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Low-symmetric GeTe semiconductors have attracted wide-ranging attention due to their excellent

optical and thermal properties, but only a few research studies are available on their in-plane optical an-

isotropic nature that is crucial for their applications in optoelectronic and thermoelectric devices. Here,

we investigate the optical interactions of anisotropy in GeTe using polarization-resolved Raman spec-

troscopy and first-principles calculations. After determining both armchair and zigzag directions in GeTe

crystals by transmission electron microscopy, we found that the Raman intensity of the two main

vibrational modes had a strong in-plane anisotropic nature; the one at ∼88.1 cm−1 can be used to deter-

mine the crystal orientation, and the other at ∼124.6 cm−1 can reveal a series of temperature-dependent

phase transitions. These results provide a general approach for the investigation of the anisotropy of

light–matter interactions in low-symmetric layered materials, benefiting the design and application of

optoelectronic, anisotropic thermoelectric, and phase-transition memory devices based on bulk GeTe.

1. Introduction

Low-symmetric two-dimensional (2D) layered materials
present intriguing in-plane anisotropy.1–4 For instance, GaTe,
GeSe, GeAs, and black phosphorus have been reported to have
significant directional dependence of their photoemission,
thermoelectricity, and mobility properties, mainly due to the
anisotropic light–matter interactions, such as the electron–
photon and electron–phonon couplings.1,2,4–8 As a typical
binary IV–VI chalcogenide with a rhombohedral (α-phase; or
pseudo-cubic) crystal structure at room temperature that is
formed by distortion at high-temperature of the cubic
phase,9,10 GeTe (R3m-C3v space group) has advantages for
application in thermal-/opto-electronic devices, e.g., with a
maximum thermoelectric figure-of-merit (ZT ) value of ∼0.8
that can be improved up to the currently known 2.7 at 750 K
(ref. 11) by elemental doping, as well as substitution or alloy-
ing with other compounds.12–16 Based on the successful realiz-
ation of the electrical control of the electronic spin states,
GeTe can be used to prepare spin and photovoltaic devices due
to its giant bulk Rashba spin–orbit coupling,17–19 strong ferro-
electric polarization (64–70 μC cm−2), and high ferroelectric
transition temperature.20,21 Simultaneously, GeTe has been

widely used in phase-change memory devices and phase-
change switches because of its reversible phase change (e.g., α
and β phases), rapid crystallization, and a great difference
among the optical and electrical properties of amorphous and
crystalline states.22–27 More importantly, as a member of the
family of low-symmetric layered materials, GeTe has a narrow
bandgap (Eg) of ∼0.7 eV, which is rather useful for infrared
optoelectronic devices, including light-emission and light-
detection.28,29 For example, Zhao et al. reported a prototype
photodetector based on GeTe films with a high responsivity of
102 A W−1 and a detectivity of 1013 Jones under irradiation
with an 850 nm laser.30 These suggest that, being a low-sym-
metric laminate material with strong anisotropic nature, GeTe
has the potential to be a promising material for use in polariz-
ation-dependent optothermal or optoelectrical devices.
However, only a few studies have focused on its in-plane an-
isotropy and no unified consensus is found on the study of its
vibrational modes and the phase transition relationships.

In this work, we investigate the in-plane anisotropy of low-
symmetric rhombohedral GeTe crystals using high-angle
annular dark-field scanning transmission electron microscopy
(HAADF-STEM), Raman spectroscopy, and first-principles cal-
culations. By analyzing the vibrational modes via the polariz-
ation- and temperature-dependent Raman results under paral-
lel and cross configurations, we observed up to four Raman
active modes. Based on this, the crystal orientation could be
determined and the symmetry of the crystal structure could be
understood. Furthermore, a strong four-phonon coupling
process was analyzed during the change in temperature and
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the temperature-induced phase transitions between the α, γ,
and β phases could be determined in GeTe.

2. Experimental and theoretical
details

Single-crystalline rhombohedral (R) GeTe (α-phase) was pur-
chased from 2D semiconductors. GeTe crystal with a thickness
of less than ∼5 mm was used in this work. Crystal X-ray diffrac-
tions (XRD) were performed at 300 K (Bruker D8 VENTURE)
using Mo-Kα radiation (λ = 0.711 Å). Integration and scaling of
intensity data were performed using the SAINT program. Data
were corrected for the effects of absorption using SADABS. The
cross-sectional TEM lamellae were fabricated on a dual-beam
focused ion beam system (Helios G4 UX, FEI, USA) using Ga-
ion accelerating voltages ranging from 2 to 30 kV. The
(HAADF-STEM) images were acquired on a Cs-TEM (JEOL
Grand ARM300) by an annular dark-field image detector with
the inner semi-angle larger than 64 mrad. Raman measure-
ments were performed on the inVia Reflex confocal micro-
Raman spectrometer (Renishaw) equipped with a 532 nm exci-
tation source from a solid-state laser and a 50× objective. For
the polarization-dependent Raman measurement, a linear
polarizer (or together with a waveplate) was placed before the
detector to achieve parallel or cross configurations between the
scattering and incident lights. During measurements, the
sample was rotated with a step of 15°.

The electronic structure of bulk GeTe was calculated using
the Kohn–Sham density functional theory (KS-DFT).31 The real
space electronic structure calculator (RESCU) was used to cal-
culate the phonon modes and the phonon scattering relation-
ship for bulk GeTe.32,33 The exchange–correlation potential
was described by the generalized gradient approximation
(GGA) of the Perdew–Burke–Ernzerhof functional (PBE).34 The
Monkhorst–Pack scheme with 7 × 7 × 7 mesh was used to
sample k-points of the Brillouin zone of bulk GeTe. The physi-
cal quantities were expanded using the real space lattice
method, and the self-consistent field procedure was performed
until the global charge variation was less than 10−5. Lattice-
dynamical properties were obtained for the Γ-point using the
direct-force constant approach.

3. Results and discussion

Bulk α-GeTe belongs to a trigonal R3m space group, consisting
of three Ge and three Te atoms in the unit cell. Ge2+ (Te2−) is
bonded to six equivalent Te2− (Ge2+) atoms to form a mixture
of edge and corner-sharing GeTe6 (TeGe6) octahedra. The
corner-sharing octahedral tilt angles are 10°. There are three
shorter (2.86 Å) and three longer (3.25 Å) Ge–Te bonds. Fig. 1b
and e show the representative HAADF-STEM images and the
corresponding FFT patterns taken along [1̄00]R and [120]R
zone axes; these show the regular atomic arrangements of the
armchair (AC) and zigzag (ZZ) directions, which are in line

with the simulated structure of α-GeTe (Fig. 1a and d). The
crystal plane spacing of (2̄10) and (003) is 0.211 nm and
0.363 nm, respectively. The zoom-in HAADF images in Fig. 1c
and f show clear atomic configurations for both the AC and ZZ
directions for R-phase GeTe with brighter spots representing
Te columns and smaller ones for Ge columns. To get accurate
phase information by using the powder XRD technique, we
ground GeTe crystal into powders, so that we could obtain all
the related diffraction peaks. As shown in Fig. 1g, together
with the standard card of PDF#89-2552, all diffraction peaks
could be indexed to an R-phase structure of the GeTe crystal
with lattice parameters a = b = 4.230 Å and c = 10.889 Å, which
is in agreement with previous reports.11,35

We performed Raman measurements on the GeTe crystal at
different temperatures. Fig. 2a shows the Raman spectra of
bulk GeTe at 300 K and ∼80 K (more details in Fig. S3†) with a
similar curve shape. A fit procedure on the curve of 300 K
roughly presented five peaks, which were denoted as A, B, C,
D, and E at 88.1 cm−1, 124.6 cm−1, 142.2 cm−1, 158.4 cm−1,
and 225.5 cm−1, respectively. The two characteristic peaks, A
and B, originated from the Ge–Te vibration; the former among
these is the double-degenerate E symmetry transverse/longi-
tudinal optical modes, and the latter is the A1 symmetry trans-
verse optical mode.36–39 Peak C is due to the long-range inter-

Fig. 1 (a) and (d) Simulated structure of α-GeTe along [1̄00]R and [120]R
zone axes. (b) and (e) The HAADF-STEM images of α-GeTe taken along
[1̄00]R and [120]R zone axes; the insets show the corresponding fast
Fourier transform (FFT) patterns. (c) and (f ) Zoomed-in images of the
square regions in (b) and (e), respectively, for the corresponding AC and
ZZ directions. (g) The powder XRD pattern of α-GeTe at room
temperature.

Paper Nanoscale

13298 | Nanoscale, 2023, 15, 13297–13303 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 2
5 

 2
02

3.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 1
6.

10
.2

02
5 

13
:2

9:
14

. 
View Article Online

https://doi.org/10.1039/d3nr02678g


actions between crystalline Te, and peak D is triggered by the
vibrational density of states of the long Te chains in
disorder.37,40 Peak E may be assigned to the antisymmetric
stretching mode of the GeTe4 tetrahedra.41 The calculated
Raman peaks by the density functional perturbation theory
(DFPT)42 are also shown with black vertical lines in Fig. 2a.
Fig. 2b depicts the calculated phonon dispersion results.
There are three acoustic waves with zero frequency at the Γ
point, and the rest are optical waves. The phonon spectrum
has negligible tiny virtual frequencies near the Γ point, indi-
cating good dynamical stability of the model structure. Based
on the group theory, GeTe has a total of two phonon modes, E
(96.3 cm−1) and A1 (121.8 cm−1), and both are Raman- and
infrared-active. By comparing with the theoretical and experi-
mental (at ∼80 K) values in Fig. 2a, where the values of E and
A1 modes are experimentally 99 and 127 cm−1, respectively, we
can find a frequency difference in the two main modes, i.e.,
∼2.7 and ∼5.2 cm−1 blue shifts of E and A1 modes, respect-
ively. Inconsistency was also observed in low-symmetric
ReSe2,

43 whose reason was ascribed to the weak interlayer
interaction due to the presence of both in-plane and out-of-
plane components in their Ag vibrational modes. Therefore,
the frequency shift in the A1 mode may be understood as a
competition between the interlayer coupling and the dielectric
shielding. However, the maximum frequency shift of only
4 cm−1 in ReSe2 was significantly different from that observed
with the E mode. This suggests that other potential influences
may be involved here, e.g., the effect of temperature.44 Notice
that according to the DFT calculation (Fig. S1†), the direct Eg
transition for bulk GeTe is located at the L point (Eg = 0.71 eV),

and a slightly larger Eg can be seen at the T point (0.88 eV).
The highest valence band (VB) and the lowest conduction
band (CB) are dominated by the 4p orbital of Ge and the 5p
orbital of Te, respectively. These observations are consistent
with previous work28 and verify the reliability and accuracy of
the calculated results.

Polarization-resolved Raman measurements were further
performed. Fig. 3a–d show the polar plot of the Raman inten-
sity for the two Raman modes, E (88.1 cm−1) and A1
(124.6 cm−1). The results for other modes are shown in
Fig. S2;† the Raman modes exhibit different degrees of an-
isotropy. The E mode exhibits strong anisotropy in both cross
(Fig. 3a) and parallel (Fig. 3c) configurations with a period of
90°, but with an angular difference of ∼45° for the intensity
maximum and minimum values. The mode of A1 exhibits a
two-lobe shape only in the cross configuration (Fig. 3b) with a
period of 180°. While the behavior in the parallel configur-
ation exhibits an asymmetric case (Fig. 3d), the poles corres-
pond to the same angles as in the cross configuration. One of
the reasons for this phenomenon may be the non-normal inci-
dent of the laser onto the surface of GeTe.

To better understand the results of polarization-resolved
Raman spectroscopy of GeTe, the second-order Raman tensor
for the Raman mode is taken into account. According to the
classical Placzek approximation,45 the Raman intensity can be
written as,

I / jei � R � esj2 ð1Þ

where R is the second-order polarizability tensor of Raman
mode, abbreviated as the Raman tensor; ei and es are the unit
polarization vectors of the incident and scattered light,
respectively. As GeTe belongs to the hexagonal system, the
form of the Raman tensor is shown in Table 1.

In the current geometrical configuration, ei and es are in
the x–z plane. Thus, the incident polarization angle of θ is set

Fig. 2 (a) Raman spectrum of bulk GeTe at room temperature; solid
curve – experimental result (red); vertical lines – calculated values
(black). (b) The calculated phonon dispersion relations of bulk GeTe.

Fig. 3 (a)–(d) Polar plots of the peak intensity of E and A1 modes under
the polarization configurations (parallel or cross). Stars – experimental
values; green curves – fit results.
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to the crystal axis, ei = (cos θ, 0, sin θ), while es = (cos θ, 0,
sin θ)T (parallel polarization configuration) and (−sin θ, 0,
cos θ)T (cross-polarization configuration). Table 2 shows the
derived intensity for A1 and E modes in parallel and cross-
polarization configurations obtained from eqn (1). The
measured data for E (88.1 cm−1) mode exhibited a tetrad
shape, which could be traced well by the equation listed in the
table; also see Fig. 3a and c. However, the modes of
124.6 cm−1 (and 142.2 cm−1) are poorly fitted, which may be
due to the light absorption and birefringence effects men-
tioned above. There was no obvious rule for the 158.4 cm−1

mode, probably due to the vibration of disordered long Te
chains. The period of 225.5 cm−1 in both configurations is 90°,
which is the same as that of 88.1 cm−1 corresponding to the
antisymmetric stretching mode of the GeTe4 tetrahedron.
Thus, for GeTe, the maxima of the E Raman intensity can be
aligned along 0° in the parallel polarization configuration.
This indicates that 0 or 90° corresponds to either the x- or
y-axis of the GeTe crystal, indicating the crystal orientation.

Fig. 4a shows the Raman spectra of GeTe during the temp-
erature range of 300–680 K (see Fig. S3† for results at low temp-
erature). With the increase in temperature, the Raman peaks of
the three strong modes showed different red-shifts and broaden-
ings, which were generally related to anharmonic phonon inter-
actions, electron–phonon coupling, or thermal expansion.46 For
clarity, Fig. 4b–d depict the temperature dependence of the peak
intensity, position, and full-width at half-maximum (FWHM) of
the three Raman modes. From Fig. 4b, we can see that the
88.1 cm−1 mode disappears beyond ∼600 K, and the modes at
124.6 cm−1 and 142.2 cm−1 were not visible after 670 K; in
addition, the clear inflection points (different slopes or disappear-
ing) can be seen at 600 or 670 K (shadow zone), which may
suggest that the GeTe undergoes different temperature-induced
phase transitions. In Fig. 4c, all three modes were almost linearly
red-shifted with an increase in temperature, which could be fitted
with the following expression,

ωðTÞ ¼ ω0 þ χT ð2Þ
where ω is the vibration frequency; ω0 is the vibration fre-
quency at 0 K; χ is the first-order temperature coefficient; and

T is the absolute temperature (K). The fit by eqn (2) gave χ

(88.1 cm−1) = −0.0168 cm−1 K−1, χ (124.6 cm−1) = −0.0186, and
χ (142.2 cm−1) = −0.0165. Notice that the χ-values of the three
modes do not differ much, and are smaller than that of SnS
(B3g: −0.029 cm−1 K−1, Ag: −0.023 cm−1 K−1)47 and BP (Ag:
0.0283 cm−1 K−1, B2g: −0.0271 cm−1 K−1) with the orthogonal
crystal system.48 For 2D materials, the χ-value has been
reported to be related to the van der Waals (vdW) interaction
between neighboring layers, and the small χ-value indicates a
weak electron–phonon coupling.49,50

Simultaneously, as shown in Fig. 4d, the FWHM of three
modes shows different trends with increasing temperature,
where the FWHM of 88.1 and 124.6 cm−1 modes shows a
similar temperature-dependent trend but with a slight
decrease in the temperature range of 300–450 K. It is well
known that the smaller the FWHM is, the more regular the
crystal vibration is and the more stable the crystal structure is.
On the contrary, after 450 K the FWHM increases significantly,
and the crystal structure starts to become unstable; addition-
ally, the E and A1 modes start to present thermal-related broad-
ening. The 142.2 cm−1 mode showed an approximately linear
evolution with the temperature here, which is mainly due to
the presence of the homopolar bonding of Te–Te, a trend that
is prevalent in Te compounds, such as BiTe.51 When the temp-
erature reaches 600 K, the E mode at 88.1 cm−1 disappears,
and the A1 mode at 124.6 cm−1 maintains a slightly linear
increase till the temperature is beyond 670 K, where the
Raman pattern approaches a curve with a very low signal-to-
noise ratio without the appearance of evident peaks. A com-
parison with the results of Raman intensity and shift shows
that these behaviors are consistent with the three key
parameters.

It has been reported that GeTe can spontaneously transit
between the polar α-phase (rhombohedral, low-temperature

Table 1 Raman tensors R for Raman-active modes in GeTe

Raman mode E A1

R
a 0 0
0 0 0
0 0 b

2
4

3
5 c 0 0

0 �c d
0 d 0

2
4

3
5

Table 2 Raman scattering efficiency of E and A1 modes in GeTe

E A1

Parallel Cross Parallel Cross

(a cos2 θ + b sin2 θ)2 1
4 ðb� aÞ2 sin2 2θ |c|2cos4 θ |c|2sin2 θ cos2 θ

Fig. 4 (a) Raman spectra of GeTe at different temperatures.
Temperature dependence of the peak intensity (b), position (c), and
FWHM (d) of the three Raman modes, where the dashed lines represent
the fit results or act as a guide for the eyes.
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phase) and the β-phase (cubic, high-temperature phase) at the
Curie temperature of ∼625 K,52 and the phase transition temp-
erature of GeTe is highly influenced by its stoichiometric ratio.
For instance, Rinaldi et al. found that the tendency of Te to
detach from GeTe at high temperatures leads to a change in its
stoichiometric ratio.17 Therefore, we believe that the GeTe has
started to undergo a phase change, when the temperature is
close to ∼600 K, and may complete the phase transition
process after ∼670 K by referring to the similar temperature-
dependent way and the almost simultaneous disappearance of
the modes of 124.6 and 142.2 cm−1. Thus, by combining with
the phase diagram involving the composition ratio-dependent
phase transition dynamics of GeTe,10 we suggest that in the
temperature range of 600–670 K, the status of GeTe comprises
mixed α, γ, and β phases, i.e., first from α phase to γ phase and
then to β phase with the increase in temperature. For the high-
temperature stable β phase with a sodium chloride structure,
the previous report gave a phase transition temperature of
670 K,53 and a close phase transition temperature of 673 K was
also reported.10

Notice that the FWHM broadening of the Raman peaks can
be fitted with the higher-order phonon scattering model pro-
posed by Balkanski et al.:54

Γ ¼ Aþ B 1þ 2
ex � 1

� �
þ C 1þ 3

ey � 1
þ 3

ðey � 1Þ2
" #

ð3Þ

where x ¼ ℏω0

2kBT
; y = ħω0/3kBT; kB is the Boltzmann constant;

and ħω0 is the specific vibration energy of a mode at 0 K. The
constant (A) is the FWHM change caused by the phonon con-
finement effect and non-uniform strain; the constants B and C
are the effects of three-phonon and four-phonon processes on
the FWHM, i.e., the excited optical phonon by photons decay-
ing into two or three phonons, respectively, due to the non-
harmonic effect when the material absorbs a photon. The fit
curves (cyan) are shown in Fig. 4d, and the fitted (below 600 K)
results by eqn (3) are given in Table 3. It shows that the
A-values are roughly the same order of magnitude, but the B-
and C-values vary significantly for different peaks. The 124 and
142 cm−1 modes, where both B- and C-values are positive, indi-
cate that both three-phonon and four-phonon processes have
positive effects on the FWHM. However, in the 88 cm−1 mode,
the B is positive, and the C is negative, suggesting the opposite
effects of three-phonon and four-phonon processes on the
FWHM. Surprisingly, although the C-value is extremely small,
it is still non-negligible during the fit procedure, indicating

the presence of a four-phonon coupling process in GeTe
during the temperature change.

Due to the lack of well-fitted data using the higher-order
phonon scattering model, for phase-change materials, the
temperature dependence of the FWHM of Raman peaks can
be investigated by the model proposed by F. Jebari et al.,55

Γ ¼A′þ B′T þ C′ exp � Ea
kT

� �
ð4Þ

where Ea is the activation energy corresponding to the mode
associated with the disorder mechanism; k is the Boltzmann
constant; and A′, B′, and C′ are the fitting parameters. This
equation is widely used in the study of phase-change
materials.56,57 As shown in the dashed line (purple) in Fig. 4d,
the experimental evolutions of the three modes can be fitted well
by the model, of which the 88.1 and 124.6 cm−1 modes behave
similarly below 600 K, and the 124.6 and 142.2 cm−1 modes vary
approximately linearly above 600 K. The parameters fitted with
eqn (4) are given in Table 4. The Ea values for the three models
were approximately 8 kJ mol−1 below 600 K. By comparing the
results of both models, we noticed that the higher-order phonon
scattering model (eqn (3)) can still fit the evolution of the low-
temperature range, indicating the existence of a four-phonon
coupling in GeTe with increasing temperature. However, for the
phase-change material, GeTe, eqn (4) is obviously more appropri-
ate, where the linear part involving the A and B parameters rep-
resents the effect of vibrational relaxation, and the exponential
term with the C parameter represents the GeTe crystal re-orienta-
tional relaxation.

Based on the FWHM of Raman peaks at different tempera-
tures, we can semi-quantitatively estimate the thermal conduc-
tivity (K) of GeTe.58

K ¼ 1
3
CvV̄

2τT ð5Þ

Where Cv, V̄, and τT are heat capacity under constant
volume, averaged acoustic phonon velocity, and the thermal
transport relaxation time, respectively. Under the assumed
conditions, where Cv is 2kB and V̄ is 5 km s−1,4,59 the thermal
transport relaxation time can be approximated as the quasi-

particle lifetime of the Raman optical phonon τ, τ ¼ 1
2πcΓ

. By

referring to the FWHM (Γ) value in the range of 8–16 cm−1, τ
ranges from 0.33–0.66 ps. The range of the K value from eqn
(5) can then be 5.5–11.0 W m−1 K−1, of which the mean value
is ∼8.25 W m−1 K−1, which is extremely close to the previously-
reported experimental value of 8.3 W m−1 K−1.60

Table 3 Fitted data for the temperature-dependent FWHM results by
eqn (3)

Raman shift (cm−1) A (cm−1) B (cm−1) C (cm−1)

88 (E mode) 9.78 3.64 × 10−12 −3.27 × 10−25

124 (A1 mode) 8.25 3.99 × 10−13 1.87 × 10−25

142 (Te–Te) 5.72 3.91 × 10−12 5.06 × 10−25

Table 4 Fitted data for the temperature-dependent FWHM results by
eqn (4)

Parameters 88 (cm−1) 124 (cm−1) 142 (cm−1)

A′ 6.41 5.14 3.79
B′ 4.29 × 10−2 3.01 × 10−2 3.22 × 10−2

C′ −44.45 −30.36 −22.81
Ea (kJ mol−1) 8.19 7.46 7.75
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4. Conclusions

In summary, we present the first indication and interpretation
of the vibrational modes of GeTe by combining observations
with the experimental and theoretical Raman analysis; we
provide an initial determination of in-plane anisotropy by
polarization-resolved Raman spectroscopy, which can provide
meaningful guidance to efficient thermoelectric studies due to
the close relationship between structural anisotropy and the
lattice thermal conductivity anisotropy. The crystal orientation
of GeTe can be determined by the E mode; there is a strong
four-phonon coupling process in the variable temperature
process, which demonstrates a series of phase transitions
starting at ∼600 K and ending at ∼670 K, which is close to pre-
vious reports. Based on the temperature-dependent FWHM of
the Raman peaks, we can estimate not only the phase tran-
sition temperature and activation energy, but also the thermal
parameters, including the thermal transport relaxation time
and thermal conductivity. Our work may provide a useful
guide to exploring the application of GeTe in thermoelectric,
optoelectronic, and phase change memory devices.
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