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A new view on the origin of zero-bias anomalies of
Co atoms atop noble metal surfaces
Juba Bouaziz 1✉, Filipe Souza Mendes Guimarães 1 & Samir Lounis 1✉

Many-body phenomena are paramount in physics. In condensed matter, their hallmark is

considerable on a wide range of material characteristics spanning electronic, magnetic,

thermodynamic and transport properties. They potentially imprint non-trivial signatures in

spectroscopic measurements, such as those assigned to Kondo, excitonic and polaronic

features, whose emergence depends on the involved degrees of freedom. Here, we address

systematically zero-bias anomalies detected by scanning tunneling spectroscopy on Co

atoms deposited on Cu, Ag and Au(111) substrates, which remarkably are almost identical to

those obtained from first-principles. These features originate from gaped spin-excitations

induced by a finite magnetic anisotropy energy, in contrast to the usual widespread inter-

pretation relating them to Kondo resonances. Resting on relativistic time-dependent density

functional and many-body perturbation theories, we furthermore unveil a new many-body

feature, the spinaron, resulting from the interaction of electrons and spin-excitations loca-

lizing electronic states in a well defined energy.
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S ignatures of many-body phenomena in solid state physics
are diverse1–5. One of them is the Kondo effect emerging
from the interaction between the sea of electrons in a metal

and the magnetic moment of an atom6,7, whose signature is
expected below a characteristic Kondo temperature TK. One of its
manifestations is a resistivity minimum followed by a strong
increase upon reducing the temperature, as initially observed in
metals doped with a low concentration of magnetic impurities8.
When the latter are deposited on surfaces, they can develop
Kondo resonances evinced by zero-bias anomalies, with various
Fano-shapes9,10 that are detectable by scanning tunneling spec-
troscopy (STS), as shown schematically in Fig. 1a. The discovery
of such low-energy spectroscopic features by pioneering STS
measurements5,11–13 opened an active research field striving to
address and learn about many-body physics at the sub-nanoscale.
A seminal example is Co adatoms deposited on Cu, Ag and Au
(111) surfaces5,11,13–18, which develop a dip in the transport
spectra, with a minimum located at a positive bias voltage sur-
rounded by steps from either sides (Fig. 1b). Although being
commonly called Kondo resonances, the hallmarks of the Kondo
effect have so far not been established for those particular Co
atoms, i.e. the disappearance of the Kondo resonance at tem-
peratures above TK and the splitting of the feature after applying a
magnetic field7,12,19–21. A huge progress was made in advanced
simulations combining quantum impurity solvers or even GW
with density functional theory (DFT) addressing Kondo phe-
nomena for various impurities (see e.g. refs. 22–26), often
neglecting spin-orbit interaction. The electronic structure spectra
of realistic systems do not reproduce, in general, the experimental
ones.

In the current work, we provide an alternative interpretation
for the observed zero-bias anomalies in Co adatoms deposited on
Cu, Ag and Au(111) surfaces, utilizing a recently developed fra-
mework resting on relativistic time-dependent DFT (TD-DFT) in
conjunction with many-body perturbation theory (MBPT).
Similar results were found for Co adatoms on Cu, Ag(001) sur-
faces and Ti adatom on Ag(001), which are shown in Supple-
mentary Figure 1 for the sake of brevity. Our first-principles
simulations indicate that the observed features find their origin in
inelastic spin-excitations (SE), as known for other systems12,27–35,
which are gaped SE owing to the magnetic anisotropy energy that
favors the out-of-plane orientation of the Co moment. Therefore,
the physics is dictated by relativistic effects introduced by the
spin-orbit interaction. As illustrated in Fig. 1b, the resulting

theoretical transport spectra are nearly identical to the experi-
mental ones, advocating for a non-Kondo origin of the features.
This effect induces two steps, asymmetric in their height, origi-
nating from intrinsic spin-excitations, and leads to the typically
observed shape in the differential conductance, thanks to the
emergence in one side of the bias voltage of a new type of many-
body feature: a bound state that we name spinaron, emanating
from the interaction of the spin-excitation and electrons. Finally,
we propose possible experiments that enable the verification of
the origin of the investigated zero-bias anomalies.

Results
We compare our theoretical data to measurements obtained with
low-temperature STS and proceed with a three-pronged approach
for the first-principles simulations. We start from regular DFT
calculations based on the full-electron Korringa-Kohn-Rostoker
(KKR) Green function36,37 method, which is ideal to treat Co
adatoms on metallic substrates. We continue by building the
tensor of relativistic dynamical magnetic susceptibilities for the
adatom-substrate complex, χðωÞ, encoding the spectrum of
SEs29,38,39. Finally, the many-body self-energy, ΣðεÞ, is computed
accounting for the SE-electron interaction including the spin-
orbit coupling. The Tersoff-Hammann approach40 allows the
access to the differential conductance via the ground-state LDOS
decaying from the substrate to the vacuum, where the STS-tip is
located, here assumed to be located at 6.3Å above the adatom for
the Cu(111) surface and 7.1Å for the Ag and Au(111) ones. This
is then used to evaluate the renormalization of the differential
conductance because of the SEs. More details are given in the
Methods section and Supplementary Note 1.

Zero-bias anomaly of Co adatom on Au(111). We discuss here
the different ingredients leading to the spectrum shown in Fig. 1b,
which was found to be in a remarkable agreement with the data of
Ref. 17, in particular. The adatom on Au(111) surface carries a
spin moment of 2.22 μB and a relatively large orbital moment of
0.43 μB. The easy axis of the Co magnetic moment is out-of-plane
favored by a substantial magnetic anisotropy energy (MAE) of
4.46 meV (Table 1). This opens a gap in the SE spectrum, as
illustrated in Fig. 2a, which shows the density of transversal SEs
describing spin-flip processes, � 1

π Im χþ�ðωÞ. The SE arises at
6.8 meV, which is shifted from the expected ideal location, 8 meV,
as obtained from 4 MAE

Mspin
because of dynamical corrections39. As a
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Fig. 1 Scanning tunneling spectroscopy probing the differential conductance of a Co adatom. a Illustration of the tip of a microscope scanning the surface
of Au(111) on which an fcc Co adatom is deposited. b The differential conductance, dI/dV, measured at T= 6 K17 compared to first-principles results. As
deduced from the change of the LDOS owing to the presence of spin-excitations, Δn, the zero-bias anomaly stems from gaped spin-excitations and the
presence of a many-body bound state, a spinaron, at positive bias voltage. The experimental data adapted with permission from IOP Publishing—Japan
Society of Applied Physics—Copyright (2005).
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result of electron-hole excitations of opposite spins41,42, the life-
time τ of the SE is reduced down to 0.29 ps (τ ¼ _

Γ, Γ being the
resonance width at half maximum). A simplified theory indicates
that this effective damping is enhanced by the finite LDOS at the
Fermi energy, which settles the density of electron-hole excita-
tions38. The interaction of electrons and spin-excitations is
incorporated in the so-called self-energy. It is represented by a
complex quantity, with the real part shifting the energy of the
electrons, and the imaginary part describing their inverse life-
times. The significant components of the self-energy are spin
diagonal, considering that the contribution of the off-diagonal
elements is negligible for the investigated C3v-symmetric adatom-
substrate systems (see Supplementary Note 1). These quantities
are computed from the dynamical susceptibilities χðωÞ and
the ground-state density n0(ε). For instance, the imaginary
part for a given spin channel σ after taking the trace over
angular momentum indices, Im ΣσσðεF þ VÞ, is proportional toR�V
0 dω n�σ0ðεF þ V þ ωÞ Im χσ�σ;�σσðωÞ, i.e. it is a convolution of

the ground-state density, n0(ε), of the opposite spin-character and
the SE density integrated over the bias voltage of interest. This
quantity is plotted in Fig. 2b. Two steps are present, one for each
spin channel, located at positive (negative) bias voltage for the
minority (majority) self-energy. This is expected from the inte-
gration of the SE density over a resonance. As the self-energy of a
given spin-channel is proportional to the LDOS of the opposite
spin-character, the majority-spin self-energy has a higher inten-
sity than the minority one, as expected from adatom LDOS
illustrated in Fig. 2c, which decreases substantially the lifetime of
the majority-spin electrons compared to that of minority-spin
type.

The ground-state LDOS, nσ0ðεÞ, of Co adatom (depicted in
Fig. 2c as black lines) varies very weakly for a bias voltage range
of ~60 meV at the vicinity of the Fermi energy. The LDOS is then
renormalized by the SE-electron interaction upon solving the
Dyson equation

GRðεÞ ¼ ½1� GðεÞΣðεÞ��1GðεÞ; ð1Þ

from which the renormalized LDOS is obtained by tracing over
site, spin and angular momenta of the Green function:
nðεÞ ¼ � 1

π Im Tr GRðεÞ.
At the adatom site (Fig. 2c), step-like features arise in the

LDOS at the SE energy. The minority-spin LDOS hosts one single
feature above the Fermi energy as expected from the correspond-
ing self-energy. In contrast, the majority-spin LDOS is marked
with an additional feature at positive voltage, which we identify as
a many-body bound state — a spinaron. One can recognize it
(spinaron) either from a one-to-one comparison between the
spin-resolved LDOS and the self-energy, as being a feature not
present in the latter one (see Supplementary Figs. 3 and 4) or

Table 1 Basic calculated properties of Co adatom on Cu, Ag,
and Au(111) surfaces.

Surface τ (ps) MAE (meV) Mspin(μB) Morb(μB)

Cu(111) 0.098 4.29 2.02 0.47
Ag(111) 0.088 3.27 2.21 0.70
Au(111) 0.073 4.46 2.22 0.44

Lifetime of the transverse spin excitations τ, magneto-crystalline anisotropy (MAE), amplitude
of the spin Mspin(μB) and orbital moments Morb(μB). The positive sign of the MAE indicates that
the magnetic moment points perpendicular to the three investigated substrates.
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Fig. 2 Spin-excitations, self-energies and local density of states for Co adatom/Au(111). a Density of spin-excitations showing a broad resonance
located at 6.8 meV, due to the adatom’s magnetic anisotropy energy. The lifetime of the spin-excitation is 0.29 ps, which is mainly settled by electron-
hole excitations. b Spin-resolved electronic self-energy Σ after taking the trace over angular momentum indices, which inherits the information on the
presence of the spin-excitation by hosting asymmetric steps above and below the Fermi energy. ↑ (↓) stands for majority-spin (minority-spin) . c LDOS
at the adatom site before (n0) and after (n) accounting for the interaction between electrons and the spin-excitation. d Spin-resolved change in the
LDOS (Δn) calculated in the vacuum above the adatom. The minority-spin channel shows a low-intensity feature above the Fermi energy as expected
from the corresponding self-energy. The large feature present in the majority-spin channel is composed of two steps, one originating from the intrinsic
spin-excitation while the other is the spinaron, arising from the interaction of electrons and spin-excitations.
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from tracking the intersections of Green functions and self-
energies leading to the vanishing of the denominator of Eq. (1).
The presence of spin-fluctuations affect the electronic behavior in
terms of the electron-SE interaction encoded in the self-energy.
This additional interaction can act as an attractive potential
permitting the localization of electrons in a finite energy window,
giving rise to a bound state. The spinaron emerges then when the
denominator of the Dyson equation, Eq. (1), cancels out, i.e. when
ReðGΣÞ ¼ 1, which occurs for the dz2 orbital having the ideal
symmetry to be detected by STS, as illustrated in Supplementary
Figs. 5 and 6. The spinaron is characterized by an energy and a
lifetime (settled by ImðGΣÞ), both affected by the spin-orbit
interaction, since it dictates the magnitude of the SE-gap defining
the self-energy, and the electron-hole excitations.

The adatom electronic features decay into the vacuum, which
are probed by the STS-tip in terms of the differential
conductance. The signature of the SE is better seen in the change
of the vacuum LDOS, Δn= n− n0, illustrated in Fig. 1b and
being spin-decomposed in Fig. 2d. One sees that the origin of the
two steps and their asymmetry observed experimentally and
theoretically is the concomitant contribution of the spin-
excitation features and the spinaron. The signal is mainly
emanating from the majority-spin LDOS, with the spinaron
showing up as a step being higher than the one corresponding to
the intrinsic SE below the Fermi energy. We note that the
spinaron bears similarities to the spin polaron suggested to exist
in halfmetallic ferromagnets43.

Systematic study of Co adatoms on Cu, Ag, Au(111) surfaces.
We performed a systematic comparison between simulated and

experimental data and evidenced that the the spin-excitations
combined with the spinaron are generic features for Co adatoms
deposited on Cu(111), Ag(111) and Au(111). The agreement
shown in Fig. 3a is staggering, certifying that the result obtained
for Au(111) surface is not accidental. Similarly to Au, the spi-
naron originates from the dz2 on Ag and Cu, conferring the right
symmetry to be detected efficiently with STS (more details are
provided in Supplementary Figs. 5 and 6). This enforces our view
that the experimentally observed zero-bias features for Co ada-
toms are captured by gaped SEs. The energies and lifetimes
(εspinaron, τspinaron) of the spinarons as obtained from the theo-
retical spectra in vacuum are: (4.42 meV, 0.34 ps), (12.6 meV,
0.20 ps) and (9.41 meV, 0.20 ps) for Cu, Ag, and Au(111),
respectively, which are of the same order of magnitude than those
of the intrinsic spin-excitations listed in Table 1. Interestingly, the
lifetimes of the latter excitations increase slightly on Cu and Ag
surfaces when compared to that obtained on Au. Interestingly,
the spectra obtained for Co/Cu(111) are in line with those
reported in ref. 48 based on a simplified theoretical approach
(more details are provided in Supplementary Note 2).

Merino and Gunnarsson49 suggested that the surface states of
the investigated substrates give rise to the particular shape of the
low-energy excitations. In the case of Ag(111), STS experiments
showed the possible alteration of the tunneling signal depending
on the scattering of the Ag surface state at surrounding defects
and step edges50. When compared to other surfaces (see
Supplementary Fig. 1), our theory indicates that the surface
states are important to enhance the overall signal in the vacuum
while the main origin of the spectral anomalies of the isolated
adatoms is a combination of the intrinsic spin-excitations
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Fig. 3 Systematic tunneling transport spectra of Co adatoms on Cu, Ag and Au(111) surfaces. a Excellent agreement between the first-principles spectra
and those measured with STS at temperatures of 1.2 K13, 1.1 K44, 6 K17. b Spin-resolved spectra indicating that spin-polarized spectroscopy can reshape the
measured differential conductance, which would help to disentangle the various contributions to the spectra. The total (solid) signal is obtained by the sum
of both spin channels, which were shifted for a better visualization and comparison. c Response of the zero-bias anomalies to magnetic fields. The spin-
excitation gap opens while the dip moves to larger energies. Large magnetic field are possible in some STS setups (14 T45 or even 38 T46,47). d Proximity
effects can be used via neighboring adatoms and by depositing thin films of noble metals on a ferromagnetic substrate, where the magnetic exchange
interaction felt by the adatom acts as an effective magnetic field. The experimental data in a adapted with permission from IOP Publishing for Cu13 and
from the Japan Society of Applied Physics—Copyright (2005) for Au17 as well as from Nature Publishing Group for Ag44.
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signatures and the spinaron. The weight and shape of each of the
features depend on the substrate and interference effects induced
by decay of the electronic states of both the adatom and surface.
Moreover Eq. (1), shows that both the step-like and peak-like
features of the respective imaginary and real parts of the self-
energy are mixed up, contributing to the signature of the observed
low-energy anomalies (see Supplementary Fig. 3). One sees in
Fig. 3b, that the main difference between the three surfaces
originates from intrinsic spin-excitation occurring in the
minority-spin channel (positive bias voltage), which is for Ag
more enhanced than the signal coming from the majority-spin
channel carrying both the intrinsic spin-excitation (negative bias
voltage) and the spinaron (positive bias voltage). When deposited
on Cu and Au, the asymmetry between majority- and minority-
spin channels switches. This is induced by the electronic structure
of the adatom on the three surfaces (see Supplementary Fig. 2).
The LDOS at the Fermi energy of Co on Ag hosts a larger
minority-spin DOS than on Cu and Au. The reason is the weaker
hybridization strength between the electronic states of Co and the
substrate, when compared to Cu or Au(111), which reduces the
broadening of the minority-spin resonance on the former. The
positions of the steps pertaining to the intrinsic SEs correlate with
the magnitude of the MAE, which favors the out-of-plane
orientation of the Co magnetic moment on the three substrates as
listed in Table 1.

For the quantitative validation of the agreement between the
theoretical and experimental data, we fit our data with the
commonly used Fano-resonance formula for the differential
conductance of Kondo resonances9,10,15:

nðεÞ ¼ A εþ qð Þ2
ε2 þ 1

; ð2Þ

with A being the amplitude of the signal and q the coupling
parameter. The latter plays an important role in the Fano
formalism as it determines the shape and asymmetry of the STS-
signal. ε ¼ ðeV� E0Þ=kBTeff

K encodes the information regarding
the effective Kondo temperature Teff

K , as well as the bias voltage V
(with kB being the Boltzmann constant and E0 the position of the
investigated resonance). The fitted Fano-parameters are listed in
Table 2. Astonishingly, the recovered effective temperatures are in
perfect agreement with the ones obtained from experimental data.

Experimental proposals: impact of spin-polarized tip, magnetic
field, and proximity-effects. As mentioned before, the Kondo
origin of the low-energy spectral features has so far not been
evidenced for the systems investigated in the current work. This is
usually realized by performing temperature-dependent measure-
ments and/or upon the application of a magnetic field, which
would respectively result in a broadening of the anomalies and/or
their splitting. However, the large broadening of the dip-like
structure require improved energy resolutions than currently
available, preventing the realization of such experimental studies.

Here we address possible experiments that can further verify our
predictions.

Kondo resonances should not change when probed by a spin-
polarized tip. Our spectra are however spin-dependent and
thus we expect the alteration of their shape depending on the

spin-polarization of the tip, Ptip ¼
n"tip�n#tip
n"tipþn#tip

, since the differential

conductance is approximately proportional to ð1þ PtipÞn"adatomþ
ð1� PtipÞn#adatom40,51. Ultimately, manipulating the spin-
polarization of the tip (see e.g. Ref. 52) would help spin-
resolving the LDOS as depicted in Fig. 3b for the three
investigated substrates.

Furthermore, the zero-bias dip is expected to split into two
features for a traditional Kondo resonance once an external
magnetic field is applied7. Figure 3c shows a completely different
behavior. The field applied along the easy axis of the Co atoms
yields an increase of the excitation gap, as expected, and of the
spinaron energy (see the spin-resolved spectra in Fig. S1). The
interplay of the various features gives the impression that the
observed dip drifts to energetically higher unoccupied states,
which occurs because of the presence of the spinaron. We note
that applying a magnetic field in the direction perpendicular to
the magnetic moment, would affect the excitation gap in a non-
trivial way32. A field of 14 Tesla is available in some STS setups45

and can even reach 38 Tesla46,47. Larger fields can be accessed
effectively via magnetic-exchange-mediated proximity effect by
either (i) bringing another magnetic atom to the vicinity of the
probed adatom or (ii) depositing the probed adatom on a
magnetic surface with a non-magnetic spacer in-between (see
Fig. 3d). If the adjacent atom is non-magnetic, it can modify the
MAE, which dictates the magnitude of the SE gap. If the MAE is
reduced, the lifetime of the spin-excitations is expected to
increase, since the amount of electron-hole excitations available
in the respective energy range would decrease. This can then
favor the monitoring of the impact of temperature and magnetic
field on the zero-bias anomalies, helping to distinguish a Kondo
behavior from the one emerging from spin-excitations.

Discussion
The zero-bias anomalies probed by low-temperature scanning
tunneling spectroscopy on Co atoms deposited on Cu, Ag, and
Au (111) surfaces, usually identified as Kondo resonances, are
shown to be the hallmarks of gaped spin-excitations enhanced by
the presence of spinarons. We note that there are other examples
of materials, such as quantum wires, where zero-bias anomalies
have been challenged to be Kondo features53,54. However, the
adatoms investigated in the current work represent the most
traditional systems, where the surface science community con-
verges to the Kondo-related interpretation. The gap of the spin-
excitations is induced by the magnetic anisotropy energy of the
Co adatom, defining the meV energy scale requested to excite the
magnetic moment, and therefore its magnitude can be extracted
from the position of the observed steps. Considering that the large

Table 2 Fitted Fano parameters for a single Co adatom deposited on Cu, Ag, and Au(111) surfaces.

Surface E0(meV) Teff
K (K) Texp

K (K) q qexp

Cu(111) 3.74 37.3 44.9 [5717] 0.42 0.38 [0.513]
Ag(111) 4.71 89.4 73 [5644,50] −0.05 −0.004 [0.02 ± 0.0244,50]
Au(111) 10.61 67.5 91 [76 ± 817] 0.55 0.45 [0.717]

The resonance formula used for fitting is given in Eq. (2). The effective Kondo temperature Teff
K and the coupling parameter q extracted from our own fits of the experimental and theoretical spectra are

compared to those published in refs. 13,17,44,50 (values between brackets).
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magnetic moments of the Co adatoms are characterized by an
out-of-plane easy axis, Kondo-screening is unlikely to occur21,
and enforces the view that the zero-bias anomalies result from
spin-excitations. Additional simulations performed on Co ada-
toms on Cu and Ag(001) surfaces as well as Ti adatom on Ag
(001), shown in Supplementary Fig. 1, provide additional evi-
dence that spin-excitations are potentially present on other
materials, giving rise to the experimentally observed zero-bias
anomalies.

Grounding on a powerful theoretical framework based on
relativistic time-dependent density functional and many-body
perturbation theories, we obtain differential conductance spectra
reproducing extremely well the measured data. We systematically
demonstrate the presence of spinarons, which are many-body
bound-states emerging from the interaction of electrons and spin-
excitations. While the self-energies quantifying the interaction of
the electrons and spin-excitations are dynamical in nature and
account for various correlation effects, it would be interesting to
prospect in the future the impact of correlations (in the spirit of
DFT + U55) on the ground state properties, such as the magnetic
anisotropy energy and subsequently on the excitation behavior of
the investigated materials. In general, our findings call for a
profound change of our understanding of measured zero-bias
anomalies of various nanostructures, which stimulates further
theoretical developments permitting the ab-initio investigation of
Kondo features, spinarons, spin-excitations, and spin-orbit driven
physics on equal footing.

The one-to-one agreement between our first-principles spectra
and the available experimental ones strongly advocates for the
importance of the spin-excitations in the interpretation of the
origin of the zero-bias anomalies. X-ray magnetic circular
dichroism (XMCD) experiments should help to confort our
findings by unveiling the magnetic nature as well as the magnetic
anisotropy energy of the investigated adatoms as done for Co
adatoms on Pt(111)56. Surprisingly, this was, so far, not per-
formed. Temperature-dependent and magnetic-field STM-based
measurements were, to our knowledge, not reported, which is
explained by the extreme difficulty to probe with enough reso-
lution modifications induced in the rather broad spectral features.
We conjecture that this might change in the near future, for
example with electron-spin-resonance STM (ESR-STM)57,58 if
realized on metallic substrates. In this work, various experimental
setups were proposed, which would permit to further confirm our
predictions. For instance, the theoretical spectra are spin-
dependent and therefore the weight of each spin-channel to the
total STM spectrum should depend on the spin-polarization of
the tip. Furthermore, the application of a magnetic field is
expected to increase the gap of the intrinsic spin-excitations,
while a splitting is expected for Kondo features. However, the
presence of the spinaron leads to an unconventional behavior,
that is the excitation gap increases but the effective dip is not fixed
and shifts to larger bias voltages. Currently, a few STM setup
allow to reach large magnetic fields (e.g., 14 T and even 38 T),
which would be enough to check our predictions. But even if
those fields are not available, a reasonable alternative would be to
use the proximity-induced effective magnetic field emerging from
an adjacent magnetic adatom. Finally, one could tune down the
magnetic anisotropy energy in order to reduce the amount of
electron-hole excitations that are responsible for the broadening
of the spin-excitations. This could be realized by attaching a non-
magnetic atom such as Cu, for example, to Co adatom, after
which the experimental investigation of the impact of tempera-
ture and magnetic fields would become more amenable.

By opening a new perspective on low-energy spectroscopic
features characterizing subnanoscale structures deposited on
substrates, built upon the pioneering work of the STS community

(see e.g. refs. 5,11–13), our findings motivate new experiments
exploring the interplay of temperature, proximity effects, and
response to an external magnetic field, which can help identifying
the real nature of the observed excitations and unravel the
complexity and richness of the physics behind the spinaron.

Methods
Our first-principles approach is implemented in the framework of the scalar-
relativistic full-electron Korringa-Kohn-Rostoker (KKR) Green function aug-
mented self-consistently with spin-orbit interaction36,37, where spin-excitations are
described in a formalism based on time-dependent density functional theory (TD-
DFT)39,41,59,60 including spin-orbit interaction. Many-body effects triggered by the
presence of spin-excitations are approached via many-body perturbation
theory48,61,62 extended to account for relativistic effects. The method is based on
multiple-scattering theory allowing an embedding scheme, which is versatile for the
treatment of nanostructures in real space. The full charge density is computed
within the atomic-sphere approximation (ASA) and local spin density approx-
imation (LSDA) is employed for the evaluation of the exchange-correlation
potential63. We assume an angular momentum cutoff at lmax ¼ 3 for the orbital
expansion of the Green function and when extracting the local density of states a k-
mesh of 300 × 300 is considered. The Co adatoms sit on the fcc stacking site relaxed
towards the surface by 20% (14%) of the lattice parameter of the underlying Au and
Ag (Cu) substrates.

After obtaining the ground-state electronic structure properties, the single-
particle Green functions are then employed for the construction of the tensor of
dynamical magnetic susceptibilities, χðωÞ, within time-dependent density func-
tional theory (TD-DFT)29,38,39 including spin-orbit interaction. The susceptibility
is obtained from a Dyson-like equation, which renormalizes the bare Kohn-Sham
susceptibility, χ

KS
ðωÞ as

χðωÞ ¼ χ
KS
ðωÞ þ χ

KS
ðωÞ K χðωÞ: ð3Þ

χ
KS
ðωÞ describes uncorrelated electron-hole excitations, while K represents the

exchange-correlation kernel, taken in adiabatic LSDA (such that this quantity is
local in space and frequency-independent64). The energy gap in the spin excitation
spectrum is accurately evaluated using a magnetization sum rule29,38,39.

Data availability
All data needed to evaluate the conclusions in the paper are present in the paper and/or
the Supplementary Information. Additional data related to this paper may be requested
from the authors.

Code availability
The KKR Green function code that supports the findings of this study is available from
the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Received: 30 March 2020; Accepted: 21 October 2020;

References
1. Keimer, B. & Moore, J. E. The physics of quantum materials. Nat. Phys. 13,

1045–1055 (2017).
2. Byrnes, T., Kim, N. Y. & Yamamoto, Y. Exciton–polariton condensates. Nat.

Phys. 10, 803–813 (2014).
3. Pommier, D. et al. Scanning tunneling microscope-induced excitonic

luminescence of a two-dimensional semiconductor. Phys. Rev. Lett. 123,
027402 (2019).

4. Pohlit, M. et al. Evidence for ferromagnetic clusters in the colossal-
magnetoresistance material eub6. Phys. Rev. Lett. 120, 257201 (2018).

5. Madhavan, V., Chen, W., Jamneala, T., Crommie, M. F. & Wingreen, N. S.
Tunneling into a single magnetic atom: spectroscopic evidence of the kondo
resonance. Science 280, 567–569 (1998).

6. Kondo, J. Resistance minimum in dilute magnetic alloys. Prog. Theor. Phys.
32, 37–49 (1964).

7. Hewson, A. C. The Kondo Problem to Heavy Fermions. Cambridge Studies in
Magnetism (Cambridge University Press, 1993).

8. Monod, P. Magnetic field dependence of the kondo resistivity minimum in
CuFe and CuMn alloys. Phys. Rev. Lett. 19, 1113–1117 (1967).

9. Fano, U. Effects of configuration interaction on intensities and phase shifts.
Phys. Rev. 124, 1866–1878 (1961).

10. Újsághy, O., Kroha, J., Szunyogh, L. & Zawadowski, A. Theory of the Fano
resonance in the STM tunneling density of states due to a single kondo
impurity. Phys. Rev. Lett. 85, 2557–2560 (2000).

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-19746-1

6 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2020) 11:6112 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-19746-1 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

www.nature.com/naturecommunications


11. Knorr, N., Schneider, M. A., Diekhöner, L., Wahl, P. & Kern, K. Kondo effect
of single Co adatoms on Cu surfaces. Phys. Rev. Lett. 88, 096804 (2002).

12. Heinrich, A. J., Gupta, J. A., Lutz, C. P. & Eigler, D. M. Single-atom spin-flip
spectroscopy. Science 306, 466–469 (2004).

13. Ternes, M., Heinrich, A. J. & Schneider, W.-D. Spectroscopic manifestations
of the Kondo effect on single adatoms. J. Phys.: Condens. Matter 21, 053001
(2008).

14. Jamneala, T., Madhavan, V., Chen, W. & Crommie, M. F. Scanning tunneling
spectroscopy of transition-metal impurities at the surface of gold. Phys. Rev. B
61, 9990–9993 (2000).

15. Madhavan, V., Chen, W., Jamneala, T., Crommie, M. F. & Wingreen, N. S.
Local spectroscopy of a Kondo impurity: Co on Au(111). Phys. Rev. B 64,
165412 (2001).

16. Wahl, P. et al. Kondo temperature of magnetic impurities at surfaces. Phys.
Rev. Lett. 93, 176603 (2004).

17. Schneider, M. A. et al. Kondo effect of Co Adatoms on Ag monolayers on
noble metal surfaces. Jpn. J. Appl. Phys. 44, 5328–5331 (2005).

18. Wahl, P., Seitsonen, A. P., Diekhöner, L., Schneider, M. A. & Kern, K. Kondo-
effect of substitutional cobalt impurities at copper surfaces. N. J. Phys. 11,
113015 (2009).

19. Costi, T. A. Kondo effect in a magnetic field and the magnetoresistivity of
Kondo alloys. Phys. Rev. Lett. 85, 1504–1507 (2000).

20. Nagaoka, K., Jamneala, T., Grobis, M. & Crommie, M. F. Temperature
dependence of a single Kondo impurity. Phys. Rev. Lett. 88, 077205 (2002).

21. Otte, A. F. et al. The role of magnetic anisotropy in the Kondo effect. Nat.
Phys. 4, 847 (2008).

22. Thygesen, K. S. & Rubio, A. Conserving GW scheme for nonequilibrium
quantum transport in molecular contacts. Phys. Rev. B 77, 115333 (2008).

23. Huang, P. & Carter, E. A. Ab initio explanation of tunneling line shapes for
the Kondo impurity state. Nano Lett. 8, 1265–1269 (2008).

24. Surer, B. et al. Multiorbital Kondo physics of Co in Cu hosts. Phys. Rev. B 85,
085114 (2012).

25. Jacob, D. Towards a full ab initio theory of strong electronic correlations in
nanoscale devices. J. Phys. Condens. Matter 27, 245606 (2015).

26. Dang, H. T., dos Santos Dias, M., Liebsch, A. & Lounis, S. Strong correlation
effects in theoretical STM studies of magnetic adatoms. Phys. Rev. B 93,
115123 (2016).

27. Hirjibehedin, C. F., Lutz, C. P. & Heinrich, A. J. Spin coupling in engineered
atomic structures. Science 312, 1021–1024 (2006).

28. Fernández-Rossier, J. Theory of single-spin inelastic tunneling spectroscopy.
Phys. Rev. Lett. 102, 256802 (2009).

29. Lounis, S., Costa, A. T., Muniz, R. B. & Mills, D. L. Dynamical magnetic
excitations of nanostructures from first principles. Phys. Rev. Lett. 105, 187205
(2010).

30. Khajetoorians, A. A. et al. Itinerant nature of atom-magnetization excitation
by tunneling electrons. Phys. Rev. Lett. 106, 037205 (2011).

31. Chilian, B. et al. Anomalously large g factor of single atoms adsorbed on a
metal substrate. Phys. Rev. B 84, 212401 (2011).

32. Khajetoorians, A. A. et al. Spin excitations of individual Fe atoms on Pt(111):
impact of the site-dependent giant substrate polarization. Phys. Rev. Lett. 111,
157204 (2013).

33. Bryant, B., Spinelli, A., Wagenaar, J. J. T., Gerrits, M. & Otte, A. F. Local
control of single atom magnetocrystalline anisotropy. Phys. Rev. Lett. 111,
127203 (2013).

34. Oberg, J. C. et al. Control of single-spin magnetic anisotropy by exchange
coupling. Nat. Nanotechnol. 9, 64 (2014).

35. Ternes, M. Spin excitations and correlations in scanning tunneling
spectroscopy. N. J. Phys. 17, 063016 (2015).

36. Papanikolaou, N., Zeller, R. & Dederichs, P. H. Conceptual improvements of
the KKR method. J. Phys. Condens. Matter 14, 2799 (2002).

37. Bauer, D. S. G. Development of a relativistic full-potential first-principles
multiple scattering Green function method applied to complex magnetic
textures of nanostructures at surfaces. (Forschungszentrum Jülich, 2014).

38. Lounis, S., dos Santos Dias, M. & Schweflinghaus, B. Transverse dynamical
magnetic susceptibilities from regular static density functional theory: Evaluation
of damping and g shifts of spin excitations. Phys. Rev. B 91, 104420 (2015).

39. dos Santos Dias, M., Schweflinghaus, B., Blügel, S. & Lounis, S. Relativistic
dynamical spin excitations of magnetic adatoms. Phys. Rev. B 91, 075405
(2015).

40. Tersoff, J. & Hamann, D. R. Theory and application for the scanning
tunneling microscope. Phys. Rev. Lett. 50, 1998–2001 (1983).

41. Lounis, S., Costa, A. T., Muniz, R. B. & Mills, D. L. Dynamical magnetic
excitations of nanostructures from first principles. Phys. Rev. Lett. 105, 187205
(2010).

42. Lounis, S., Costa, A. T., Muniz, R. B. & Mills, D. L. Theory of local dynamical
magnetic susceptibilities from the Korringa-Kohn-Rostoker Green function
method. Phys. Rev. B 83, 035109 (2011).

43. Irkhin, V. Y., Katsnelson, M. I. & Lichtenstein, A. I. Non-quasiparticle effects
in half-metallic ferromagnets. J. Phys.: Condens. Matter 19, 315201 (2007).

44. Moro-Lagares, M. et al. Real space manifestations of coherent screening in
atomic scale Kondo lattices. Nat. Commun. 10, 1–9 (2019).

45. Assig, M. et al. A 10 mK scanning tunneling microscope operating in ultra
high vacuum and high magnetic fields. Rev. Sci. Instrum. 84, 033903 (2013).

46. Tao, W. et al. A low-temperature scanning tunneling microscope capable of
microscopy and spectroscopy in a Bitter magnet at up to 34 T. Rev. Sci.
Instrum. 88, 093706 (2017).

47. Rossi, L., Gerritsen, J. W., Nelemans, L., Khajetoorians, A. A. & Bryant, B. An
ultra-compact low temperature scanning probe microscope for magnetic fields
above 30 T. Rev. Sci. Instrum. 89, 113706 (2018).

48. Schweflinghaus, B., dos Santos Dias, M., Costa, A. T. & Lounis, S.
Renormalization of electron self-energies via their interaction with spin
excitations: A first-principles investigation. Phys. Rev. B 89, 235439 (2014).

49. Merino, J. & Gunnarsson, O. Role of surface states in scanning tunneling
spectroscopy of (111) metal surfaces with kondo adsorbates. Phys. Rev. Lett.
93, 156601 (2004).

50. Moro-Lagares, M. et al. Quantifying the leading role of the surface state in the
Kondo effect of Co/Ag(111). Phys. Rev. B 97, 235442 (2018).

51. Wortmann, D., Heinze, S., Kurz, P., Bihlmayer, G. & Blügel, S. Resolving
complex atomic-scale spin structures by spin-polarized scanning tunneling
microscopy. Phys. Rev. Lett. 86, 4132–4135 (2001).

52. Loth, S. et al. Controlling the state of quantum spins with electric currents.
Nat. Phys. 6, 340–344 (2010).

53. Chen, T.-M., Graham, A. C., Pepper, M., Farrer, I. & Ritchie, D. A. Non-
kondo zero-bias anomaly in quantum wires. Phys. Rev. B 79, 153303 (2009).

54. Sarkozy, S. et al. Zero-bias anomaly in quantum wires. Phys. Rev. B 79, 161307
(2009).

55. Anisimov, V. I., Aryasetiawan, F. & Lichtenstein, A. I. First-principles
calculations of the electronic structure and spectra of strongly correlated
systems: the lda + u method. J. Phys. Condens. Matter 9, 767–808 (1997).

56. Gambardella, P. et al. Giant magnetic anisotropy of single cobalt atoms and
nanoparticles. Science 300, 1130–1133 (2003).

57. Balatsky, A. V., Nishijima, M. & Manassen, Y. Electron spin resonance-
scanning tunneling microscopy. Adv. Phys. 61, 117–152 (2012).

58. Baumann, S. et al. Electron paramagnetic resonance of individual atoms on a
surface. Science 350, 417–420 (2015).

59. Lounis, S. et al. Theoretical probing of inelastic spin-excitations in adatoms on
surfaces. Surf. Sci. 630, 317 – 324 (2014).

60. Lounis, S., dos Santos Dias, M. & Schweflinghaus, B. Transverse dynamical
magnetic susceptibilities from regular static density functional theory:
Evaluation of damping and g shifts of spin excitations. Phys. Rev. B 91, 104420
(2015).

61. Schweflinghaus, B., dos Santos Dias, M. & Lounis, S. Observing spin
excitations in 3d transition-metal adatoms on pt(111) with inelastic scanning
tunneling spectroscopy: A first-principles perspective. Phys. Rev. B 93, 035451
(2016).

62. Ibañez Azpiroz, J., Dias, Md. S., Schweflinghaus, B., Blügel, S. & Lounis, S.
Tuning paramagnetic spin excitations of single adatoms. Phys. Rev. Lett. 119,
017203 (2017).

63. Vosko, S. H., Wilk, L. & Nusair, M. Accurate spin-dependent electron liquid
correlation energies for local spin density calculations: a critical analysis. Can.
J. Phys. 58, 1200–1211 (1980).

64. Gross, E. K. U. & Kohn, W. Local density-functional theory of frequency-
dependent linear response. Phys. Rev. Lett. 55, 2850–2852 (1985).

Acknowledgements
We thank Markus Ternes, Alexander Weismann, Nicolas Lorente and Wolf-Dieter
Schneider for fruitful discussions. We are grateful to Michael Crommie, Lars Diekhöner,
Peter Wahl, Alexander Schneider, Markus Ternes, Klaus Kern for sharing with us their
original data measured with scanning tunneling microscopy. This work is supported by
the European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020
research and innovation programme (ERC-consolidator grant 681405 - DYNASORE).
We acknowledge the computing time granted by the JARA-HPC Vergabegremium and
VSR commission on the supercomputer JURECA at Forschungszentrum Jülich.

Author contributions
S.L. initiated, designed and supervised the project. J.B. developed the theoretical ab-initio
scheme accounting for spin-orbit interaction in the calculation of the many-body self-
energies. J.B. performed the simulations and F.S.M.G. contributed to data post-
processing. All authors discussed the results and helped writing the paper.

Funding
Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-19746-1 ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2020) 11:6112 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-19746-1 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 7

www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


Additional information
Supplementary information is available for this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-
020-19746-1.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to J.B. or S.L.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks Yukio Hasegawa and the
other, anonymous, reviewer(s) for their contribution to the peer review of this work. Peer
reviewer reports are available.

Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/reprints

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 Creative
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 permitted 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) 2020

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-19746-1

8 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2020) 11:6112 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-19746-1 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-19746-1
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-19746-1
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	A new view on the origin of zero-bias anomalies of Co atoms atop noble metal surfaces
	Results
	Zero-bias anomaly of Co adatom on Au(111)
	Systematic study of Co adatoms on Cu, Ag, Au(111) surfaces
	Experimental proposals: impact of spin-polarized tip, magnetic field, and proximity-effects

	Discussion
	Methods
	Data availability
	Code availability
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Competing interests
	Additional information




