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Topological phase transition in a disordered elastic quantum spin Hall system
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We investigate the effect of disorder on topologically nontrivial states in a two-dimensional (2D) mechanical
system. We first propose a quantum spin Hall (QSH) insulator based on an out-of-plane spring-mass model and
analytically study the interplay between the disorder and topology in both topologically trivial and nontrivial
systems. We adopt the spin Bott index to characterize the topological property in disordered mechanical systems.
By tracking the evolution of the spin Bott index with the increase of disorders, we quantitatively demonstrate the
disorder induced transition from a topologically nontrivial QSH insulator to a trivial insulator. We then validate
the topological phase transition through transient analysis in discrete lattices. Finally, we design a phononic
crystal based on the discrete spring-mass model and numerically verify the topologically protected states along
the boundary between the trivial insulator and disordered topological QSH insulator in a continuous system. This
work puts a step forward in understanding the role of disorder in a 2D topological classical system.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The discovery of topological insulators (TI) [1,2] opened
a new era for studies in condensed matter physics. The key
feature of a TI is the robust and directional flow of energy
at the boundary of the system, which promises a powerful
tool for the design of low-dissipative devices. In general,
the topological insulators can be classified into two kinds,
those that break the time-reversal (TR) symmetry [e.g., the
quantum Hall (QH) insulator [3,4]] and those that preserve the
time-reversal symmetry [e.g., the quantum spin Hall (QSH)
insulator [5,6] and the quantum valley Hall (QVH) insulator
[7,8]]. As the former type usually requires additional efforts
such as the strong external magnetic fields to support topo-
logical states, the TR-symmetry preserved system is more
practical to realize, thus drawing significant attention recently.
The QSH effect can be regarded as the effect of two coupled
quantum Hall states with opposite Chern numbers for each
spin. Taking advantage of the spin-orbit coupling [6], the QSH
system can support robust helical edge modes even in the
absence of magnetic fields. However, due to the lack of in-
trinsic spin, it is not straightforward to realize the quantum
spin Hall phase in classic wave systems which are composed
of spinless particles. In order to generate such a pseudospin
degree of freedom, Wu et al. introduced the zone-folding
technique and reported a topological photonic crystal with
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C6 lattice symmetry [9]. Afterward, similar ideas have been
applied to acoustic [10] and mechanical [11] wave systems,
which helped to take a great step in the development of topo-
logical metamaterials.

One of the important research directions in the study of
topological insulators is to understand the effect of disorder
on topology [1,2]. Generally, the topological state is immune
to weak disorder. With the increase of the disorder level
in the system, the topologically nontrivial phase will even-
tually vanish. Such topological phase transition is intuitive
to understand since the Bloch theory fails in the presence
of disorder that suppresses the periodicity of the structure.
Moreover, further investigations found an abnormal transition
from a trivial system to a topological one solely induced by
disorder, accompanied by the realization of the topological
Anderson insulator (TAI) [12]. Followed by the early works
on phase transitions in disordered topological electronic sys-
tems [13–22], the study on the interplay between disorder and
topology also extends to other fields, such as photonic systems
[23–27] and electric circuits [28,29]. Research on disorder
induced topological phase transition in the elastic topological
system has also been reported in a one-dimensional (1D) sys-
tem. Zangeneh-Nejad et al. realized the topological Anderson
insulator phases in a topological sonic crystal [30]. Shi et al.
numerically investigated the topological phase transition in a
disordered spring-mass chain [31].

Unlike the 1D systems, qualitative analysis and verification
of the topological transition in two-dimensional (2D) elas-
tic systems is still challenging due to the following reasons.
(1) Lack of proper topological invariant in a 2D disordered
system. Without explicit band structure, traditional classic
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topological invariants, such as the Chern number and spin
Chern number, are ill defined. (2) Difficulty in precisely
manipulating the disorder in 2D topological metamateri-
als. Particularly, accurate mapping from disorder parameters
in analytical models to a structure is not easy to achieve.
Recently, Liu et al. reported observation of TAI in a 2D
acoustic spin Chern insulator [32]. They proposed a bi-
layer phononic crystal with synthetic spin-orbit coupling
and experimentally demonstrated disorder-driven topological
spin-dependent edge states. However, disorder induced topo-
logical phase transition in other types of 2D elastic TI is
still missing. Particularly, analysis of the disorder effect in
zone folding induced TI, which is the most common type of
classical analogy of TI, is yet to be explored.

In this work, we focus on the investigation of disorder
induced topological phase transition in 2D elastic systems.
First, we start with a discrete mechanical QSH insulator based
on an out-of-plane spring-mass lattice. We compare different
approaches to calculate the topological invariant in periodic
cases and then generalize the spin Bott index to work as an
effective spin Chern number to characterize the topology of
disordered elastic QSH systems. Based on that, we systemat-
ically analyze the effect of random stiffness disorder on the
topology and quantitatively demonstrate the disorder induced
topological phase transition. Then, we validate the analysis by
comparing the transient wave fields of finite size disordered
structures under pseudospin excitation. Finally, we propose

a phononic crystal and verify computationally the disorder
induced topological phase transition process in continuous
systems.

II. MECHANICAL QUANTUM SPIN HALL INSULATOR

We start with a simple mechanical QSH model, which is
composed of particles connected by springs. As shown in
Fig. 1(a), the system is a honeycomb lattice with uniform
masses (m = 1). Note that, in contrast to previous discrete
QSHE spring mass systems [33,34], we will focus on the
out-of-plane motion of the mass particles only. That is, each
particle has just one degree of freedom. Following the zone-
folding mechanism [9], we choose an expanded unit cell
containing six particles as indicated by the shaded hexagon.
The distance between the nearest neighboring masses is equal
to L. �a1 = a(1, 0) and �a2 = a( 1

2 ,
√

3
2 ) are lattice vectors with

a = 3L being the lattice constant, as indicated by the red
arrows in Fig. 1(a).

We then define springs connecting masses within a unit cell
as intracell springs with stiffness Kin, shown as the dashed
black lines in Fig. 1(a). The springs linking masses of different
cells are noted as intercell springs with stiffness Kout, shown as
solid black lines in Fig. 1(a). By applying appropriate periodic
boundary conditions, we can get the dynamic matrix of the
unit cell given as

D = 1

m

⎡⎢⎢⎢⎢⎢⎢⎢⎢⎢⎢⎣

Kd −Kin 0 −Koutei�k �a1 0 −Kin

−Kin Kd −Kin 0 −Koutei�k( �a1− �a2 ) 0

0 −Kin Kd −Kin 0 −Koutei�k �a2

−Koute−i�k �a1 0 −Kin Kd −Kin 0

0 −Koute−i�k( �a1− �a2 ) 0 −Kin Kd −Kin

−Kin 0 −Koute−i�k �a2 0 −Kin Kd

⎤⎥⎥⎥⎥⎥⎥⎥⎥⎥⎥⎦
, (1)

where Kd = 2Kin + Kout, �k = (kx, ky), and kx(ky) is the wave
number in x(y) direction.

Figure 1(b) shows the dispersion curves of the unit cell
with different arrangements of Kin and Kout. The black lines
represent the case for Kin = Kout = K0 = 1, where a four-band
degeneracy can be observed at � point [�k = (kx, ky) = (0, 0)].
When Kin and Kout are different, the degeneracy will be lifted
and a band gap appears. To ensure that the band gap is formed
near the original double Dirac point, we set the intracell and
intercell spring stiffness as Kin = K0(1 − 0.5�) and Kout =
K0(1 + �). Here, � represents the perturbation of the spring
stiffness and it should be noted that the levels of perturbation
are different between Kin and Kout to ensure the band gap
is formed near the original Dirac frequency. By varying the
relative stiffness of intercell and intracell springs, the system
can be switched between a trivial insulator and a QSH insu-
lator. The red dotted lines in Fig. 1(b) stand for a case for
Kin = 0.9 < Kout = 1.2 with a band gap being formed near
the original double Dirac point.

To characterize its topological property, we can calcu-
late a topological invariant associated with the system, such

as the spin Chern number Cs. One way to determine the
spin Chern number is through the analytical approach, where
we need to derive the effective Hamiltonian of the system
and map it to the Bernevig-Hughes-Zhang (BHZ) model
[6,35] of the QSH effect in an electron system. By trans-
forming the dynamical matrix D to a pseudospin vector
basis [p+, d+, p−, d−], we can obtain the effective
Hamiltonian of the system, given as

H = Q†[px, dxy, py, dx2−y2 ]†D[px, dxy, py, dx2−y2 ]Q

= [p+, d+, p−, d−]†D[p+, d+, p−, d−] (2)

where
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=
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represent the electronic orbital-like p/d type degenerate
modes at the � point,

Q =

⎛⎜⎜⎜⎜⎜⎝
1√
2

0 1√
2

0

0 1√
2

0 1√
2

i√
2

0 −i√
2

0

0 i√
2

0 −i√
2

⎞⎟⎟⎟⎟⎟⎠

is the unitary transformation operator, and
[p+, d+, p−, d−] indicates the pseudospin up (+)
and down (−) states. Specifically, p± = 1√

2
(px ± ipy) and

d± = 1√
2
(dxy ± idx2−y2 ).

Then we need to expand the effective Hamiltonian H near
the � point to the first order and get

H(δ�k) =
[
H+(δ�k) 0

0 H−(δ�k)

]
, (3)

with

H±(δ�k) =
[

Kd − (Kin − Kout ) + 1
2 a2δk2 1

2 aKout (∓δkx − iδky)
1
2 Kout (∓δkx + iδky) Kd + (Kin − Kout ) − 1

2 a2Koutδk2

]
, (4)

where �k = (δkx, δky) is a small wave vector deviating from
the � point, δk2 = δkx

2 + δky
2, and H±(δ�k) represents the

Hamiltonian for the pseudospin-up/down state. Note that
H(δ�k) resembles the BHZ Hamiltonian of HgTe quantum
wells [6].

The other way to obtain the spin Chern number is to
numerically integrate the Berry curvature of band dispersion
of the projected effective Hamiltonian H±(δ�k) over the first
Brillouin zone. Figure 1(c) depicts the Berry curvature (�)
of the lower spin-down channel for Kin < Kout. By integrat-
ing the Berry curvature over the first Brillouin zone, we can

FIG. 1. (a) Schematic of the unit cell of a spring-mass-based dis-
crete structure. (b) Band structure of the expanded unit cell. (c) Berry
curvature of the lower band of the spin-up channel. (d) Configuration
of a finite size lattice structure with fixed boundary conditions. Green
dots stand for the mass particles whose displacements are set to zero.
(e) Eigenfrequencies of the finite size structure. (f) Eigenvalues of
the spin projector operator Pz.

obtain the corresponding spin Chern number given as C−↓
s =

1
2π

∫
BZ � d2k. See Appendix A for the Berry curvatures and

spin Chern numbers of all spin channels. Following these
methods, we can find that the system is a trivial insulator
(Cs = 0) for Kin > Kout or a nontrivial QSH insulator (Cs = 1)
for Kin < Kout. By combining these two kinds of topologically
distinct phases, we can realize spin-dependent edge states
along the domain wall. Here, the spin Chern number provides
an elegant way to characterize the topological property in the
proposed periodic system.

III. SPIN BOTT INDEX IN MECHANICAL SYSTEMS

In the presence of disorder, the translational symmetry
of the structure is broken. The two aforementioned classic
methods to calculate the spin Chern number in the periodic
system are not applicable anymore. Therefore, we need to
use a new topological invariant to classify the topological
phases in disordered QSH systems. Here, we adopt the spin
Bott index proposed by Huang et al. [36,37] in electronic
systems and generalize it to a mechanical setup. In this work,
we focus mainly on spring stiffness disorder. Note that our
spring-mass model can be treated as a special phononic 2D
Su-Schrieffer-Heeger (SSH) model in the study of the disorder
[38]. Specifically, the disorder in the spring stiffness simulta-
neously perturbs the hopping strength and on-site potential in
the SSH model. We impose a global random stiffness disorder
in the system, given as

k j = Kj + K0Wjε j for j = 1, 2, . . . , N, (5)

where N is the total number of springs, ε j is a random number
ranging from −1 to 1, Kj is the unperturbed spring stiffness
and may take the values Kin or Kout depending on its location,
Wj = W ξ j is the corresponding disorder magnitude with W
being the disorder strength, and ξ j is a coefficient that con-
trols the ratio between the disorder strength on intracell and
intercell springs.

To calculate the spin Bott index, we consider a finite
size structure containing N = N1 × N2 unit cells and impose
fixed boundary conditions on all four boundaries as shown in
Fig. 1(d). Throughout our study on discrete models, we set
N1 = N2 = 20.
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First, we need to construct a projector operator of the
occupied states of the effective Hamiltonian H below the
band gap,

P =
Nocc∑

i

|ψi〉〈ψi|, (6)

where Nocc = 2N and ψi is the ith normalized eigenvector
of the effective Hamiltonian H corresponding to eigenvalue
ω2

i . Figure 1(e) shows the eigenfrequencies of the finite size
clean structure (without disorder W = 0) made of the unit cell
defined in Fig. 1(a) with Kin = 0.9 < Kout = 1.2. The shaded
region represents the band gap predicted by the unit cell band
structure. Please find the eigenfrequencies and eigenmodes of
the finite size structure with different types of unit cells in
Appendix B.

Then, we need to decompose P into two spin sectors by
using a spin operator Ŝz

Pz = PŜzP, (7)

where Ŝz = σz
⊗

IN and σz is the Pauli matrix. Figure 1(f)
shows the eigenvalues of Pz. One can see nonzero eigenvalues
of Pz are generally divided into two groups (| ± φi〉 = ± 1

2 )
corresponding to the spin up and spin down sectors, respec-
tively. We can write the associated eigenvalue problem as

Pz| ± φi〉 = S±| ± φi〉. (8)

Accordingly, the new spin up/down (+/−) projector operator
can be expressed as

P±| =
Nocc/2∑

i

| ± φi〉〈±φi|. (9)

After rescaling the coordinate of the centroid of each unit cell
into the interval [0,1), one can derive the projected position
operators as

U±| = P±ei2πX P± + (I − P±), (10)

V±| = P±ei2πY P± + (I − P±). (11)

Finally, we can calculate the Bott index of the two spin sec-
tors. The spin Bott index is given as [36,37]

B± = 1

2π
Im{tr[ln(V±U±V †

±U †
±)]}, (12)

Bs = 1

2
(B+ − B−). (13)

Note that the spin Bott index is equivalent to the spin Chern
number and can be applied to disordered systems to determine
the topological QSH phases. With such a powerful tool, we
can start to explore topological transitions in the disordered
2D mechanical lattice.

IV. DISORDER INDUCED TOPOLOGICAL TRANSITION
IN A DISCRETE MECHANICAL LATTICE

To demonstrate the disorder induced topological transition,
we take the structure shown in Fig. 1(d) with 20 unit cells
in both lattice vector directions. The finite structure contains
2400 particles and thus 2400 degrees of freedom in total. In

this study, we propose a special type of disorder, a discrete
disorder, and explore its effects on topology in both topo-
logically trivial and nontrivial 2D mechanical lattice systems.
Specifically, the discrete disorder is determined by the choice
of random parameter ε j in Eq. (5). Here ε j is drawn from the
discrete uniform distribution on the interval [−1, 1] and can
only take values −1, 0, or 1. Following the ratio of perturba-
tion in defining Kin and Kout, we set ξin = 0.5 and ξout = 1.
We choose K0 = 1 and � = ∓0.2 to define our clean systems
(no disorder) as the base reference. Based on our previous
analysis of the periodic discrete model in Sec. II, we know
that, when � = −0.2, the system is topologically trivial with
Kin = 1.1 > Kout = 0.8. For � = 0.2, the system becomes
topologically nontrivial with Kin = 0.9 < Kout = 1.2.

Figure 2(a) shows the evolution of the spin Bott index with
the increase of disorder strength W . Each data point represents
the numerical average of 200 disorder realizations and the
error bars indicate the standard deviations. We begin by taking
a look at the role of disorder in a trivial system. As shown by
the red line in Fig. 2(a), the spin Bott index of a trivial sys-
tem remains zero regardless of the disorder strength. That is,
introducing random discrete disorder cannot alter topological
phases in the trivial mechanical lattice for our choice of ξin and
ξout. Then, we discuss the phase transition in a topologically
nontrivial system under disorder, indicated by the blue line in
Fig. 2(a). For W = 0, such a clean system is a QSH insulator
with the spin Bott index being 1, which agrees well with our
analytical results obtained from the unit cell analysis. After
introducing disorders in the system, we can see that the spin
Bott index remains constant and barely shows any deviation at
the low disorder level. This is clear evidence of the robustness
of the topological property which is proven to be immune to
weak disorder (W < 0.4). By further increasing the disorder
strength, we observe a sharp drop of the spin Bott index from
1 which eventually becomes quantized near 0. This indicates
that the system is changing from a topologically nontrivial
phase to a trivial one.

This topological phase transition is usually accompanied
by the closure of a band gap. We take the structure shown in
Fig. 1(d) to investigate the band gap closing process. To get rid
of the influence of boundary modes, we modify the structure
by imposing periodic boundary conditions at all four edges.
Figure 2(b) shows the eigenfrequencies of the 20 × 20 struc-
ture with the increase of disorder strength. At each disorder
level, we take 200 realizations and plot all the eigenfrequen-
cies overlapping with each other. Blue and red circles are the
lower and upper edges of the band gaps for all realizations,
which refers to the center two eigenfrequencies (1200th and
1201st) in the spectrum. One can see that the band gap al-
ways exists for all the disorder realizations when the disorder
is in a weak range W < 0.4, which very well explains the
initial plateau of spin Bott index under disorder in Fig. 2(a).
Upon further increase of disorder, the upper and lower edges
of the disordered topological band gap start to merge with
each other. Particularly, during the transition region, we see
very large deviations in the disorder-averaged spin Bott index.
This is because the system’s topological nature becomes very
sensitive to small perturbations near the critical point and is
highly dependent on specific realization when the band gap is
about to close. Here, we introduce the ratio between the band
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FIG. 2. (a) Dependence of spin Bott index BS on the disorder strength under random discrete disorder. (b) Eigenfrequencies of a
topologically nontrivial structure with periodic boundary conditions under different levels of disorder. (c) Disorder-averaged band gap edges
and relative band gap width.

gap width (BGW) of the disordered and clean configuration
to quantitatively characterize the band gap closure process,
indicated by the orange line with star marker in Fig. 2(c).
Blue and red circles represent the disorder-averaged lower and
upper edges of the band gap, respectively. The error bars show
the standard deviations.

In summary, we quantitatively demonstrate that the dis-
order in the QSH system tends to destroy its topological
nature. Note that the disorder in our model is determined by
two parameters, ξ j , and ε j . By varying these two parameters,
we can manipulate the topological phase transition process
by shifting the critical transition boundary. Please find more
details about the effect of disorder parameters in Appendix C.

V. PSEUDOSPIN-DEPENDENT INTERFACE STATES
IN A DISORDERED QSH SYSTEM

One of the most important features of the QSH system is
the unidirectional propagation of topological edge modes. To
validate previous analysis on the topological phase transition
by tracking the spin Bott index, we proceed to investigate
the transient pseudospin-dependent wave transport along a
designed interface between a trivial insulator and a disordered
QSH TI.

Figure 3(a) displays a schematic of a numerical simula-
tion setup, which contains 40 × 40 unit cells in total and is
made of two kinds of unit cells. Specifically, the inner core
(indicated by the shaded region) consists of 20 × 20 topo-
logically nontrivial unit cells [marked as type A in Fig. 3(a)
for the sake of visualization] with Kin = 0.9 and Kout = 1.2.
All the surrounding area contains trivial unit cells (type B)
with Kin = 1.1 and Kout = 0.8. Therefore, a rhombic do-
main wall is formed between these two topologically distinct
substructures. To selectively excite a pseudospin mode, we
impose displacement input near the interface according to
the pseudospin up state p+. Specifically, Gaussian-modulated
sinusoidal pulses (GMSP) with proper phases are placed at six
sites within a unit cell as indicated by the red star. Figure 3(b)
shows snapshots of simulated elastic wave propagation under
a pseudospin up excitation with center angular frequency at
1.71 in a clean system. It is clear that the elastic waves travel
only along the interface in the clockwise direction and can
pass the sharp corners with negligible backscattering.

Then we move on to the disordered QSH systems to in-
vestigate their characteristics during the topological phase

transitions. As we mentioned in the last section, introducing
disorder in the trivial configuration will not flip the topologi-
cal phase. We only impose disorder in the inner core region
during the following analysis, which is made of topologi-
cally nontrivial unit cells [see the shaded area in Fig. 3(a)].
Figures 3(c)–3(f) are the schematics of the inner core under
discrete disorder with strength W = 0.2, W = 0.4, W = 0.6,
and W = 0.8, respectively. Color intensity represents the dis-
order magnitude of spring stiffness (Wjε j).

Figures 3(g)–3(j) show the snapshots of transient results
of the elastic wave fields under a pseudospin up excitation
with center frequency at 0.272 Hz for corresponding disorder
configuration. Similar to a clean system, the pseudospin waves
mainly travel along the interface in the clockwise direction in
a system under weak disorder W = 0.2 and 0.4. However, as
the C6 symmetry at the interface is further broken by the dis-
order besides the initial mismatch between the topologically
distinct unit cells, we start to observe more backscattering
by the spin mixing defects [39–42] [see bottom panels of
Figs. 3(g) and 3(h)]. When the stronger disorder is present,
we can barely observe any propagation along the interface.
Instead, we find the energy tends to penetrate into the bulk
for W = 0.6 [Fig. 3(i)] and show stronger localization for
W = 0.8 [Fig. 3(j)]. This could be explained by the Anderson
localization [43]. Based on the characteristic and significance
of the propagation of pseudospin waves, we can learn that
the inner core can retain its topological nature under weak
disorder (W < 0.4) and start to lose its topological properties
with the increase of disorder strength, which is inconsistent
with our previous prediction by the spin Bott index.

It is worth mentioning that the spin Bott index of a dis-
ordered QSH system in Fig. 2(a) is an averaged result of
numerous realizations, which actually shows a very large
deviation during the transition region. The transient simu-
lation results shown in Fig. 3 are based on one particular
realization, which does not reflect the statistical property of
the topologically disordered QSH systems, particularly during
the transition region. Please find the transient results of two
more realizations under discrete disorder in Appendix D to see
the disorder-realization-dependent propagation of pseudospin
waves in disordered structures.

VI. DISORDERED TOPOLOGICAL PHONONIC CRYSTAL

So far, the interplay between disorder and topology has
been explored in the discrete model. To extend our discrete
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FIG. 3. (a) Numerical setup of the rhombic structure. The interface between two kinds of topologically distinct lattices is indicated by the
black dashed line. (b) Transportation of the pseudospin-dependent wave package along the interface at a different time in a clean system. Color
intensity represents the power spectral density of the particle displacements. (c)–(f) Schematics of the disordered inner core under random
discrete disorder with strength W = 0.2, W = 0.4, W = 0.6, and W = 0.8, respectively. (g)–(j) Snapshots of transient simulated results under
pseudospin excitation in the corresponding disordered structures. Color bar represents the magnitude of the nondimensionalized displacement
given as 20 ln

u j

A0
, where uj is the particle displacement and A0 is the amplitude of the displacement input.

spring-mass model into a continuous structure, we propose a
phononic crystal constructed by connecting hexagonal prism
cavities with square tubes, as shown in Fig. 4(a). Here the gray
parts are filled with air with density ρ = 1.3 kgm−3 and speed
of sound ν = 343 m/s, and the white parts are rigid walls.
The prism resonance cavities work effectively as the mass
particles in the discrete model and the air channels in square
windows are equivalent to the springs. The parameters used
are m = 15 mm, n = 1.3 mm, H = 25 mm, and b = 2 mm.
A top view of the extended unit cell of the phononic crystal
and a rough mapping to the discrete spring-mass lattice can be
seen in Fig. 4(b). By varying the cross section of the air tubes,
we can effectively tune the spring stiffness corresponding to
the discrete lattice model. Figure 4(c) gives the relationship
between the width of the square channels (d) and the effective
spring stiffness. Red circles represent the results obtained by
fitting unit cell dispersion curves of a discrete lattice model
with that of the phononic crystal calculated by finite ele-
ment analysis (FEA) software COMSOL MULTIPHYSICS (see
Appendix E for more details on the fitting process). The black
line stands for the second degree polynomial fitted to the data
red dots.

To verify the topological states along the interface between
the topologically nontrivial disordered QSH insulator and a
trivial insulator, we construct a U-shape interface by joining
the substructure with two kinds of unit cells. Specifically,
a type A unit cell is topologically nontrivial with din =
4.9 mm and dout = 5.4 mm, which corresponds to Kin =
0.9 × 105 and Kout = 1.1 × 105 in the discrete model. Here,
din and dout refer to the width of intracell and intercell air chan-
nels, respectively. A type B unit cell is topologically trivial
with din = 5.2 mm and dout = 4.7 mm, which is equivalent
to a unit cell with Kin = 1.1 × 105 and Kout = 0.8 × 105 in

FIG. 4. (a) Detailed view of the design of the phononic crystal.
(b) A top view of the unit cell and a mapping relation to the discrete
model. (c) Relationship between the width d of air tubes and the ef-
fective spring stiffness. (d) Schematic of the finite element simulation
setup. A U-shape interface is created by putting substructures with
two types of unit cells adjacently. The red star indicates the excitation
point. (e)–(i) Simulated wave field with a harmonic excitation along
the interface under discrete disorder with disorder strength W = 0,
0.2, 0.4, 0.6, and 0.8, respectively.
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the discrete model. Figure 4(d) is a schematic of the FEA
setup. Specifically, the inner core consists of the type A unit
cells with intracell air channels narrower than the intercell
ones, while the outer part contains trivial unit cells (type
B) with intracell air channels wider than the intercell ones.
The green lines represent the radiative boundary conditions
imposed on four sides of the system, which allows acoustic
waves to leak into the environment to reduce reflection at
these boundaries. Six point sources with appropriate phase
differences are put in the six air cavities within one unit cell
as marked by the red star in Fig. 4(d) to excite the system with
pseudospin up modes. We then use COMSOL MULTIPHYSICS to
perform the harmonic finite element analysis. Similar to our
arrangement in the transient analysis in Sec. IV, the discrete
disorder is only introduced on the inner core region. Note that
the disorder configuration is determined by changing the air
tube width d based on the spring stiffness information from
a disorder realization in the discrete model. See Appendix F
for a flowchart explaining the process of constructing the
disordered phononic structure.

Figure 4(e) shows the steady state response of a clean
system under pseudospin-up excitation. It is clear that the
acoustic waves are very well confined to the topological in-
terface and can only propagate in the clockwise direction.
Particularly, the pseudospin waves can robustly pass the sharp
bends without obvious reflections and scatterings.

The one-way propagation of pseudospin dependent waves
at 2.72 kHz with the weak disorder (W = 0.2, 0.4) are shown
in Figs. 4(f) and 4(g). Specifically, a disordered QSH system
with A type unit cells under disorder level W = 0.2 or 0.4
has spin Bott index 1 with very small variations, thus indi-
cating a stable topologically nontrivial state [see Fig. 2(a)].
In this case, we can observe that the acoustic waves are still
mostly localized near the topological boundary and a signif-
icant amount of the energy is still flowing in the clockwise
direction. However, instead of a uniform energy distribution
along the propagation path as seen in the clean system, we
start to see more unevenly distributed modes at the interface
with energy penetrating to the bulk of the substructure.

As we further increase the disorder strength to W = 0.6,
the pseudospin excitation does not generate unidirectional
propagating waves [see Fig. 4(h)]. Finally, when the disorder
strength reaches W = 0.8, the inner substructure becomes
topologically trivial with a spin Bott index very close to zero
[see Fig. 2(a)]. That is, the interface between the substructures
A and B can no longer be treated as a topological domain wall.
As presented in Fig. 4(i), acoustic energy spreads into the bulk
of the structure. Again the results in Figs. 4(e)–4(i) are based
on a single disorder realization, which cannot represent the
statistical characteristics of the disordered topological QSH
insulator. Steady-state wave fields under pseudospin up exci-
tation for one more realization are plotted in Appendix G for
comparison.

VII. CONCLUSION

This paper investigates the interplay between topology and
disorder in both discrete and continuous 2D phononic sys-
tems. Quantitative analysis of the disorder effect is conducted
by tracking the spin Bott index. We find that a topologically
nontrivial QSH system can endure a certain level of disorder

FIG. 5. Berry curvature and spin Chern number of four pseu-
dospin channels for Kin < Kout. (a) The lower band of pseudospin
up. (b) The upper band of pseudospin up. (c) The lower band of
pseudospin down. (d) The upper band of pseudospin down.

and will eventually alter its topological nature under strong
disorder. Transient simulation results of the pseudospin de-
pendent waves also confirm the topological phase transition
induced solely by disorder and agreed well with the spin Bott
index prediction. With the proposed framework, we provide a
powerful tool to quantitatively analyze the topological phases
in a disordered 2D system. The results reveal unexpected
robustness of the zone-folding induced topological phases
and may inspire future explorations on the sensitivity of the
topologically nontrivial system to different types of disorders.
The findings also lay a foundation for the possible realization
of TAI in 2D mechanical systems.
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APPENDIX A: BERRY CURVATURE AND THE SPIN
CHERN NUMBER

Figure 5 shows the calculated Berry curvature in the
first Brillouin zone for all spin channels. By integrating the
Berry curvature, we can obtain the corresponding spin Chern
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FIG. 6. (a) Eigenfrequency spectrum of the topologically trivial (red circles) or nontrivial (blue circles) structure. (b)–(e) Eigenmodes of
the finite structure corresponding to the markers in (a).

numbers of four spin bands, given as C↓−
S = 1, C↑−

S = −1,
C↓+

S = −1, and C↑+
S = 1. Then the spin Chern numbers of

spin up and spin down states are defined as C↓
S = C↓+

S −C↓−
S

2 =
−1 and C↑

S = C↑+
S −C↑−

S
2 = 1, respectively. Therefore, the total

spin Chern number can be calculated as CS = C↑
S −C↓

S
2 , indicat-

ing a topologically nontrivial system.

APPENDIX B: EIGENFREQUENCIES AND TYPICAL
EIGENMODES OF THE FINITE SIZE STRUCTURES WITH

DIFFERENT TYPES OF UNIT CELLS

Figure 6(a) compares eigenfrequencies of the finite size
structures with different choices of unit cells. The blue circles
represent the case for topologically nontrivial unit cells with
Kin = 0.9 < Kout = 1.2, which is the same as Fig. 1(e). The
red circles stand for results of topologically trivial unit cells
with Kin = 1.1 > Kout = 0.8. Figures 6(b) and 6(c) give ex-
amples of bulk modes with frequencies outside the band gap in
a trivial and nontrivial configuration, respectively. While the
properties of the bulk modes are similar, the clear differences
can be observed in the frequency band gap. It is easy to
catch that the main difference between these two cases is the
emergence of boundary modes within the band gap range in
the topologically nontrivial structure. Figures 6(d) and 6(e)
show typical examples of an edge state and a corner state,
respectively.

APPENDIX C: EFFECT OF DISORDER PARAMETERS ON
THE TOPOLOGICAL PHASE TRANSITIONS

In the main body of this paper, we focus on the interplay
of discrete disorder with topology. It is controlled by two pa-
rameters ξ j and ε j . Specifically, ξ j refers to the disorder ratio
between intercell and intracell disorder coefficients (ξin/ξout).
It explains the fact that intercell and intracell springs may
have different tendencies to develop disorders. Figure 7(a)
compares the disorder averaged spin Bott index for different
combinations of ξin and ξout. The blue line stands for the re-
sults of the case with ξin = 0.5, ξout = 1, which is the same as
Fig. 2(a). The red line plots the results obtained with ξin = 1,
ξout = 1. The choice of ε j determines the disorder type. By
randomly selecting integers from the discrete uniform distri-
bution on the interval [−1, 1], we define the so-called discrete

disorder, which is a very simplified case of disorder. A more
general type of disorder, namely the continuous disorder, can
be realized by setting ε j as a uniformly distributed number
in the interval [−1, 1]. Figure 7(b) compares the effects of
discrete (blue line) and continuous (yellow line) disorder on
topology. In summary, by varying disorder parameters, we
will be able to manipulate the topological phase transition
process and shift the critical transition boundary.

APPENDIX D: TRANSIENT WAVE ANALYSIS FOR OTHER
REALIZATIONS UNDER DISCRETE DISORDER

In Fig. 2, we can observe that the spin Bott index of
a system with a certain disorder level shows a very large
deviation, which indicates that topology is highly dependent
on a particular disorder configuration for a certain range of
disorders. Here, we conduct two extra transient simulations
for different discrete disorder realizations and demonstrate the
snapshots of wave fields at t = 300 in Fig. 8. We see very
similar wave propagation phenomena for weak disorder cases
(W = 0.2 and W = 0.4), corresponding to the stable spin Bott
index that is very well quantized at 1. Figures 8(c) and 8(d)
show two more numerical simulation results with disorder
strength W = 0.6 and 0.8, respectively. By comparing the
structure responses of different realizations, we find that a
larger standard deviation of the spin Bott index suggests that
systems with different disorder realizations tend to respond
more distinctively under the same pseudospin excitation. De-
spite the fact that such an approximate relationship involves
intuitive interpretations of the transient wave fields, it still
helps to give a better understanding of the disordered QSH
system based on the calculation of the spin Bott index.

FIG. 7. Effect of (a) disorder ratio and (b) disorder type on the
topological phase transition.
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FIG. 8. (a)–(d) Transient simulated wave fields at t = 300 under pseudospin excitation for two more realizations under random discrete
disorder with disorder strength W = 0.2, W = 0.4, W = 0.6, and W = 0.8, respectively.

APPENDIX E: PARAMETER FITTING BETWEEN
THE SQUARE TUBE WIDTH AND THE EFFECTIVE

SPRING STIFFNESS

In order to find the relationship between the square tube
width and the effective spring stiffness, we fit the dispersion
diagram of the spring-mass model with that of a phononic
crystal obtained from COMSOL MULTIPHYSICS. Figures 9(a)
and 9(b) show the unit cell of the spring mass model and
the phononic crystal, respectively. A comparison between the
dispersion relations obtained from the discrete model and the
continuous model is plotted in Fig. 9(c). Black lines repre-
sent the result of a discrete spring-mass model with Kin =
Kout = 1.0 × 108. Red dots stand for the FEA result with
din = 4.73 mm and dout = 5.75 mm. Figure 9(d) shows sim-
ilar results for Kin = 0.9 × 108, Kout = 1.2 × 108, and din =
dout = 5.08 mm. By varying din and dout values and repeating
the dispersion curves fitting process, we finally come up with

FIG. 9. (a) Unit cell of the discrete model. (b) Top view of
the unit cell of a phononic crystal. (c),(d) Comparison of unit-cell
dispersion curves with a double Dirac point or a band gap obtained
from the spring-mass model (solid lines) and the phononic crystal
(red dots).

the relationship between the square tube width d and the
effective spring stiffness K within the range of our interest,
as shown in Fig. 4(c).

APPENDIX F: CONSTRUCTION OF THE DISORDERED
PHONONIC CRYSTAL STRUCTURE

The disordered phononic structures are constructed by
mapping from discrete spring-mass systems. First, we need to
generate the random parameter ε j that determines the disorder
configuration, where j is the spring element number. Then
we substitute ε j into Eq. (5) to calculate the stiffness of the
jth disordered spring. Next, based on the fitted polynomial
in Fig. 4(c), we find the width d of an air tube correspond-
ing to each spring in the discrete model. Finally, we draw
the geometry of the disordered phononic crystal for FEA
simulation in COMSOL MULTIPHYSICS. Figure 10 summarizes
the procedure to generate the disordered phononic crystal
model.

APPENDIX G: STEADY STATE IN A PHONONIC CRYSTAL
FOR EXTRA DISCRETE DISORDER REALIZATION

In Fig. 11, we show the steady state of the disordered
phononic crystal under pseudospin excitation with the same
disorder strength but a different configuration compared to
realization in Fig. 4. As we can see, with the increase of
disorder strength, less energy could stay confined near the

FIG. 10. Procedure to generate the disordered phononic crystal.
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FIG. 11. (a)–(d) Steady state wave field under a harmonic ex-
citation in the presence of discrete disorder with disorder strength
W = 0.2, 0.4, 0.6, and 0.8, respectively.

interface and propagate in the clockwise direction. We ob-
serve a growing leakage into the bulk and more significant
energy localization. In general, by comparing the results in
Fig. 4 and Fig. 11, we can know that the wave propagates
in a very similar trend for disordered systems with spin

Bott index of low deviation (W = 0.2, 0.4, and 0.8). When
the averaged spin Bott index has a large variation (W =
0.6), a more drastic difference may appear in the disordered
system.

APPENDIX H: TOPOLOGICALLY PROTECTED EDGE
STATES AT BOTH ZIGZAG AND ARMCHAIR

BOUNDARIES

In this paper, we mainly investigate the wave propagation
along the zigzag type topological boundaries. A natural ques-
tion arises of whether armchair type boundaries can support
topologically protected edge states in the presence of disorder.
To answer this question, we design a rectangular structure
with both armchair and zigzag type topological boundaries
between the substructure composed of A type and B type
unit cells. Similarly, we introduce a random global disorder
and demonstrate the evolution of the pseudospin-dependent
edge state with different levels of disorder in Fig. 12. It is
clear that both armchair and zigzag boundaries can support
topologically protected edge states in clean and in weakly
disordered systems.

t=
10
0

t=
20
0

t=
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0
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FIG. 12. (a)–(d) Propagation of pseudospin dependent waves along a mixed topological interface that is composed of both zigzag and
armchair type boundaries with disorder strength W = 0, W = 0.2, W = 0.4, and W = 0.6, respectively.

[1] X.-L. Qi and S.-C. Zhang, Topological insulators and supercon-
ductors, Rev. Mod. Phys. 83, 1057 (2011).

[2] M. Z. Hasan and C. L. Kane, Colloquium: Topological insula-
tors, Rev. Mod. Phys. 82, 3045 (2010).

[3] K. v. Klitzing, G. Dorda, and M. Pepper, New Method for High-
Accuracy Determination of the Fine-Structure Constant Based
on Quantized Hall Resistance, Phys. Rev. Lett. 45, 494 (1980).

[4] D. J. Thouless, M. Kohmoto, M. P. Nightingale, and M. den
Nijs, Quantized Hall Conductance in a Two-Dimensional Peri-
odic Potential, Phys. Rev. Lett. 49, 405 (1982).

[5] C. L. Kane and E. J. Mele, Quantum Spin Hall Effect in
Graphene, Phys. Rev. Lett. 95, 226801 (2005).

[6] B. A. Bernevig, T. L. Hughes, and S.-C. Zhang, Quantum spin
Hall effect and topological phase transition in HgTe quantum
wells, Science 314, 1757 (2006).

[7] A. Rycerz, J. Tworzydło, and C. W. J. Beenakker, Valley filter
and valley valve in graphene, Nat. Phys. 3, 172 (2007).

[8] D. Xiao, W. Yao, and Q. Niu, Valley-Contrasting Physics in
Graphene: Magnetic Moment and Topological Transport, Phys.
Rev. Lett. 99, 236809 (2007).

054205-10

https://doi.org/10.1103/RevModPhys.83.1057
https://doi.org/10.1103/RevModPhys.82.3045
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.45.494
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.49.405
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.95.226801
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1133734
https://doi.org/10.1038/nphys547
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.99.236809


TOPOLOGICAL PHASE TRANSITION IN A DISORDERED … PHYSICAL REVIEW B 108, 054205 (2023)

[9] L.-H. Wu and X. Hu, Scheme for Achieving a Topological
Photonic Crystal by Using Dielectric Material, Phys. Rev. Lett.
114, 223901 (2015).

[10] C. He, X. Ni, H. Ge, X.-C. Sun, Y.-B. Chen, M.-H. Lu, X.-P.
Liu, and Y.-F. Chen, Acoustic topological insulator and robust
one-way sound transport, Nat. Phys. 12, 1124 (2016).

[11] S.-Y. Yu, C. He, Z. Wang, F.-K. Liu, X.-C. Sun, Z. Li, H.-Z.
Lu, M.-H. Lu, X.-P. Liu, and Y.-F. Chen, Elastic pseudospin
transport for integratable topological phononic circuits, Nat.
Commun. 9, 3072 (2018).

[12] J. Li, R.-L. Chu, J. K. Jain, and S.-Q. Shen, Topological Ander-
son Insulator, Phys. Rev. Lett. 102, 136806 (2009).

[13] H. Jiang, L. Wang, Q.-f. Sun, and X. C. Xie, Numerical study
of the topological Anderson insulator in HgTe/CdTe quantum
wells, Phys. Rev. B 80, 165316 (2009).

[14] C. W. Groth, M. Wimmer, A. R. Akhmerov, J. Tworzydło,
and C. W. J. Beenakker, Theory of the Topological Anderson
Insulator, Phys. Rev. Lett. 103, 196805 (2009).

[15] J. H. Bardarson, P. W. Brouwer, and J. E. Moore,
Aharonov-Bohm Oscillations in Disordered Topological Insu-
lator Nanowires, Phys. Rev. Lett. 105, 156803 (2010).

[16] H.-M. Guo, G. Rosenberg, G. Refael, and M. Franz, Topolog-
ical Anderson Insulator in Three Dimensions, Phys. Rev. Lett.
105, 216601 (2010).

[17] K. Nomura and N. Nagaosa, Surface-Quantized Anomalous
Hall Current and the Magnetoelectric Effect in Magneti-
cally Disordered Topological Insulators, Phys. Rev. Lett. 106,
166802 (2011).

[18] G. Schubert, H. Fehske, L. Fritz, and M. Vojta, Fate of
topological-insulator surface states under strong disorder, Phys.
Rev. B 85, 201105(R) (2012).

[19] J. Song, H. Liu, H. Jiang, Q.-f. Sun, and X. C. Xie, Dependence
of topological Anderson insulator on the type of disorder, Phys.
Rev. B 85, 195125 (2012).

[20] K. Kobayashi, T. Ohtsuki, and K.-I. Imura, Disordered Weak
and Strong Topological Insulators, Phys. Rev. Lett. 110, 236803
(2013).

[21] I. Mondragon-Shem, T. L. Hughes, J. Song, and E. Prodan,
Topological Criticality in the Chiral-Symmetric AIII Class at
Strong Disorder, Phys. Rev. Lett. 113, 046802 (2014).

[22] J. Song and E. Prodan, AIII and BDI topological systems at
strong disorder, Phys. Rev. B 89, 224203 (2014).

[23] C. Liu, W. Gao, B. Yang, and S. Zhang, Disorder-Induced
Topological State Transition in Photonic Metamaterials, Phys.
Rev. Lett. 119, 183901 (2017).

[24] S. Stützer, Y. Plotnik, Y. Lumer, P. Titum, N. H. Lindner, M.
Segev, M. C. Rechtsman, and A. Szameit, Photonic topological
Anderson insulators, Nature (London) 560, 461 (2018).

[25] B. Yang, B. Yang, H. Zhang, H. Zhang, Q. Shi, T. Wu, Y. Ma, Z.
Lv, X. Xiao, R. Dong, R. Dong, X. Yan, X. Yan, and X. Zhang,
Details of the topological state transition induced by gradually
increased disorder in photonic Chern insulators, Opt. Express
28, 31487 (2020).

[26] G.-G. Liu, Y. Yang, X. Ren, H. Xue, X. Lin, Y.-H. Hu, H.-x.
Sun, B. Peng, P. Zhou, Y. Chong, and B. Zhang, Topological

Anderson Insulator in Disordered Photonic Crystals, Phys. Rev.
Lett. 125, 133603 (2020).

[27] H. Zhang, W. Sui, Y. Zhang, G. Liu, Q. Shi, Z. Lv, D. Zhang,
C. Rong, and B. Yang, Disorder-driven collapse of topological
phases in photonic topological insulator, Phys. Status Solidi B
259, 2200214 (2022).

[28] Z.-Q. Zhang, B.-L. Wu, J. Song, and H. Jiang, Topological An-
derson insulator in electric circuits, Phys. Rev. B 100, 184202
(2019).

[29] W. Zhang, D. Zou, Q. Pei, W. He, J. Bao, H. Sun, and X.
Zhang, Experimental Observation of Higher-Order Topological
Anderson Insulators, Phys. Rev. Lett. 126, 146802 (2021).

[30] F. Zangeneh-Nejad and R. Fleury, Disorder-induced signal fil-
tering with topological metamaterials, Adv. Mater. 32, 2001034
(2020).

[31] X. Shi, I. Kiorpelidis, R. Chaunsali, V. Achilleos, G.
Theocharis, and J. Yang, Disorder-induced topological phase
transition in a one-dimensional mechanical system, Phys. Rev.
Res. 3, 033012 (2021).

[32] H. Liu, B. Xie, H. Wang, W. Liu, Z. Li, H. Cheng, J. Tian,
Z. Liu, and S. Chen, Acoustic topological Anderson insulators,
arXiv:2111.06520.

[33] Y. Zhou, P. R. Bandaru, and D. F. Sievenpiper, Quantum-spin-
Hall topological insulator in a spring-mass system, New J. Phys.
20, 123011 (2018).

[34] Y. Chen, X. Liu, and G. Hu, Topological phase transition in
mechanical honeycomb lattice, J. Mech. Phys. Solids 122, 54
(2019).

[35] L.-H. Wu and X. Hu, Topological properties of electrons in
honeycomb lattice with detuned hopping energy, Sci. Rep. 6,
24347 (2016).

[36] H. Huang and F. Liu, Quantum Spin Hall Effect and Spin Bott
Index in a Quasicrystal Lattice, Phys. Rev. Lett. 121, 126401
(2018).

[37] H. Huang and F. Liu, Theory of spin Bott index for quan-
tum spin Hall states in nonperiodic systems, Phys. Rev. B 98,
125130 (2018).

[38] A. Coutant, V. Achilleos, O. Richoux, G. Theocharis, and V.
Pagneux, Robustness of topological corner modes against dis-
order with application to acoustic networks, Phys. Rev. B 102,
214204 (2020).

[39] Y. Deng, H. Ge, Y. Tian, M. Lu, and Y. Jing, Observation of
zone folding induced acoustic topological insulators and the
role of spin-mixing defects, Phys. Rev. B 96, 184305 (2017).

[40] H. Chen, H. Nassar, and G. L. Huang, A study of topological
effects in 1D and 2D mechanical lattices, J. Mech. Phys. Solids
117, 22 (2018).

[41] H. Chen, H. Nassar, A. N. Norris, G. K. Hu, and G. L. Huang,
Elastic quantum spin Hall effect in kagome lattices, Phys. Rev.
B 98, 094302 (2018).

[42] R. Chaunsali, C.-W. Chen, and J. Yang, Subwavelength and
directional control of flexural waves in zone-folding induced
topological plates, Phys. Rev. B 97, 054307 (2018).

[43] P. W. Anderson, Absence of diffusion in certain random lattices,
Phys. Rev. 109, 1492 (1958).

054205-11

https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.114.223901
https://doi.org/10.1038/nphys3867
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-05461-5
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.102.136806
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.80.165316
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.103.196805
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.105.156803
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.105.216601
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.106.166802
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.85.201105
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.85.195125
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.110.236803
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.113.046802
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.89.224203
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.119.183901
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-018-0418-2
https://doi.org/10.1364/OE.405820
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.125.133603
https://doi.org/10.1002/pssb.202200214
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.100.184202
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.126.146802
https://doi.org/10.1002/adma.202001034
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevResearch.3.033012
http://arxiv.org/abs/arXiv:2111.06520
https://doi.org/10.1088/1367-2630/aaf341
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmps.2018.08.021
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep24347
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.121.126401
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.98.125130
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.102.214204
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.96.184305
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmps.2018.04.013
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.98.094302
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.97.054307
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRev.109.1492

