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An NV− center in magnesium oxide as a
spin qubit for hybrid quantum
technologies

Check for updates

Vrindaa Somjit1, Joel Davidsson 2, Yu Jin 3 & Giulia Galli 1,3

Recent predictions suggest that oxides, such as MgO and CaO, could serve as hosts of spin defects
with long coherence times and thus be promising materials for quantum applications. However, in
most cases, specific defects have not yet been identified. Here, by using a high-throughput first-
principles framework and advanced electronic structure methods, we identify a negatively charged
complex between a nitrogen interstitial and a magnesium vacancy in MgO with favorable electronic
andoptical properties for hybrid quantum technologies.We show that thisNV−center has stable triplet
ground and excited states, with singlet shelving states enabling optical initialization and spin-
dependent readout. We predict several properties, including absorption, emission, and zero-phonon
line energies, aswell as zero-field splitting tensor, and hyperfine interaction parameters, which can aid
in the experimental identification of this defect. Our calculations show that due to a strong pseudo-
Jahn Teller effect and low-frequency phononmodes, the NV− center inMgO is subject to a substantial
vibronic coupling. We discuss design strategies to reduce such coupling and increase the Debye-
Waller factor, including the effect of strain and the localization of the defect states.Wepropose that the
favorable properties of the NV− defect, along with the technological maturity of MgO, could enable
hybrid classical-quantum applications, such as spintronic quantum sensors and single qubit gates.

The nitrogen-vacancy center (NV−) in diamond1 and the divacancy (VV0)
in silicon carbide (SiC)2 are prototypical spin defects for quantum tech-
nologies, including sensing, communication, and computing. A key
requirement for these applications is the long coherence time of the spin
defect as well as the scalability and integration of the host into current
microelectronic platforms. However, the coherence time of defects in dia-
mond and SiC is intrinsically limited by the presence of non-zero nuclear
spin isotopes (namely 13C and 29Si, respectively). Additionally, achieving
high-yield, scalable fabrication of diamond devices is challenging due to
difficulties in etching and polishing diamond3, and the synthesis of high-
quality thin films of a single phase of SiC is a challenge due to its many
nearly-degenerate polytypes4. Therefore, the identification of new host
materials for spin defects is an active field of research.

Recent theoretical work based on cluster correlation expansion simu-
lations predicted that several simple oxide hosts, including calcium oxide
(CaO) and magnesium oxide (MgO), could possess long coherence times
for spin defects5. Thework assumedamodel spin defect, i.e. a single electron
in a dilute nuclear spin bath, and it is still an open question to identify

realistic defects in oxide materials. Encouragingly, recent first-principles
simulations discovered a Bi complex in CaO, with optical transitions in the
telecommunication regime and a coherence time of 4.7 s at clock
transitions6.

In this work, we identify and characterize a promising spin defect in
MgO, which has a long and rich history in the microelectronics industry,
particularly in spintronics. Magnesium oxide plays a key role in enabling
giant tunnel magnetoresistance in magnetic tunnel junctions used in ran-
dom access memories7–11. In addition, MgO tunnel barriers enhance spin
injection efficiency from the ferromagnetic source to the semiconducting
channel in spin field effect transistors12. Although controversial, it has been
suggested that MgO might exhibit d0-ferromagnetism13–15, which could
enable the use of thematerial as a dilute magnetic semiconductor spin filter
in spin transistors.We note that the high dielectric constant ofMgO, its low
leakage current, and thermal stability make it an ideal material for use as a
gate dielectric in thin film transistors16. Furthermore, MgO is CMOS-
compatible and can be grown in the form of high-quality thin films via a
variety of methods17,18, and it is frequently used as a template layer for
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ferroelectrics19,20 and superconductors21. Thus, identifying spin defects in
MgO could open avenues to combine spintronics, ferroelectrics, and
quantum information science for the realization of multifunctional, hybrid
classical-quantum applications.

Utilizing a high-throughput framework and advanced techniques,
including hybrid time-dependent density functional theory (TDDFT) and
quantum defect embedding theory (QDET), we identify and characterize a
promising spin defect inMgO: anNV−-center.Wefind that the ground and
first excited state of this defect are triplet, with intermediate singlet shelving
states; in addition, the NV− in MgO exhibits a large zero-field splitting
(ZFS), and a broad emission side-band in the visible regime. All of these
properties together point towards its potential use as a quantum sensor or a
spin qubit for quantum technologies. In our study we also report emission
spectra, and computed ZFS and hyperfine parameters that may enable the
experimental identification of the predicted defect; additionally we analyze
the reasonsbehind the strongvibronic coupling of the electronic states of the
NV− defect with the host MgO lattice, thus providing insights into the
engineering of spin defects in oxides.

Results
High-throughput screening of spin defects in MgO
We used a high-throughput technique to screen through thousands of
isolated defects and defect complexes and identify favorable spin defect
candidates in MgO. The process followed in our study is summarized in
Fig. 1. The screening was performed with the ADAQ (Automatic Defect
Analysis and Qualification)22,23 framework, which in turn uses the
high-throughput toolkit (httk)24. This framework has been successfully
applied to several host materials, including diamond25, SiC26, and CaO6.

In our search, we considered isolated defects and defect complexes (the
latter comprising two neighboring individual defects), including native
vacancies and interstitials and their complexes, and substitutional and
interstitial defects and defect complexes with s- and p-elements of the
periodic table. We limited our investigation to s- and p-dopants as we use
DFT at the PBE level to screen defects, and we expect that d- and f-dopants
would require the use ofDFT+Uor hybridDFTmethods, whichwill be the
topic of future investigations, given their higher computational cost. For
simplicity, we excluded interstitial-interstitial complexes from the screen-
ing.We also restricted our search to complexes with first or second nearest-
neighbor defect constituents (i.e. the maximum distance between the two
constituent defects in a complex is 3.5 Å), given the cell sizes that are
reasonably affordable in our high-throughput procedure, andwe included a
single type of extrinsic dopant (i.e. we do not consider defect complexes of
the type XMgYMg, XMgYO, XMgIntY, XOIntY, where X and Y are different

elements substituting theMgorOsite or existing as an interstitial (Int)).Our
initial screening yielded 2917 defects, of which 1088 were determined to be
on the defect hull–i.e. to have the lowest formation energy per stoichiometry
and per Fermi energy26. Out of those, we considered the defects with a stable
spin triplet ground state (which can thus serve as a two-level system) and
which possess a zero-phonon line (ZPL), arriving at the list of the 40 defects
tabulated in Supplementary Tables 1 and 2.

We found that 24 of the 40 defects are complexes comprised of second
nearest-neighbor defects, which are excluded from further analysis as their
experimental synthesis/positioning will likely be challenging. The remaining
isolated defects and first nearest-neighbor complexes are shown in Table 1.We
find that GaO is the only isolated defect with a stable spin triplet ground state;
however,we didnot consider it sinceGaMghas amuch lower formation energy,
and thus it is more likely to be formed when Ga is implanted in MgO. Several
complexeslistedinTable1areofthetypeXOVacMg,wherethedopantX(X=B,I,
Sb,Bi) liesbetweenthemagnesiumandoxygenvacancysites.Thisclassofdefects
wasfirst identified inCaO,where theBidopanthasbeenproposed tobe suitable
forquantumapplicationsdue to thepresenceofaclock transition6.Thesedefects
were excluded from the present study, as we expect them tohave similar optical
and spin properties as those in CaO, including, unfortunately, a low Debye-
Waller factor.Note that inMgO, theBOVacMgdefect is stable,unlike inCaO,but
it has a higher formation energy (by 7 eV) than those discussed below. Further,
severalcomplexesof thetypeXMgXO,whereX=B,Al,Ga, In,Tlarestable,witha
detectable ZPL; however they are likely difficult to synthesize due to the slow
diffusion of substitutional impurities25 and high formation energies (due to
cations substituting the oxygen site), and hence they were not further analyzed.
Interestingly, our search identified additional five defects with a spin triplet
ground state andpossessing aZPL; but they all consist of anions substituting the
magnesium site and/or cations substituting the oxygen site, and thus they will
likely have large formation energies and be challenging to synthesize (see Sup-
plementary Note 1).

Finally, we are left with the defect IntNVacMg, comprising a nitrogen
interstitial next to a magnesium vacancy; it is similar to the NV− in diamond,
which,however, is formedbyanitrogensubstitutional, insteadof interstitial,next
to a carbon vacancy. The synthesis of IntNVacMg is expected to be straight-
forward, since interstitials generally have low diffusion barriers in MgO27,28.
Moreover, nitrogen doping of MgO via, e.g. molecular beam epitaxy and
implantation has been reported in the literature29–34. Thus, we choose to inves-
tigate the IntNVacMg defect (referred to as NV

− hereafter) for the remainder of
our study.

We note that several previous studies have investigated nitrogen
dopants in MgO using first-principles methods35–41, addressing the

Fig. 1 | High-throughput screening of spin defects in MgO. Schematic of the
workflow,which includes creation of isolated defects and complexes including s- and
p-dopants and intrinsic defects, which are screened based on stability, presence of a
spin triplet ground state and zero-phonon line, and synthesizability (see text),
leading to the identification of an NV− center in MgO (shown in inset).

Table 1 | Isolated defects and first nearest-neighbors
complexeson thedefecthull,with spin triplet groundstateand
zero-phonon line (ZPL), as obtained from the screening
process of Fig. 1, using the PBE functional

Defect Defect Charge ZPL
Type [eV]

XOVacMg BOVacMg −1 0.5

IOVacMg 1 0.74

SbOVacMg −1 3.1

BiOVacMg −1 0.7

XMgXO BMgBO 0 1.39

AlMgAlO 0 0.68

GaMgGaO 0 1.29

InMgInO 0 0.98

TlMgTlO 0 1.81

XO GaO −1 4.19

IntXVacMg IntNVacMg −1 2.19
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possibility of d0-magnetism inMgO and its application as a dilute magnetic
semiconductor for spintronic devices. These studies explored the effect of
nitrogen substituting the oxygen site35,37–41, nitrogen interstitials39, and
nitrogen dimers36. However, they did not investigate the NV− complex and
did not report any excited state properties relevant to quantumapplications.

Ground state properties using hybrid DFT
We investigated the ground state properties of theNV− center inMgOusing
density functional theory (DFT) with the dielectric-dependent hybrid
(DDH) exchange-correlation functional42. The inverse of the experimental
macroscopic dielectric constant ϵ∞ = 2.96 was used as the fraction of exact
exchange, i.e. α = 0.3442,43. The DDH functional is able to recover the
experimental band gap at 0 K accurately (after accounting for zero-point
motion renormalization effects), unlike semi-local functionals like PBE,
which underestimate the bandgap (see Supplementary Table 3 for a com-
parisonbetween thebandgaps obtainedusingPBE,DDH, and experiment).

As shown in the inset of Fig. 1, the NV− defect in MgO has C4v

symmetry in the ground state, with a nitrogen atom present at the bond-
center interstitial site, bonded to four neighboring magnesium atoms
(dN−Mg = 2.49 Å) and an oxygen atom (dN−O = 1.33 Å), with a nearest
neighbor magnesium vacancy and an additional electron. The fourfold
rotation axis (C4) is along theN-Obond in the<001>direction.Weplot the
defect formation energies of relevant defects under O2-rich, N2-rich con-
ditions as a function of the Fermi level in Fig. 2a. We see that the NV− is
stable within the bandgap and therefore, may be experimentally realizable.
Further, we expect that NV− will be compensated by positively charged
oxygenvacancies.Note that theFermi energymaybepinnedat 2.3 eVabove
the valence band maximum (VBM) due to compensating native defects
(magnesium and oxygen vacancies) under high-temperature equilibrium
growth conditions. One strategy to move the equilibrium Fermi level into
the stability region of the NV− defect could be to n-dope MgO during
growth, for example, with Al3+44 or Fe3+45. This would have to be done
carefully to avoid the introduction of additional optically active defects and a
high concentration of spinful nuclei into the sample. However, sample
preparation techniques could be designed to circumvent the requirement of
n-type doping. Specifically, sample preparation typically involves high-
temperature growth in a nitrogen-rich environment, followed by a cooling
down process where the nitrogen flux is turned off, thereby fixing the
concentration of nitrogen in the sample. Under these low temperature
conditions and high nitrogen concentrations, where the contribution from
configurational entropy is low, binding energy effectswill be predominant46;
hence they will promote the formation of the NV− complex, especially
given its high binding energy (Eb = 2.86 eV, calculated as

Eb ¼ Ef ðV2�
MgÞ þ Ef ðN1þ

i Þ � Ef ðNV�Þ; V2�
Mg and N1þ

i denote the doubly-
negatively charge magnesium vacancy and the singly-positively charged
nitrogen interstitial). In general, the defects formed will strongly depend on
the sample preparation techniques (for example, nitrogen incorporation
during growth vs. implantation). Figure 2a is indicative of the fact that the
NV− defect can be formed in MgO by optimizing sample preparation
conditions, as it is stable within the bandgap. Additionally, we checked for
the possibility of the nitrogen interstitial recombining with the magnesium
vacancy to form a substitutional nitrogen defect on themagnesium site.We
found that the NV− defect is the preferred configuration; this result can be
understood from a molecular orbital analysis, presented in Supplementary
Note 3. Finally, we also computed the barrier for the nitrogen interstitial to
migrate to other interstitial sites around the vacancy (see Supplementary
Note 4). The computed barrier is high (≈1.37 eV), thus, once formed, the
NV− defect is expected to be stable against annealing.

The defect level diagram of the NV− center obtained using the DDH
functional is shown in Fig. 2b. We see that the ground state is a spin triplet,
with four isolated defect states present within the bandgap of MgO: one b1,
one a1, and two degenerate e orbitals. Figure 2c shows the iso-surfaces of the
squaremoduli of theKohn-Shamorbitals of the four defect states in the spin
down channel as viewed along the C4 axis. We find that the b1 and a1 defect
states near the valence band maximum (VBM) consist of O 2p orbitals
arising from the presence of the magnesium vacancy, and the degenerate e
defect states consist of π-orbitals (πpx, πpy) from the N-O bond. In fact, the
additional electron in this complex localizes on theN-Obond inoneof theπ-
orbitals. The separation of the occupied and unoccupied defect states from
eachother aswell as fromthevalence andconductionbandsofMgOindicate
that optical transitions to prepare and measure the qubit state are possible.

To aid in the experimental identification of the NV−, for example via
electron paramagnetic resonance (EPR) or magnetic circular dichroism
experiments, we calculated the zero-field splitting (ZFS) tensor and the
hyperfine parameters. A sufficiently large ZFS is required to isolate thems =
± 1 and ms = 0 sublevels of the ground state triplet at zero magnetic field,
allowing for the controllable preparation of the spin qubit. As expected from
the C4v symmetry of this defect, the transverse E value is 0. Our computed
axialD componentof theZFS tensor is 38.48 (46.38)GHzat thePBE(DDH)
level. This value represents the energetic separation between the ms = ± 1
and ms = 0 sublevels, indicating that the defect can be initialized con-
veniently in the ms = 0 sublevel. Furthermore, the computed value of D is
favorable to prevent excitations from the ms = 0 to ms = ± 1 sublevel, thus
protecting the qubit from decoherence, while still being measurable via
traditional microwave EPR experiments (instead of requiring a high-
frequency EPR setup, for example). Note that this value of ZFS is much

Fig. 2 | Ground state properties of the NV− center
in MgO computed with hybrid DFT (see text).
a Formation energies of different point defects in
MgOunder oxygen- and nitrogen-rich conditions as
a function of the Fermi level: VO, Ni, VMg and [Ni−
VMg] denote an oxygen vacancy, nitrogen inter-
stitial, magnesium vacancy, and a nitrogen
interstitial-magnesium vacancy complex, respec-
tively. The shaded area shows the stability region for
the NV− defect. b Defect level diagram of the NV−

defect with the single-particle defect levels labeled
according to the irreducible representation of the
C4v point group. Solid (empty) arrows denote
occupied (unoccupied) defect levels. In the minority
spin channel, the b1, a1, and e orbitals are 0.03 eV,
0.17 eV, and 7.39 eV above the VBM, respectively.
c Iso-surfaces (level: 0.003 e/Å3) of the square
moduli of the Kohn-Sham orbitals in the spin down
channel. Orange, red, and gray spheres represent
magnesium, oxygen, and nitrogen atoms, respec-
tively. The viewing direction is along the C4 axis.
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larger than that reported for defect qubits in diamond, SiC, andAlN (where
many spindefects haveZFS smaller than5GHz47), but it is of the sameorder
ofmagnitude as that of the TiVV center in 2D h-BN (19.4 GHz)48 and SiV in
diamond (46 GHz)49, and lower than that reported for other qubit systems,
e.g. single molecule magnets (for which ZFS can reach up to 13000 GHz)50.

EPRmeasurements also yieldhyperfineparameters,whichdescribe the
coupling between the electron spins and nuclear spins. The NV− defect in
MgO has the following nuclear spins: 14N (I = 1, 99.63%), 25Mg (I = 2.5,
10%), and 17O (I = 2.5, 0.038%), and the principal values of its hyperfine
tensors are given in Table 2. Pesci et al.39 investigated nitrogen interstitials in
MgO and found that electrons localize on the π-orbitals around the N-O
bond, consistent with our findings. Interestingly, their reported hyperfine
parameters for substitutional nitrogen on the oxygen site and interstitial
nitrogen are different from our calculated values for the NV− defect (see
SupplementaryTable 4 for a comparison), indicating that the lattermight be
experimentally distinguishable from other nitrogen defects in the MgO
lattice, using EPR.

Overall, the ground state properties of the NV− in MgO indicate that
this defect is stable over a large energy range within the band gap of the host
and thus, should be experimentally realizable. It has a spin triplet ground
state with isolated occupied and unoccupied levels, pointing to the possi-
bility of optical transitions to prepare and measure a qubit state. The
computedZFS tensor shows that a sufficiently large separationbetween spin
sublevels is present, and that initialization in thems = 0 sublevel should be
realizable experimentally. Further, the computed hyperfine parameters

indicate that the NV− center is expected to be distinguishable from other
nitrogen defects in MgO.

Excited state properties using hybrid TDDFT
We now turn to investigate the excited state properties of the NV− center
using time-dependent density functional theory (TDDFT) with the DDH
functional, as implemented in the WEST code51. We used spin-conserving
and spin-flip TDDFT-DDH to investigate triplet and singlet excited states,
respectively.The relaxed structure of the triplet ground state andfirst excited
triplet state (obtained using DDH and TDDFT-DDH, respectively) are
shown in Fig. 3a.

Figure 3b plots the vertical excitation energies of multiple low-lying
singlet and triplet states, as obtained from TDDFT-DDH. The first excited
state triplet 3E is about 5 eV above the triplet ground state (3A2), with
additional excited state triplets (3E) close in energy. Additionally, we find
three singlet states (1A1,

1B1,
1B2) within the energy range of the first triplet

excitation, indicating that an optical initialization cycle, similar to that of the
NV− center in diamond, may be possible.

We also characterized the electronic excitations using quantum defect
embedding theory (QDET)52–54 and compared the results with those of
TDDFT-DDH. In QDET, we define an active space that consists of single-
particle orbitals involved in the excitations of interest and a many-body
effective Hamiltonian acting on this space, which includes the influence of
the environment surrounding the defect. The electronic structure of the
environment is described at the G0W0 level of theory, enabling an exact
correction for the double-counting terms. For the NV−, we chose an active
space consistingof the four localizeddefect stateswithin the bandgap (b1,a1,
ex, ey), as well as of defect states close to the valence band maximum. The
eigenstates of the effectiveHamiltonian are determined exactly using the full
configuration interaction method, yielding the many-body level diagram
shown in Fig. 3b. We see that the trends in excited state energies using
TDDFT-DDH and QDET are the same. The minor differences in absolute
energy values between the two methods could arise due to the absence of
double excitations in TDDFT and/or a limited active space inQDET.Work
is ongoing to understand the performance of QDET on a broader class of
defects and hosts, which will help clarify the reasons behind the difference

Fig. 3 | Excited state properties of the NV− center inMgO. aOptimized structures
of the ground state 3A2 and first excited 3E state obtained using DFT-DDH and
TDDFT-DDH, respectively. Black dotted circle denotes the magnesium vacancy.
bMany-body level structure obtained using TDDFT-DDH and quantum defect
embedding theory (QDET). cOne-dimensional configurational coordinate diagram

constructed between the optimized structures of the 3A2 ground state and first 3E
excited state. The points denote energies obtained at each ground state (excited state)
configuration using single-point DDH (TDDFT-DDH) calculations. Solid lines
show a quadratic fit. d Calculated emission (photo-luminescence, PL) spectrum at
300 K aligned with respect to the zero-phonon line.

Table 2 | Computed principal values of the hyperfine tensors
(A) at thePBE level of theory (inMHz) for theNV−defect inMgO

Atom Axx Ayy Azz

N atom 43.58 43.59 −87.17

O atom bonded to N −27.86 −27.89 55.76

Mg atoms nearest-neighbor to N 0.27 0.47 −0.74

O atoms nearest-neighbor to magnesium
vacancy

11.07 12.30 −23.37
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between the TDDFT and QDET results; detailed comparisons will be
reported elsewhere. For the problem at hand here, the important point is
that the order ofmulti-reference states obtained with TDDFT andQDET is
the same.

Having determined the vertical excitation energies, we proceeded to
relax the structure in the first excited triplet (3E) state using TDDFT-DDH
with analytical forces51 (see Fig. 3a). A decomposition of the many-body
state shows that the a1→ e excitations are dominant. We note that in the
relaxed geometry of the excited state, the symmetry is reduced to C1,
with dN−Mg = 1.98–2.86 Å and dN−O = 1.37 Å. We find four equivalent
minima, with the N-O bond tilted along the+ x,− x,+ y,− y directions,
consistent with the C4v symmetry of the ground state. Table 3 lists the
absorption, zero phonon line (ZPL), and emission energies of the NV− in
MgO (calculated under the Franck-Condon approximation) and compares
it with that of the NV− center in diamond and the VV0 in silicon carbide. In
MgO, the absorption and ZPL of the NV− center are in the ultraviolet (UV)
range whereas the emission is in the visible range, highlighting a large
Stokes shift.

A large Stokes shift implies that a large number of phonons are
involved in the emission process, which could lower the intensity of the ZPL
relative to the rest of the emission spectrum, thus yielding an unfavorable
Debye-Waller factor (DWF). The average number of phonons emitted
during an electronic transition is called the Huang-Rhys factor (HRF,
denoted as S) and is given by ref. 55

S ¼
1
2ΔQ

2ω2
eff

_ωeff

ð1Þ

where ωeff is an effective phonon frequency and ΔQ a mass-weighted
displacement. The latter is calculated as

ΔQ ¼
XN

α¼1

X

i¼x;y;z

MαΔR
2
αi

 !1=2

ð2Þ

where Mα = mass of atom α, ΔRαi = displacement of atom α between the
excited state and ground state equilibrium structures in the ith direction).
Not surprisingly, given the large Stokes shift, wefind that theΔQ of theNV−

is large (see Table 3), indicating a strong electron-phonon coupling55,56.
We calculated ωeff, and therefore, the HRF S, by constructing a one-

dimensional configuration coordinate diagram (CCD) along the direction
connecting the relaxed 3A2 ground and 3E excited state structures57,58 (geo-
metries optimized using DDH and TDDFT-DDH, respectively), as shown
in Fig. 3c. By fitting a quadratic function around the points near the
respectiveminima,weobtain the effectivephonon frequencies of the ground
and excited states to be ℏωg = 32.79meV and ℏωe = 61.77meV respectively.
Using ℏωg and ΔQ, we obtain the HRF for emission as S = 44.49, which is
again indicative of a strong electron-phonon coupling55, as expected. Such a
largeHRF leads to a negligible Debye-Waller factor (DWF≃ e−S ≈ 10−20), as
amajority of the photons contribute to the emission side band instead of the

ZPL. Thus, the ZPL will likely be undetectable, rendering the defect
unsuitable as a single photon emitter (for example, for quantum commu-
nication applications). However, the defect’s triplet ground state, large ZFS,
and many-body level structure may make it suitable for quantum sensing,
computing, or transduction, by enabling optical initialization and spin-
selective photo-luminescence. In fact, the possibility of optical initialization
and readout is further highlighted from theCCDof the singlet excited states
plotted in Fig. 3c. We see that at the 3Eminimum, 1A1 is nearly degenerate
with 3E, and 1B1 and

1B2 are lower in energy than the
3E state. Thus, despite

the large ΔQ in this system, the singlet states’ potential energy surfaces do
not cross that of the triplet 3E excited state (or are nearly degeneratewith the
3Eminimum, as in the case for 1A1), indicating that optical initialization and
spin-selective photoluminescence via inter-system crossing (ISC) may be
possible. While the rates for these transitions would need to be calculated,
this is an important prerequisite for the possibility of optical initialization
and readout, as further discussed below. Finally, nanostructuring or the
additional presence of extended defects can be used to lower the HRF and
therefore increase the intensity of the ZPL, as explored in SiC59.

Using ℏωg, ℏωe, andΔQ, we show the emission spectrumof theNV− in
Fig. 3d,which is nearly aGaussianwith a peak at the Franck-Condon energy
of 1.43 eV, and a line-width of 420meV. The emission spectrum thus lies in
the visible red-infrared region, making it easy to detect. Moreover, a broad
line-width is advantageous as it would allowmultiple frequency filters to be
used (for example, to filter out emissions from an underlying substrate)
while retaining a significant fraction of the emission spectrum to be
employed for detection. The radiative lifetime is 23 μs, calculated as the
inverse of the radiative rate ΓR ¼ nrμ

2
emðEemÞ3

3πϵ0c3_
4 , where nr is the refractive index

ofMgO (1.73), μem is the transition dipolemoment for emission (0.035 eÅ)
calculated using TDDFT-DDH, and Eem is the emission energy calculated
using TDDFT-DDH (1.76 eV). This value is three orders of magnitude
larger than those computed for theNV− in diamond60 andVV0 in SiC61, but
is similar to those computed for spin defects in 2D transition metal
dichalcogenides62. While it would be preferable to have a shorter radiative
lifetime, the non-radiative lifetime is likely longer, as the 3E and 3A2 potential
energy surfaces cross only at large barrier energies, and non-radiative rates
are typically low for defects with transition energies larger than 1.5 eV63.
Moreover, wenote than the predicted coherence timeT2 for an electron spin
defect in MgO is 600 μs5, thus, the spin state could still be retained during
optical initialization and readout. Nonetheless, cavity enhancement may be
requireddue to other competingprocesses like inter-systemcrossing. Cavity
enhancement of over 1000has recently been reported for transitions inEr3+-
doped MgO64. This result points to the encouraging possibility of cavity
enhancement of the transitions in the NV− center in MgO as well.

To summarize the computed excited state properties of the NV− in
MgO, we find the presence of triplet excited and singlet shelving states,
pointing at the possibility of an optical initialization cycle and spin-selective
photo-luminescence. Further, our results show that the absorption andZPL
energies are in the UV range, whereas the emission energy is in the visible
(red) range. The visible emission energy, together with the computed broad
emission side-band, is a convenient feature for experimental detection in
applications such as quantumsensing and transduction.We alsofinda large
ΔQ and related Stokes shift, large HRF, and low DWF, indicating strong
vibronic coupling. Identifying the reason behind this strong coupling is key
to determining engineering strategies that can mitigate it, and to enhance
our understanding of oxides as hosts for spin defects. We explore this in
further detail below.

Vibronic analysis
According to the character table of the C4v point group (see Supplementary
Table 5), the E electronic states can couple linearly to the a1, a2, b1, b2
phonon modes, and to e phonon modes via higher (even) order coupling.
However, only the b1, b2, and e phononmodes can reduce the symmetry of
the defect. Given that the C4v symmetry is reduced to C1 in the optimized
geometry of the first excited 3E state, e-phonon modes are expected to be
predominantly coupled to the electronic states (b1 and b2modeswould have

Table 3 | Optical properties of the NV− defect in MgO obtained
using TDDFT-DDH (see text)

Property NV− MgO NV− diamond VV0 4H-SiC

Absorption (eV) 4.98 2.21106 1.18, 1.27107

ZPL (eV) 3.19 1.96106 1.13, 1.21107

Emission (eV) 1.76 1.74106 1.09, 1.18107

ΔR (Å) 0.84 0.1858 0.16, 0.1822

ΔQ (amu0.5 Å) 3.37 0.62106 0.60, 0.7422

The values for diamond and SiC are taken from the literature and are obtained using the HSE
functional. The two values for SiC are for the hh axial VV0 and hk basal VV0, respectively. ZPL : zero-
phonon line, ΔR : total displacement between the excited and ground state structures, ΔQ : mass-
weighted displacement between the excited and ground state structures.
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reduced the symmetry toC2 andC2v, respectively). To verify that indeed the
e phononmodes are responsible for the observed symmetry-breaking in the
first excited 3E state, we calculated theMg, O, andN displacements between
the average structure of the four equivalent minima (shown in Fig. 4a) and
the optimized geometry of the excited state (shown in Fig. 3a). The average
structure is symmetrical and the displacement between the average geo-
metry and that of the relaxed excited state geometry may be used to
understand the predominant symmetry-breakingmode.We found that the
symmetry-breaking displacements are predominantly due to the e-phonon
mode (see Supplementary Note 6 and insets of Fig. 4b).

Thus, using the projections of the eigenvectors of the e-phononmodes
as the collective variables (i.e. along x and y axes), and using the averaged
structure as a reference geometry (since the symmetric a1-phonon modes
are not Jahn-Teller or pseudo-JahnTeller active), we built a CCDof the first
three excited states using TDDFT-DDH. The CCD along the ex-phonon
mode, identical to the one along the ey mode, is shown in Fig. 4b. Inter-
estingly, we observe the presence of close-spaced excited stateswith negative
curvature at ΔQ = 0, separated by only ∼0.2 eV, indicating that they likely
interact strongly via the pseudo-JahnTeller (pJT) effect. These excited states
originate from excitations of the form a1→ e, b1→ e, and VBM→ e. The
close-spaced excited states found here are 3E-states, similar to those seen in
spin-conserving TDDFT-DDH and QDET calculations of the vertical
excitation energies of the ground state structure, shown in Fig. 3b.

To quantify the coupling between the various states, we fit an adiabatic
potential energy surface (APES) to the first excited state CCD, which yields
an effective phonon frequency of the e-phonon mode and the vibronic

coupling constants. Specifically, we solve a (E+ E)⊗ eHamiltonian, which
accounts for Jahn-Teller (JT) couplingwithin each 3E state and pseudo-Jahn
Teller (pJT) coupling between two excited 3E states. We used an adiabatic-
to-diabatic transformation of the potential energy matrix and built an
effective Hamiltonian that includes coupling constants for JT and pJT
effects65,66. We then fit the eigenvalues of the Hamiltonian to the TDDFT-
DDH energy values along the CCD of the first excited state to obtain the
parameters of the energy matrix. The details of the derivation are given in
Supplementary Note 7. The APES of the first excited 3E state along the e-
phonon mode is shown in Fig. 4b, from which we obtained the effective
phonon frequency of the e-phonon mode to be 25 meV, and the vibronic
coupling parameters to be 20–500meV.We also found that the pJT effect is
more pronounced than the JT effect: including the JT coupling parameters
did not reduce the fitting error of the APES (see Supplementary Note 7 for
more details). The pJT stabilization energy is large (~5 eV). These vibronic
coupling parameters are far larger than those of the NV− in diamond (in
which vibronic coupling is around 120 meV67), and the effective phonon
frequency is far lower than that of the NV− in diamond (effective phonon
frequency of the latter is around 60 meV67). The large pJT stabilization
energy and low effective phonon frequencies satisfy the condition for strong
vibronic coupling, given as56

EPJT

_ωeff
≫ 1 ð3Þ

Thus, from our vibronic coupling analysis, we find that the strong vibronic
coupling of the first excited state to the e phononmodes is due to a large pJT
stabilization energy and low effective phonon frequencies. In turn, this
strong coupling gives rise to a large ΔQ and then to a large Stokes shift and
HRF, and to a low DWF.

We end this section by briefly mentioning that the strong vibronic
coupling could indicate a strong spin-phonon coupling, whichmight lead to
a reduction in the spin relaxation time T1. While a spin-phonon coupling
analysis is beyond the scope of this study,wedid calculate the phononmodes
for theNV−defect in the ground state, as discussed in SupplementaryNote 8.
We find that the modes are largely localized near the NV− defect and have
energies that generally exceed itsZFS.Thus, the spin relaxation timeT1might
be limited by slower two-phonon processes as opposed to fast one-phonon
direct and Orbach relaxation mechanisms. Having predominantly two-
phonon processes would be desirable for an optimal value of the defect’s T1.

Engineering strategies to reduce vibronic coupling and
increase DWF
Having obtained insight into the reasons behind the strong vibronic cou-
pling of the NV− center in MgO, we now discuss potential strategies to
reduce such coupling, and therefore, the large ΔQ, and potentially increase
the DWF.

As our first strategy, we explored the effect of strain on the optical
properties of the NV−. Strain has been reported to change the alignment of
spins of the NV− in diamond68 and stabilize the spin triplet state in AlN69.
We considered biaxial strain, since under thinfilm growth conditions,MgO
will be epitaxially strained to match the lattice constants of the substrate,
while relaxing its geometry along the perpendicular direction. Estimates
using ΔSCF-PBE (i.e. differences of total energies computed with different
occupation numbers, see Supplementary Note 9) revealed that biaxial
compressive strain in the xy-plane reduced the ΔQ while retaining the
degeneracy of the e-levels. Hence, we investigated two different biaxial
compressive strain levels: 1% and 4%, and optimized the geometries of the
NV− structure in its ground and first excited state using DFT-DDH and
TDDFT-DDH, respectively. Our chosen strain values are experimentally
representative, asMgO thin films can be epitaxially grown up to thicknesses
of ~ 1 nmwith a biaxial compressive strain of 4% on substrates like Fe70 and
Ag71. Hereafter, ‘strain’ refers to ‘biaxial compressive strain in the xy-plane’.

Fig. 4 | Analysis of vibronic coupling. a Average structure of the four equivalent
excited state minima of the NV− center in MgO. bOne dimensional configurational
coordinate diagram along ex-phononmode, showing the first three 3E excited states.
The points denote energies obtained at each configuration using single-point
TDDFT-DDH calculations. The adiabatic potential energy surface of the first 3E-
excited state is shown by the dashed lines. The predominant phononmodes involved
in the average structure and the excited state structure are shown as insets. The
displacement vectors of phonon modes are scaled up for clarity.
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Notably, we find that as strain increases (0 %, 1%, 4%), there is a
reduction inΔQ (3.37, 3.15, 2.78 amu0.5Å), indicating a decrease in vibronic
coupling.

To check if this reduction inΔQ leads to a reducedHRF and increased
DWF, we followed the same strategy as described previously. We con-
structed a one-dimensional CCD along the direction connecting the opti-
mized geometries in the ground and excited state using TDDFT-DDH and
fit a quadratic function around the points in proximity of the respective
minima. In this way, we obtained effective phonon frequencies of the
ground and excited states under the different strain conditions, which we
used to calculate theHRF.We find that strain decreases theHRF from44.49
(unstrained case) to 41.36 (1% strained case) and 36.23 (4% strained case).
This results in an increase in the DWF by 4 and 7 orders of magnitude
respectively; however, unfortunately the ZPL would still be undetectable, as
the DWF of the unstrained system is extremely low (≈10−20).

The emission spectra at different strain conditions are shown in Fig. 5a,
calculated with the same method of Fig. 3d, i.e, by using the respective ℏωg,
ℏωe, andΔQ. We once again see that the spectra are nearly Gaussian, with a
mean around the respective Franck-Condon energies. The reduction in
HRF ismanifested as a slight red-shift in themeanof the emission spectrum.

Overall we find that strain can reduce the ΔQ and HRF, and therefore
the vibronic coupling, thus increasing the DWF of the NV− defect in MgO
by orders ofmagnitude; however, since theDWFof the unstrained system is
negligible, the impact of strain on theDWFvalue is not sufficient to obtain a
substantial increase.

As our second strategy, we explored the role of the defect electronic
structure on ΔQ (and, therefore, vibronic coupling and DWF), by investi-
gating another promising defect found in the MgO ADAQ database: the
AlMg−AlO defect complex. It has the the lowestΔQ among the 20 nearest-
neighbor defect complexes with a spin triplet ground state and ZPL, the
latter in the near-telecom regime. In contrast to the NV− center, which
consists of an interstitial-vacancy complex, theAlMg−AlO complexconsists
of two substitutional impurities, and its analysis gives us insight into a
different class of defects. Note however that unfortunately, the AlMg− AlO
complex has a very high formation energy (around 11 eV); thus, its
experimental realization might be challenging.

Figure 5b shows the defect level diagram and Fig. 5c shows the iso-
surfaces of the square moduli of the Kohn-Sham orbitals of the four defect
states in the minority spin channel. We note two key differences in the
electronic structure of this defect, compared to theNV− center. First, there is
a large separation between the highest and next-highest occupied defect
levels in theminority spin channel ofAlMg−AlO, unlike theNV

−, where the
a1 and b1 defect orbitals lie very close in energy to each other and to the
valence band maximum. The increased energetic separation between the

Kohn-Sham orbitals could lead to an increased separation between the low-
lying excited states, therebyminimizingpJTeffects and lowering the vibronic
coupling, and leading to a lower value of ΔQ. In fact, the energy separation
between the vertical excitation energies of the first two 3E states (calculated
usingTDDFT-DDH) is 1.64 eV for theAlMg−AlO defect, compared to 0.67
eV for the NV− center (see Fig. 3a). Thus, a strong vibronic coupling via the
pJT effect is unlikely to occur in AlMg − AlO. Second, the occupied and
unoccupied Kohn-Sham orbitals of the minority spin channel (which are
involved in the excitation) are localized around the same Al atom in AlMg−
AlO. This is unlike in NV−, where the occupied defect orbitals localize near
theMgvacancy and theunoccupieddefect orbitals localize on theN-Obond.
Moreover, in the case of NV−, the excitation is from the O 2p orbitals of the
Mg vacancy to the π-orbital on the N-O bond. Instead in AlMg − AlO, the
excitation is between similar π-type orbitals on the same Al atom. Since a
large change in the charge distribution of the defect electrons during an
optical transition usually leads to a largeHRF55, the comparatively lowΔQ of
the AlMg − AlO defect complex may originate, at least in part, from the
localization of the orbitals involved in the transition around the same atom.

Thus, spin defects in oxides comprising substitutional impurities
may lead to lower values of ΔQ and an increased DWF. These defects are
expected to possess a large separation between Kohn-Sham defect levels
(as compared to those with native defects such as cation vacancies) and
result in the localization of the occupied and unoccupied defect states on
the substitutional dopant itself. In this respect, d- or f-dopants might be
promising, given that they likely substitute the cation site, and involve
intra-shell d-d or f-f transitions, which might not experience a strong
vibronic coupling due to similar charge density distributions of occupied
and empty states.

Discussion
In this work, we used the ADAQ high-throughput screening framework,
along with hybrid DFT and TDDFT methods and QDET, to discover and
characterize a promising NV− spin defect in MgO. The oxide host satisfies
all the desirable criteria listed in the seminal paper byWeber et al.72: it has a
wide band gap, small spin-orbit coupling, it is available as high-quality thin
films and bulk crystals, and both Mg and O have naturally occurring iso-
topes of zeronuclear spin and thus canbe isotopically purified.Additionally,
the recent study by Kanai et al.5 predicted a single spin in MgO to have a
coherence time (T2) of 0.60 ms. This is slightly lower than the T2 in pro-
totypical hosts like diamond (0.89ms) or SiC (1.1 ms) (primarily due to the
larger concentration of nuclear spin isotopes of Mg). However, MgO could
still be a promisinghost due to otheradvantages, particularly the ability to be
grown as a high quality thinfilm viamultiple routes17,18, and its use in awide
range of applications. These include MgO tunnel barriers in spintronics

Fig. 5 | Engineering strategies to reduce vibronic
coupling. a Calculated emission (photo-lumines-
cence, PL) spectrum of the NV− defect in MgO at
300 K as a function of biaxial compressive strain,
aligned with respect to the zero-phonon line.
b Defect level diagram obtained using the DDH
functional for the AlMg − AlO defect complex in
MgO with the single-particle defect levels labeled
according to the irreducible representation of the
C4v point group. Solid (empty) arrows denote
occupied (empty) defect levels. c Iso-surfaces (level:
0.0007 e/Å3) of the squaremoduli of the Kohn-Sham
orbitals in the spin down channel for the AlMg−AlO
defect complex.
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devices73, MgO buffer layers in superconducting21 and ferroelectric19,20

devices, and MgO heterogeneous catalyst support materials74.
In addition to the favorable properties of the host, many properties of

the NV− defect in MgO are promising as well. In particular, its spin triplet
ground state provides a two-level system (ms=0 andms=±1), and the large
ZFS can enable isolation of the two sublevels. The large ZFS and generally
low hyperfine interaction parameters could be beneficial to increase the
coherence time of the defect compared to the estimate obtained by con-
sidering a single electron spin in MgO. The singlet states between the 3A2

ground and first 3E excited state, as determined using TDDFT-DDH and
QDET (see Fig. 3b), can act as shelving states, thereby enabling optical
initialization and spin sublevel-dependent photo-luminescence. The
absence of crossing (or near-degeneracy) between the potential energy
surfaces of the singlet and triplet states is an important indicator of the
possibility of optical initialization and readout. The presence of singlet
shelving states can also enable additional readout modes, for example spin-
to-photocurrent (or spin-to-charge) readout. The efficiency of the initi-
alization andoptical read-outwill dependon the radiative andnon-radiative
(ISC) transition rates. The transverse spin-orbit coupling component
(which couples only thems =± 1 sublevels of

3E to the singlet states) and the
likely large vibrational overlap between 3E and the singlet states, and
between 1B1/

1B2 and the
3A2 ground state,may lead to spin-sublevel selective

depopulation of 3E and efficient optical polarization. However, spin-
dependent optical readoutmight be challenging: the near-degeneracy of the
1A1 and

3E states seen in Fig. 3c could lead to amuch faster ISC rate between
3E and 1A1, compared to the radiative rate between 3E and 3A2, leading to
poor spin-dependent optical readout contrast. The ISC rate could be
reducedbyapplying strain to increase the energy spacingbetween the 3E and
1A1; note that evenmeV changes could lead to changes in the ISC rates. The
role of the ISC between 3E and 1B2 or

1B1 would also need to be clarified to
obtain a complete picture of the optical cycle, and robust conclusions on the
efficiency of optical read-out, will require the calculation of rates, which will
be the subject of a future study.We emphasize that a favorable feature of the
NV−defect inMgO is its emission in the visible red-infrared regime,making
the experimental detection of this defect relatively straightforward. It is
unlikely that the emitted light will be reabsorbed, as onemay expect oxygen
vacancies to be the additional most likely defect to be present in the oxide,
and its photoexcitation andphotoionization energies are around 5 eV75. The
broad emission line-width of the NV− center may allow filtering of any
emitted light from underlying substrates, while still retaining a substantial
portion of emitted light from the defect which can be detected. Moreover,
recent work on Er3+-doped MgO64 has demonstrated the integration of
MgOwith silicon nanophotonic cavities to achieve a cavity enhancement of
over three orders of magnitude. This points to the promising possibility of
using cavity enhancement of the optical transitions in the NV− center as
well. Importantly, MgO can be doped with nitrogen, as demonstrated in
previous experimental studies29–34. The hyperfine interaction parameters of
theNV− center aredifferent fromthoseof othernitrogen-relateddefects, e.g.
the nitrogen interstitial and nitrogen substitutional on the oxygen site39,
indicating that the NV− center should be experimentally distinguishable.

The properties of the NV− spin defect computed here and the wide
technological applicability of MgO thin films point at applications that
could integrate ‘classical’ spintronics and ferroelectrics with quantum
information science. For example, classical information, e.g. magnetization
direction in a magnetic tunnel junction (MTJ), with MgO as the tunnel
barrier, can bemapped onto the spin defect, as it has been recently proposed
by Jansen and Yuasa76 in the case of a quantum dot. The NV− defect could
also be used in conjunction with MgO MTJ-based nanomagnets to realize
single qubit gates for quantum computing77. Similarly, it may be interesting
to explore mapping of the polarization state of a ferroelectric thin film to
control qubit interactions in MgO buffer layers78–80. Further, the properties
of the NV− in MgO could make it a viable quantum sensor. In fact, flexible
and wearable spintronic devices based on MgO-barrier MTJs have been
recently developed81: combining the NV− spin defect with these devices
could enable wearable quantum sensing.

A key challenge with the promising defect identified in our study is the
strong vibronic coupling, which leads to a large ΔQ and consequently large
HRF and low DWF, leading to an undetectable ZPL. This likely makes the
NV− center in MgO unsuitable for quantum communication; however,
quantum sensing and computing could be viable applications. Our study
revealed that strain could help increase theDWF, however, one would need
to go to extremely large strains to achieve a detectable ZPL. Note that the
DWF can be increased via the formation of point-planar defect complexes,
like in SiC nanowires, where complexes formed between point defects and
stacking faults were found to have high brightness and DWF ≈ 50%.59. It is
important to note that the large ΔQ and resulting low DWF found in our
study at zero temperature represents the worst-case scenario, since all our
analysis was done starting from a highly symmetric ground state structure.
However, the NV− defect in MgO has multiple nearly-degenerate local
minima with lower symmetry. Given that zero-point vibrational energy in
MgO is non-negligible (it leads to a lattice constant expansion by 0.5% and
bandgap renormalization by 6%82,83), it is likely that the zero-point vibra-
tional energy will lead to symmetry breaking, which will reduce ΔQ and
increase the DWF. Indeed, if we consider structures with broken symmetry
in the ground state (as reported in our ADAQ search, see Supplementary
Table 1), we find a decrease of the ΔQ.

Importantly, our study was able to shed light onto the reasons behind
the strong vibronic coupling found for theNV− inMgO.OurAPES analysis
showed that the strong vibronic coupling is due to the large pJT stabilization
energy in combination with the low effective phonon frequency along the
symmetry-breaking e-phononmodes. This finding gives insight into design
principles that could be considered while exploring or screening new spin
defects, especially for enhancing optical addressability and/or enabling
quantum communication applications. In particular, the strength of the
vibronic coupling due to the pJT effect increaseswhen the energy separation
between excited states decreases56. This behavior is often correlated with the
energy separation between the single-particle Kohn-Sham defect levels.
Thus, to lower the vibronic coupling (therefore loweringΔQ andHRF), the
localized mid-gap states (both occupied and unoccupied) must be well-
separated from each other, which is what we observe in substitutional
complexes such as the AlMg − AlO defect in MgO (compare Fig. 5b with
Fig. 2b for the NV−). Moreover, the HRF increases when the charge dis-
tribution in the ground and excited state differ substantially in localization55,
which is the case for theNV−defect inMgO(where the excitation is fromthe
O 2p defect states around the magnesium vacancy to the π-orbital around
the N-O bond). Instead, in VV0 in SiC, NV− in diamond, and even in the
AlMg − AlO defect in MgO, the ground- and excited-state orbitals are
localized in the same region of space. Thus, we expect spin defects in oxides
comprising substitutional defects (includingd- and f-dopants) tohave lower
vibronic coupling, leading to lowerΔQ and increased DWF.Moreover, our
study shows that ΔQ, the separation between Kohn-Sham levels, and the
localization of the electronic states involved in the excitation are good
descriptors for screening or designing spin defects.

In sum, the computational protocol utilized in our study, combining
high-throughput techniques and accurate electronic structure methods,
helped identify and characterize a promising NV− defect inMgO. This new
spin defect in a technologically mature material may be integrated into
spintronic/ferroelectric applications to realize multifunctional electronics,
including spintronic quantum logic gates and sensors. Overall, our results
on the vibronic coupling of the NV− defect in MgO also contribute to the
understanding of oxides as hosts for spin defects.

Methods
ADAQ
Weused the ADAQ22,23 software package and the high-throughput toolkit24

to create and screen defects inMgO, and the automatic screening workflow
is presented in ref. 22.

TheMgO lattice parameterwas optimizedwith thePerdew,Burke, and
Erzenerhof (PBE) functional84, and we obtained 4.25Å. We used supercells
with 512 atoms for all the defect calculations and the Lany-Zunger charge
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correction85 with a dielectric constant ϵ0 = 9.65. In ADAQ, the calculations
were performed with the Vienna Ab initio Simulation Package (VASP)86,87,
gamma compiled version 5.4.4, which uses the projector augmented wave
(PAW)88,89 pseudopotential (folder dated 2015-09-21). We used a plane-
wave energy cutoff of 600 eV and kinetic energy cutoff of 900 eV for the
augmentation charges, a total energy criterion of 10−4 eV, and a structural
minimization criterion of 5 × 10−3 eV.Calculationswere done at the Γpoint.
All the 2917 defects screened can be found in the ADAQ database online.

Electronic structure calculations
Once the NV−- center was identified through the ADAQ procedure, we
computed its ground state properties at the DFT level using Quantum
ESPRESSO90–92. We used scalar-relativistic SG15 ONCV pseudopotentials
(v. 1.2)93,94 and the dielectric-dependent hybrid (DDH)42 exchange-
correlation functional, with a plane-wave cutoff of 80 Ry. Convergence
tests for the plane-wave cutoff energy are provided in Supplementary Note
10. The inverse of the experimental macroscopic dielectric constant ϵ∞was
used to determine the fraction of exact exchange α (ϵ∞ = 2.9642,43, yielding α
= ϵ�1

1 = 0.34). Given the computational cost of hybrid functionals, we used
supercells with 216 atoms and we fixed the lattice constant to the experi-
mental value extrapolated to 0 K, including the correction for zero-point
anharmonic expansion effects42 (a0 = 4.19Å). Note that this closelymatches
the DDH optimized lattice parameter (4.195 Å) as obtained from an
equation-of-state fit (see Supplementary Note 11). The supercell Brillouin
zonewas sampledwith theΓpoint. Forceswere converged to 0.01 eV/Å, and
all calculations were spin-polarized.

We calculated the formation energyEf ½Dq� of defectD in charge state q
as95

Ef ½Dq� ¼ Etot ½Dq� � Etot½bulk� �
X

i

niμi þ qðεf þ EVBMÞ þ Ecorr ð4Þ

where Etot ½Dq� is the total energy of the supercell containing the defectD in
charge state q, Etot[bulk] is the total energy of the pristine supercell of the
same size,ni is the number of atoms of species i added to (ni> 0) or removed
from (ni < 0) the supercell to create the defect, μi is the chemical potential of
species i, εf is the Fermi energy relative to the valence bandmaximum EVBM,
and Ecorr is a charge-dependent term that corrects for artificial electrostatic
interactions arising due to the finite size of the supercell and was calculated
using the Freysoldt-Neugebauer-VandeWalle correction scheme96 with the
static dielectric constant for MgO ϵ0 = 9.8 taken from experiment97. Note
that a comparison between the Lany-Zunger and Freysoldt-Neugebauer-
Van de Walle correction schemes in the case of CaO6 yielded very similar
and fully consistent results, and we expect the same forMgO. The chemical
potentials of oxygen, nitrogen, and magnesium were calculated as
μO ¼ 1

2EDFT;O2
, μN ¼ 1

2 EDFT;N2
, μMg = EDFT,MgO − μO. We used the HSE

functional98 to obtain EDFT;O2
and EDFT;N2

, as the binding energy and the
bond length of the respectivemolecules calculated using theHSE functional
matched more closely with experiments. Additional details can be found in
Supplementary Note 12. A comparison of the defect formation energies
computed at the PBE (the functional used in the ADAQ screening
procedure) and DDH levels of theory is given in the Supplementary
Information as well (Supplementary Note 13).

We computed the excited state properties, including the low-lying
triplet and singlet states, and we optimized the geometry of the first excited
triplet state using time-dependent DFT (TDDFT) under the Tamm-
Dancoff approximation, the DDH functional and the WEST code51,99,100.
Due to the higher computational cost of TDDFT calculations, the plane-
wave cutoff was reduced to 60 Ry. Forces were converged to 0.01 eV/Å.

Vertical excitation energies and the resulting many-body electronic
structure were also computed using the quantum defect embedding theory
(QDET) with exact double counting corrections52–54, using the
WEST code99,100. The active space consisted of the localized defect orbitals
(b1, a1, ex, ey) within the band gap as well as of several orbitals below the
valence band maximum. We checked the convergence of the excitation

energies by gradually increasing the number of orbitals below the valence
band maximum (VBM) included in the active space, and found that con-
vergencewas achieved upon including orbitals up to 0.7 eV below theVBM.
We note that in QDET with exact double counting correction, the envir-
onment is described usingG0W0. In theWEST code, a separable formofW0

is obtained using a technique called the projective eigendecomposition of
the dielectric screening (PDEP), which avoids the inversion and storage of
large dielectricmatrices and enables the calculation of the self-energymatrix
elements without explicitly evaluating empty states. The number of PDEP
eigenpotentials used to obtain the separable form of W0 was determined
after convergence tests of the excitation energies as a function of the number
of eigenpotentials. The active space Hamiltonian was solved exactly using
the full-configuration interactionmethod implemented inpySCF101,102.Note
that the electronic structure on which G0W0 and subsequent QDET cal-
culations are based upon, was obtained by non-polarized DFT calculations.

The zero field splitting tensor was calculated using the GPU-
accelerated version of pyZFS103, considering spin-spin interactions and
using wavefunctions from a DFT calculation of a 4 × 4 x 4 (3 × 3 x 3)
supercell with the PBE (DDH) exchange-correlation functional.

Hyperfine interaction parameters were calculated using the gauge-
including projector-augmented wave (GIPAW) method with core polar-
ization effects as implemented in the GIPAW module104 of Quantum
ESPRESSO.Wavefunctions from a DFT calculation of a 4 × 4 x 4 supercell
with the PBE exchange-correlation functional were used.

Configuration coordinate diagrams and emission spectra
The one-dimensional configuration coordinate diagrams (CCD) were
constructed by linearly interpolating the coordinates between the optimized
3A2 ground state and first

3E excited state structures and performing single
point DFT and TDDFT calculations for each point along the ground and
excited states respectively (using theDDHfunctional). The effective phonon
frequencies in the ground and excited states (ℏωg and ℏωe respectively) were
obtained by fitting a quadratic function around the points near the
respective minima. The Huang-Rhys and Debye-Waller factors were
computed using ℏωg, ℏωe, and ΔQ, using Eq. (1).

Using the parameters obtained from the CCD, the normalized emis-
sion intensity L(ℏω) under the Franck-Condon approximation was calcu-
lated as

Lð_ωÞ ¼ Cω3P
i

P
j
PejðTÞjhΘejjΘgiij2

× δðEZPL þ Eej � Egi � _ωÞ
ð5Þ

Here C is a normalization factor, which includes the electronic transition
dipolemoment and the refractive index of thematerial,Pej(T) is the thermal
occupation factor of the excited state phonons with energy Eej, T is the
temperature, jΘgii (hΘejj) is the ith (jth) harmonic nuclear wave function of
the system in the ground (excited) statewith vibrational energyEgi (Eej), and
EZPL is the zero phonon line energy. The vibrational energies in the nth
ground and excited states are given asEgi= nℏωg andEej=nℏωe respectively.
EZPL is the energy difference between the optimized geometries of the
excited and ground states. The Franck-Condon factors ∣〈Θej∣Θgi〉∣2 were
calculated using the recurrencemethod105. The δ function was replaced by a
Gaussian with a broadening parameter of 25 meV.

To quantify the coupling to the e-phonon modes, we built a config-
uration coordinate diagram between the averaged structure of the four
equivalent excited state minima and the optimized geometry of the first
excited state. Using the averaged structure as the reference one eliminates
the contribution of the a-phonon modes, which are not Jahn-Teller (JT) or
pseudo-Jahn Teller (pJT) active. The effective phonon frequencies and
vibronic coupling constants were obtained by fitting an adiabatic potential
energy surface (APES) to the CCD of the first excited state following the
adiabatic-to-diabatic transformationmethod of refs. 65,66 and including JT
and pJT coupling terms up to the sixth order.
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