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Abstract. Understanding and controlling the magnetization dynamics on the femtosecond timescale is
becoming indispensable both at the fundamental level and to develop future technological applications.
While direct laser excitation of a ferromagnetic layer was commonly used during the past twenty years, laser
induced hot-electrons femtosecond pulses and subsequent transport in magnetic multilayers has attracted
a lot of attention. Indeed, replacing photons by hot-electrons offers complementary information to improve
our understanding of ultrafast magnetization dynamics and to provide new possibilities for manipulating
the magnetization in a thin layer on the femtosecond timescale. In this review, we report on experiments
of hot-electrons induced ultrafast magnetic phenomena. We discuss the role of hot-electrons transport in
the ultrafast loss of magnetization in magnetic single and multilayers and how it is exploited to trigger
magnetization dynamics in magnetic multilayers.

1 Introduction

Manipulating and controlling the magnetic state of a
material have been the focus of intensive researches for
decades. The desire to understand the physics behind
magnetization dynamics was clearly motivated by numer-
ous possible technological applications, such as magnetic
hard-disk drives, magnetic memories, and sensors. Within
the purpose of ever-increasing the speed and density of
data storage and decreasing the energy consumption, dif-
ferent levers were proposed to control the magnetization,
for instance magnetic field pulses [1], spin polarized cur-
rents [2,3], temperature gradient [4,5], electric fields [6,7],
strains [8], and more recently THz excitations [9,10].
Nevertheless, the demonstration of magnetization quench-
ing within less than a picosecond following femtosecond
laser pulse excitation [11] together with the possibility of
reversing the magnetization using femtosecond polarized
laser pulses [12,13], opened up the new field of femto-
magnetism. Aside from understanding the microscopic
processes involved in laser induced ultrafast magnetiza-
tion dynamics, the main challenge is to reliably change
the magnetic state of a single ferromagnetic structure on
the femtosecond timescale.

Concurrently, spintronics revolutionized the field of
magnetic memories, magnetic sensors and data storage
with the discovery of giant magneto-resistance [14,15]
and tunnel magneto-resistance [16]. Following these
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breakthroughs, more sophisticated devices such as the
spin valve or magnetic tunnel transistors were created
[17,18]. These transistors are based on spin-dependent
transport of so-called hot-electrons whose energies are
well above the Fermi level. As a result, transport prop-
erties and relaxation processes of hot-electrons in metals
became the subject of intense theoretical and experimen-
tal research during the last decades [19,20].

Another way to generate hot-electrons in a metal-
lic material relies on the absorption of a short laser
pulse which results in the creation of excited carriers
and the formation of electron-hole pairs. Due to the
absence of a band-gap in metals, the hot-electrons energy
will spread from the Fermi energy up to the excitation
energy. The dynamics of photoexcited carriers and their
lifetimes was extensively studied by time-resolved two-
photon photoemission [21]. In magnetic materials, both
the dynamics and life-times of hot-electrons depend on
their spin polarization [22–24]. These differences lead
to the concept of spin-dependent transport upon laser
excitation and thus to the generation of ultrafast spin cur-
rent pulses. Those femtosecond spin current pulses have
attracted a lot of attention since they offer complementary
information to improve our understanding of the basic
mechanisms responsible for the ultrafast magnetization
dynamics. They give as well new possibilities for manipu-
lating a magnetization in a thin layer on the femtosecond
timescale.

In the present review, we summarize the recent results
regarding ultrafast magnetization dynamics induced by
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hot-electron pulses. We first report on the different exper-
imental techniques used to reveal the role of spin-polarized
hot-electron transport upon laser excitation and to probe
hot-electron induced ultrafast magnetization dynamics.
We then briefly describe electronic transport following
femtosecond laser pulse excitations, underlining the tran-
sition from ballistic to diffusive transport. In the last
part, we report experimental results regarding the role of
hot-electrons on the ultrafast magnetization dynamics in
magnetic single and multilayers. We finally present recent
experiments showing how a pulse of spin-polarized hot-
electrons can be used to trigger magnetization precession
via spin transfer torque effect.

2 Experimental techniques to probe laser
and hot-electrons induced ultrafast
magnetization dynamics

In this part, we briefly describe some of the experimen-
tal time-resolved techniques and set-up that were used to
probe laser induced ultrafast demagnetization. We aim at
exposing the complementarity of techniques based either
on table-top sources or large scale facilities. We will lay
emphasis on their ability to disentangle local [25–27] and
nonlocal [28,29] contributions to the loss of magnetiza-
tion. Time-resolved experiments on the femtosecond time
scale are usually performed in a pump-probe scheme in
which infrared (IR) femtosecond laser pump pulses excite
the sample while short probe pulses record the transient
magnetic state. The magnetization dynamics is acquired
directly in the time domain by varying the delay between
the pump and the probe pulses. The femtosecond probe
pulses can be generated either by femtosecond pulsed
laser [30], at synchrotron [31] or at X-ray free electron
laser (XFEL) sources [32]. Usually, stroboscopic acquisi-
tion mode is required which limits the investigations to
reversible phenomena only. This limitation is overcome
either by using the intense photon flux provided by XFEL
sources [33] or table-top femtosecond X-ray pulses, which
allows single-shot imaging [34].

In the first part of this section, we start describing
set-ups based on femtosecond laser sources, referred as
table-top experiments. Then, we discuss the time-resolved
spectroscopies performed at large scale facilities such as
synchrotrons or XFEL sources. In the third part, we
present time-resolved imaging techniques, either in the
direct or reciprocal space, with lateral spatial resolution.

2.1 Time-resolved experiments on table-top laser
sources

The awakening of femtomagnetism arose from the discov-
ery of laser induced sub-picosecond demagnetization in
Ni layers by means of time-resolved magneto-optical Kerr
effect (TR-MOKE) [11]. In this pioneer experiment, Beau-
repaire et al. monitored the intensity of the 60 fs laser
pulses reflected by a Ni layer as a function of the delay
between the pump and probe pulses. This major break-
through was followed by an important question: is there
a non-magnetic contribution in this kind of TR-MOKE

experiments [35,36]? Koopmans et al. have reported dis-
parate pump induced modification of the Kerr rotation
and Kerr ellipticity in the first hundreds of femtoseconds
following the laser excitation [35]. They argued that non-
magnetic artifacts, such as bleaching effects, dominate the
MO responses and casted doubts on genuine spin dynam-
ics on this time scale. Later on, Guidoni et al. derived
the transient diagonal and non-diagonal elements of the
dielectric tensor in a CoPt3 film by using pump-probe
polarimetry [37]. Their measurements have shown that the
transient MOKE signal upon laser excitation is dominated
by spin dynamics as long as hot-electrons are thermalized.
They have also shown that spin dynamics occurs during
the hot-electrons thermalization and that the dynamics
can be retrieved in the ultrafast loss of MO contrast.
Nowadays, even if the ultrafast spin dynamics is largely
admitted, the separation of electron and spin dynamics in
the TR-MOKE signal is far from trivial [38,39]. Recently,
Razdolski et al. listed the different physical processes that
affect the electron distribution in ferromagnetic (FM) lay-
ers after laser excitation and proposed a procedure to
retrieve the genuine magnetization dynamics from the
TR-MOKE signal [40]. Nevertheless, the development of
femtomagnetism has strongly benefited from the versa-
tility of TR-MOKE and time-resolved magneto-optical
Faraday effect, its transmission counterpart [38,41–47].

The main assets of TR-MOKE reside in the ultra-
short pulse duration (≈10 fs) and the relative simplicity
of the experimental set-up. In its most basic configura-
tion, a beam-splitter separates the laser pulses at the
output of a femtosecond laser to generate intense pump
pulses and weak probe pulses while a delay line is used in
order to control the pump-probe delay. After the reflec-
tion on (or transmission through) the magnetic layer, the
polarization of the probe pulses is analyzed. Different
detection schemes can be used to extract the magnetic
signal such as a crossed-polarization, balanced photodi-
odes, or polarization modulation. A detailed presentation
of these different approaches can be found in reference
[48]. The laser induced quenching of magnetic order affects
both the rotation and ellipticity of the laser polarization
and thus the ratio between the s and p part of the reflected
(transmitted) probe pulses. The versatility of TR-MOKE
makes measurements under ultrahigh vacuum environ-
ment, intense magnetic field or/and at low temperatures
possible [49–51].

For wavelength centered on the fundamental of rou-
tinely used Ti-Sa lasers (800 nm), the magnetic contrast
of the MOKE signal is dominated by the 3d spins in
transition metals (TM) [52] and 5d spins in rare-earth
metals (RE) [53]. The itinerant character of these d elec-
tron bands in these metals makes element selectivity very
challenging: in TM [54] (RE [55]) based alloys, the ultra-
fast dynamics of 3d (5d) spins of the different species
contribute generally to the TR-MOKE signal. In RE-TM
alloys the transient MOKE signal arises mainly from the
3d spin dynamics [56,57]. The probed thickness of the
magnetic layer is limited by the light penetration depth,
which depends both on the materials and on the wave-
length. Typically, for metals at wavelengths in the near-IR
and visible part of the spectrum, the latter is in the order
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of 10 nm. The wavelength of the probe pulses is tunable
by using non-linear crystals such as Beta-Barium-Borate
(BBO) or an optical parametric amplifier (OPA) [58].
This allows probing, for instance, particular resonance in
oxides [50]. Element selectivity in RE-TM alloys is also
achievable in TR-MOKE experiments by tuning the probe
wavelength as claimed by Khorsand et al. [59] although it
was recently contested by Hassdenteufel et al. [60]. How-
ever, a careful analysis of the transient Kerr rotation θ and
Kerr ellipticity ε gives valuable information: under cer-
tain conditions, a separation between different elements
contributions [61] and in-depth sensitivity [45,62] can be
achieved. In both cases, the experimental methods consist
in recording both the transient Kerr rotation θ and Kerr
ellipticity ε. Schellekens et al. [61] performed TR-MOKE
experiments on a Pt(4)/Fe(5)/Ru(1.2)/Ni(5)/Pt(1) mag-
netic bilayer by varying the axis of a quarter wave
plates (QWP) in respect with the photo-elastic modulator
(PEM). This procedure allows monitoring the Kerr vector
Φ = θ + iε projected on different axis. They found partic-
ular positions of the QWP for which the projection axis
is orthogonal either to the Ni or Fe Kerr vector removing
its contribution from the measured magneto-optical (MO)
signal [61]. Such treatment is efficient for chemical selec-
tivity as long as the phase of the Φ vector differs for the
different species which is usually the case [63]. Wieczorek
et al. have monitored both the transient θ(t) and ε(t)
as a function of the thickness of a Co layer deposited
on Cu(001). The different in-depth sensitivity of both θ
(near surface) and ε (bulk) allows deriving the in-depth
magnetization profile [45].

So far, we discussed the contribution of linear MO
responses to the signal generated during TR-MOKE
measurements. The pioneer experiment performed by
Beaurepaire et al. on Ni [11] was shortly followed by a
pump-probe experiments in which the second-order MO
response of Ni film excited by femtosecond laser pulses
was monitored [64]. The non-linear second harmonic gen-
eration (SHG) of a specimen is namely the conversion of
absorbed photons with a frequency ω into photons with a
frequency of 2ω . The yield of the second harmonic genera-
tion is governed by the second-order optical susceptibility
tensor χ(2ω) whose elements vanish in a centrosymmetric
medium. However, at surface or interface, the inversion
symmetry is broken making SHG a surface or inter-
face sensitive tool. In magnetic medium, χ(2ω) depends
linearly on magnetization which makes Magnetization-
dependent SHG (MSHG) a powerful tool to investigate
magnetic properties at the surfaces and buried inter-
faces [65,66]. Time-resolved MSHG (TR-MSHG) has been
widely used to monitor 3d spin dynamics in TM [67–71]
and 5d spin dynamics in rare-earth (RE) [72,73] with sur-
faces and interfaces sensitivity. Furthermore, the even part
of TR-MSHG signal in respect with magnetization rever-
sal is unaffected by magnetization dynamics while the odd
part scales linearly with the magnetization [64]. It allows
recording simultaneously the transient electronic distri-
bution (even signal) and magnetization dynamics (odd
signal) upon laser excitation [64]. Recently, Chen et al. [71]
have exploited TR-MSHG to monitor spin accumulation
and spin transfer across the Co/Cu interfaces upon laser

excitation providing a direct trial of the superdiffusive spin
transport as proposed by Battiato et al. [28,29].

The experimental set-up before the magnetic layer is
similar to the TR-MOKE set-up described previously.
After the reflection of the probe pulses on the magnetic
layer, the SHG yield is separated from the fundamental
beam by inserting a dichroic mirror. In this case, the
fundamental part of the reflection (at ω) is transmitted
while the harmonic (at 2ω) is reflected towards a fil-
ter and a grating. The SHG yield is then collected by
a photomultiplier and a photon-counter [73].

TR-MOKE and TR-MSHG are versatile tools that have
strongly supported the development of femtomagnetism.
Parametric amplification allows adjusting the wavelength
of the laser pulses on a spectral range varying from the
near-IR to visible wavelength. By focusing intense IR fem-
tosecond pulses on a gas cell, it is possible to generate a
comb of high harmonic (HHG) with table-top laser sources
which allows extending the spectral range to the X-UV
[74]. The energy range covers the dipolar transitions from
core-level towards conduction band such as the M-edges
(3p→ 3d) of transition metals [75] or more recently the N-
edges (4d → 4f) of rare-earth elements [76]. Such sources
combine the element selectivity of X-ray based spectro-
scopies with the sub-100 fs time resolution of laser sources.
La-O-Vorakiat et al. have exploited the elements selec-
tivity of these sources to investigate the laser induced
dynamics of Ni and Fe 3d magnetic moments in permal-
loy layers [77]. In their experiments, the linearly polarized
harmonics were diffracted by a permalloy grating. The
harmonic dispersion in energy was recorded as a spatial
dispersion on a CCD camera. The magnetic contrast was
obtained by comparing the X-ray spectral intensity for two
opposite magnetic field directions in a Transverse MOKE
configuration. Similar experiments on FeNi alloys were
conducted by Matias et al. [78]. In the meanwhile, effi-
cient sources of XUV pulses with elliptical polarization
have also been built [79–82]. Willems et al. have performed
time resolved Magnetic Circular Dichroism in transmis-
sion mode at the Co M and Pt O edges [83]. In their
case, the harmonics spectral intensity is also recorded on
a CCD camera but the energy dispersion of harmonics
is realized through a transmission grating placed behind
the probed [Co/Pt] multilayers. Finally, Fan et al. have
recorded XMCD spectra at the Gd N2,3 and Fe M4,5
edges and demonstrated the potential application of their
source for time-resolved experiments at RE N-edges [76].

Furthermore, HHG was also used to perform time- and
angle-resolved photoelectron spectroscopy [84]. In their
experimental set-up, the photon energy was selected by
a monochromator design in order to optimize the energy
resolution (90 meV) while keeping a decent pulse duration
(150 fs) [85]. The photoelectrons were collected in a hemi-
spherical analyzer. Due to the low electron mean free path
in metals, these spectroscopies based on photo-electron
detection are surface sensitive. In pioneer experiments,
Carley et al. used the described set-up to monitor the
laser induced modification of epitaxial Gd 5d valence
band [62]. The authors evidenced different dynamics for
minority and majority 5d spins. The same group has also
explored the laser induced dynamics of 4f spins in the
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same epitaxial Gd layers by using time-resolved magnetic
linear dichroism of Gd 4f core levels [86].

2.2 Time-resolved spectroscopy at large scales
facilities

The element selectivity and circular polarization make
table-top HHG sources valuable tools to deepen the knowl-
edge in femtomagnetism, especially regarding the time
resolution and element selectivity. The current develop-
ments concerning those source focuses on the covered
wavelength range and the prospects tend towards soft
X-ray pulses to fill the energy gap with large scale facil-
ities. Such developments are encouraged by the fact that
spectroscopic techniques based on X-ray magnetic circular
dichroism in the soft X-ray ranges have revolutionized the
knowledge on the magnetic properties of thin magnetic
layers [87,88]. The L (2p→ 3d) edges of transition metals
and the M (3d→ 4f) edges of RE lie in this energy range
which allows probing the average 3d magnetic moment in
transition metals and 4f magnetic moments in rare-earth
metals. Since XMCD is based on the X-ray Absorption
Spectroscopy (XAS), it also provides element selectivity
in magnetic alloys [89–91]. Finally, XMCD spectroscopy
provides quantitative estimation of the spin and orbital
moment thanks to the sum rules analysis [92–95].

The implementation of the femtoslicing operation mode
[96] at BESSYII-HZB [97] allowed performing time-
resolved XMCD (TR-XMCD) spectroscopy with 100 fs
time resolution [98,99]. Since the pioneer experiments on
Ni films performed in 2007 by Stamm et al. [100], all
the assets of the static XMCD spectroscopy have been
transposed in time-resolved version to investigate ultra-
fast magnetization dynamics. Carva et al. demonstrated
the validity of sum rules analysis at the subpicosecond
time scale [101]. Subsequently, Boeglin et al. reported
laser induced dynamics of the orbital and spin moments in
CoPd alloys [102]. Later on, Bergeard et al. extended this
study to the L and S dynamics of 4f magnetic moments
in CoTb and CoGd alloys [103]. Wietstruk et al. evi-
denced sub-picosecond quenching of 4f magnetic order
[104] while Radu et al. investigated the laser induced
dynamics of Fe 3d and Gd 4f magnetic moments in amor-
phous FeCoGd alloys [105]. In these pioneer experiments,
the X-ray energy was tuned to core level absorption edges
while the transmitted intensity was recorded as a function
of the pump-probe delay.

Very recently, Higley et al. published experiments based
on TR-XMCD spectroscopy in transmission configuration
on GdFeCo alloys performed at the SXR beamline of the
linac coherent light source (LCLS) XFEL [106]. The high
brilliance of XFEL sources in the soft X-ray energy range
allows envisioning time-resolved XMCD experiments on
ultrathin magnetic layers or extending the technics to
single shot acquisition. Furthermore, the measurement
in transmission configuration imposes deposition of mag-
netic layers on transparent membranes. This limitation
is somehow overcome with the advent of time-resolved
X-ray resonant magnetic reflectometry (XRMR) [107] at
the femtoslicing beamline at BESSYII-HZB. For instance,

Jal et al. used this technique for investigating the magne-
tization profile upon laser excitation in a polycrystalline
Ni layers deposited on a Si substrate [108]. In this exper-
iment, the sample was mounted on a goniometer while
the reflected X-ray beam was detected by an avalanche
photodiode in a θ/2θ configuration. Although the probed
thickness of the magnetic layer was given by the X-ray
penetration depth, varying the incident angle of the X-ray
allowed tuning the ratio between signals coming from the
interface and the inner part of the layer. Therefore, this
technique offers the possibility to measure the in-depth
magnetization profile. As a result, time-resolved XRMR
is a valuable tool in order to disentangle the local and
non-local mechanisms behind ultrafast demagnetization.
Such a technique also enables envisioning investigation
of dynamics in magnetic layers displaying more complex
magnetic order such as helicoidal magnetic arrangement
[109]. Very recently, Rettig et al. have reported time-
resolved diffraction experiments performed at the x-ray
pump-probe instrument of the LCLS free electron laser
by using ultrashort hard X-ray pulses. They have disen-
tangled the laser induced dynamics of 5d and 4f spins
[110].

2.3 Time-resolved imaging at HHG or XFEL souces

In depth profiling by means of TR-MOKE or TR-XRMR
allows separating the local and non-local contribution in
laser induced ultrafast demagnetization [45,108]. Another
more direct way consists in using dichroic diffraction of
X-ray short pulses produced at XFEL or HHG sources.
Such techniques combine the adequate time and spatial
resolutions to investigate the magnetic and chemical prop-
erties at the nanometer scale. Among these techniques,
time-resolved resonant magnetic small angle X-ray scat-
tering (TR-SAXS) has been widely exploited. In such
experiments, a magnetic layer with periodic modulation at
the nanometer scale (heterogeneities, magnetic domains)
is excited by IR pump pulses while the diffraction pat-
terns of the polarized X-ray probe pulses are recorded
on a CCD camera placed behind the sample. In HHG-
based pump-probe set-up, the same femtosecond laser is
used to generate the XUV probe and the IR pump pulses
which makes the experiment almost jitter-free. In that
case the time resolution is given by the pulse durations
[111]. In FEL based experiments, achieving the ultimate
time resolution is much more challenging. The time res-
olution is deteriorated mainly by the fluctuations of the
XUV arrival times intrinsically connected to the emission
processes. For instance, in spite of duration below 100 fs
for both IR and XUV pulses, Pfau et al. have reported a
time resolution of approximately 240 fs at FLASH [112].
Along the past years, several technical solutions were
proposed and applied to circumvent this limitation. For
instance, these solutions were based on seeding of the
electron bunches by XUV pulses [113–115] or on pho-
toionization processes [116,117] in XUV-FEL while optical
switching connectors [118] or electronbeam-based align-
ment [119] were proposed in Hard X-ray FEL. The X-ray
photon energy match either the M (FERMI, FLASH,
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HHG) or L (LCLS) dichroic absorption edges of transi-
tion metals which gives the magnetic contrast and element
selectivity. Laser induced modification of the diffraction
patterns of labyrinth-like [112,120,121], or stripes mag-
netic domains [111] as well as chemical heterogeneities
at the nanoscale in amorphous alloys [122] have provided
valuable information (see Sect. 4.1).

Imaging of the ultrafast dynamics of magnetic domains
in direct space with nanoscale resolution is also feasible
by means of Fourier Transform Holography [123]. The
experimental set-up is based on TR-SAXS taking advan-
tage of the coherence of the X-ray pulses produced in
HHG [34,124] or XFEL sources [125,126]. In this case,
the transmitted X-ray pulses through the magnetic layer
are re-combined with reference X-ray pulses transmitted
through a pin-hole. An algorithm is then used in order to
retrieve the image from the speckle pattern.

In conclusion, we have briefly presented a non-
exhaustive list of experimental set-ups that allow prob-
ing the laser induced ultrafast magnetization dynamics.
We have limited the discussion on the in-depth resolu-
tion and element selectivity of these selected techniques.
In Section 4, we will describe how these experimental
techniques were operated in order to reveal the con-
tribution of spin-polarized electronic transport during
the laser induced ultrafast demagnetization. We would
like to mention here the time-resolved two-photon pho-
toemission which has the capabilities to monitor both
the photo-excited electronic distribution and the hot-
electron lifetime. Although these information are matters
of great importance when investigating laser induced
spin-polarized hot-electrons transport, we have left this
technique aside and we orient the reader towards an
exhaustive review on this subject [21].

3 Electronic transport following femtosecond
laser pulse excitations

In this section, we shortly describe electronic transport
following femtosecond laser pulse excitations, underlin-
ing the transition from ballistic to diffusive transport.
Then we present the model of superdiffusive transport
developed by Battiatio et al. [28,29] to describe ultrafast
magnetization dynamics.

3.1 Electronic transport: from ballistic to diffusive

In the early times of ultrafast dynamics triggered by
femtosecond laser irradiation, the most common way to
describe the space and time evolution of the electron
(Te) and lattice (Tp) temperatures was to use a two
temperatures model coupled with heat diffusion,

Ce[Te](z, t)
dTe(z, t)

dt
= gep(Tp(z, t)− Te(z, t))

+∇z(κe∇zTe(z, t)) + P (z, t),

Cp[Tp](z, t)
dTp(z, t)

dt
= gep(Te(z, t)− Tp(z, t))

+∇z(κp∇zTp(z, t)). (1)

Equation (1) describes the time dependence of the elec-
tron and the lattice temperatures, taking into account the
heat diffusion, the coupling to the lattice and the exci-
tation source. Ce and Cp are the electronic and lattice
heat capacities, respectively, κi represents the thermal
conductivity of electrons (e) and phonons (p), gep is
the electron-phonon coupling constant, and P(z,t) is the
power density deposited in the sample by the excitation
source. While this approach has been heavily used in the
past, its main drawback is that it assumes the electronic
and lattice systems to be both in thermal equilibrium
but having their own temperature. This hypothesis is
obviously not correct during the first few hundreds of
femtosecond following the laser pulse excitation.

Indeed, the absorption of femtosecond laser pulses trig-
gers the generation of excited carriers formed by electron-
hole pairs. Following laser excitations, with typical photon
energy of few eV, hot-electrons will move with a speed
close to the Fermi velocity which is of the order of 1 nm/fs
in metals. In ferromagnetic metals, the transport behav-
ior, such as the inelastic mean free path, lifetime and
velocity, strongly depends on the spins [22,24], As a con-
sequence, hot-electrons with majority spins travel faster
and further than hot-electrons with minority spins.

The theory of optically excited hot-electron transport
in metals is rather complex due to the effect related to
the band structure. Different transport regimes can be
characterized by the variance σ2 of the displacement of a
single particle distribution as a function of time which is
given by a power law:

σ2(t) ∼ tγ , (2)

where γ is called the anomalous diffusion exponent. Two
limits can be distinguished regarding hot-electron trans-
port. On a very short time scale, the transport is ballistic
and hot-electrons move in a straight line without expe-
riencing any scattering and so, conserving their angular
momentum and energy. It is characterized by γ = 2. In
such a case, hot-electrons move with a constant velocity. In
metals, the inelastic lifetime of photo-excited hot-electrons
is mainly related to the scattering with unexcited electrons
below the Fermi level and is of the orders of few tens of
fs. The associated inelastic mean free path can vary from
few nm for transition metals due to the presence of the
d bands just above the Fermi level to about 100 nm for
some noble metals such as Cu, Au and Ag [24].

On a longer timescale, electrons scatter between them-
selves or with phonon. The movement can be described
by a Brownian motion known as standard diffusion and is
characterized by an anomalous diffusion exponent γ = 1.
In such a case, unidirectional transport only takes place if
a gradient is present which can be thermal, of spin or of
charge.

However, both of these limits fail reproducing hot-
electron transport and taking into account the intermedi-
ate regime becomes a mandatory ingredient. The transient
evolution of the anomalous diffusion exponent from 1 to
2 characterizes the superdiffusive regime in which elec-
trons collide a few times before transferring their energy
and angular momentum (Fig. 1b). In this situation, not
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only the anomalous coefficient is changing but the hot-
electrons energy distribution is also evolving. Therefore,
the time dependences of both quantities have to be taken
into account in order to give an accurate description of
hot-electron transport following femtosecond laser pulse
excitation.

3.2 Superdiffusive spin transport in metallic
heterostructures

In order to understand the role of hot-electron trans-
port on the ultrafast magnetization dynamics, Battiato
et al. [28] developed a semiclassical model describing spin-
dependent transport in the superdiffusive regime. To do
so, they first considered optically excited electrons tak-
ing into account the probability distribution of the final
energy and the final spin state obtained by ab initio calcu-
lations and assuming the excitation to be spin-conserving.
Since sp electrons have a much larger mobility than d elec-
trons, the latter are described as quasilocalized and only
sp electrons are considered to contribute to the trans-
port. Simultaneously to the excitation of hot-electrons,
holes are created in the valence band but their mobility
being negligible on the relevant timescale, their transport
is neglected.

In the calculations, electrons are described as classical
particles and start moving ballistacally in a random
direction after being optically excited. They travel in a
straight line until the first scattering event. If they scat-
ter with a phonon or with an impurity, the scattering
can be considered as elastic. The electron energy is con-
served while its momentum is randomized. Hot-electrons
can also scatter with electrons at or below the Fermi
energy. In that case, the scattering is inelastic and there is
an energy transfer between both electrons depending on
the transition probability. After scattering, the electrons
keep moving as described previously.

Hot-electrons lifetimes and velocities were taken from
ab initio calculations [22–24]. Both parameters are mate-
rials and energy dependent since they are strongly related
to the band structure and their product defines the inelas-
tic mean free path. In a ferromagnetic material, these
parameters are spin dependent due to the presence of
the exchange splitting. Usually, excited majority carriers
possess a longer inelastic mean free path than minority
carriers. As a result, they are much more mobile creat-
ing a depletion of majority spins at the surface exposed
to the laser excitation. When the ferromagnetic layer is in
contact with a nonmagnetic metal, excited majority carri-
ers can escape out of a ferromagnetic layer while minority
carriers remain trapped as sketched in Figure 1a.

This spin dependent superdiffusive transport induces
a modification of the magnetization in the excited area
as presented in Figure 1c. Results of the calculation are
spread between the two dashed curves due to the depen-
dence of the value on the inelastic mean free path. They
correctly reproduce the ultrafast variation of the magne-
tization measured by time resolved XMCD in a thin Ni
film [100]. Therefore, Battiato et al. [28] concluded that
superdiffusive transport is a dominant mechanism in the

Fig. 1. (a) Schematic representation of spin dependent hot-
electron transport in a magnetic heterostructure. The mobile
majority carriers move out of the Ni layer leading to a mod-
ification of the magnetization. (b) Time dependence of the
anomalous diffusion coefficient computed for a particle with
constant velocity and an inelastic lifetime of 10 fs (full red
curve) or 40 fs (dashed black curve). The anomalous diffusion
exponent is given by γ = 2/dW (adapted from [29]). (c) Calcu-
lated laser-induced demagnetization in Ni. The results of the
calculation vary between both dashed curves depending on the
inelastic mean free path. Simulations are compared to experi-
mental results obtained by time resolved XMCD measurements
(blue dots) [100] (adapted from Battiato et al. [28,29]). The red
solid Gaussian curve represents the temporal structure of the
laser pulse used to excite the sample.

process of ultrafast demagnetization during the first few
hundred femtoseconds.

As a follow up of this work, they considered typi-
cal heterostructures such as presented in Figure 1a but
with the idea of comparing a ferromagnetic/nonmagnetic
metallic layered junction such as Ni/Al or Fe/ Al with
a ferromagnetic/nonmagnetic insulator such as Ni/MgO
and Fe/MgO [29]. According to their calculations, replac-
ing the metallic layer by an insulating layer constrains
the excited carriers within the ferromagnet. Therefore,
the average magnetization of the ferromagnet in contact
with an insulating layer is conserved. However, the mag-
netization varies with the depth of the ferromagnet, the
region close to the surface excited by the laser being
demagnetized due to an accumulation of minority spin
carriers while the area close to the insulating layer show-
ing an increased magnetization due to an accumulation
of majority spin carriers. Probing these heterostructures
using MOKE should lead to a non-zero demagnetization
signal in both cases due to the rather fast magneto-optical
sensitivity decay with the sample depth. Therefore, a
much larger demagnetization should be observed when the
ferromagnetic layer is in contact with a metallic layer.

Recently, a microscopic model based on a spin-
dependent Boltzmann equation was developed by
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Fig. 2. (a) Variation of the reflectivity at the back side of a Au film of different thicknesses while excited at the front surface.
(b) Sample thickness as a function of the time of flight for various Au films of 500, 1000, 15 000, 2000 and 3000 Å thick (adapted
from Brorson et al. [137]).

Nenno et al. [127]. In their work, they implemented
energy-dependent distributions allowing modeling of the
laser excitation while using a parabolic band to describe
the dispersion in a nonmagnetic metal. The injection from
a ferromagnetic layer into the normal metal (Fig. 3a) was
split in two parts, each describing a spin direction. There-
fore, only the spin and charge dynamics in a non-magnetic
Au layer was modeled. They showed that the injection of
holes at the Fe-Au interface could be neglected, leaving
only the hot-electrons to enter the Au layer. Furthermore,
they showed that in order to understand the spin dynam-
ics, it is mandatory to take into account the energetic
distribution of the injected carriers, their velocities as well
as the spin dependent scattering. Finally, no modelling of
the spin transport in the ferromagnetic layer itself was pre-
sented which is of prime importance to correctly calculate
the charge and spin dynamics in this system.

In Section 4, we present different experimental studies
that tried to quantify the relative contributions of hot-
electron transport and local dissipation mechanisms on
the ultrafast magnetization dynamics.

4 Hot-electrons induced magnetization
dynamics

Since the demonstration by Beaurepaire et al. that a fem-
tosecond laser pulse can quench the magnetization of a 3d
metal within less than a picosecond [11], a large amount
of researches has been devoted to discover the micro-
scopic processes governing the magnetization dynamics
far from equilibrium. For instance, different models have
been developed based on a direct coupling between the
photon field and the spin bath [44,128], on spin-flip pro-
cesses induced by electron scattering with particles or
quasiparticles [25–27,38,100,129–134], or explaining the
loss of magnetization considering thermal mechanisms
[135,136]. Transport and relaxation mechanisms of photo-
excited carriers in metals have been widely studied for
more than 25 years. However, their role on the ultrafast

magnetization dynamics really started to be explored dur-
ing the last 10 years. In this section, we will first focus
on the role played by hot-electron transport in the loss
of magnetization within a single ferromagnetic layer and
multilayer systems. In a second part, we will review how
hot-electron pulses can be used to demagnetize a ferro-
magnet. Finally, we will look at the case of ultrafast spin
transfer torque following hot-electron transport within a
magnetic multilayer.

4.1 Ultrafast demagnetization induced by
hot-electron transport

The first evidence of ultrafast electronic transport fol-
lowing a laser pulse excitation was observed in a single
Au layer by Brorson et al. [137]. The experiment was
relatively simple. A Au layer of various thicknesses was
deposited on a sapphire substrate. The laser excitation
was focused on the front of the sample while probing the
change in reflectivity induced at the back by electronic
temperature changes. The results are showed in Figure 2a.
A clear delay in the onset of the signal was reported when
increasing the Au layer thickness (Fig. 2b). However, the
delay remained shorter than the electron phonon relax-
ation time suggesting that the heat transport was carried
by electrons that are out of equilibrium. It was lately
shown that scattering of the excited electrons depends
on the crystal structures of the samples, a larger scatter-
ing being observed in polycrystalline samples compared
to single-crystals resulting in an average slower effective
velocity in the case of thick films [138]. From this moment,
it was clear that ballistic and diffusive electronic trans-
ports had to be taken into account when dealing with
ultrafast laser excitation in metallic systems [139].

In magnetic materials, as presented in Section 3, it
was suggested that spin-dependent transport of optically
excited hot-electrons could result in a modification of the
magnetization due to a redistribution of minority and
majority spins within the ferromagnetic layer itself or
within an adjacent metallic layer [28]. Following the state-
ment of Battiato et al. that superdiffusive processes play a
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Fig. 3. (a) Schematic representation of the experimental con-
figuration using a back pump excitation and a front probe
to measure the magnetic contribution to the second harmonic
generation (mSHG) due to hot-electron propagation into a Au
layer. (b) Second harmonic magnetic contrast measured at the
Au top surface for two different Au thicknesses (adapted from
Melnikov et al. [70]).

main role, and can explain wholly the ultrafast demagneti-
zation process during the first few hundred femtoseconds,
the quest for experimental demonstration started; even
though a clear evidence of the influence of hot-electron
transport on the ultrafast magnetization dynamics was
already reported by Malinowski et al. [43]. Therefore,
researcher tried to quantify the relative contribution of
hot-electron transport and local dissipation of angular
momentum by spin-flip scattering.

The simplest structure to explore this phenomenon con-
sists of a single ferromagnetic layer. The first attempt to
provide an answer to this fundamental question in such a
system was undertaken by Melnikov et al. [70]. Using an
epitaxial system consisting of Au/Fe/MgO(001), Melnikov
and collaborators chose to excite the Fe layer by shining
a laser pulse through the MgO substrate. By probing the
transient spin polarization at the top Au surface with sec-
ond harmonic generation, they evidence the existence of a
spin-polarized current of hot carriers going from the Fe to
the Au layer (Fig. 3). They also showed that the transport
was a mixture of ballistic and diffusive propagation due to
the energy-dependent hot carriers relaxation times which
was found to be about 1 ps.

Later on, a similar approach was undertaken by
Schellekens et al. [140]. In order to control the spin trans-
port and verify the prediction of Battiato et al. [29], they
grew a Ni thin film on an insulating sapphire substrate and
they measured the ultrafast demagnetization by exciting
the Ni layer with a laser pulse hitting the front or the back

Fig. 4. (a) Schematic representation of the sample excitation
and measurement configurations. Magnetization dynamic as
a function of the time delay for (b) a front and (c) a back
pulsed laser excitation for various thicknesses of a Ni thin film
deposited on Sapphire. Insets show the extracted demagneti-
zation times as a function of the Ni thickness (adapted from
Schellekens et al. [140]).

of the sample while constantly probing from the front side
(Fig. 4a). The idea behind the experiment is the follow-
ing. In the case of local angular momentum dissipation,
both front and back-pump experiments should result in a
similar demagnetization. In the case of ultrafast demagne-
tization induced solely by transport of excited carriers, a
front-pump configuration should lead to a decrease of the
magnetization due to a flow of majority electrons toward
the substrate. When pumped from the samples back side,
an increase of the magnetization is expected due to a flow
of majority electrons towards the probe spot.

First of all, they showed that both front and back-
pump excitations lead to a demagnetization of the Ni
layer (Figs. 4b and 4c). By analyzing the demagnetization
curves in more details, they extracted the timescale for
demagnetization and they found out that there is no dif-
ference between the two scenarios. Moreover, they clearly
showed that the reduction of the magneto-optical quench-
ing as a function of the Ni thickness can be attributed
to a decrease in the absorption when the Ni thickness
is increased for both configurations. Therefore, all these
results demonstrate that transport plays no significant
role in the demagnetization of ferromagnetic Ni thin
films on insulating substrates. By combining pump-probe
TR-MOKE experiments with time-resolved density func-
tional theory calculations, Shokeen et al. confirmed that
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in Ni, spin flips are the main mechanism leading to global
demagnetization [141].

In order to confirm those results, they finally grew a
thin film of Ni on top of a wedge of Al. In the case of
ultrafast demagnetization governed by hot-electron trans-
port, the presence of such a metallic layer should lead to
an enhancement of the quenching due to transport of spins
outside of the ferromagnet. Results of the measurements
showed that the characteristic demagnetization time is not
influenced by the presence of the metallic layer. More-
over, increasing the Al thickness results in a decrease of
the maximum quenching which does not support a signif-
icant role of transport in the demagnetization process of
ferromagnetic thin films. More recently, Wieczorek et al.
investigated the relative contribution of transport and
local angular momentum dissipation in another system,
namely Co/Cu(100), using the complex magneto-optical
Kerr effect as described in Section 2.1 [45]. By comparing
their measurements to calculations based on the micro-
scopic three-temperature model (M3TM) and on spin
diffusion equation, they revealed that spin-flip plays a
major role in the near-surface region at delays just above
200 fs while spin transport processes are located near
the bottom Co-Cu interface and took place on a shorter
timescale, earlier than 100 fs at which the hot-electrons
are not thermalized yet. Unlike the previous reports in the
case of Ni films by Schellekens et al. [102], spin transport
processes play a significant role in Co films. Such disparate
behavior has been recently confirmed by Shokeen et al.
[141].

Surprisingly, the study of Hofherr et al. provides clear
evidences of femtosecond injection of spin current from
a Ni layer into a metallic Au substrate [142]. They con-
cluded that the demagnetization dynamics in this system
is mainly caused by hot-electrons transport. These results
are in clear contradiction with previous works presented
above. Therefore, it seems essential to start focusing on
the role played by the interface in the ability to inject spin-
polarized hot-electrons from a ferromagnetic layer into an
adjacent nonmagnetic metal.

While the precedent paragraphs were focused on het-
erostructures containing a single ferromagnetic layer, evi-
dence of hot-electron transport and its influence on the
ultrafast demagnetization was mostly studied in mag-
netic multilayers. In 2008, a pioneering experiment was
reported by Malinowski et al. [43]. A schematic description
of the experiment and the principal results are reported
in Figure 5a. The original idea was to use a multilayer
made of two ferromagnetic layers separated by either a
metallic layer (Ru) or an insulating layer (NiO) in order
to control the hot-electrons flow between them. Laser
excited spin-polarized hot-electrons are created in both
magnetic layers and travel ballistically from one to the
other, transferring angular momentum. In the case of
an insulating spacer, no difference in the ultrafast mag-
netization dynamics was observed between a parallel or
antiparallel alignment of the magnetizations. In the case
of a metallic spacer, the initial demagnetization is larger
and faster in the case of an anti-parallel alignment com-
pared to a parallel alignment. The authors explained this
difference by spin-polarized hot-electron flow, allowing for

Fig. 5. (a) Schematic representation of laser excited electrons
transport in magnetic heterostructures. (b) Normalized Kerr
signal measured for parallel (P – diamonds) or antiparallel
(AP – circles) alignment of the magnetizations (adapted from
Malinowski et al. [43]).

interlayer transfer of spin angular momentum between the
ferromagnetic layers (Fig. 5).

Later on, similar results were reported by Wei
et al. who studied the ultrafast demagnetization in
CoFeB/MgO/CoFeB magnetic tunnel junctions [143].
Beside a more efficient ultrafast demagnetization observed
for an antiparallel alignment of both CoFeB magne-
tizations, they showed that the enhancement due to
superdiffusive spin transport increased with increasing
the laser fluence before saturating to a maximum value.
These results seem contradictory with the results of Mali-
nowski et al. in which no transport of excited electrons
was evidenced in the case of a NiO spacer [43]. This could
be explained by the different tunneling barriers obtained
with MgO and NiO but also by the antiferromagnetic
order in the NiO thin layer which might increase the spin
scattering.

The advent of ultrafast X-ray and extreme-ultraviolet
sources allowed for probing spin dynamics in different
magnetic layers within the same heterostructure due to
the chemical selectivity (cf Sect. 2.1). Using table-top
laser-based high-harmonic generation sources, Rudolph
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Fig. 6. Layer-selective magnetization dynamics measured by
T-MOKE using high-harmonics in substrate / Ta(3 nm) /
Fe(4 nm) / Ru(1.7 nm) / Ni(5 nm) / Si3N4(6 nm) showing a
clear enhancement of the Fe magnetization (adapted from
Turgut et al. [144]).

et al. simultaneously measured the spin dynamic of Fe
and Ni in a Ni/Ru/Fe trilayer [144,145]. One of the most
exciting result is reported in Figure 6. As surprising as
it might be, femtosecond laser excitation of this system
resulted in an increase of the magnetization in the Fe
film. This counterintuitive result was attributed to the
large supperdiffusive majority spin currents flowing from
the top Ni layer into the Fe layer while minority spins were
mainly trapped in the Ni layer due to their much shorter
lifetimes. A detailed interpretation of these results indi-
cates that heating, and therefore spin-flip processes, play
a minor role in ultrafast demagnetization dynamics.

The same group performed complementary experiments
to disentangle the contributions of spin-flip scattering and
spin-transport processes in similar multilayers. In order to
modify the ratio between both processes, they used dif-
ferent spacer layers with different spin lifetime or even
an insulating Si3N4 to fully suppress spin currents [144].
Their results could only be explained by the simulta-
neous presence of both interlayer spin-current flow and
spin-flip processes. By inverting the Ni and Fe layer in
the structure, they have also noticed that the spin cur-
rent is directional. Indeed, it preferentially flows towards
the bottom of the sample. A plausible explanation would
rely on the fact that the top interface would reflects the
spins while the Ta seed layer would act as a strong spin
scatterer, therefore reducing the majority spins flowing
from the buried ferromagnetic layer. Another explanation
might be related to the occurrence of time dependent ther-
mal gradient due to the absorption profile of the laser
pulse within the multilayer.

Schellekens et al. investigated the same structure by
TR-MOKE using a material- and/or depth-resolved tech-
nique (cf Sect. 2.1) [61]. They could access to both layers
magneto-optical signal independently (Fig. 7a) and mea-
sured the ultrafast magnetization of both Ni and Fe layers
(Figs. 7b and 7c). Their results unambiguously showed
a more effective and faster demagnetization when both
layers magnetizations are antiparallel. They estimated
that roughly 30% of the Ni demagnetization was due to
superdiffusive spin currents coming from the Fe layer.

Fig. 7. (a) One branch of the hysteresis loop is shown for an
angle of the quarter wave plate (QWP) α = −7◦, showing only
the contribution to the MO contrast from Fe and the same is
shown in the case of α = −68◦, showing only the contribution
to the MO contrast from Ni. Demagnetization traces of Ni (b)
and Fe (c). The lines are fit to the data and the shaded areas
represent the errors due to the mixing of the Ni and Fe MO
signals (adapted from Schellekens et al. [61]).

However, a major difference with the results reported by
Rudolph et al. was pointed out. They did not observe
an ultrafast increase of the Fe magnetization. Moreover,
they found that the Fe transient demagnetization was sim-
ilar for both parallel and antiparallel alignments, casting
doubt on the superdiffusive spin transport contribution.
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Fig. 8. (a) Azimuthally integrated SAXS intensity (see inset)
probed by a delayed X-ray pulse produced by the FEL. (b)
Time evolution of the shift of the integrated SAXS maximum
intensity. (c) Temporal evolution of the magnetization in a
selected area at the start (top left) and after 300 fs (top right)
calculated by Monte-Carlo simulation of the superdiffusive
spin-transport (scale bar, 200 nm) and resulting domain-wall
profile (bottom). The blue line corresponds to the initial pro-
file while the green one is obtained after 300 fs. (d) Temporal
evolution of the shift of the SAXS maximum intensity obtained
by simulation (line) and from the experiment (points and
error bars). The grey area reflects the uncertainties of the
simulations (adapted from Pfau et al. [112]).

Even though the magnetic multilayers were similar, both
studies were performed for different laser fluences. Indeed,
a much stronger excitation was used in the work of Rudolf
et al. [145]. This might results in a higher spin transport
contribution for larger laser fluences [143].

The role of superdiffusive transport was also investi-
gated in single ferromagnetic layers showing a magnetic
domain structure. In such a system, magnetic domain
walls separate domains with opposite magnetization.
Hence, they play a similar role as the spacer that is
used in a multilayer structure. However, two principal dif-
ferences can be pointed out when comparing this with
a multilayer approach. First, the sample is chemically
homogenous avoiding therefore any disruption in the band

structure. Second, in this configuration, any effect of
ultrafast electronic transport mainly comes from lateral
electronic motion.

Pfau et al. used time resolved magnetic small-angle
X-ray scattering (SAXS) to study the magnetic response
to ultrafast laser excitation of a lateral maze domain
pattern [112]. They showed that the SAXS intensity
decreases after exposure to laser excitation which reflects
the decrease of the average domain magnetization. What
is more remarkable is the presence of a shift in the
momentum transfer showing similar dynamic to the loss
of magnetization on the femtosecond timescale (Fig. 8). In
order to explain the spatial modification of the maze struc-
ture following laser excitation, they proposed that spin-
dependent transport of optically excited hot-electrons
across the domain walls strongly modifies its magneti-
zation profile, therefore changing the domains scattering
form factor.

Using a similar system presenting a nanoscale mag-
netic domain network, Vodungbo et al. did not observe
any modification of the magnetic structure [111]. How-
ever, they showed that the demagnetization is significantly
faster compared to a uniformly magnetized system of
similar composition. Moreover, the characteristic demag-
netization time has been shown to be independent of the
amplitude of magnetization quenching in contradiction
with experimental reports on similar systems uniformely
magnetized [146]. To explain these results, they also came
to the conclusion that there is a direct spin angular
momentum transfer between neighboring domains.

In order to verify this explanation, Moisan et al. inves-
tigated the dynamics of similar samples for different
magnetic configurations. By changing the applied mag-
netic field during the experiment, they modified the
magnetic domain structure going from a periodic sys-
tem in the absence of magnetic field to a fully saturated
system at high magnetic field. In the case of an interme-
diate magnetic field, one kind of domain was favored and
these domains expanded at the expense of the other. The
presence of hot-electron spin transport between neigh-
boring domains should result in the alteration of the
demagnetization dynamics and in a larger demagnetiza-
tion amplitude. However, no contribution either to the
characteristic demagnetization time or to the demagneti-
zation amplitude was observed. Therefore they concluded
that the demagnetization was mainly due to spin flip
processes.

Although the spin-polarized transport of hot-electrons
plays a significant role on the time scale required for hot-
electrons thermalization, the huge experimental efforts
provided so far have shown that such mechanism alone
cannot explain the whole complexity of laser induced
demagnetization.

4.2 Ultrafast magnetization dynamics induced by
unpolarized hot-electrons

New interest in the role of hot-electrons transport has
emerged since Eschenlohr et al. reported sub-picosecond
magnetization dynamics induced by optically generated
hot-electrons [147]. The authors used IR laser pulses to
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excite an out of equilibrium distribution of hot-electrons
in a Au(30 nm) layer deposited on top of a Ni(15 nm) layer.
The Au capping layer was supposed to absorb more than
90% of incident IR laser pulses and thus to avoid direct
laser excitation in the buried Ni layer. The subsequent
magnetization dynamics of the Ni layer, as well as the
direct laser induced dynamics in an uncapped Ni thin film
used as reference, were monitored by time-resolved XMCD
at the femtoslicing beamline at BESSYII (Fig. 9). The
laser fluences for the capped and uncapped samples were
tuned in order to ensure equivalent absorbed energy. The
authors reported ultrafast quenching of the 3d magnetic
order in the Ni layer for both the direct and indirect IR
laser excitation, with similar demagnetization amplitudes
and characteristic times. In the case of indirect excitation,
they have attributed the demagnetization to the excited
hot-electrons transport from the Au layer towards the
Ni layer. The slight delay revealed by the comparison of
the direct and indirect excitations was attributed to the
time required for the hot-electrons to cross the Au layer
before interacting with the Ni magnetization. Their sce-
nario was corroborated by numerical calculation based on
the superdiffusive spin transport theory of hot-electrons
[28,148]. The authors concluded that the direct interaction
of IR photons with the electronic bath of the excited mag-
netic material is not the only source of ultrafast dynamics
and those hot-electrons are as efficient as direct IR laser
excitation to induce demagnetization. However, the inter-
pretations extracted from these exciting pioneer results
were contested due to the under estimation of transmitted
light through the Au capping layer.

Later on, Eschenlohr’s conclusions were strengthened
by Vodungbo et al. who performed time-resolved res-
onant magnetic small-angle X-ray scattering, at the
SXR instruments (LCLS-Stanford), on two ferromag-
netic (Co0.4 nm/Pd0.2 nm) × 30 multilayers (ML) capped
either with Al(3 nm) or with Al(40 nm) [121]. The former
is referred as the uncapped ML while the latter is referred
as the capped ML. The authors made sure that the IR
intensity transmitted through the Al(40 nm) capping layer
was negligible. The uncapped Co/Pd ML presented a con-
ventional demagnetization upon direct laser excitation,
similar to what was previously measured in such samples
[102,111]. On the contrary, the capped Co/Pd ML showed
a delayed onset, a lower demagnetization amplitude, and a
slower demagnetization rate (Fig. 10). Following Eschen-
lohr’s claim [147], they attributed these features to the
hot-electrons induced demagnetization in the capped ML.
The discrepancies between both studies [147], such as the
slower demagnetization rate and the longer delay for the
demagnetization onset, were attributed to both the broad-
ening of the electron distribution and the thicker capping
layer. Although in qualitative agreements in respect with
the overall scenario, Vodungbo et al. remained cautious
regarding the mechanisms by which the hot-electrons
triggered the demagnetization in the buried Co/Pd ML.
They also pointed out that the shorter hot-electron life
time in Al compared to Au could be responsible for the
pulse stretching. This work has definitely settled the con-
troversy raised by Khorsand et al. [149] concerning the
hot-electrons induced demagnetization but it has called

Fig. 9. (a) Time evolution of the magnetization of Ni reference
sample (open symbols) and Au/Ni sample (filled symbols) after
excitation with a femtosecond laser pulse. (b) Calculated time
evolution of the average magnetization of the Ni film, in the
Ni reference layer and Au/Ni sample (adapted from Eschenlohr
et al. [147]).

for further investigations to reveal the transport regime
of hot-electrons and the microscopic mechanisms that
allow transferring angular momentum on the femtosecond
time-scale.

Bergeard et al. [46] and Salvatella et al. [47] published
almost simultaneously investigations of hot-electrons
induced demagnetization performed by tuning the thick-
ness of the non-magnetic capping layers. In both reports,
the data acquisition was based on table-top time-resolved
magneto-optical Kerr effect (TR-MOKE) which is well
suited for such systematic investigations. In the former
publication, the authors have investigated Pt(3 nm)/Cu(d
nm)/[Co/Pt](4 nm) multilayers (Fig. 11a) while in the lat-
ter, the authors have investigated Al(d nm)/Ni(10 nm)
bi-layers. Both studies revealed a thickness of the cap-
ping layer (dCu = 60 nm and dAl = 30 nm) at which the
direct laser excitation of the magnetic layer is ruled out
and above which hot-electrons induced demagnetization
became predominant. On one hand, Bergeard et al. have
reported a linear dependence of the onset of demagneti-
zation with the Cu thickness over the investigated range
(Fig. 11b). This was attributed to ballistic transport of
hot-electrons [137,138]. The characteristic features of the
demagnetization were successfully simulated by using the
microscopic 3 temperatures model [26] in which a source
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Fig. 10. (a) Resonant magnetic scattering pattern recorded at
the Co L3 edge. The pattern in inset was obtained with a sin-
gle X-ray pulse. Averaging over about thousands shots reveals
scattering up to the fifth order (even orders are suppressed). (b)
Normalized magnetic scattering intensity as a function of the
delay for capped (blue symbols) and uncapped (red symbols)
samples (adapted from [111]).

term was implemented taking into account a ballistic hot-
electrons pulse [46]. On the other hand, Salvatella et al.
reported a slope break in the thickness dependence of
the characteristic demagnetization times at d= 30 nm [47].
This behavior was attributed to diffusive heat transport
by hot-electrons. Their interpretation was supported by
solving the diffusion equation.

Few experimental investigations of hot-electrons
induced demagnetization have been carried out up to
now, but they have nonetheless revealed that the direct
laser excitation is not a prerequisite to achieve ultrafast
demagnetization and that hot-electron induced demagne-
tization is as efficient as laser induced demagnetization.
These studies have also pointed out that the materials
used to transport the excited electrons determine their
transport regime, diffusive for Al [47,121] or ballistic
for Cu [46]. Nevertheless, the discussion concerning the

Fig. 11. (a) Time evolution of the normalized Kerr signal
for different Cu thickness. (b) Cu thickness dependence of the
induced delay in the onset of demagnetization (top) and of the
characteristic demagnetization time (bottom) (adapted from
Bergeard et al. [46]).

microscopic mechanisms that allows transferring angular
momentum on the sub-picosecond time scale is far from
being solved since both the non-local superdiffusive
spin transport [28,147,148] and the local microscopic 3
temperatures models [26,46] were invoked.

4.3 Manipulation of spin with hot-electrons: towards
femtosecond spintronics

This growing field of hot-electron induced demagneti-
zation opens the route towards femtosecond spintronics
using the spin transfer torque effect [150,151]. In the fol-
lowing, we report recent studies that took advantage of
hot-electron transport to not only demagnetize a mag-
netic film but to manipulate its magnetization. It has
been shown almost simultaneously that both ballistic
[46] and diffusive [47,121] transport of hot-electrons lead
to ultrafast demagnetization. Similarly, manipulation of
magnetization by ultrafast spin-transfer torque either by

https://epjb.epj.org/


Page 14 of 20 Eur. Phys. J. B (2018) 91: 98

Fig. 12. (a) Structure used to investigate ultrafast STT. (b)
Longitudinal MOKE measurements for a 5 nm Cu spacing
layer. The field is applied at 30 degres angle from the film plane.
(c) Time-resolved measurements of the out-of-plane compo-
nent of the magnetization for different magnetic configuration
as depicted by the arrows on the right hand-side. Adapted from
[154].

ballistic or diffusive hot-electrons were reported by dif-
ferent groups [152–154]. In these articles, femtosecond IR
laser pulses were used in order to generate spin-polarized
hot-electron pulses that propagate towards a ferromag-
netic layer whose magnetization dynamics was recorded
by means of TR-MOKE. The authors used spin valves
structures in which the first ferromagnetic layer is used as
a spin-polarizer while the second magnetic layer is used
as a detector (Fig. 12a). Since both experiments aimed
at revealing the spin-torque exerted by the spin-polarized
hot-electrons on the magnetization of the detector layer,
the two ferromagnetic layers possessed crossed magnetic
anisotropies, one pointing in the sample plane while the
second one being out-of-plane. This crossed configuration
enhanced the torque and avoided any threshold, inherent
to parallel anisotropies configuration [2].

In the experiment proposed by Schellekens et al. [154],
the whole sample was fully excited by the laser pulse,
just as in previous experiments [43]. They reported two
oscillation regimes that are superimposed with the con-
ventional laser induced demagnetization (Fig. 12c). They
presented a detailed investigation by varying the non-
magnetic inter-layer and their thicknesses, the amplitude
of the magnetic field as well as the magnetic configurations

of both magnetic layers. Finally, they concluded that the
precessional phase of the in-plane magnetized layer was
determined by the orientation of the out-of-plane mag-
netized layer, which is fully consistent with an ultrafast
laser-induced spin transfer torque. The second contri-
bution was assigned to a precession in the out-of-plane
magnetized layer due to a laser induced modification of the
local anisotropy. Furthermore, they extracted the amount
of angular momentum transferred from the out-of-plane
to the in-plane magnetized layer. A maximum of only 2%
of the spin participating in the demagnetization of the
top out-of-plane layer are absorbed in the bottom layer
for a Cu spacing layer of 2 nm. This amount decreases
exponentially when the thickness increases due to the
enhancement of spin flip scattering with a spin transfer
length of about 13 nm for Cu. This length is strongly
reduced to 3 nm in the case of Pt.

In the results reported by Choi et al., the fs laser
pulses are fully absorbed in the top Pt(30 nm) capping
layer resulting in an ultrafast rise of electronic tempera-
ture [152,155]. The thermal transport from the excited Pt
top layer towards the buried layers trig the demagnetiza-
tion of the adjacent ferromagnetic [Co/Pt] multilayer as
described in the previous section [47,121]. The demagne-
tization is followed by the emission of spin currents that
are used to excite a second CoFeB magnetic layer. More-
over, they showed that spin-dependent Seebeck effect has
a significant contribution on the thermal STT because its
duration of about 100 ps is far longer than the generation
of spin current induced by the magnetization loss (∼3 ps)
as they pointed out in another publication [153]. Finally,
they demonstrated that an energy fluence of ∼4 J m−2

induces a tilting of the precessing layer of ∼1% only. They
propose that this efficiency can be increased by control-
ling the band structure using half-metallic materials for
instance.

Razdolski et al. used a similar structure composed of
two Fe layers separated by a thick Au layer [156]. A sub-
picosecond spin current pulse is generated by exciting the
top Fe layer. The magnetization of both Fe layers were
orthogonal in order to optimize the torque exerted by the
hot-electrons entering the bottom Fe layer. This results in
the excitation of spin dynamics in the bottom Fe layer.
Due to the very short penetration depth of spin-polarized
hot-electrons into the Fe layer, confined high frequency
perpendicular spin-waves with non-zero k vectors are
excited. From their measurements (Fig. 13), excitations
up to the mode n = 4 were observed with a frequency
as large as 0.56 THz. Therefore, hot-electron induced spin
transfer torque is one of the most efficient mechanism for
exciting spin-waves with high k vectors. The same group
demonstrated that the generation of ultrashort spin cur-
rent pulses in this sample was related to the existence of
a nonthermal spin-dependent Seebeck effect [157]. They
give clear evidence of ballistic transport of spin-polarized
electrons in the Au layer. Using a sample structure sim-
ilar to the one presented in Figure 12a, and varying the
number of repetitions of the [Co/Ni] multilayer, Lalieu
et al. showed that the efficiency of STT does not depends
on the number of repetition of [Co/Ni] bilayers [158]. In
other words, the amount of angular momentum absorbed
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Fig. 13. (a) Time resolved MOKE measured in four different
geometries depicted on the right handside. (b) Fourier spec-
trum of some similar measurements (left panel). The red line
shows the calculated spin wave dispersion curve where DFe is
the magnon stiffness (right panel). Adapted from [156].

in the Co layer is similar to the one lost in the [Co/Ni].
This raises question about the mechanism involved in the
optical-STT and more specially on the generation of spin
current by ultrashort laser pulse excitations.

The use of photoexcited hot-electrons was recently
extended to reverse the magnetization in GdFeCo ferri-
magnets [159,160]. Indeed, Wilson et al. reported that
a single laser pulse could reverse the magnetization of
GdFeCo buried below a thick Au layer [159]. They demon-
strated that thermal currents were responsible for the
magnetization reversal. Xu and collaborators studied the
possibility to reverse the magnetization of GdFeCo using
hot-electron excitation [160]. While the sample structures
are quite similar in both studies, Xu et al., using Cu
instead of Au, showed that the transport of hot-electrons
generated in a Pt layer and propagating through the
Cu layer was ballistic. Furthermore, magnetization rever-
sal was observed in GdFeCo samples with a composition
presenting a compensation temperature above or below
room temperature, proving that one of the limiting fac-
tors for the observation of magnetization switching is the
demagnetizing field that tends to break the uniformly
magnetized sample into a multi-domain configuration.
Moreover, comparing direct laser and hot-electrons exci-
tations, it was demonstrated that both kind of excitations
lead to the same magnetization reversal dynamics with

a complete reversal achieved in 40 ps. Finally, consider-
ing a bit of 20× 20× 10 nm3, the switching energy was
estimated to be about ∼4 fJ [160], which is one order of
magnitude lower than the one required in STT-MRAM
[161].

A step forward in the implementation of fully integrated
ultrafast spintronics was undertaken by Yang et al., who
demonstrated ultrafast switching of GdFeCo by a sin-
gle sub-10 ps electrical pulse generated by a photo-switch
[162]. The energy density required to switch the mag-
netization is projected to be only ∼3.5 fJ for a 20 nm3

cell.

5 Conclusion and outlook

The field of laser induced ultrafast magnetization dynam-
ics has been intensively studied during the last two
decades. The accumulated knowledge has shown that
several processes occur on the femtosecond time scale
following laser excitation. It has swept away the idea
of explaining the ultrafast demagnetization by a single
microscopic mechanism. As a consequence, recent efforts
were focused on the respective contributions of local and
non-local mechanisms to dissipate the angular momentum
during the ultrafast demagnetization. Among these mech-
anisms, this review aimed at exposing some of the major
experimental and theoretical works that have specifically
addressed the relevance of super-diffusive transport of spin
polarized hot-electrons. This review also aimed at showing
that optically generated hot-electrons and spin currents
have opened new routes to manipulate the magnetiza-
tion on the sub-picosecond time scale. These new exciting
developments allow us to deepen our knowledge related to
the ultrafast loss of magnetization, to modify the magne-
tization dynamics as well as manipulating magnetization
through the ultrafast spin transfer torque.

Despite the recent advances presented in this review,
different questions remain without answer. For instance,
what are the spin-dependent scattering processes con-
trolling superdiffusive spin transport? How do locally
absorbed hot-electrons when injected into a ferromagnet
interact with magnons or phonons? Does the spin diffu-
sion length of photoexcited hot-electrons differ from the
one measured at the Fermi energy? What is the role
played by the interfaces? Can non-equilibrium spin cur-
rent be filtered to improve the spin polarization? How
would spin-polarized hot carriers interact with an insu-
lating ferromagnet? And finally, would it be possible to
reverse in a controlled way the magnetization of a ferro-
magnetic layer by injection of photoexcited spin-polarized
hot-electrons?

We have restricted the topic of this review to the role
of hot-electrons transport during laser induced ultrafast
demagnetization and on how these optically generated
hot-electrons and spin currents can be used to manipu-
late the magnetization on the sub-picosecond time-scale.
However, no doubt that the capacities offered by optically
excited hot-electrons in metals represent the next revo-
lution in ultrafast spintronics and magnetization manip-
ulation [163]. Among these perspectives, an extremely
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exciting application of laser induced spin currents deals
with THz emission [164]. Kampfarth et al. have excited
ultrafast spin currents in a Fe layer with femtosecond
laser pulses that they have injected into a non-magnetic
capping layer [165]. Spin currents are then converted in
intense and broadband THz electromagnetic pulses. By
changing the metallic capping layer, they were able to
modulate the emission spectrum of the induced THz radi-
ation [165] and extend it up to 30 THz [166]. They
concluded that the amplitudes of their THz emitters are
only two order of magnitude smaller than standard THz
sources. They foresee this gap could be overcome by
optimizing the magnetic heterostructure. Huisman et al.
have investigated the helicity-dependence of laser induced
THz emission in similar magnetic heterostructures for
a broader range of non-magnetic materials [167]. Fur-
thermore, Spin injection in semi-conductor which possess
longer spin diffusion length than metals is one of the major
prospect to develop efficient spintronic devices. Recently,
Battiato et al. have predicted that the excitation of mobile
spin-polarized hot-electrons pulses in a Ni films by fem-
tosecond laser pulses allows gigantic spin injection in a Si
layer [168]. Even though some experimental issues exist,
clear evidence of spin injection into Si has been reported
[169]. However, an alternative system like Fe/GaAs might
prove more promising since it is a well-known and estab-
lished system which has been studied for almost 20 years
[170].
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Caumes, D. Garzella, M. Géléoc, O. Gobert, J-F. Hergott,
A-M. Pena, H. Perez, B. Carré, E. Bourhis, J. Gierak, A.
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H.A. Dürr, T.A. Ostler, J. Barker, R.F.L. Evans, R.W.
Chantrell, A. Tsukamoto, A. Itoh, A. Kirilyuk, Th.
Rasing, A.V. Kimel, Nature 472, 205 (2011)

106. D.J. Higley, K. Hirsch, G.L. Dakovski, E. Jal, E. Yuan,
T. Liu, A.A. Lutman, J.P. Macarthur, E. Arenholz, Z.
Chen, G. Coslovich, P. Denes, P.W. Granitzka, P. Hart,
M.C. Hoffmann, J. Joseph, L. Le Guyader, A. Mitra, S.
Moeller, H. Ohldag, M. Seaberg, P. Shafer, J. Stöhr, A.
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Schlotter, Rev. Sci. Instrum. 87, 033110 (2016)

107. K. Holldack, N. Pontius, E. Schierle, T. Kachel, V.
Soltwisch, R. Mitzner, T. Quast, G. Springholz, E.
Weschke, Appl. Phys. Lett. 97, 062502 (2010)
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Carré, J.R. Fienup, H. Merdji, Phys. Rev. Lett. 105,
093901 (2010)

125. T. Wang, D. Zhu, B. Wu, C. Graves, S. Schaffert, T.
Rander, L. Müller, B. Vodungbo, C. Baumier, D.P.
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Boeglin, S. Eisebitt, G. Grübel, J. Lüning, J. Stöhr, A.O.
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Mokrousov, Th. Rasing, A.V. Kimel, Nat. Nanotechnol.
11, 455 (2016)

168. M. Battiato, K. Held, Phys. Rev. Lett. 116, 196601
(2016)

169. I. Appelbaum, B. Huang, D.J. Monsma, Nature 447, 295
(2007)

170. H.J. Zhu, M. Ramsteiner, H. Kostial, M. Wassermeier,
H.P. Schönherr, K.H. Ploog, Phys. Rev. Lett. 87, 016601
(2001)

https://epjb.epj.org/

	Hot-electron transport and ultrafast magnetization dynamics in magnetic multilayers and nanostructures following femtosecond laser pulse excitation
	1 Introduction
	2 Experimental techniques to probe laser and hot-electrons induced ultrafast magnetization dynamics
	2.1 Time-resolved experiments on table-top laser sources
	2.2 Time-resolved spectroscopy at large scales facilities
	2.3 Time-resolved imaging at HHG or XFEL souces

	3 Electronic transport following femtosecond laser pulse excitations
	3.1 Electronic transport: from ballistic to diffusive 
	3.2 Superdiffusive spin transport in metallic heterostructures 

	4 Hot-electrons induced magnetization dynamics
	4.1 Ultrafast demagnetization induced by hot-electron transport
	4.2 Ultrafast magnetization dynamics induced by unpolarized hot-electrons
	4.3 Manipulation of spin with hot-electrons: towards femtosecond spintronics

	5 Conclusion and outlook

	Author contribution statement
	References

