’) in MBC-DD and MLC-SD consume higher energy (0.88 pJ with 10.5 ns
delay) compared to writing two SLC SOT-MRAM (0.76 pJ). However, to write
identical bits (‘00’ or ‘11’) on the MBC-DD and MLC-SD cells require only a single
write pulse, which leads to better energy efficiency than SLC SOT-MRAM. This is
because programming two identical bits in the SLC SOT-MRAM always requires
two write pulses. Thus, if equal probability of programming ‘00’, ‘01’, ‘10’, and ‘11’
is assumed, MBC-DD and MLC-SD designs may result in similar average energy
efficiency to two bits of SLC SOT-MRAM, as shown in Table 2. Moreover, the

SLC 1D1T SLC- S- P- MLC-SD MBC-DD
SOT SOT (2-bit) MLC MLC SOT-MRAM SOT-MRAM
(2-bit) [14] [15] [15] [17] [18]
Energy per ~ Write 0.76 0.76 113 0.72 0.72 0.72
2-bit (p]) (Ew)? (0.88) (0.88) (0.88)
(w. case)
Write 0.0002 0.0001 0.0001 0.19 0.2 0.0001
leakage
Read 0.024 0.036 0.034 0.039 0.041 0.036
(Er)
Total energy/2-bit 0.78 0.8 1.17 111 111 0.9
Delay per ~ Writea 9 9 10.5 8.1 8.1 8.1
2-bit (ns)  (w. case) (10.5) (10.5) (10.5)
Read 1 1 1.4 1.6 1.6 1
Read voltage (V) 1.2 1.8 1.2 1.2 1.3 1.8
ARy (kQ)P 5 5 3 1.4 1.4 5
Diode area (F%)¢ — 24 — — 24 10
Area (A)/1bit (F*)¢ 69 34.5 50 34.5 17.25 18
FOM (Er*Ew*A) 2.19x 1.65x 5.7% 2.5% 1.34x 1

“Energy and delay are the average of writing the data 00’, 01, 10’, 17’.

PAR,,:n is Rap — Rp for SLC, while it is the minimum vesistance difference among the four different states in MLC.
“Area estimated based on standard design rules reported in [16].

“E is the minimum feature size of the employed technology (i.e. In 32 nm technology, F = 32 nm).

Table 2.
Comparison of various MRAM technologies.
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energy penalty for non-identical bits writing can be also minimized as discussed
before. In terms of reading, MBC-DD maintains similar distinguishability to con-
ventional SLC, as indicated by the AR, values in Table 2, because each of the two
MT]s is sensed separately. This is unlike the P-MLC, S-MLC, and MLC-SD
structures that have a reduced AR, as a result of relying on an MLC approach.
However, to ensure sufficient diode drive current within the D-MT]s, a larger read
voltage is needed compared to cells with read transistors, which does increase the
read energy consumption compared to conventional SLC SOT-MRAM.

The diode-based SLC SOT-MRAM design [14] does offer the advantage of
maintaining a similar write energy efficiency compared to the conventional SOT-
MRAM (i.e. baseline from write energy perspective). Moreover, it offers 50% 1-bit
effective area savings compared to conventional SOT-MRAM, which is on level
with P-MLC and S-MLC designs with the advantage of maintaining an SLC sensing
approach. However, diode-based SLC SOT-MRAM still consumes double the area
compared to the MBC-DD and MLC-SD designs, while it still also suffers from the
energy and fabrication complexity penalty of employing a diode.

Similar to diode-based SLC SOT-MRAM, P-MLC design offers 50% 1-bit effec-
tive area savings compared to conventional SOT-MRAM, whereas S-MLC does offer
only 28% savings as the transistor size needs to increase to supply the required STT
current through the high resistance MT]J stack. On the other hand, both P-MLC and
S-MLC do not employ a diode, which may aid in reducing the read energy and
avoiding the fabrication process issues related to incorporating a diode. However,
they suffer from other drawbacks that increase both energy consumption and
fabrication complexity. In particular from energy perspective, S-MLC consumes
high energy due to using STT technology in writing one of the two MT]Js per cell,
whereas P-MLC shares the additional write energy penalty issue in writing non-
identical bits per cell with MBC-DD and MLC-SD designs. In addition, both of the
designs rely on the MLC sensing approach, which harms the sensing speed and
distinguishability as reflected by the reduced AR,;, values.

Overall, if a figure-of-merit (FOM) is defined as the product of the area, read
and write energy products [27], MBC-DD SOT-MRAM may outperform other
designs by at least 34%, thanks to its significant area reduction and maintaining the
SLC sensing approach.

4.2 System-level evaluation

As aforementioned, NVSim [26] is used to evaluate the various SOT-MRAM
cells from a system-level perspective. NVSim does consider the different write/read
peripherals, array organization, and routing network required in the overall mem-
ory architecture. NVSim supports various nonvolatile memories such as STT-
MRAM, PCRAM, and ReRam in addition to the well-known volatile memories such
as SRAM and DRAM. NVSim can be tuned to support SOT-MRAM as well. In this
study, the comparison is based on the utilization of the various nonvolatile MRAM
cells as cache memory and they are mainly compared to the current widely used
technology as cache memory, which is the SRAM. SRAM does offer high perfor-
mance; however, currently, it suffers from a significant increase in the 1-bit area
and the leakage power consumption [28]. Thus, the utilization of an area-efficient,
high-speed and nonvolatile SOT-MRAM would be a promising solution to replace
the existing SRAM technology, especially in higher-level caches. The considered
cache has 4-way set associativity and 64 Byte line size and is optimized to achieve
the smallest overall silicon area. The 32 nm technology node is assumed for the
various designs, in which the SRAM cell area is 170F? [28], and the same cell
parameters for the various MRAM technologies are maintained as stated above.
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To clarify the pros and cons of the various memory technologies, three different
memory capacities are considered, which are 256 KB, 1 MB, and 8 MB. Figure 9
depicts the total leakage power consumption for the various designs with three
different capacities. The volatile SRAM technology does consume significant leak-
age power, which increases by order of magnitudes for larger memory capacities.
On the other hand, the nonvolatility of the MRAM designs results in relatively
negligible leakage among the various capacities. This demonstrates the advantage of
significant power consumption reduction by employing the nonvolatile MRAM
designs as a replacement of the volatile SRAM, especially in battery-powered
mobile devices that demand long idle durations.

From area perspective, Figure 10 shows the comparison between the various
memory technologies, estimated by NVSim, while being used as cache memory.
Figure 10(a) reports the different MRAM designs relative to the overall SRAM mem-
ory area for the three different capacities. The figure indicates the significant reduction
in the overall area by employing the various MRAM technologies in comparison to
SRAM, which consumes at least 50% smaller silicon area. Furthermore, the area saving
percentage increases noticeably for larger memory capacities. This is because for larger
memory capacity, the impact of the cell area overtakes the impact of the periphery. The
periphery area for MRAM consumes larger area than the periphery area of the SRAM
due to the need for relatively larger write currents, whereas the cell area of the MRAM
is much smaller than the SRAM cell area [29]. Hence, at larger capacities, the MRAMs
that have significantly smaller cell area compared to SRAM would consume much
lower overall silicon area. For instance, the area saving for the MBC-DD and MLC-SD
cells, which are the cells with smallest footprints, can reach up to 90% smaller area
compared to SRAM for large cache memory size, such as 8 MB size.

The impact of the smaller cell area is also clear while comparing the various
MRAM technologies, as presented in Figure 10(b). The smaller 1-bit effective area
of S-MLC, SLC diode-based, P-MLC, MLC-SD, and MBC-DD SOT-MRAMs by 28,
50, 50, 75, and 74% compared to the conventional SOT-MRAM results in similar
overall memory silicon area reduction. In particular, for larger memory capacity
(e.g. 8 MB), where the impact of the cell area is more significant, the overall
memory silicon area of the various designs in the literature relative to conventional
SOT-MRAM design shows approximately equal area reduction as the 1-bit effective
area reduction. Moreover, the smaller silicon area consumption of the various
proposed designs in the literature compared to SRAM and conventional SOT-
MRAM with equivalent capacity permits realizing the cache memory using these
cells with higher capacity under the iso-area assumption. For instance, 2 MB
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Figure 9.
Total leakage power consumption of SRAM, STT-MRAM, conventional, SLC DSOT-MRAM, S-MLC,
P-MLC, MLC-SD, and MBC-DD SOT-MRAMs for various memory capacities.
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Avrea comparison of the STT-MRAM, conventional, SLC diode-based, S-MLC, P-MLC, MLC-SD, and MBC-
DD SOT-MRAMs for different capacity rvelative to (a) SRAM and (b) conventional SOT-MRAM.

capacity of conventional SOT-MRAM consumes similar silicon area to an 8 MB
capacity of MBC-DD SOT-MRAM. Higher memory capacity results in higher per-
formance metrics, such as instruction per cycle (IPC) and energy efficiency due to
reduced access counts for the off-chip memory [30].

From energy and performance perspective, SRAM can have higher hit/miss
performance and energy efficiency compared to the various SOT-MRAM proposals
at small memory capacity (e.g. 256 KB), as depicted by Figure 11(a). This is because
the impact of the large load capacitance of the SRAM cell would be minimal at these
capacities [29]. However, for large memory capacity, the much higher load capaci-
tance, parasitic, and routing complexity of the six transistors SRAM cell (as SRAM
consume significantly larger silicon area compared to SOT-MRAM) causes the
MRAM proposals to achieve better hit/miss performance and energy efficiency. On
the contrary, the write energy for the various MRAM proposals is larger than that of
the SRAM for the various memories capacity, as shown in Figure 11(b). This is
attributed to the larger write current requirement for the MRAM-based technolo-
gies relative to the SRAM technology. However, with improved SOT-MRAM tech-
nology such as the type-x SOT-MT]J [13] (achieves sub ns switching with write
current of 100 pA), or the presented high-performance SOT-MRAM by IMEC [12]
that achieves successful switching in 100’s of ps range, the write energy can be
reduced significantly, as illustrated in Figure 12. This makes the various
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SOT-MRAM proposals a viable and realistic solution to replace the SRAM technol-
ogy in certain applications.

In conclusion, the previous discussion shows that the various proposed SOT-
MRAM cells do offer nonvolatility (i.e. nearly zero leakage), smaller silicon area,
and high performance. It also indicates that these designs can compete with the
current CMOS volatile technologies such as SRAM and DRAM. However, further
development to reduce the write energy for the existing SOT-MT] technology may
be required to widen the application window for such SOT-MRAM technologies.

5. Conclusion

This chapter presents the various SOT-MRAM proposals in the literature
highlighting the pros, cons, and operation of each design. SOT-MRAM relies on
SOT technology, which offers various advantages such as high energy efficiency,
fast switching speed, and high device reliability. However, conventional SLC SOT-
MRAM requires two transistors to access a single bit. This in return results in a
relatively large 1-bit effective area, which limits its application for large memory
capacities. Hence, the various proposals in the literature targets reducing the 1-bit
effective area compared to both conventional SOT-MRAM while maintaining the
main advantages of SOT technology.

The various SOT-MRAM proposals have been divided into two main categories,
which are diode-based and nondiode-based SOT-MRAM cells. These various SOT-
MRAM cells have been evaluated from both cell and system level perspectives. The
system-level evaluation is performed based on the utilization of the various cells as
cache memory, and they are mainly compared to the current widely used technol-
ogy as cache, which is the SRAM. In particular, five different proposals have been
investigated. These proposals are S-MLC, P-MLC, diode-based SLC, MBC-DD, and
MLC-SD SOT-MRAMs that are shown to offer 70, 79, 79, 89, and 89% reduced 1-bit
effective area compared to SRAM and 28, 50, 50, 74, and 75% compared to conven-
tional SOT-MRAM, respectively.

From energy perspective, S-MLC, P-MLC, MBC-DD, and MLC-SD consume
higher write energy compared to conventional SOT-MRAM. P-MLC, MBC-DD, and
MLC-SD consume higher worst-case write energy while writing nonidentical bits on
the cell due to the enforced rule of employing two SOT-MT]Js with different I..
However, if an equal probability of programming the various bits options is assumed,
average energy efficiency similar to conventional SOT-MRAM may be achieved,
whereas S-MLC involves writing one of the two MTJs in the cell using the energy-
inefficient STT technology, which also degrades the device reliability as a result of
supplying large current through the MT] stack. On the other hand, diode-based SLC
SOT-MRAM may achieve similar write energy to the conventional SLC SOT-MRAM.
However, similar to other diode-based designs (MBC-DD and MLC-SD), it still
incorporates a diode in the read operation, which may add additional energy penalty
as the read voltage needs to be large enough to overcome the diode’s on-voltage.

It is noteworthy that the SLC proposals such as diode-based SLC and MBC-DD
would be preferred solutions, thanks to their offered significant area reduction in
addition to maintaining the advantages of the SLC sensing such as improved BER.
However, that requires further improvement in the diode-MTJ stack technology
such that the diode transient response would match the required read performance
and the diode’s on voltage would be small, and thus, the read energy will be
reasonable. On the other hand, the MLC proposals such as P-MLC, S-MLC, and
MLC-SD require improvements in the MLC sensing techniques to enhance its
sensing distinguishability and BER such that it will meet the industry standards.
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