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A B S T R A C T

The growth behavior of amorphous carbon (a-C) film was studied by reactive molecular dynamics simulation
using the atom-by-atom deposition approach. Various reactive force field (ReaxFF) models were compared in
terms of the structural properties of the resulting a-C films. By linking the structural properties of the film with
the difference in the parameter sets of the ReaxFF models, we reveal that the carbon triple bond stabilization
energy in the ReaxFF model, vtrip, significantly affects the growth dynamics and structural evolution of the
simulated a-C films. When the negative vtrip value is too high, the generation of a large number of CeC dimers
and triple bond-terminated chain structures induces an etching-like process. In contrast, too small negative value
results in an overestimation of both the formation energy for CeC dimers and the bonding energy for terminal
triple bonds. By ab initio calculation of the triple bond and comparing it with the molecular static calculation
using the ReaxFF models, we tailored the vtrip value to −13.34 kcal/mole, and the simulated a-C film has an
atomic structure comparable with the existing experimental and theoretical results.

1. Introduction

Amorphous carbon (a-C) films have attracted much attention in the
scientific and engineering fields because of their excellent mechanical,
tribological, optical, and chemical-resistant properties [1–4]. In parti-
cular, the superior anti-friction and wear resistance behaviors make a-C
a strong candidate as a solid lubricant against the mechanical damage
of moving components, such as cutting tools, automobile engines, and
aerospace components [5–8]. Due to the experimental limitations in
precisely characterizing the complicated evolution of a-C structure and
understanding the fundamental mechanisms, molecular dynamics (MD)
simulations [9–16], especially empirical MD simulations [9–11,14–16],
have been employed to fabricate various a-C structures in large scale
and investigate the relationship between the structure and the proper-
ties.

In the empirical MD simulation, the reliable description of intera-
tomic interactions is strongly and solely dependent on the empirical
interatomic potential, which plays a crucial role in the accurate simu-
lation of the a-C structure [17–19]. More than ten potentials have been
proposed since 1988, including Tersoff [20,21], REBO [22], AIREBO
[23], reactive force field interatomic potential (ReaxFF) [24], en-
vironment-dependent interaction potential [25], charge-optimized

many-body potential [26], and long-range carbon bond-order potential
[27]. Among them, ReaxFF, an empirical bond-order potential devel-
oped by van Duin et al. [24], has received significant attention recently
because it bridges the gap between the quantum chemical and em-
pirical force fields, enabling the simulations to more accurately describe
the process with chemical reactions using significantly fewer compu-
tational resources. In addition, it is a transferable potential, in which all
parameter sets are based on the same functional form, allowing its
application to the fields of combustion, catalysis, material failure, high-
energy materials, tribology, biomaterials, batteries, and fuel cells.

To date, ReaxFF MD (RMD) has been extensively adopted to study
the chemical reactions and structural variations of a-C in the atomic
scale [15,18,28]. By comparing with the Tersoff and REBO potentials,
Li et al. [18] revealed that the ReaxFF potential is capable of describing
the a-C at densities smaller than 2.6 g/cm3. Li et al. [28] investigated
the graphitization of a-C under different simulation parameters and
found that both the ReaxFF potential sets, separately reported by
Chenoweth [29] and Srinivasan [30], were appropriate for simulating
the growth of graphitic structures. Jensen et al. [31] also reported that
ReaxFF by Srinivasan [30] produced the reliable mechanical properties
of a-C, which compared favorably to the experimental results. Lotfi
et al. [32] performed ReaxFF-based simulations to study the
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degradation chemistry of a perfluoropolyether lubricant in the presence
of different a-C structures. However, previous RMD studies fabricated
the a-C structure using the liquid-quenching method with fixed system
volume [18,28,31,32]. Although this approach could produce the si-
milar hybridized structures and densities of a-C to those achieved in the
experiments [32], it deviates from the fully dynamic evolution of a-C
growth in the experiments, including adsorption, implantation, and
rebounding of incident C atoms [33]. Most importantly, the ReaxFF
potential is composed of many energy terms and parameters (e.g.,
charge polarization, over- or under-coordination, terminal triple bond,
and torsion), and a variety of ReaxFF parameter sets have been reported
for carbon-based system, but it is unclear which parameter set should
be used for simulating the a-C growth behavior.

In the present work, we performed RMD simulations to determine
the dependence of a-C films on ReaxFF parameters and adopted the
atom-by-atom deposition method to simulate the dynamic growth
process of a-C films, although it is a very time-consuming operation.
The ReaxFF potentials developed by Srinivasan (ReaxFF-Srinivasan)
[30], Tavazza (ReaxFF-Tavazza) [34], and Han (ReaxFF-Han) [35]
were selected, respectively, to simulate the a-C film growth. Among
them, ReaxFF-Srinivasan has been validated to accurately evaluate the
mechanical properties of carbon-based phases, including diamond,
graphene, carbon nanotubes, and bulk amorphous carbon; ReaxFF-Ta-
vazza is a revised version of ReaxFF-Srinivasan, which well describes
the diamond tip-substrate interaction during nanoindentation; ReaxFF-
Han is a randomly selected one for comparison with the ReaxFF-Sri-
nivasan and ReaxFF-Tavazza potentials. A parametric study was per-
formed by monitoring the responses of a-C configurations using various
levels of ReaxFF parameter sets. By performing an in-depth analysis of
the density, the hybridized structure, and the atomic bond structure, we
revealed that the choice of the parameter set, especially the terminal
triple bond energy parameter, had a significant effect on the simulation
results. This finding not only further promotes the development and
application of the ReaxFF potential, but also provides an accurate de-
scription of the structure-property relationship and potential me-
chanism for complicated carbon-based systems.

2. Computational methods

The large-scale atomic/molecular massively parallel simulator
(LAMMPS) [36] was used to carry out the RMD simulations of a-C
growth, which is a classical and open-source MD simulation code to run
efficiently on parallel computers and developed by Sandia National
Laboratories. Fig. 1 shows the three-dimensional (3D) model used in the
calculations based on the previous studies [17]. A diamond (0 0 1)
single crystal served as a substrate, consisting of 1856 carbon atoms and
being divided into 29 atomic layers. A three-layer model was applied to
the substrate, including a fixed layer (red region in Fig. 1), the ther-
mostatic layer (blue region in Fig. 1), and the free layer (remaining
region in Fig. 1). Among them, the fixed layer was used to mimic the
semi-infinite substrate, the thermostatic layer was maintained at 300 K
using the microcanonical (NVE) ensemble with a Berendsen thermostat
[37] to provide a thermal reservoir for the simulated system, and the
others were completely unconstrained to simulate the structural evo-
lution during the deposition process. The incident carbon atoms were
introduced at the position of 50 Å above the substrate surface at a
random {x, y} position, a time step of 0.25 fs was used, and the periodic
boundary condition was applied along the x and y directions.

Three potential parameter sets, including ReaxFF-Srinivasan [30],
ReaxFF-Tavazza [34], and ReaxFF-Han [35], were used to study their
effects on the a-C film growth, which were provided in the Supporting
Information S1–S3. AIREBO potential [23] was also considered for
comparison. Before the deposition process, the substrate was first
equilibrated at 300 K for 100 ps using NVE ensemble. Then, 1740
carbon atoms with a normal incident angle and an incident energy of
70 eV/atom were deposited onto the substrate individually [17]; the

time interval between the sequential carbon atom depositions was
10 ps, which was sufficient to relax the atomic structure induced by the
bombardment of energetic incident carbon [33]. Next, the system was
relaxed at 300 K for 1250 ps to obtain the final structure for analyzing
the structural properties. The cutoff distance of 1.85 Å was used to
evaluate the coordination number of C atoms. More details can be
found in our previous study [17].

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Results

Fig. 2a shows the final morphology of the deposited film, obtained
using ReaxFF-Srinivasan, ReaxFF-Tavazza, and ReaxFF-Han potentials
separately. After the deposition process, an a-C film with a thickness of
64 Å is achieved for ReaxFF-Tavazza. However, the film thickness sig-
nificantly decreases to 32 Å for ReaxFF-Srinivasan and 30 Å for ReaxFF-
Han owing to aggravated etching. Different surface states and hy-
bridized structures are observed for each potential. Since the incident
energy of deposited carbon atoms (70 eV/atom) is much higher than the
cohesive energy of diamond (7.6–7.7 eV/atom) [38], the incident C
atoms easily etch or penetrate the diamond substrate, leading to the
intermixing of deposited and substrate C atoms for a-C dynamic growth
(inset of Fig. 2a).

Further analysis of the thickness dependence of the structural
properties (Fig. 2b) shows that the film obtained using ReaxFF-Tavazza
is also divided into three regions, including interfacial intermixing re-
gion (yellow background), steady-state growth region (light blue
background), and surface transition region (gray background), similar
to our previous study with AIREBO [17]. The thickness of the surface
region obtained using ReaxFF-Tavazza is much wider than that using
AIREBO due to the existence of many dangling bonds and linear chains.
There is no steady-state growth region for the film obtained using

Fig. 1. Deposition model used in the calculations.
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ReaxFF-Srinivasan and ReaxFF-Han; on the contrary, the density and
coordination number with film thickness gradually decrease to 0, sug-
gesting the significant effect of parameter sets on the dynamic growth
of a-C films. Furthermore, in the steady state growth region of the films
obtained using ReaxFF-Tavazza, the constant density and coordination
numbers are achieved, which are normally adopted to represent the
structural properties of deposited a-C films. Table 1 illustrates the
density and hybridized structures (sp3, sp2, and sp) calculated for the
steady-state growth region using ReaxFF-Tavazza, which are compar-
able to those calculated using AIREBO [17].

In order to explain the different dynamic growth behaviors of a-C
films shown in Fig. 2, the parameter sets from three ReaxFF potentials
are compared. ReaxFF-Han shows a great difference in parameter sets
from ReaxFF-Srinivasan and ReaxFF-Tavazza. Consequently, the fol-
lowing comparative study mainly focuses on ReaxFF-Srinivasan and
ReaxFF-Tavazza potentials to rapidly identify the key parameter fac-
tors, and the differences between these two potentials originate from
the charge polarization, under-coordination energy, and terminal triple
bond stabilization terms (Table 2).

3.1.1. Charge polarization term
ReaxFF is capable of calculating the polarization of charges within

molecules, which is reached by using electronegativity and hardness
parameters for each element in the system. This polarization is calcu-
lated as follows [39]:

∑
∂

∂
= + +

+ += { } { }( ) ( )
χ q η C

q

r r

E
q

2· · · ,
n

n n n
j

n
j

nj γ nj γ
1 3 1

3 1/3
3 1

3

nj nj (1)

∑ =
=

q 0,
i

n

i
1 (2)

where χn and ηn are the electronegativity and hardness of element n,
respectively; γnj is the shielding parameter between the atoms n and j; qn
is the atom charge and r is the interatomic distance. This method is
based on the Electron Equilibration Method [40], which is similar to the
QEq method [41]; the charge values are determined for each time step
of the simulation and dependent on the geometry of the system.

3.1.2. Under-coordination energy term
Normally, the bond order is 4 for C, but the change in the distance

between the two atoms may lead to over-coordinated or under-co-
ordinated cases. For an under-coordinated atom (Δi < 0), the energy
contribution for the resonance of π-electrons between the attached
under-coordinated atomic centers, Eunder , is considered by the ReaxFF
potential [24]. In Eqs. (3)–(5), Eunder is only important if the bonds
between the under-coordinated atom i and its under-coordinated
neighbors j partly have the π-bond character.
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where Δi is the deviation degree of the sum of the corrected bond orders
around an atomic center from its valency Vali (Vali= 4 for carbon).

3.1.3. Terminal triple bond stabilization term
Strachan et al. [42] reported that for a system at equilibrium, the

triple bond usually had a bond order of about 2.7, suggesting the in-
completely filled valence band. For internal triple bonds, this loss of

Fig. 2. (a) Final morphologies of deposited films obtained using ReaxFF-Srinivasan, ReaxFF-Tavazza, and ReaxFF-Han potentials, respectively, in which the dark
blue, light blue, green, and red colors correspond to 1-, 2-, 3-, and 4-fold hybridized C atoms, and the inset is the corresponding morphology presented according to
different atom types. (b) Thickness dependence of density and coordination number for the films obtained using ReaxFF-Srinivasan, ReaxFF-Tavazza, and ReaxFF-
Han potentials. The results using AIREBO are also considered for comparison [17].

Table 1
Density and hybridized structure in steady-state growth region using ReaxFF-
Tavazza and AIREBO potentials.

Potentials Density/g/cm3 sp3/at.% sp2/at.% sp/at.%

AIREBO 2.56 11.4 86.9 1.7
ReaxFF-Tavazza 2.45 13.8 78.7 7.4

Table 2
Difference in parameter sets between the ReaxFF-Tavazza and ReaxFF-
Srinivasan potentials, including charge polarization, under-coordination en-
ergy, and terminal triple bond stabilization terms.

Potentials Charge polarization Under-coordination

γ/Å χ/eV η/eV Eunder/kcal/mole

ReaxFF-Tavazza 0.8485 4.8446 7.0000 30.0000
ReaxFF-Srinivasan 0.7920 6.7897 6.0000 27.5134

Potentials Terminal triple bond stabilization

νtrip/kcal/mole λ4 λ5 λ8

ReaxFF-Tavazza −63.5000 1.7224 6.8702 4.60
ReaxFF-Srinivasan −101.4874 1.9940 2.3157 4.60
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bonding is settled by introducing the under-coordination term, but this
approach considers too little stability for terminal triple bonds. Hence,
the terminal triple bond stabilization term, given by Eq. (6), is used to
compensate the additional stabilization of terminal triple bonds.
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where SBOi and SBOj are the sum of the bond orders around atoms i and
j; Δi and Δj describe the over-coordination in atoms i and j by sub-
tracting the valency of these atoms from SBOi and SBOj; λ4, λ5, and λ8
are the atom parameters for bond order; υtrip is the triple bond stabili-
zation energy.

According to the ReaxFF-Tavazza potential, the parameters in-
cluding the terminal triple bond parameters, charge polarization, and
under-coordination terms in ReaxFF-Srinivasan are revised separately
to explore the dependence of the a-C dynamic growth on each para-
meter term. Fig. 3 shows the final morphologies obtained using revised
ReaxFF-Srinivasan potentials. When the charge polarization and under-
coordination energy terms are revised separately to the values in the
ReaxFF-Tavazza potential, the phenomenon is similar to the case using
original ReaxFF-Srinivasan, which exhibits an etching-like process ra-
ther than the steady-state growth of the a-C film. This suggests that the
parameters from both the under-coordination energy and charge po-
larization terms have little effect on the dynamic growth of a-C. How-
ever, the case with revised terminal triple bond terms shows an a-C film
with a total thickness of ∼64 Å, which is close to that obtained using
the ReaxFF-Tavazza potential and the steady-state growth of a-C can be
achieved (see Fig. S1 of Supporting Information), implying the sig-
nificant role of this term in the a-C structure.

Using the steady-state growth region defined in Fig. S1 of
Supporting Information, the structural property of the a-C film obtained
using ReaxFF-Srinivasan with the revised terminal triple bond term is
further quantified (Fig. 4). The results using AIREBO and ReaxFF-Ta-
vazza (Table 1) potentials are also included for comparison. As the
potential changes from AIREBO to ReaxFF-Tavazza and revised ReaxFF-
Srinivasan potentials, the density (Fig. 4a) and the hybridized structure
(Fig. 4b) display similar values. Fig. 4c further compares the density-sp3

fraction relationship between the present work and the experimental
results by Fallon et al. [43] and the ab initio simulation results by
Koivusaari [44]. Although the empirical simulations in this study

produce lower values than the experimental reports in Fallon et al.
[43], the relationship between the sp3 fraction and density obtained by
the simulations using revised ReaxFF-Srinivasan or ReaxFF-Tavazza
potentials agrees well with that of the ab initio simulations [44] where
the a-C film was fabricated using the liquid-quenching method and that
of the MD simulation using the AIREBO potential [17]. The experi-
mental results [43] in Fig. 4c can be debated because they are based on
a hypothetical spectroscopic analysis to quantify the sp3 bond fraction
[45,46].

Fig. 4d shows the radial distribution function (RDF) for each case,
which is an effective tool to rapidly evaluate the variations in the
atomic bond structure of a-C films [17]. All RDF functions exhibit the
typical amorphous character; i.e., the long-range disorder with the
short-range order. Compared with the RDF spectra using AIREBO and
ReaxFF-Tavazza potentials, there are no obvious deviations in the first
and second nearest neighbor peak positions as the ReaxFF-Srinivasan
potential with the revised terminal triple bond term is used. Because the
first nearest peak position is related to the bond length and the second
nearest peak position is related to both the bond length and bond angle,
the change in the RDF spectra suggests that a similar structure is ob-
tained for each potential. Hence, these three potentials (AIREBO, Re-
axFF-Tavazza, and ReaxFF-Srinivasan with the revised terminal triple
bond term) show similar structural properties of a-C films.

Figs. 3 and 4 demonstrate that as λ4, λ5, λ8, and υtrip in the terminal
triple bond term of ReaxFF-Srinivasan are modified to the corre-
sponding values in ReaxFF-Tavazza (Table 2), the steady-state dynamic
growth of a-C can be achieved, and the structural properties are also
comparable to those obtained from MD using AIREBO [17] and the
experimental observation. While λ4, λ5, and λ8 are related to the bond
order, the υtrip parameter directly contributes to the triple bond stabi-
lization term. Table 2 shows that the difference in terminal triple bond
parameters between the ReaxFF-Tavazza and original ReaxFF-Srini-
vasan potentials mainly results from the υtrip value, which is
−101.4874 kcal/mole for original ReaxFF-Srinivasan and −63.5 kcal/
mole for ReaxFF-Tavazza, respectively. To confirm the role of the υtrip
value on a-C growth, we further modify υtrip from −63.5 to
−70.5044 kcal/mole used in the ReaxFF-Han potential [35]. We ob-
serve the steady-state growth region with a reduced width compared to
the case at −63.5 kcal/mole (see Fig. S2 of Supporting Information),
indicating that the υtrip value in the terminal triple bond term de-
termines whether the steady-state growth of a-C can be achieved.

3.2. Discussion

In order to understand the effect of the terminal triple bond term,
especially the υtrip value, on the dynamic growth of a-C films, Fig. 5
presents the evolution of a-C morphologies during the deposition pro-
cess when different υtrip values are used. As the υtrip value is
−101.4874 kcal/mole (Fig. 5a), there is no steady-state growth region
due to the etching-like process (Fig. 2b), but many CeC dimers and
chain structures are generated during the entire process and dispersed
in the surface and bulk carbon networks (see Supporting Video S1).
However, as the υtrip increases to −63.5 kcal/mole (Fig. 5b), a steady-
state growth region of a-C exists (Fig. 5), there are almost no C–C di-
mers, and only a few chains with terminated triple bonds are dis-
tributed at the surface region (Supporting Video S2).

Fig. 3. Final morphologies of the deposited film obtained using ReaxFF-
Srinivasan potentials with revised change polarization, under-coordination
energy, and terminal triple bond terms. For comparison, the original case is also
presented.
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Video S1.
Video S2.

When the υtrip value is −101.4874 kcal/mole in the ReaxFF-
Srinivasan potential, the change in the local morphology of a-C during
the deposition time ranged from 7,981,675 to 7,981,750 fs is illustrated
in Fig. 6. There are many CeC dimers existed in bulk carbon networks,
which tend to diffuse toward the a-C surface and are then evaporated
from the system. Due to the interaction of surface chain structures, the
CeC dimers are easily formed (Supporting Video S3), leading to the
significant decrease in the number of deposited C atoms and the lack of
steady-state growth. On the contrary, with the υtrip value of−63.5 kcal/

Fig. 4. Comparative results of a-C structures deposited with the atom-by-atom method using ReaxFF-Srinivasan with the revised terminal triple bond term, ReaxFF-
Tavazza, and AIREBO potentials, respectively: (a) density; (b) hybridized structure (sp3, sp2, sp); (c) comparison of the sp3 fractions and densities obtained in the
present work with previous experimental [43] and calculated results [44]; (d) RDF spectra, in which the black vertical line represents the first nearest neighbor peak
position of crystalline diamond.
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mole (Fig. 7 and Supporting Video S4), the formation of triple bond-
terminated structures and CeC dimers is inhibited effectively, con-
tributing to the stable growth of a-C. Therefore, whether the stable
growth of a-C can be achieved is strongly dependent on the formation of
CeC dimers and triple bond-terminated structures, which are con-
siderably affected by the υtrip value.

Video S3.

Video S4.
The formation energy of CeC dimers is calculated using ReaxFF-

Srinivasan with different υtrip values (Fig. 8a). With increasing the υtrip
value from −101.4874 to −63.5 kcal/mole, the formation energy in-
creases gradually; when the υtrip value is −101.4874 kcal/mole, the
minimal formation energy is obtained. This indicates that compared to
the case with the υtrip value of −63.5 kcal/mole, the ReaxFF-Srinivasan
with the υtrip value of −101.4874 kcal/mole is more inclined to form
the CeC dimers in order to further lower the total energy of the system
(Figs. 5a and 6). For the triple bond-terminated chains, the bonding
energy of each bond was also evaluated (Fig. 8b). The change in the υtrip
value of ReaxFF-Srinivasan potential has no effect on the bonding en-
ergies of single, double, and internal triple bonds. However, for the
terminal triple bond, the bonding energy also increases gradually with
the υtrip value ranged from −101.4874 to −63.5 kcal/mole, suggesting
the weakened bond stability and also accounting for the difference in

Fig. 5. Evolution of a-C morphologies during the deposition process when different υtrip values of (a) −101.4874 and (b) −63.5 kcal/mole are used separately in the
ReaxFF-Srinivasan potential.
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the triple bond-terminated chain structures of the a-C surface (Figs. 6
and 7).

Note that increasing the υtrip value from −101.4874 to −63.5 kcal/

mole is favorable for the stable growth of a-C by the atom-by-atom
approach, but Fig. 8b displays that for each case, the bonding energy of
the terminal triple bond is still underestimated compared to that from
the ab initio calculation. The computational details can be found in our
previous work [47]. Hence, for an accurate υtrip value in the ReaxFF-
Srinivasan potential, Fig. 9 shows the relationship between the bonding
energy of the terminal triple bond and the υtrip value; when the υtrip
value is −13.34 kcal/mole, the obtained bonding energy using the
ReaxFF-Srinivasan potential is equal to the ab initio result. The addi-
tional RMD simulation confirms that the a-C with increased thickness is
achieved (Fig. 9b), and the problems with the triple bond-terminated
chains and CeC dimers are effectively solved when the υtrip value is
−13.34 kcal/mole (Fig. 9b and Supporting Video S5), suggesting that
this value is the most suitable one for the dynamic growth of a-C films.
The full parameter sets for this potential can be found in Supporting
Information S4.

Fig. 6. Evolution of local morphology of a-C during the short range of deposition time from 7,981,675 to 7,981,750 fs when the υtrip value is−101.4874 kcal/mole in
ReaxFF-Srinivasan potential.

Fig. 7. Evolution of local morphology of a-C during the short range of de-
position time from 7,981,675 to 7,981,750 fs when the υtrip value is−63.5 kcal/
mole in ReaxFF-Srinivasan potential.
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Fig. 8. Calculation of (a) formation energy of CeC dimers and (b) bonding energy of each bond in triple bond-terminated chain structure using ReaxFF-Srinivasan
with υtrip values of −101.4874 and −63.5 kcal/mole.

Fig. 9. (a) Relationship between the bonding energy of terminal triple bond and υtrip value in ReaxFF-Srinivasan potential. (b) Morphologies of a-C films when the υtrip

value is −13.34 kcal/mole.
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Video S5.
When the υtrip value ranges from −70.5044 (Fig. S2 of Supporting

Information) to −63.5 and −13.34 kcal/mole, the stable regions of a-C
with thicknesses increasing from 16 to 26 and 32 Å are obtained
(Fig. 10a). For the characterization of the potential effect of the υtrip
value on the structural properties of grown a-C, Fig. 10b and c present
the comparative results including the density and the hybridized
structure (sp3, sp2, sp) under different υtrip values. The change in the υtrip
value has no effect on the density and hybridized values of grown a-C
films. For more details on the atomic bond structure, both the bond
angle and length distributions are further analyzed (Fig. 10d), in which
the equilibrium bond angle and bond length of diamond are 109.5° and
1.54 Å, respectively, and those of graphite are 120° and 1.42 Å, re-
spectively [17]. These values show that both the bond angle and the
length distributions from only sp3 C or sp2 C are independent of the υtrip
values. Therefore, once the stable region is generated, further in-
creasing the υtrip value only changes the width of the stable region and it
does not tailor the structural properties of a-C.

4. Conclusions

In this work, the RMD simulation was conducted to fabricate a-C
films using the atom-by-atom deposition approach. The effect of ReaxFF
parameter sets on the dynamic growth process of a-C was investigated.
The following conclusions were obtained.

• Compared to the results using ReaxFF-Tavazza, the steady-state
growth region was absent for the film obtained using the original
ReaxFF-Srinivasan or ReaxFF-Han potential, suggesting the sig-
nificant effect of parameter sets on the dynamic growth of a-C films.

• According to the ReaxFF-Tavazza potential, the charge polarization,
under-coordination energy, and terminal triple bond stabilization
terms in ReaxFF-Srinivasan were modified separately, revealing that
only when the terminal triple bond stabilization term was revised,
the steady-state growth of a-C could be achieved, and the obtained
density and hybridized values were also comparable to those ob-
tained using ReaxFF-Tavazza, AIREBO, and previous ab initio cal-
culations.

• The difference in dynamic growth values was related to the υtrip
value in the terminal triple bond stabilization term. For the υtrip
value of −101.4874 kcal/mole, the CeC dimers and triple bond-
terminated chains were easily formed due to the underestimation of
both the formation energy of CeC dimers and the bonding energy of
terminal triple bonds, leading to the significant decrease in the
number of deposited C atoms and the lack of steady-state growth.
However, this problem could be handled by increasing the υtrip value
to −63.5 kcal/mole, accounting for the existence of the stable
growth region in a-C films. Both the ab initio and additional RMD
results suggested that the υtrip value of −13.34 kcal/mole should be
used in the ReaxFF potential for the dynamic growth of a-C films.

• This study elucidates the importance of the terminal triple bond set
of ReaxFF potential, especially the υtrip value, in describing the
complicated dynamic growth of a-C structures, and thus promotes
the development and application of ReaxFF potential for carbon-
based systems. In addition, compared to the AIREBO potential lim-
ited to the C/H systems, the ReaxFF potential shows greater po-
tential to accurately simulate the physicochemical behaviors of

Fig. 10. Comparative results of a-C structures deposited with the atom-by-atom method using ReaxFF-Srinivasan with different υtrip values (−70.5044, −63.5, and
−13.34 kcal/mole): (a) final morphologies; (b) density; (c) hybridized structure (sp3, sp2, sp); (d) both the bond angle and length distributions from only sp3 C or sp2

C.
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various carbon-contained systems.
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Appendix A. Supplementary data

Deposition process of a-C using ReaxFF-Srinivasan with the υtrip
value of −101.4874 kcal/mole (Video S1). Deposition process of a-C
using ReaxFF-Srinivasan with the υtrip value of −63.5 kcal/mole (Video
S2). Deposition process of a-C during the deposition time ranged from
7,981,675 to 7,981,750 fs using ReaxFF-Srinivasan with the υtrip value
of −101.4874 kcal/mole (Video S3). Deposition process of a-C during
the deposition time ranged from 7,981,675 to 7,981,750 fs using Re-
axFF-Srinivasan with the υtrip value of −63.5 kcal/mole (Video S4).
Deposition process of a-C using ReaxFF-Srinivasan with the υtrip value of
−13.34 kcal/mole (Video S5). Original parameter sets of ReaxFF-Sri-
nivasan potential (S1). Original parameter sets of ReaxFF-Tavazza po-
tential (S2). Original parameter sets of ReaxFF-Han potential (S3).
Revised ReaxFF-Srinivasan potential with the υtrip value of
−13.34 kcal/mole (S4). Thickness dependence of density and co-
ordination number for the films obtained using ReaxFF-Srinivasan po-
tentials with revised terminal triple bond parameter, change polariza-
tion, and under-coordination energy terms. For comparison, the
original case is also given (Fig. S1). Density and coordination number
distributions along the film growth direction for the films obtained by
ReaxFF-Srinivasan with different υtrip values (−101.4874, −70.5044,
and −63.5 kcal/mole), in which pink rectangle corresponds to the
width of steady-state growth region of a-C when the υtrip value is
−63.5 kcal/mole, and blue rectangle corresponds to the width of
steady-state growth region of a-C when the υtrip value is−70.5044 kcal/
mole (Fig. S2).Supplementary data to this article can be found online at
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.commatsci.2019.109143.
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