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Size effect on atomic structure in 
low-dimensional Cu-Zr amorphous 
systems
W. B. Zhang1, J. Liu1, S. H. Lu2, H. Zhang3, H. Wang4, X. D. Wang1, Q. P. Cao1, D. X. Zhang5 &  
J. Z. Jiang1

The size effect on atomic structure of a Cu64Zr36 amorphous system, including zero-dimensional small-
size amorphous particles (SSAPs) and two-dimensional small-size amorphous films (SSAFs) together 
with bulk sample was investigated by molecular dynamics simulations. We revealed that sample size 
strongly affects local atomic structure in both Cu64Zr36 SSAPs and SSAFs, which are composed of core 
and shell (surface) components. Compared with core component, the shell component of SSAPs has 
lower average coordination number and average bond length, higher degree of ordering, and lower 
packing density due to the segregation of Cu atoms on the shell of Cu64Zr36 SSAPs. These atomic 
structure differences in SSAPs with various sizes result in different glass transition temperatures, in 
which the glass transition temperature for the shell component is found to be 577 K, which is much 
lower than 910 K for the core component. We further extended the size effect on the structure and 
glasses transition temperature to Cu64Zr36 SSAFs, and revealed that the Tg decreases when SSAFs 
becomes thinner due to the following factors: different dynamic motion (mean square displacement), 
different density of core and surface and Cu segregation on the surface of SSAFs. The obtained results 
here are different from the results for the size effect on atomic structure of nanometer-sized crystalline 
metallic alloys.

The atomic structure of metallic glasses (MGs) is a long-standing unsolved issue in condensed matter commu-
nity1–3. Considerable efforts have been made to describe the structure and/or to reveal various factors influencing 
atomic structure of metallic glasses by experiments4, 5 and simulations6, 7, such as cooling rate8–10 and composi-
tion11–13. The sample size effect on properties of MGs has been reported, e.g., size effect on stability14, strength15–18, 
ductility19–21, elastic limit22–24, plasticity and deformation mode25–30. However, the size effect on atomic structure 
of low-dimensional amorphous systems, including zero-dimensional small-size amorphous particles (SSAPs) 
and two-dimensional small-size amorphous thin films (SSAFs) has not been systematically reported yet, possibly 
because the precise fabrication of free standing SSAPs and SSAFs with various sizes, while keeping the thermal 
history invariant, is rather difficult if not impossible. In crystalline metallic particles, the smaller the particles, 
the stronger the sample size effect on atomic structure. Atomistic simulations have been widely applied to study 
the structure of nanometer-sized crystalline metallic particles31–35 and thin films36, 37. Thus, we resort to atomistic 
simulations to study the size-dependent atomic structure in SSAPs and SSAFs. In this work, we report the results 
of atomic structures in a zero-dimensional Cu64Zr36 SSAPs, ranging from about 11 Å to 60 Å in diameter, and 
in a two-dimensional Cu64Zr36 SSAFs, ranging from 8.6 Å to 61.5 Å in thickness as a prototype model system 
in which the Cu-Zr potential was well developed and applied27–30, 38–41, by molecular dynamics simulations. It is 
found that sample size strongly affects local atomic structure in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs and SSAFs, which are composed 
of core and shell components in SSAPs and of core and surface layers in SSAFs. Each component has different 
atomic packing structure, average coordination number, bond length, and the degree of ordering. These atomic 
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structure differences in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs and SSAFs with various sizes or thicknesses result in different glass tran-
sition temperatures, in which the glass transition temperature for the shell component is found to be 577 K, which 
is much lower than 910 K for the core component in SSAPs while Tg decreases with the thickness of SSAFs. It has 
been manifested unambiguously that free surface is the dominant cause for Tg reductions. Cu atoms segregate to 
the surface causing a far higher concentration while the core component almost remains the same composition as 
films. The finding obtained here will trigger more studies on the unsolved puzzle of atomic structure in disordered 
materials in general.

Results and Discussion
Pair distribution functions in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs. For Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with various sizes together with bulk 
sample at T = 300 K were plotted in Fig. 1a while partial pair distribution functions for Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with 
various sizes are plotted in Fig. 2. The g(r) of Cu64Zr36 SSAPs even for a size of 50 atoms still exhibit a relative 
sharp first peak and a split second peak, which were characteristic of amorphous. The intensity of the first peak 
increases with the size, while the g(r) for larger sized Cu64Zr36 SSAPs (4000 and 5000 atoms) becomes similar to 
that of bulk Cu64Zr36 MG. In the range of 4–6 Å, i.e., for the second and third neighbors, g(r) are different from 
50 atoms to 700 atoms, while after 700 atoms, they are similar to the bulk sample. The partial pair distribution 
functions g(r) of Cu-Cu, Cu-Zr, and Zr-Zr pairs in Fig. 2 show the increase in intensity of the first peak with 
sample size while the positions of the peaks in partial g(r) remain almost unchanged, indicating the average 
atomic bonds are not sensitive to particle size. The first peak distance becomes larger as particle size increases. 
A similar observation is also found in nanometer-sized crystalline ZnS particles42, 43. To dig out details of local 
atomic structure in particles, the core-and-shell model in the inset of Fig. 1b is applied, in which the thickness 

Figure 1. Pair distribution functions g(r) for Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with various sizes together with bulk sample for 
the (a) total, (b) core component together with an illustration of the core-and-shell model in the inset and (c) 
shell component.
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of shell was estimated by the minimum after the first peak in total g(r) to be about 3.7 Å. In general, it is tough 
to select the shell layer thickness for nanometer-sized particles, which depends on materials and properties one 
selected. From the atomic packing short-range order point of view, using the first minimum in the g(r) here is not 
an unreasonable value14. It should be mentioned that normally the thickness of the shell could also be a function 
of particle size. However, the minimum position after the first peak in total g(r) in Fig. 1a is roughly unchanged 
by varying particle sizes. Corresponding pair distribution functions g(r) for the core and shell components are 
plotted in Fig. 1b and c, respectively. For the 50-atom particle, almost all atoms are located in the shell compo-
nent, reflected by the similar g(r) for both total and shell. By increasing particle size, the fraction of atoms in the 
core component increases. From 50 to 700 atoms, the g(r) in the range of 4–6 Å largely change in both core and 
shell components. Above 700 atoms, g(r) for the core component are similar to the total g(r), while g(r) for the 
shell component does not change much for 1000, 4000 and 5000 atoms. It is found that the first peak positions 
in g(r) for the core component are larger than those for the shell component in Table 1, revealing larger average 
bond lengths in the core component than those in the shell component, which might be linked with different 
coordination numbers and/or compositions in shell and core components, discussed later. It shows that the total 
average bond length has a tend to decrease with the size decreasing of nanoparticles from 2.78 Å to 2.73 Å, which 
means that the nanoparticle shrunk. It can be concluded from pair distribution functions that atomic structures 
in both core and shell components largely differ in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with sizes from 50 to 700 atoms while atomic 
structures in particles with sizes above 1000 atoms are similar.

Coordination number distributions and short range atomic packing in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs. The 
coordination number (CN) distribution of the total particle, and core and shell components in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs are 

Figure 2. Pair distribution functions g(r) for Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with various sizes together with bulk sample for 
the (a) total, (b) Cu-Cu partial, (c) Cu-Zr partial, (d) Zr-Zr partial.

Components Parameters

Number of atoms

50 100 200 400 700 1000 4000 5000

Total
Position (Å) (±0.01) 2.74 2.72 2.73 2.75 2.76 2.76 2.78 2.78

CN (±0.1) 8.2 9.1 9.9 10.4 10.8 11.0 11.7 11.8

core
Position (Å) (±0.01) 2.89 3.01 2.90 2.87 2.86 2.83 2.82 2.82

CN (±0.1) 11.8 12.8 13.1 12.9 12.8 12.6 12.6 12.3

shell
Position (Å) (±0.01) 2.74 2.71 2.70 2.71 2.70 2.68 2.62 2.66

CN (±0.1) 8.1 8.7 8.9 9.2 9.1 8.6 8.5 8.4

Table 1. The position and average coordination number of the first peak in g(r) for Cu64Zr36 SSAPs total 
sample, and core and shell components.
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further calculated in Fig. 3. The CN distribution in total particles show a bi-peak distribution centered at about 
CN = 7 and 12, which strongly depends on the size of SSAPs. With increasing the particle size, the fraction of 
atoms with high CN increase at the expense of the fraction of atoms with low CN. The bi-peak distributions are 
clearly linked with the CN distributions of the core and shell components in Fig. 3b and c, respectively. In the core 
component, CN distributes in the range of CN = 10–16 while in the shell component, it distributes from CN = 5 
to CN = 10. This lower CN in the shell component can be explained by the surface effect while higher CN in the 
core component reveals relative dense atomic packing in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs. Similar to g(r), it is found that CN dis-
tribution in both core and shell components strongly depend on the particle size in the range 50–700 atoms while 
it remains almost steady for particle size larger than 700 atoms. In terms of Cu- and Zr-centered surroundings 
in total particles, core and shell components in Fig. 4d–i, the CN of Cu atoms in the core component is centered 
at about 12 and about 14 for Zr atoms. However, the CN of Zr atoms in the shell component still have higher 
CN (>9) compared with Cu atoms (CN < 9), which is caused by the fact that the outmost surface is found to be 
mainly Cu atoms in the inset in Fig. 3f, i.e., Zr atoms are located at the inner parts of the shell defined here. This 
suggests that Cu atoms could be segregated into the shell of Cu64Zr36 SSAPs14, resulting in smaller average bond 
length in the shell component because of smaller Cu-Cu bond length as compared to Cu-Zr and Zr-Zr bonds. 
Similar Cu segregation at the top surface layer is also observed in Cu64Zr36 SSAFs. Similar works for the segrega-
tion effect were recently reported44, 45.

To further understand atomic packing in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs, Honeycutt-Anderson (HA) index is introduced 
to characterize the common neighbors of an atom pair46, which has four indices i, j, l, m. If atom A and atom 
B form a bond, i = 1, and otherwise i = 2. j denotes the number of common neighbors which form bonds with 
atom A and atom B. l represents the number of bonds formed among the neighboring atoms. m is a special index 
to classifying the bonds arrangements. Figure 4 shows the HA index of total particle, core and shell compo-
nents. In Cu64Zr36 SSAPs, the 1551 HA index, which is characteristic of the icosahedral cluster, together with the 
1541 and 1431 HA index, which are assigned to be icosahedral-like structure, have considerable percentages in 
both total particle and the core component, implying that icosahedral with fivefold symmetry are dominating in 
Cu64Zr36 SSAPs, similar with nanometer-sized metallic crystalline particles31, 35. The dominant HA index in the 
shell component is 1321, which is rarely found in the core component with a possible reason that atoms in shell 
do not have enough atoms to form bonds and share common neighbors, followed by 1431 and 1551 HA index 
in the shell component. It should be mentioned that on the surface of nanometer-sized metallic crystalline par-
ticles31, 35, 47, icosahedral atomic packing was still dominant, which is different from the results obtained here for 
nanometer-sized metallic glassy particles. In the total particle, with increasing the particle size, the fractions of 
1551 and 1541 index increase, close to bulk Cu64Zr36 MG, while 1321 index decreases, revealing different atomic 
packing in both core and shell components.

Bond-orientation order parameters, e.g., Q6 and Q4, which are often used to measure atomic cluster symme-
tries in disordered systems48–51. The spherical harmonics analysis was firstly introduced by Steinhardt et al.48 and 

Figure 3. The coordination number distributions of the total sample, core and shell components, (a–c) for both 
elements, (d–f) for only Cu-centered atoms, and (g–i) for only Zr-centered atoms, respectively. The inset in (f) is 
the 5000-atom particle with red balls as Cu atoms and blue balls as Zr atoms.
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the coarse-grained form was adapted by Lechner52. The (2 l + 1) dimensional complex vector q( )l  can be defined 
for each atom i as presented in the Eq. (1).

∑=
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∧
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where l is the free integer parameter, m is an integer that runs from −l to l, Ylm are the spherical harmonics, 
∧
rij is 

the vector from atom i to atom j, and the sum goes over all neighboring atoms N i( )b  of atom i. We could average 
the spatially local bond order parameters according to the equation = ∑
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rotationally invariant quantities, as demonstrated in Eq.
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It should be noted that Mickel et al., pointed out the two flaws of Steinhardt order parameters: one is the defi-
nition of the nearest neighboring spheres around a given central particle, the other is the discontinuous function 
of the particle coordinates53. After the modification by Lechner, such two shortcomings are avoided by averaging 
the first neighbor shell of a given particle and the particle itself. The averaged parameters (BOO) are very sensitive 
to measure the different bond-orientational symmetries and differentiate the local atomic environment. Figure 5 
shows Q6 and Q4 values obtained for Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with various sizes. It is clear that cluster symmetries of the 
core component largely differ from those in the shell component. Relative higher Q6 and Q4 values, closer to the 
crystal-like symmetries54, are found in the shell component while they are smaller in the core component, close 
to bulk sample. With increasing particle size, Q6 and Q4 values in total particle gradually decrease with size, most 
likely due to the gradual increase of the fraction of the core component in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs.

Size-dependent glass transition temperature in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs. Above-mentioned results clearly 
reveal that particle size can largely affect atomic structure of SSAPs. From the structure-property correlation, 
thus, one expects to have a size effect on properties of such SSAPs. Here, we further studied the size dependence 
of glass transition temperature, Tg, which is an important problem closely related with atomic structure in disor-
dered systems52. The glass transition temperature of SSAPs with various sizes and together with bulk sample, esti-
mated by an intersection of low- and high-temperature dependences of the system potential energy was plotted in 

Figure 4. The HA index of Cu64Zr36 SSAPs together with bulk sample. (a) Total sample, (b) core component, 
and (c) shell component.



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

6SCIENTIfIC REPORtS | 7: 7291 | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-07708-5

Fig. 6a. Tg increases from 600 K for the 50-atom particle to 825 K for the 5000-atom particle which is close to the 
value of 910 K for the bulk sample. The sample size indeed influences the glass transition temperature of SSAPs. 
These Tg data of all studied SSAPs can be well fitted with a simple equation of fs and fc represent the fractions 
of shell and core components, and Tg

s and Tg
c are glass transition temperatures for shell and core components, 

respectively. The solid line as plotted in Fig. 6b is the fitting curve with a fitting parameter of Tg
s by assuming Tg

c 
equals to the value for bulk Cu64Zr36 MG. Tg

s is found to be 577 K, much lower than the 910 K for the core com-
ponent, which reveals the surface influence to the thermal properties, i.e., the higher the surface-to-volume ratio, 

Figure 5. The Q6-Q4 distribution of Cu64Zr36 SSAPs (total, core and shell components) with various sizes 
together with the bulk sample. Numbers of atoms are marked.

Figure 6. (a) Determination of glass transition temperature Tg via an intersection of low- and high-temperature 
dependences of the potential energy in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with different sizes and bulk Cu64Zr36 MG. (b) The 
sample-size dependent Tg of Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with different sizes together with the fitting curve, which is 
explained in text.
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the lower the glass transition temperature of studied SSAPs. In addition, the good agreement using fixed glass 
transition temperatures for both shell and core components indicates that dynamic behaviors of the both shell 
and core components could be approximately size independence although the g(r) are size dependence in SSAPs 
below 700 atoms in Fig. 1.

Cu64Zr36 SSAFs
Pair distribution functions and size-dependent glass transition temperature in Cu64Zr36 
SSAFs. To further explore the size effects on atomic structure and glass transition temperature of MGs, 
we then extend our studies to free standing two-dimensional thin amorphous films. Figure 7 shows the thick-
ness-dependence of pair distribution function g(r) curves for Cu64Zr36 SSAFs at 1500 K and 300 K, respectively. 
Compared to the liquid state at 1500 K, the first peaks at 300 K for all the thin films tend to be sharper, suggesting 
much less vibration for atoms at lower temperature. The broadened peaks for films demonstrate that all studied 
thin films are in amorphous state at 300 K. Figure 8a shows the average atomic internal energy of Cu64Zr36 SSAFs 
with various thicknesses as a function of temperature during cooling. Tg for Cu64Zr36 SSAFs with various thick-
nesses was estimated as the intersection point of the two solid lines, as in Fig. 8a. Figure 8b depicts the glass transi-
tion temperature as a function of film thickness for Cu64Zr36 SSAFs together with the bulk MG sample. It is found 
that the Tg decreases substantially as the film thickness decreases compared to the bulk MG sample. As plotted in 
a red solid curve, we fitted the data to a function of, where Tg (d) is glass transition temperatures of d-thickness 

Figure 7. Pair distribution functions g(r) for Cu64Zr36 SSAFs with various thicknesses at (a) 1500 K and (b) 
300 K.

Figure 8. (a) Determination of glass transition temperature Tg via an intersection of low- and high-temperature 
dependences of the potential energy in Cu64Zr36 SSAFs with different thicknesses and bulk Cu64Zr36 MG. (b) 
The film thickness dependent Tg of Cu64Zr36 SSAFs with different thicknesses together with the fitting curve, 
which is explained in text. And the inset picture is atomic number density as a function of film thickness for 
Cu64Zr36 SSAFs.
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SSAFs, Tg(∞) and C are constant fitting parameters. Then, we obtained Tg(∞) as 909 K which is approximately 
equal to the Tg of Cu64Zr36 BMG and the fitted value of C was 0.155. The densities of Cu64Zr36 SSAFs are also 
plotted in inset of Fig. 8b as a function of film thickness, which decreases with the reduction of film thickness. 
The reduction of density strongly suggests larger motion of atoms in thinner SSAFs, which may contribute to the 
reduced Tg. To understand this thickness dependent Tg of Cu64Zr36 SSAFs, we further analyze the contribution of 
the surface layer in SSAFs.

Composition and MSD variations in core and surface layers for Cu64Zr36 SSAFs. In all studied 
SSAFs, it is found that the films can be composed of two regions, i.e., the core region and surface layer region 
with a thickness of about 0.7 nm, which is estimated from the thickness dependent composition profiles. We also 
revealed that surface region has an impact on the thermal properties of SSAFs, such as glasses transition temper-
ature and dynamic motion. Figure 9a and b demonstrate the composition variations along the film thickness for 
two selected 20 Å and 40 Å thick Cu64Zr36 SSAFs. Similar feature is also detected in Cu64Zr36 SSAFs with other 
thicknesses. In the blue region as the surface layer, the fraction of Cu atoms is found to be much more than the 
assigned alloy of 64 at.%, indicating that Cu atoms segregate to the surface which is consistent with initial stud-
ies55 and results reported for our above-studied Cu64Zr36 SSAPs. In the pink region as the core layer, its compo-
sition fluctuation is much smaller and close to the average value of 64 at.%. Moreover, it has been reported that 
the liquid-glass transition temperature increases as the Cu concentrated in the region of 0.348 < xCu < 0.649 and 
then decreases56. The surface layers for all studied Cu64Zr36 SSAFs have a similar value of Tg = 812 ± 2 K, which is 
lower than 908 ± 2 K for the central layer, which is also similar value in all studied Cu64Zr36 SSAFs, as illustrated 
in Fig. 9c and d. With decreasing of film thickness, the surface layers make more contribution on Tg of the total 
films due to the larger surface-to-volume ratio for thinner films. Consequently, the thinner the film thickness, the 
lower Tg of the SSAF. Since the surface layer plays an important role in affecting the glass transition temperature 
of SSAFs, we carried out a further MD calculation to investigate the dynamic properties of different regions. 

Figure 9. Composition variations along the film thickness for Cu64Zr36 SSAFs with thicknesses of (a) 20.0 Å 
and (b) 40.0 Å. Determination of glass transition temperature Tg (total, core and surface components) of (c) 
20.0 Å and (d) 40.0 Å thick Cu64Zr36 SSAFs. Mean atomic square displacements at two regions (core and surface) 
of (e) 20.0 Å and (f) 40.0 Å thick Cu64Zr36 SSAFs at 680, 820 and 959 K.
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The samples are quenched with a cooling rate of 1 × 1012 K/s from 1500 K to fixed temperature, which the atoms 
relaxed sufficiently: T = 680 K, 820 K and 959 K. The mean square displacement (MSD) profiles as a function of 
time t for central and surface regions are calculated according to the equation:

∑= −MSD
N

r t r t1 [ ( ) ( )]
(3)i

N

i i 0
2

where ri (t) refers to the position of the atom i at the relaxed time t, ri (t0) is the position of the corresponding 
atom at original time t0 and N is the total atom number of the corresponding region. In Fig. 9e and f show, it is 
remarkable that the values of MSD and the slopes of MSD vs time in the surface layer are larger than those in the 
central layer at three selected temperatures, suggesting that the mobility of atoms in the surface layer are faster 
than that in the central layer. The higher atomic mobility in surface layer should be linked to its atomic structure 
and composition.

In conclusion, atomic structures in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with a range of 50–5000 atoms and Cu64Zr36 SSAFs 
with a thickness range of 8.6–61.5 Å have been systematically investigated by molecular dynamics simulations. 
We uncovered that the sample size (particle size and film thickness) indeed influences the atomic structure of 
Cu64Zr36 SSAPs and SSAFs, in which two different parts, i.e., core and shell (or surface) components, can be 
characterized. For Cu64Zr36 SSAPs, in the shell component, the average coordination number of about 8.5, the 
average bond length of 2.7 Å and higher degree of ordering, i.e., larger Q4 and Q6, were detected while the average 
coordination number of about 12.5, the average bond length of 2.9 Å and lower degree of ordering, i.e., lower Q4 
and Q6, were observed in the core component. The atomic packing in the core component with high fraction of 
the fivefold symmetry is denser than that in the shell component with high fraction of 1321 HA index symmetry. 
These atomic structure differences in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with various sizes affect their glass transition temperatures, 
which can be elucidated by relative contributions of both core and shell components. The glass transition temper-
ature for the shell component is found to be 577 K, much lower than 910 K for the core component. For Cu64Zr36 
SSAFs, we revealed that Tg decreases as the metallic glass films get thinner. It has been manifested unambiguously 
that free surface is the dominant cause for Tg reductions. Cu atoms segregate to the surface causing a far higher 
concentration while the central part almost remains the same composition as films. It is observed that atoms in 
surface layer have larger mobility than central part and they require lower temperatures to reach a glass state dur-
ing cooling, i.e., lower Tg for the surface layer. All in all, due to the different behaviors of shell (or surface) com-
ponent and core composition in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs and SSAFs, the size effects on atomic structure and Tg are clearly 
demonstrated. The lower the particle size (or film thickness), the lower Tg. The finding reported here promotes 
our understanding of the size effect on atomic structure in amorphous systems, which will trigger more studies 
on the unsolved puzzle of atomic structure in disordered materials in general.

Methods
Molecular dynamics simulations. Molecular dynamics simulations of Cu64Zr36 SSAPs and SSAFs were 
performed based on the embedded atom method (EAM) potential38 in the canonical Ensemble (NVT) using the 
large-scale atomic molecular massively parallel simulator (LAMMPS) code57. For SSAPs, the spherical particles 
having various atom numbers of 50, 100, 200, 400, 700, 1000, 4000, 5000 and their corresponding radii of about 
5.5 Å, 7.4 Å, 9.5 Å, 12.1 Å, 14.8 Å, 17.2 Å, 27.0 Å, 29.5 Å, respectively, are constructed. These spherical particles 
are then placed at the center of simulation box with sizes of 62 Å for 50–1000 atoms, and 80 Å for 4000 and 5000 
atoms to achieve a sufficient vacuum layer and negligible interaction between SSAPs when the simulation box is 
under the periodic boundary condition. These nanoparticles were firstly melted and equilibrated at 1500 K for 
1 ns to eliminate the influence of initial structure and cooled to 300 K with a cooling rate of 1 × 1012 K/s. They were 
equilibrated at 300 K for 1 ns and exhibited amorphous structure, i.e., without long-range period ordering. We 
further analyzed atomic structures of all studied SSAPs with various sizes, in which two components, i.e., core and 
shell, were divided. In order to obtain reliable structural information, all structure analyses with 2000 configura-
tions were carried to get average values. For comparison, atomic structure of a bulk Cu64Zr36 MG was also studied.

For SSAFs, the model system of Cu64Zr36 MG with a 62 Å × 62 Å × 62 Å box and ~13500 atoms was first gen-
erated. The cubic cell was melted at 2000 K which is far above the melting point of the amorphous system and 
kept at zero pressure for 2 ns to ensure homogeneity, during which periodic boundary conditions were applied 
to all three dimensions. The simulation cell was then quenched from 2000 K to 1500 K at 1 × 1012 K/s and relaxed 
for 1 ns. Thin film melts with different thicknesses are obtained by cutting the bulk box to the given thicknesses 
from 8.6 Å to 61.5 Å and set two vacuum layers along the thick direction to reach free boundary condition. After 
relaxing the thin films for 1 ns at 1500 K, all the systems were quenched down to 300 K with a cooling rate of 
1 × 1012 K/s and relaxed for 1 ns.

Pair distribution functions in small size systems. As a useful tool for local structure determination, the 
pair distribution functions (PDF) can be applied to analysis the structure of nanoparticles and thin films. 
However, it is hard to determine their structure by ordinary techniques used for bulk materials because the peri-
odicity of them is limited. PDF programs were developed to fit the SSAPs and SSAFs. Below details are described 
only for SSAPs. PDF (denoted by g r( )) describes how density varies as a function of distance from a reference 
atom. Taking a system composed of one kind of atoms, PDF is defined as the probability to find an atom in a shell 
dr at the distance r of another atom chosen as a reference point. By dividing the physical model volume into shells 
dr it is possible to compute the number of atoms dn r( ) at a distance between r and +r dr from a given atom:
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=dn r N
V

g r dV r( ) ( ) ( )
(4)0

where N  represents the total number of atoms, V0 the model volume. In this notation the volume of the shell of 
thickness dr is approximated by:

π π π=


 + −



 = =

→
dV r r dr r r dr Sdr( ) lim 4

3
( ) 4

3
4

(5)dr 0

3 3 2

where S is the surface area of the shell. It should be noted that this equation is only applicable to extended bulk 
materials. For finite-sized materials, such as nanoparticles, surface area should be modified according to their size 
and shape. Finally, PDF could be obtained via:

=
∗

=g r dn r
dV r S

V
N

dn r
dr

( ) ( )
( )

1 ( )

(6)
N
V

0

0

Though PDF technique has been well developed for extended bulk materials, the corrections for the size and 
shape effect must be considered in finite-sized nanoparticles. In this section, we consider a spherical nanoparticle 
with radius R and number of atoms N  shown in Fig. 10. The volume of this nanoparticle is obtained as

π=V R4
3 (7)0

3

dn r( ), number of atoms in the shell of → +r r dr, is counted directly as in bulk materials. However, the volume 
of shells which overlaps with nanoparticle = ′dV r S dr( )  is different from the bulk situation58, 59.

π

π
′ =









+ ≤

+ =
− −

+ >
S r

r r d R

r h d h R r d
d

r d R
( )

4 ( )

2 ( ),
2

( )
(8)

2

2 2 2

where d is the distance between center of nanoparticle and the reference atom. When shell with radius r locates 
inside the nanoparticle ( + ≤r d R), e.g., r1 as shown in Fig. 10a, the surface area is πr4 2. However, when part of 
the shell locates outside of the nanoparticle ( + >r d R), only the overlap part of shell should be counted (upper 
part of shell with radius r2 in Fig. 10a). The surface area of overlapped shell could be calculated with geometry 
relations depicted in Fig. 10b. Finally, g r( ) of spherical nanoparticle is obtained via:

=
′

g r
S r

V
N

dn r
dr

( ) 1
( )

( )
(9)

0

References
 1. Miracle, D. B. A structural model for metallic glasses. Nat. Mater. 3, 697–702 (2004).
 2. Sheng, H. W., Luo, W. K., Alamgir, F. M., Bai, J. M. & Ma, E. Atomic packing and short-to-medium-range order in metallic glasses. 

Nature 439, 419 (2006).
 3. Cheng, Y. Q. & Ma, E. Atomic-level structure and structure-property relationship in metallic glasses. Prog. Mater. Sci. 56, 379–473 

(2011).

Figure 10. Sectioned diagram of a spherical particle. (a) Shell with radius r locates inside the nanoparticle. (b) 
Surface area of overlapped shell.



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 1SCIENTIfIC REPORtS | 7: 7291 | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-07708-5

 4. Weeks, E. R., Crocker, J. C., Levitt, A. C., Schofield, A. & Weitz, D. A. Three-dimensional direct imaging of structural relaxation near 
the colloidal glass transition. Science. 287, 627–631 (2000).

 5. Hirata, A. et al. Direct observation of local atomic order in a metallic glass. Nat. Mater. 10, 28–33 (2011).
 6. Leocmach, M. & Tanaka, H. Roles of icosahedral and crystal-like order in the hard spheres glass transition. Nat. Commun. 3, 974 

(2012).
 7. Cheng, Y. Q., Ma, E. & Sheng, H. W. Atomic level structure in multicomponent bulk metallic glass. Phys. Rev. Lett. 102, 245501 

(2009).
 8. Zhang, Y. et al. Cooling rates dependence of medium-range order development in Cu64.5Zr35.5 metallic glass. Phys. Rev. B. 91 

(2015).
 9. Zhang, F. et al. Effects of sub-Tg annealing on Cu64.5Zr35.5 glasses: A molecular dynamics study. Appl. Phys. Lett. 104, 061905 

(2014).
 10. Liu, Y., Bei, H., Liu, C. T. & George, E. P. Cooling-rate induced softening in a Zr50Cu50 bulk metallic glass. Appl. Phys. Lett. 90, 

071909 (2007).
 11. Cheng, Y. Q., Cao, A. J. & Ma, E. Correlation between the elastic modulus and the intrinsic plastic behavior of metallic glasses: The 

roles of atomic configuration and alloy composition. Acta Mater. 57, 3253–3267 (2009).
 12. Zhang, F. et al. Composition-dependent stability of the medium-range order responsible for metallic glass formation. Acta Mater. 

81, 337–344 (2014).
 13. Sha, Z. D., Feng, Y. P. & Li, Y. Statistical composition-structure-property correlation and glass-forming ability based on the full 

icosahedra in Cu–Zr metallic glasses. Appl. Phys. Lett. 96, 061903 (2010).
 14. Danilov, D., Hahn, H., Gleiter, H. & Wenzel, W. Mechanisms of Nanoglass Ultrastability. Acs Nano. 10, 3241–3247 (2016).
 15. Greer, J. R., Oliver, W. C. & Nix, W. D. Size dependence of mechanical properties of gold at the micron scale in the absence of strain 

gradients. Acta Mater. 53, 1821–1830 (2005).
 16. Jang, D. & Greer, J. R. Transition from a strong-yet-brittle to a stronger-and-ductile state by size reduction of metallic glasses. Nat. 

Mater. 9, 215–219 (2010).
 17. Gu, X. W. et al. Mechanisms of Failure in Nanoscale Metallic Glass. Nano Lett. 14, 5858–5864 (2014).
 18. Wang, X. et al. Sample size effects on strength and deformation mechanism of Sc75Fe25 nanoglass and metallic glass. Scripta Mater. 

116, 95–99 (2016).
 19. Guo, H. et al. Tensile ductility and necking of metallic glass. Nat. Mater. 6, 735–739 (2007).
 20. Chen, D. Z. et al. Nanometallic Glasses: Size Reduction Brings Ductility, Surface State Drives Its Extent. Nano Lett. 13, 4462 (2013).
 21. Wang, X. L. et al. Plasticity of a scandium-based nanoglass. Scripta Mater. 98, 40–43 (2015).
 22. Tian, L. et al. Approaching the ideal elastic limit of metallic glasses. Nat. Commun. 3, 609 (2012).
 23. Jiang, Q. K. et al. Super elastic strain limit in metallic glass films. Sci. Rep. 2, 852 (2012).
 24. Jiang, Q. K. et al. The effect of size on the elastic strain limit in Ni60Nb40 glassy films. Acta Mater. 61, 4689–4695 (2013).
 25. Jang, D., Gross, C. T. & Greer, J. R. Effects of size on the strength and deformation mechanism in Zr-based metallic glasses. Int. J. 

Plast. 27, 858–867 (2011).
 26. Lee, S. W., Jafaryzadeh, M., Chen, D. Z., Zhang, Y. W. & Greer, J. R. Size Effect Suppresses Brittle Failure in Hollow Cu60Zr40 

Metallic Glass Nanolattices Deformed at Cryogenic Temperatures. Nano Lett. 15, 5673–5681 (2015).
 27. Zhong, C. et al. The size-dependent non-localized deformation in a metallic alloy. Scripta Mater. 101, 48–51 (2015).
 28. Zhong, C. et al. On the critical thickness for non-localized to localized plastic flow transition in metallic glasses: A molecular 

dynamics study. Scripta Mater. 114, 93–97 (2016).
 29. Adibi, S. et al. A transition from localized shear banding to homogeneous superplastic flow in nanoglass. Appl. Phys. Lett. 103, 

211905 (2013).
 30. Adibi, S., Branicio, P. S., Zhang, Y. W. & Joshi, S. P. Composition and grain size effects on the structural and mechanical properties 

of CuZr nanoglasses. J. Appl. Phys. 116, 043522 (2014).
 31. Nam, H. S., Nong, M. H., Yu, B. D. & Yoon, J. K. Formation of an icosahedral structure during the freezing of gold nanoclusters: 

surface-induced mechanism. Phys. Rev. Lett. 89, 275502 (2002).
 32. Baletto, F. & Ferrando, R. Structural properties of nanoclusters: Energetic, thermodynamic, and kinetic effects. Rev. Mod. Phys. 77, 

371–423 (2005).
 33. Song, P. & Wen, D. Molecular Dynamics Simulation of a Core−Shell Structured Metallic Nanoparticle. J. Phys. Chem. C. 114, 

8688–8696 (2010).
 34. Shibuta, Y. & Suzuki, T. A molecular dynamics study of cooling rate during solidification of metal nanoparticles. Chem. Phys. Lett. 

502, 82–86 (2011).
 35. Nam, H. S., Hwang, N. M., Yu, B. D., Kim, D. Y. & Yoon, J. K. Free energy approach to the formation of an icosahedral structure 

during the freezing of gold nanoclusters. Phys. Rev. B. 71, 233401 (2005).
 36. Mendelev, M. I. et al. Experimental and computer simulation determination of the structural changes occurring through the 

liquid–glass transition in Cu–Zr alloys. Philos. Mag. 90, 3795–3815 (2010).
 37. Kajita, S., Kohara, S., Onodera, Y., Fukunaga, T. & Matsubara, E. Structural Analysis of Pd-Cu-Si Metallic Glassy Alloy Thin Films 

with Varying Glass Transition Temperature. Mater. Trans. 52, 1349–1355 (2011).
 38. Mendelev, M. I., Sordelet, D. J. & Kramer, M. J. Using atomistic computer simulations to analyze x-ray diffraction data from metallic 

glasses. J. Appl. Phys. 102, 043501–043507 (2007).
 39. Mendelev, M. I. et al. Development of suitable interatomic potentials for simulation of liquid and amorphous Cu–Zr alloys. Philos. 

Mag. 89, 967–987 (2009).
 40. Jakse, N. & Pasturel, A. Local order and dynamic properties of liquid and undercooled CuxZr1-x alloys by ab initio molecular 

dynamics. Phys. Rev. B. 78, 214204 (2008).
 41. Zemp, J., Celino, M., Schönfeld, B. & Löffler, J. F. Icosahedral superclusters in Cu64Zr36 metallic glass. Phys. Rev. B: Condens. Matter. 

90, 144108 (2014).
 42. Khalkhali, M., Liu, Q., Zeng, H. & Zhang, H. A size-dependent structural evolution of ZnS nanoparticles. Sci. Rep. 5, 14267 (2015).
 43. Khalkhali, M., Zeng, H., Liu, Q. & Zhang, H. Structural Evolutions of ZnS Nanoparticles in Hydrated and Bare States. J. Phys. Chem. 

C 120, 7870–7884 (2016).
 44. Adjaoud, O. & Albe, K. Interfaces and interphases in nanoglasses: Surface segregation effects and their implications on structural 

properties. Acta Mater. 113, 284–292 (2016).
 45. Zhang, Q., Li, Q. K. & Li, M. Chemical segregation in metallic glass nanowires. J. Chem. Phys. 141, 890 (2014).
 46. Honeycutt, J. D. & Andersen, H. C. Molecular dynamics study of melting and freezing of small Lennard-Jones clusters. J. Phys. 

Chem. 91, 4950–4963 (1987).
 47. Yang, Y., Zhang, H. & Douglas, J. F. Origin and Nature of Spontaneous Shape Fluctuations in “Small” Nanoparticles. Acs Nano. 8, 

7465–7477 (2014).
 48. Steinhardt, P. J., Nelson, D. R. & Ronchetti, M. Bond-orientational order in liquids and glasses. Phys. Rev. B: Condens. Matter. 28, 

784–805 (1983).
 49. Beissinger, S. R. Numerical calculation of the rate of crystal nucleation in a Lennard-Jones system at moderate undercooling. J. 

Chem. Phys. 104, 9932–9947 (1996).
 50. Takaoka, H. Formation of a crystal nucleus from liquid. P. Nat. Acad. Sci. USA 107, 14036 (2010).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 2SCIENTIfIC REPORtS | 7: 7291 | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-07708-5

 51. Russo, J. & Tanaka, H. The microscopic pathway to crystallization in supercooled liquids. Sci. Rep. 2, 505 (2012).
 52. Lechner, W. & Dellago, C. Accurate determination of crystal structures based on averaged local bond order parameters. J. Chem. 

Phys. 129, 114707 (2008).
 53. Mickel, W., Kapfer, S. C., Schröderturk, G. E. & Mecke, K. Shortcomings of the bond orientational order parameters for the analysis 

of disordered particulate matter. J. Chem. Phys. 138, 044501 (2013).
 54. Cangialosi, D., Alegría, A. & Colmenero, J. Effect of nanostructure on the thermal glass transition and physical aging in polymer 

materials. Prog. Polym. Sci. 54–55, 128–147 (2016).
 55. Novakovic, R., Muolo, M. L. & Passerone, A. Bulk and surface properties of liquid X-Zr (X = Ag, Cu) compound forming alloys. 

Surf. Sci. 549, 281–293 (2004).
 56. Mattern, N. et al. Structural behavior of CuxZr100−x metallic glass (x = 35−70). J. Non-Cryst. Solids. 354, 1054–1060 (2008).
 57. Plimpton, S. Fast parallel algorithms for short-range molecular dynamics. J. Comput. Phys. 117, 1–19 (1995).
 58. Kodama, K., Iikubo, S., Taguchi, T. & Shamoto, S. I. Finite size effects of nanoparticles on the atomic pair distribution functions. Acta 

Crystallogr. 62, 444–453 (2006).
 59. Roux, S. L. & Petkov, V. ISAACS–interactive structure analysis of amorphous and crystalline systems. J. Appl. Crystallogr. 43, 

181–185 (2001).

Acknowledgements
Financial supports from the National Natural Science Foundation of China (51371157, U1432105, U1432110, 
U1532115, 51671170 and 51671169), the National Key Research and Development Program of China (No. 
2016YFB0701203 and 2016YFB0700201), the Natural Science Foundation of Zhejiang Province (grants Z1110196 
and Y4110192), and the Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities are gratefully acknowledged. 
One of the authors (H.W.) is grateful for the support provided by the Guangdong Provincial Natural Science 
Foundation of China (Grant No. 2015A030313543). The National Supercomputer Centers in Tianjin and Special 
Program for Applied Research on Super Computation of the NSFC-Guangdong Joint Fund (the second phase) 
are also gratefully acknowledged for providing enough calculation sources on TianHe-1 (A) and TianHe-II, 
respectively.

Author Contributions
J.Z.J. designed research; W.B.Z. and J.L. performed research; S.H.L. provided the methods of Pair distribution 
functions in particles; H.Z., H.W., X.D.W., Q.P.C. and D.X.Z. analyzed data; and W.B.Z., J.L. and J.Z.J. wrote the 
paper.

Additional Information
Competing Interests: The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2017

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Size effect on atomic structure in low-dimensional Cu-Zr amorphous systems

	Results and Discussion

	Pair distribution functions in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs. 
	Coordination number distributions and short range atomic packing in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs. 
	Size-dependent glass transition temperature in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs. 

	Cu64Zr36 SSAFs

	Pair distribution functions and size-dependent glass transition temperature in Cu64Zr36 SSAFs. 
	Composition and MSD variations in core and surface layers for Cu64Zr36 SSAFs. 

	Methods

	Molecular dynamics simulations. 
	Pair distribution functions in small size systems. 

	Acknowledgements

	Figure 1 Pair distribution functions g(r) for Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with various sizes together with bulk sample for the (a) total, (b) core component together with an illustration of the core-and-shell model in the inset and (c) shell component.
	Figure 2 Pair distribution functions g(r) for Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with various sizes together with bulk sample for the (a) total, (b) Cu-Cu partial, (c) Cu-Zr partial, (d) Zr-Zr partial.
	Figure 3 The coordination number distributions of the total sample, core and shell components, (a–c) for both elements, (d–f) for only Cu-centered atoms, and (g–i) for only Zr-centered atoms, respectively.
	Figure 4 The HA index of Cu64Zr36 SSAPs together with bulk sample.
	Figure 5 The Q6-Q4 distribution of Cu64Zr36 SSAPs (total, core and shell components) with various sizes together with the bulk sample.
	Figure 6 (a) Determination of glass transition temperature Tg via an intersection of low- and high-temperature dependences of the potential energy in Cu64Zr36 SSAPs with different sizes and bulk Cu64Zr36 MG.
	Figure 7 Pair distribution functions g(r) for Cu64Zr36 SSAFs with various thicknesses at (a) 1500 K and (b) 300 K.
	Figure 8 (a) Determination of glass transition temperature Tg via an intersection of low- and high-temperature dependences of the potential energy in Cu64Zr36 SSAFs with different thicknesses and bulk Cu64Zr36 MG.
	Figure 9 Composition variations along the film thickness for Cu64Zr36 SSAFs with thicknesses of (a) 20.
	Figure 10 Sectioned diagram of a spherical particle.
	Table 1 The position and average coordination number of the first peak in g(r) for Cu64Zr36 SSAPs total sample, and core and shell components.


