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We report a pronounced peak effect in the magnetization of CoxNbSe2 single crystals with critical tempera-
tures Tc ranging between 7.1 and 5.0 K, and MnxNbSe2 single crystals with critical temperatures down to 3.4
K. We correlate the peak effect in magnetization with the structure of the vortex lattice across the peak-effect
region using scanning-tunneling microscopy. Magnetization measurements show that the amplitude of the peak
effect in the case of CoxNbSe2 exhibits a nonmonotonic behavior as a function of the Co content, reaching a
maximum for concentration of Co of about 0.4 at. % �corresponding to a Tc of 5.7 K� and after that gradually
decreasing in amplitude with the increase in the Co content. The normalized value of the peak position Hp /Hc2

has weak dependence on Co concentration. In the case of MnxNbSe2 the features of the peak effect as a
function of the Mn content are different and they can be understood in terms of strong pinning.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The understanding of the origin of finite critical current in
type-II superconductors is a challenging problem. The com-
petition between the elastic properties of the vortex lattice
�VL� and the energy landscape defined by the pinning cen-
ters can stabilize different vortex matter states. In this re-
spect, the peak effect, i.e., a sudden increase in the critical
current density Jc close to the upper critical field Hc2, has
been extensively studied for a long time and with many dif-
ferent experimental techniques.1–5 The Larkin-Ovchinnikov
collective-pinning model6 provides the traditional theoretical
framework for the origin of the peak effect as a softening of
the VL and a crossover between collective and single-vortex
pinnings. This theory links the enhanced critical current den-
sity near Hc2 to the loss of long-range order in the otherwise
periodic Abrikosov vortex lattice and the formation of the
finite-size-ordered vortex lattice domains. Vortex lattice lines
have been studied by Lorentz microscopy,7 Bitter
decoration,8 and scanning superconducting quantum interfer-
ence device �SQUID� microscopy.9 The above techniques are
sensitive to the spatial profile of the magnetic field and there-
fore they are effective at low applied magnetic fields at
which the vortices are far away and the interaction between
them is weak. Moreover, contradictory experimental results
have been reported in literature. Indeed, Bitter-decoration ex-
periments showed that no correlation between peak effect
and the topology of the vortex structure can be made in the
disordered phase of Fe-doped NbSe2.8 However, the mea-
surements were performed at low fields and in this case the
dislocations of the VL were observed mainly at the grain
boundaries. The region of high magnetic fields has been in-
vestigated by neutron scattering10 and, more recently, by
scanning-tunneling microscopy �STM�.11 In the latter the
transition from collective vortex motion to positional fluctua-
tions of individual vortices in a sample of NbSe2 has been

associated to the peak effect observed in ac susceptibility.
In this paper we aim to correlate the behavior of the vor-

tex matter in CoxNbSe2 and MnxNbSe2 single crystals with
the amounts of Co and Mn concentrations. By varying the
concentrations of Co and Mn, we could tune the supercon-
ducting properties of the material and the pinning of the VL.
We find that magnetic impurities provide efficient pinning
for the VL through the local variation in critical temperature,
i.e., �Tc-pinning. A pronounced peak effect in dc magnetiza-
tion measurements is correlated with the structure of the VL
by using low-temperature STM in magnetic fields corre-
sponding to the peak-effect region. An interplay between an-
isotropy of the upper critical field and a collective weak pin-
ning character of the pinning centers can explain some of the
observed features of the peak effect as a function of the Co
concentration. The features of the peak effect in MnxNbSe2
are different and they could be attributed to the strong pin-
ning induced by the large localized magnetic moment of Mn
ions.

II. SAMPLES

Intercalation of atoms between the weakly coupled planes
of Se atoms �i.e., van der Waals space� leads to significant
modification of the physical properties of NbSe2. A variety of
magnetic and nonmagnetic atoms were reported to be inter-
calated in NbSe2.12 Cobalt- and manganese-intercalated
NbSe2 single crystals were grown starting from raw materi-
als by iodine-vapor transport at 900 °C.13 X-ray diffraction
pattern showed that they have the same structure as
2H-NbSe2. The Co and the Mn content was determined by
energy-dispersive x-ray microprobe analysis �EDS�. Multiple
regions on each crystal surface were analyzed. The EDS
spectrum showed that the atomic concentrations of Co and
Mn at different locations of each crystal were similar, which,
together with the sharp superconducting transition, indicates
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that the crystals are homogeneous. The superconducting
critical temperature was determined by SQUID magnetom-
etry and measured in a small applied field �H=1 Oe�. In this
paper we investigate samples with a dilute concentration of
Co and Mn. For these samples the reduction in Tc with in-
creasing dopant content is linear at a rate of about 3 K /at. %
of Co and at about 25 K /at. % of Mn, in agreement with
earlier reports.14,15 The width of the transition �Tc �10%–
90% criterion� ranges between 0.1 K �for samples with Tc
down to 5.7 K� and 0.25 K �for samples with Tc from 5.3 to
5.0 K� for the Co and less than 0.1 K in the case of Mn
intercalation. Table I summarizes the Co and Mn contents of
the crystals investigated, the superconducting critical tem-
peratures, the upper critical fields at 1.8 K derived from mag-
netization isothermal loops for field applied parallel to the c
axis �Hc2

� �, and the anisotropy of the upper critical field de-
fined as the ratio of the slopes dHc2 /dT close to the critical
temperature Tc for fields parallel and perpendicular to the

crystallographic c axis of the samples, �=� �dHc2/dT��

�dHc2/dT��
�T=Tc

.

III. MAGNETIZATION MEASUREMENTS

A. Normal-state magnetization

Temperature dependences of the magnetic susceptibilities,
�=M /H, parallel and perpendicular to the layers of the first-
row transition-metal intercalates of dichalcogenides have
been widely studied in the past in the range of high interca-
lation concentration �x=1 /3 and x=1 /4�. These metal inter-
calation complexes are particularly interesting because at
high concentration the 3d ions form ordered superlattices
which show ferromagnetic and antiferromagnetic
orderings.16 There is also evidence for charge transfer from
the transition-metal ion to the Nb d-orbital band, resulting in
oxidation state of �2+� or �3+� for the transition-metal ion.
The remaining d electrons on the 3d intercalated ions are
localized and show magnetic moments.

In the range of intercalation concentrations studied in this
paper, we did not observe any magnetic ordering for either
CoxNbSe2 or MnxNbSe2 single crystals. The magnetic sus-

ceptibilities between 4.2 and 100 K for Co4, Mn1, and pure
NbSe2 single crystals with the applied magnetic field of 4 T
parallel to the c axis are shown in Fig. 1. The susceptibility
of pure NbSe2 exhibits a large Pauli-paramagnetic compo-
nent that is temperature dependent above 100 K and tem-
perature independent below 100 K. The temperature depen-
dence of the susceptibilities of the Co- and Mn-intercalated
crystals shows a Curie-Weiss behavior, in agreement with
previous findings:16

� = �0 +
C

T + �
= �0 +

N�eff
2

3kB�T + ��
, �1�

where C is the Curie constant from which an effective mo-
ment �eff can be derived, T is the temperature, � is the Weiss
constant, N is the number of magnetic atoms and �0 is the
temperature-independent term. This term can be represented
in the form �0=�d+�P, where �d is the diamagnetism of the
ion core and �P is the Pauli-paramagnetic contribution. The
value of �d should be reasonably the same for different in-
tercalated metal atoms, while the value of �P should depend
upon the number of free electrons in the 4d band, and there-
fore it will depend upon the type of the dopant metal atom.

TABLE I. Summary of the single crystals investigated. The concentrations of Co and Mn dopants were
obtained by EDS. The critical temperatures Tc; the upper critical field for fields applied along the c axis of the
crystals at 1.8 K, Hc2

� �1.8 K�; and the anisotropy of the upper critical field � have been measured with dc
SQUID magnetometry.

Formula
Co, Mn
�at. %�

Tc

�K�
�0Hc2

� �1.8 K�
�T� �=� �dHc2/dT��

�dHc2/dT��
�T=Tc

Pure NbSe2 NbSe2 7.1 3.6 3.2

Co1 Co0.0045NbSe2 0.15 6.6 3.2 3.1

Co2 Co0.0075NbSe2 0.25 6.3 3.4 2.55

Co3 Co0.010NbSe2 0.33 6.0 3.6 2.45

Co4 Co0.012NbSe2 0.40 5.7 3.4 2.37

Co5 Co0.013NbSe2 0.45 5.5 2.8 2.30

Co6 Co0.016NbSe2 0.55 5.0 2.4 2.57

Mn1 Mn0.0012NbSe2 0.04 5.8 2.38 3.15

Mn2 Mn0.0045NbSe2 0.15 3.4 0.85 3.15
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FIG. 1. �Color online� Magnetic susceptibilities of NbSe2,
CoxNbSe2 �sample Co4�, and MnxNbSe2 �sample Mn1� single crys-
tals in a magnetic field H=4 T applied parallel to the c axis.
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For both CoxNbSe2 and MnxNbSe2 single crystals in the
range of x explored, we observed that the temperature-
independent term increased compared to pure NbSe2, which
implies an increase in the concentration of free electrons.

In order to obtain the Co and Mn moments in CoxNbSe2
and MnxNbSe2, respectively, we used the temperature-
dependent susceptibility data below 100 K. Above 100 K the
temperature dependence of the susceptibility could arise
from a large Pauli paramagnetism observed also in pure
NbSe2 crystals. For Co0.012NbSe2 we find �eff=0.6�B per Co
atom and �=13 K. For Mn0.0012NbSe2 we find �eff=4.2�B
per Mn atom and �=7 K. Therefore, both Co and Mn have a
localized magnetic moment. In the case of Co we find that
the small value of �eff obtained is only consistent with the
low-spin 3d7-electron configuration of Co2+ �S=1 /2�, in
agreement with previous findings.14 In the case of Mn the
value of �eff is close to the spin-only moment ��eff
=�n�n+1��B, where n is the number of unpaired electrons�
of Mn3+ in the high-spin 3d4-electron configuration �S=2�,
consistent with data reported earlier in literature.17

B. Superconducting-state magnetization

dc magnetization measurements were performed with a
SQUID magnetometer �Quantum Design�. The magnetiza-
tion hysteresis loops of the Co- and Mn-intercalated NbSe2
single crystals were measured at different temperatures and
in applied magnetic fields parallel and perpendicular to the
crystallographic c axis of the single crystals. The critical cur-
rent density Jc is directly proportional to the irreversible
magnetization of the sample. It was obtained from the iso-
thermal magnetization curves at 1.8 K in magnetic field H
applied parallel to the c axis of the crystal structure. Accord-
ing to the Bean model,18 Jc��M /d, where M is the magne-
tization of the sample, �M is the width of the magnetization
hysteresis loop, and d is the thickness. In Fig. 2 the critical
current density Jc is plotted as a function of the normalized

field h=H /Hc2
� , for samples with different concentrations of

Co at the temperature of 1.8 K. The “pure NbSe2” sample is
a pristine single crystal used as a reference. The critical cur-
rent density of this sample was about 700 A /cm2 and no
peak effect could be detected near the upper critical field
within resolution in the isothermal magnetization curve
down to 1.8 K. Sample Co1, with smallest Co content and
therefore lower Tc=6.6 K, shows a similar irreversibility in
magnetization, but a peak effect appears close to Hc2. An
increase in the Co content �sample Co2� leads to a reversible
magnetization in the wide range of fields below the peak-
effect region. Concurrently, a strong enhancement of the
peak-effect amplitude close to Hc2 is observed, with maxi-
mum value of the current density reaching 104 A /cm2. The
peak-effect region is also characterized by an abrupt onset
field. A comparable magnetization curve is observed for
sample Co3 with Tc=6.0 K. Further increase in Co content
leads to a gradual decrease in the amplitude of the peak
effect while the magnetization continues to exhibit reversible
behavior at low fields. The value of the maximum critical
current density in the peak-effect regime, Jcmax, is therefore a
nonmonotonic function of the Co content and consequently
of the critical temperature of the sample. Jcmax reaches its
maximum value for an optimal Co content of 0.4 at. % �cor-
responding to a Tc of 5.7 K� and then slowly decreases as the
Co content is increased, anticorrelating with the amount of
disorder. The normalized value of the peak position,

Hpeak

Hc2
,

remains almost unchanged at different dopings and ranges
between 0. 75 and 0.80 Hc2. The same behavior has been
observed at 4.2 K except for the sample with the lowest Tc
=5.0 K, in which no peak effect was observed at 4.2 K.

The main features of the Jc�H� as a function of the Co
concentration can be summarized as follows. Firstly, beyond
a critical Co concentration the magnetization curve becomes
reversible, within experimental resolution, at very low fields
and the reversible magnetization region extends for most of
the mixed state. This wide region of reversible magnetization
indicates a very weak pinning, resulting in a near-zero criti-
cal current density. One might find surprising the fact that
slight irreversibility present in the pure NbSe2 sample and
sample Co1 at low fields is reduced with the increase in Co
content. Intuitively, the Co impurities should act as pinning
centers for the VL.

Secondly, the Jc peak height is a nonmonotonic function
of the Co concentration. Conventionally, the peak effect in
NbSe2 single crystals has been explained as a crossover from
collective to single-vortex pinning. Transport measurements
show that the pinning force depends on the pin density n as
n2 in fields below the peak effect �collective pinning� and as
n in the peak-effect regime �single-vortex pinning�.19 This
seems to be in contrast to our data.

Thirdly, the fact that the normalized peak position does
not shift downward with n means that the order-disorder line
does not shift away from the Hc2�T� boundary. This is per-
haps the most surprising feature and does not agree with the
Larkin-Ovchinnikov picture of the peak effect.

Magnetization measurements of the Mn-intercalated crys-
tals show distinctively different behavior of the peak effect
from that of Co-doped NbSe2. The peak-effect feature in the

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0 1.2
0.0

4.0x103

8.0x103

1.2x104

H/H
c2

Pure NbSe2
Co1
Co2
Co3
Co4
Co5
Co6

Jc
(A

/c
m

2 )

FIG. 2. �Color online� Critical current density obtained from the
irreversibility of the isothermal magnetization curves for pure
NbSe2 and CoxNbSe2 single crystals with different Tc ranging from
7.1 to 5.0 K.
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MnxNbSe2 single crystals is summarized in Fig. 3. We obtain
a similar magnitude of the peak effect in Jc�H� with much
smaller concentration of pinning centers since Mn suppresses
the superconducting critical temperature Tc much more
strongly. However, the three distinct features of the peak
effect attributed to CoxNbSe2 are not observed in this case.
The critical current density actually increases with doping
concentration at low fields. Moreover, as the number of pin-
ning centers increases, the order-disorder line shifts away
from the Hc2�T� boundary.

The upper critical fields parallel, Hc2
� , and perpendicular,

Hc2
� , to the c axis of the crystals were determined by the

isothermal magnetization loops. The upper critical fields of
NbSe2 have been investigated by a number of
researchers.20–22 We find a linear behavior of Hc2 vs T above
1.8 K and an anisotropy of �=3.2 for the pure NbSe2, in
agreement with previous findings. As we increase the con-
centration of Co and Mn, the anisotropy of the upper critical
field changes. It decreases in the case of Co-intercalated
samples and it is almost constant for the Mn-intercalated
crystals compared to the pure NbSe2 case �see Table I�. This
difference in the anisotropy of the upper critical field � with
doping could explain the opposite tendency of the irrevers-
ible magnetization at low fields. Indeed, a reduction in the
anisotropy of the upper critical field �in the case of Co dop-
ing� implies stiffer vortex lines for the case H �c, which leads
to an increased energy required to pin the lattice and conse-
quently will decrease the critical current density. The effec-
tive tilt modulus c44 of the VL scales as �−2.23 Therefore, as
anisotropy � decreases, the vortex lines are less “adaptable”
to bending in order to accommodate to the point pinning
centers of Co. Thus the Jc at low magnetic fields vanishes
with Co doping. In the case of Mn the anisotropy is constant
throughout the doping range studied. So the relative increase
in the amount of pinning centers �by excess of 100% be-
tween Mn1 and Mn2 samples� enhances significantly the
critical current at low fields, while anisotropy remains un-
changed.

IV. IMAGING OF THE VORTEX LATTICE

The structural changes in the VL were investigated using
low-temperature STM at 4.2 K as well as at 1.8 K and in
magnetic fields corresponding to the regime of the peak ef-
fect. The STM allows us to visualize the VL at different
magnetic fields applied parallel to the c axis of the sample by
spatial mapping of the tunneling differential conductance
�proportional to the electronic local density of states close to
the Fermi level�. In Fig. 4 a set of raw and processed STM
data at 1.8 K and at five different magnetic fields are shown.
The measurements have been performed in zero-field-cooled
regime. After applying each magnetic field we waited for 30
min before performing STM imaging. Each image corre-
sponds to a scanning area of 375	375 nm2 and the scan-
ning acquisition time was about 3 h, which allowed us to
obtain high-quality images. The images were acquired at a
voltage corresponding to the superconducting gap energy of
the sample and at a tunneling current of about 10 pA. In Fig.
4 we show VL images obtained on sample Co4 at 1.8 K and
at five magnetic fields: �a� 1.8 T, well below the onset of the
peak-effect region in the isothermal magnetization curve
shown in Fig. 5�a�; �b� 2.3 T, corresponding to the onset of
the peak-effect region; �c� 2.5 T, between the onset and the
peak; �d� 2.7 T, at a field corresponding to Hpeak; �e� 3.3 T,
above Hpeak and very close to Hc2. The first image �Fig. 4�a��
at 1.8 T shows a perfect vortex arrangement without visible
distortions. At the onset of the peak-effect region �Fig. 4�b��,
an almost perfect lattice is still observed with only a couple
of defects. At the field of 2.5 T �Fig. 4�c��, an abrupt change
in the structure of the lattice is observed that persists in
higher fields �Figs. 4�d� and 4�e��. Several image-processing
procedures were used in order to extract orientational and
positional orders in the vortex structure. For each image we
calculated the autocorrelation and the pair-correlation func-
tions. The autocorrelation function is defined as

G�r� = �
r�

f�r��f�r� + r� ,

where f�r�� is the raw data image matrix. Each term in the
sum multiplies the image and the same image shifted by a
distance r with respect to the center of the image. The result-
ing image G�r� is a measure of how different the two images
are. The more similar the image and the shifted image are,
the higher is the value of autocorrelation. Any periodicity in
the original image will be shown as a periodic pattern in the
autocorrelation image. It is worth noting that the autocorre-
lation function has been calculated from the raw STM im-
ages. Therefore in the region of high fields possible artifacts
can be induced by the vortex shape.

The spatial order of the VL can be analyzed with the
two-dimensional pair-correlation function, which is defined
as the number of pairs with separation r per unit area. It
represents the probability of finding a particle at a given
distance from another:

g�r� = �
i

�
j

A

2
rijN
2d�r − rij� ,

where N is the total number of particles, A is the scanning
area, rij is the distance between vortex j and vortex i, and the
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FIG. 3. Critical current density obtained from the irreversibility
of the isothermal magnetization curves for pure NbSe2 and
MnxNbSe2 single crystals with different Tc ranging from 7.1 to 3.4
K.

IAVARONE et al. PHYSICAL REVIEW B 78, 174518 �2008�

174518-4



sum runs over all the pairs of vortices in the image. For a
perfect lattice the pair-correlation function will have peaks
corresponding to the first-, second-, third-, etc., nearest
neighbors. When the lattice starts to disorder, the pair-
correlation function will show only few nearest-neighbor
peaks and eventually for fully disordered lattice no peaks
will be visible except the first one. Of course, this analysis
will be limited by the number of vortices in the images and
therefore, by the available scanning area and applied mag-
netic field. The second image in each column of Fig. 4 is the
Delauney triangulation24 of the vortex lattice, the third image
in each column is the calculated autocorrelation from the
STM image, while the fourth graph in each column of Fig. 4
is the pair-correlation function calculated from the vortex
coordinates in each image. In Fig. 4�a� we show the De-

launey triangulation, the autocorrelation, and the pair-
correlation functions for a perfect lattice. In this case the
autocorrelation reproduces the periodicity of the lattice and
the pair-correlation function shows peaks up to the fourth-
nearest neighbor. The same analysis for H=2.3 T �Fig. 4�b��
still shows quite an ordered vortex lattice and the pair-
correlation function shows peaks up to the seventh-nearest
neighbor, reflecting the fact that the number of vortices in the
same scanning area increases with increasing magnetic field.
At H=2.5 T, although the number of vortices in the image
increased, the pair-correlation function �Fig. 4�c�� shows
peaks corresponding only to the first-, second-, and third-
nearest neighbors, i.e., ordered domains with sizes not bigger
than 3a0, where a0 is the distance between vortices at a given
field. Although some periodicity is still present in the auto-

(a) (b) (c) (d) (e)
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FIG. 4. �Color online� Raw and processed STM images from a sequence acquired at 1.8 K on sample Co4 at different magnetic fields
applied perpendicular to the crystal surface. The first-row images represent the raw data of the conductance acquired at fields �a� H=1.8, �b�
2.3, �c� 2.5, �d� 2.7, and �e� 3.3 T. The second-row images represent the Delauney triangulation, with the triangles corresponding to defects
with coordination number 5, while the squares correspond to defect with coordination number 7. The third image in the column is the
autocorrelation of the STM image, and the fourth is the pair-correlation function obtained from the arrays of vortex coordinates derived from
the STM image. The scanning area for all images is 375	375 nm2.
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correlation image at the same field, the hexagonal order
seems to be lost beyond the second-nearest neighbor. A simi-
lar situation is observed at H=2.7 T. At 3.3 T neither orien-
tational order nor lattice periodicity is preserved.

From the Delauney triangulation of the STM images, it is
possible to characterize the order-disorder transition by cal-
culating two parameters: the normalized number of defects,
ndef, in the VL, defined as the ratio between the number of
vortices with a coordination number different from 6 and the
total number of vortices; and the orientational order param-
eter �6, defined as �6= �exp�i6��	, where � is the bond ori-
entation angle. In Fig. 5�b� both ndef and �6 are shown as
functions of the applied magnetic field. The abrupt change in
the orientational order parameter at 2.5 T suggests a possi-
bility of a VL first-order phase transition. The mean-square
displacement of the first-nearest neighbor calculated at a
field just below this jump �H=2.4 T� is ���u�a�−u�0��2	
=0.12a0, where a0=1.07��0 /B�1/2 is the mean vortex spac-
ing and �0 is the flux quantum. This closely corresponds to
the Lindemann melting criterion ���u�2	=cLa0, with cL

0.15–0.25. However, it is worth noting that the finite size
of the scanning area can also induce a jump in the orienta-

tional order parameter and it is difficult to make a definite
conclusion about the phase-transition order.

V. ANALYSIS OF THE PEAK-EFFECT FEATURES

A. Pinning force due to fluctuation of local concentration of
pair-breaking impurities

In the weak-collective-pinning scenario, only fluctuations
in the defect density and therefore fluctuations in the local
pinning force produce pinning. In the vicinity of the super-
conducting transition temperature, the pinning landscape is
conveniently described by the Ginzburg-Landau theory’s
free-energy functional F �Ref. 25�:

F =� �

�
2 +
1

2m
���

i

d

dx�

−
2e

c
A����2

+ ¯�d3r ,

�2�

with 
=
0�T−Tc�. Local variations in the critical tempera-
ture Tc due to the local fluctuation of defect density �Tc dis-
order� will affect the first term of the free energy as 

→�
��Tc, while local variation in the mean free path l
�mean-free-path disorder� will affect the second term of the
free energy as m→�m��l. In the following we will consider
only the effect of Tc disorder due to local fluctuation of im-
purity concentration. The local critical temperature Tc de-
fined in the correlation volume Vc�
�ab

2 �c is given by the
expression

Tc�r� = Tc�n� +
dTc

dn

�N�r�
Vc

, �3�

where n is the average defect density and �N�r� is the fluc-
tuation of number of defects in the correlation volume near r.
The fluctuations in the impurity number in the volume Vc
given by ���N�2	
N corresponds to the fluctuation of Tc:

���Tc�r��2	 = �dTc

dn
�2 n

Vc
. �4�

The fluctuations in local Tc will cause a random local
force on the VL per unit volume Vc. The random term in the
Ginzburg-Landau free energy is

�E =� 
0�Tc�r�
��r − u�
2d3r . �5�

The correlation function of the pinning force acting on the
volume V of the vortex lattice is given by

�F��u�F��u��	 = VWfF�u − u�

�ab
����

= �
V
�

V


0
2��Tc�r��Tc�r��	

	

���r − u�
2

�u�


���r� − u��
2

�u�

d3rd3r ,

�6�

where fF�v� is dimensionless function normalized as fF�0�
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FIG. 5. �Color online� �a� Isothermal magnetization curves at
1.8 K for sample Co4 �Tc=5.7 K�—the same sample studied with
STM. The arrows ��a�–�e�� indicate the values of applied magnetic
fields at which STM images were acquired and they correspond to
the values of fields in Figs. 4�a�–4�e�, respectively. �b� Orientational
order parameter �6 �circles� and coordination number ndef �tri-
angles� as functions of the applied magnetic field, calculated from
the STM images.
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=1. The bulk pinning force on VL is determined by the pin-
ning strength W, via Fpin=JcB=�W /Vc. Using Eqs. �4� and
�6�, we derive

W = 
0
2�dTc/dn�2n��� 
��r�
2/�r��2	r


 n�dTc

dn
�2 B

�0
�1 − b�2� Hc

2

4
�Tc − T��2

.

Here we used the relations ���
��r�
2 /�r��2	r

�B /�0��
�0

2
	2 and 
0�
�0
2
	
Hc

2�1−b� / �4
�Tc−T��, where
Hc�Tc−T is the thermodynamic critical field, and b
=B /Bc2 is the reduced magnetic field. Separating field de-
pendence W=W0b�1−b�2, we rewrite W0 as

W0 
 n�dTc/dn

Tc
�2�Hc2

�0
�3

�0
2, �7�

where �0=�0
2 / �4
�ab�2, �ab is the in-plane London penetra-

tion depth, n is the density of pinning centers per unit vol-
ume, and dTc /dn is the rate of decrease in the superconduct-
ing critical temperature as a function of density of pinning
centers. Although, strictly speaking, this result is valid only
in the Ginzburg-Landau region near the transition tempera-
ture, we expect that it can be used as an estimate at all
temperatures.

B. Estimates of critical current density

The samples doped with Co correspond to the situation of
pinning by large number of weak pinning centers described
by the Larkin-Ovchinnikov theory.6 This theory predicts sev-
eral pinning regimes. At magnetic fields significantly smaller
than the upper critical field, collective pinning of well-
ordered vortex lattice is expected and the theory predicts
exponentially small critical current. This regime corresponds
to the region below the Jc peak where the value of the critical
current is below our experimental resolution. The region of
the peak effect where the vortex lattice is destroyed corre-
sponds to the intermediate regime, and the Larkin-
Ovchinnikov theory does not provide reliable quantitative
prediction for the critical current. Another simple regime ap-
pears above the Jc peak, close to Hc2, where the vortex lines
are pinned independently. In this single-vortex-pinning re-
gime, the theory predicts that the critical current density van-
ishes as Jc� �Hc2−B� with

dJc

dB



1.9

Hc2�0
��2W0

2�ab
2

Hc2
2 �

�1/3

. �8�

By introducing the experimental values of Tc, n, dTc /dn,
Hc2, �, and the anisotropy of the upper critical field �, we can
compare the theoretical estimate and the experimental slopes
of the critical current density in the high-field region. In Fig.
6 the experimental values of dJc /dB for samples with differ-
ent Co concentrations are compared with the theoretical es-
timates obtained by Eq. �8�. It is worth noting that the theo-
retical estimates were obtained using experimental values for
specific parameters in Eq. �8� corresponding to particular
samples and that no fitting parameters were used. Therefore,
we find good qualitative agreement for

dJc

dB in spite of the fact

that the onset of the peak effect is not in agreement with
Larkin-Ovchinnikov theory. Also, it seems that the theoreti-
cal model cannot reproduce the nonmonotonic behavior of
the slope in the critical current density. On the other hand, it
is clear that at high defect density the same relation cannot
hold since a more homogeneous landscape of pinning centers
is less effective in pinning the VL.

In the case of MnxNbSe2 the calculation of the field-
independent part of the pinning strength from Eq. �7� leads to
a value of W0 /n almost 20 times higher than the one ob-
tained for CoxNbSe2. The origin of this discrepancy could be
found in the much higher rate of decrease in the supercon-
ducting critical temperature Tc with Mn concentration. In-
deed, the number of Mn ions per correlation volume Vc is
limited to just a few. Therefore, the presence of a peak effect
of comparable size to the one obtained with a much higher
defect density of Co atoms points toward an increased pair-
breaking strength of Mn.

In conclusion, we studied the evolution of the peak effect
in CoxNbSe2 and MnxNbSe2 single crystals as a function of
Co and Mn atomic impurity concentration. We correlated the
structure of the VL, studied by low-temperature STM, with
the peak effect in critical current density measured by dc
magnetization. First, we found an abrupt change in the ori-
entational order parameter and in the number of defects in
the VL at a magnetic field corresponding to the peak-effect
regime, signifying a possible first-order phase transition in
VL. At the same magnetic field we also found a sudden
change in the VL nearest-neighbor mean-square displace-
ment closely corresponding to the Lindemann melting crite-
rion. Second, a doping dependence study revealed that a
wide region of reversible magnetization that extends to very
low applied magnetic fields �in the case of Co doping� can be
attributed to a decrease in the anisotropy of the upper critical
field. In the case of Co intercalates, the slope of the critical
current density close to Hc2 can be explained in the frame-
work of Larkin-Ovchinnikov theory, with the pinning caused
by local variations in superconducting critical temperature
Tc. However, the field of the peak-effect onset does not
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FIG. 6. The experimental slopes dJc /dB at 1.8 K above the
peak-effect region �circles� for different Co concentrations together
with the theoretical estimates �squares� derived from the Larkin-
Ovchinnikov description of the critical current density.
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change with doping and this is not in line with the Larkin-
Ovchinnikov theory. Contrary to the Co case, the Mn dopant
acts as a strong pinning center for the VL as it has a higher
localized magnetic moment and suppresses Tc much more
effectively. In this case the number of pins in the correlation
volume Vc is just small and therefore the peak effect cannot
be described by the weak-collective-pinning formalism.
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