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We report on an evaluation of an optical clock that uses the 2S1=2 → 2D5=2 transition of a single 88Srþ ion
as the reference. In contrast to previous work, we estimate the effective temperature of the blackbody
radiation that shifts the reference transition directly during operation from the corresponding frequency
shift and the well-characterized sensitivity to thermal radiation. We measure the clock output frequency
against an independent 171Ybþ ion clock, based on the 2S1=2ðF ¼ 0Þ → 2F7=2ðF ¼ 3Þ electric octupole (E3)
transition, and determine the frequency ratio with a total fractional uncertainty of 2.3 × 10−17. Relying on a
previous measurement of the 171Ybþ (E3) clock frequency, we find the absolute frequency of the 88Srþ

clock transition to be 444 779 044 095 485.277(59) Hz. Our result reduces the uncertainty by a factor of 3
compared with the previously most accurate measurement and may help to resolve so far inconsistent
determinations of this value. We also show that for three simultaneously interrogated 88Srþ ions, the
increased number causes the expected improvement of the short-term frequency instability of the optical
clock without degrading its systematic uncertainty.
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Optical clocks have demonstrated record fractional
uncertainties on the order of and below 10−18 [1,2]. In
addition to their development as future primary standards
of time and frequency, comparisons between optical clocks
have been used to provide stringent tests of fundamental
physical principles such as the Einstein equivalence
principle [2,3] and were employed in searches for ultralight
scalar dark matter [4,5]. Optical clocks based on neutral
atoms in optical lattices and on ions confined in radio-
frequency traps both show significant contributions to their
total uncertainty originating from the uncertainty of the
Stark shift induced by thermal radiation. For neutral atoms,
the effective temperature of the perturbing field has been
determined with high accuracy using resistive temperature
sensors at the position of the atoms [6] or using temperature
controlled environments with high emissivity [7]. For
trapped ions, however, the determination is particularly
challenging because of the inhomogeneous distribution
of heat and the large uncertainty of the emissivity of
the components of an ion trap [8]. Consequently, the

uncertainty of the effective temperature of the perturbing
thermal field has been on the order of a few Kelvin for
many trapped ion systems [1,8]. This technical limitation
has been addressed by proper ion trap engineering using
materials with a high thermal conductivity. For such
systems, the combination of finite element simulations
and measurements using temperature sensors on the trap
assembly and infrared cameras enables temperature uncer-
tainties as low as 0.08 K [9,10]. In a complementary
approach, the in situ temperature measurement reported in
this Letter does not require sophisticated techniques but
makes direct use of the frequency shift induced by thermal
radiation on the 2S1=2 → 2D5=2 clock transition at 674 nm of
a single trapped 88Srþ ion. The technique is easily appli-
cable to other ion species like 40Caþ [11].
For the demonstration of the technique, we employ a

linear ion trap made from printed circuit boards of fiber-
reinforced hydrocarbon-ceramics (Rogers 4350B). The low
heat conductivity of only 0.69 W=ðmKÞmakes an accurate
determination of the effective temperature using well-
established techniques challenging. The trap geometry is
based on the design discussed in [12], that provides several
trapping regions with ten individual segments to confine
88Srþ ions. We apply radio frequency and dc voltages to
obtain mean secular trapping frequencies of up to 1320 kHz
and 870 kHz in the radial and axial direction, respectively.
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The ion is laser cooled to 0.73(12) mK on the 422 nm
electric dipole transition, which is 50% larger than the
Doppler limitation expected from laser cooling [13], at a
detuning of half its natural linewidth (−10 MHz) with
respect to the resonance. A repump laser at 1092 nm
prevents population trapping in the 2D3=2 state and is
polarization modulated with a frequency of about 10 MHz
to enable fast repumping from all 2D3=2 Zeeman
sublevels [14].
During clock operation, the clock transition is periodi-

cally interrogated with a pulse sequence that is shown in the
Supplemental Material [15]. Each sequence starts with
5 ms of laser cooling. State preparation of a single Zeeman
sublevel mS ¼ −1=2ðþ1=2Þ of the 2S1=2 ground state
within 1 ms is implemented by continuously driving the
674 nm mS ¼ þ1=2ð−1=2Þ → mD ¼ −3=2ðþ3=2Þ transi-
tion respectively, together with 1033 nm repumping [16].
Mechanical shutters block laser light employed for cooling
during the subsequent clock interrogation. Their operation
causes a dead time of 5 ms at the beginning and the end of
the clock interrogation. A successful clock excitation is
indicated by absence of fluorescence at the beginning of the
subsequent cooling cycle. After 5 ms of fluorescence
detection, laser light at 1033 nm enables fast depletion
of the excited clock state via the P3=2 state back to the
ground state. A valid clock interrogation cycle ends with
the reappearance of the fluorescence signal within the
subsequent cooling period.
To coherently interrogate the 88Srþ clock transition, we

set up a laser system at 674 nm which takes advantage of
the low frequency instability of a cryogenic silicon reso-
nator [17] at short averaging times and uses an independent
171YbþðE3Þ clock as the long-term reference [2]. An
external-cavity diode laser at 674 nm is stabilized with a
bandwidth of 500 kHz to a piezo-controlled Fabry-Perot
resonator with a finesse of 34 000 using a Pound-Drever-
Hall locking scheme [18]. The transmitted light is fre-
quency shifted with an acousto-optic modulator (AOM) by
about 80 MHz, and used to injection seed a laser diode. The
output power of up to 7 mW is increased to more than
50 mW using a tapered amplifier. A small fraction of the
light is sent to a frequency comb generator and compared to
the 171YbþðE3Þ clock laser light. A discriminator signal is
provided using the transfer scheme [19] to steer the AOM
and the length of the Fabry-Perot resonator. Apart from a
digitally controlled clock offset, the 171YbþðE3Þ clock laser
is stabilized to the length of the cryogenic resonator via a
laser at 1.5 μmmaking use of the same transfer scheme. An
additional AOM provides a digitally controllable frequency
offset of the clock laser light at the position of the 88Srþ ion.
For all clock laser beams guided in optical fibers, active
path-length stabilization is employed.
Neither the 88Srþ ground state S1=2 nor the excited state

D5=2 possesses sublevels with a magnetic quantum number

m ¼ 0; consequently all of the possible ðS1=2; m ¼ mSÞ →
ðD5=2; m ¼ mDÞ transition frequencies linearly depend on
the magnitude of the magnetic field. Since the correspond-
ing frequency shifts of positive and negative Zeeman
sublevels of the ground and excited state with the same
absolute magnetic quantum numbers jmSj and jmDj average
to zero, pairs of transitions are interrogated. To avoid low-
frequency magnetic field noise, a single-layer mu-metal
shield surrounds the vacuum chamber, and low-noise
current sources are used to provide a magnetic field of
≈ 4 μT. An angle of 30° between the propagation direction
of the horizontally polarized clock laser light and the
applied magnetic field leads to a nonzero excitation
probability for all transitions with jΔmj ≤ 2.
In addition to the linear Zeeman shift, the excited state

sublevels are affected by tensorial frequency shifts, which
scale with m2

D [20]. These are the electric quadrupole shift,
which results from a coupling between electric field
gradient and electric quadrupole moment of the excited
state, and the tensorial part of the Stark shift resulting from
the residual rf trapping field. To suppress tensorial shifts,
we average multiple pairs of transitions with positive and
negative Zeeman shift and with different m2

D. The average
frequency of transitions to all excited state sublevels is
intrinsically free of tensor shifts [21]. In first-order pertur-
bation theory, the same frequency is obtained by averaging
only two pairs of transitions using appropriate weights [20].
Since magnetic field noise determines the maximum
coherent interrogation time for our setup, we use a
numerical optimization to minimize the frequency insta-
bility of the clock under the condition of tensor shift
cancellation using individually adjusted interrogation pulse
durations on each transition pair. We find the lowest
frequency instability if the jS;�1=2i → jD;�3=2i tran-
sition pair is interrogated twice as often as the jS;�1=2i →
jD;�5=2i transition pair, with pulse durations of 87.5 ms
and 35 ms and averaged with weights of 5=6 and 1=6,
respectively [15].
The center frequency of each transition involved in the

averaging scheme discussed above is tracked individually
by an integrating servo system and averaged in postpro-
cessing to obtain the frequency difference between the
clock laser and the unperturbed S1=2 → D5=2 transition.
Each transition is interrogated with single rectangular clock
laser pulses with positive (þ) and negative (−) detunings
Δν from the center frequency, such that the expected
excitation probability is 50% of the maximum. The
corresponding servo systems shift the center frequencies
by 0.15ðnþ − n−Þ × Δν with nþ=− being the number of
successful excitations after four interrogations [22].
To experimentally investigate the frequency instability

of the 88Srþ clock, we compare it to the 171YbþðE3Þ
clock [2], which employs the electric octupole (E3)
transition at 467 nm. For the latter, a frequency instability
of 1 × 10−15ðτ=sÞ−1=2 has recently been reported in
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Ref. [23]. Figure 1 shows the fractional Allan deviation σy
of the frequency ratio R ¼ ν88Srþ=ν171Ybþ for a typical
measurement run recorded from MJD 59627 to MJD
59634 (17 Feb 2022 to 24 Feb 2022). A Monte Carlo
simulation of the servo algorithm assuming only
quantum projection noise predicts an instability σy ¼
4.8 × 10−15ðτ=sÞ−1=2, with which the experimental data
are in good agreement.
The frequency instability is expected to decrease with

1=
ffiffiffiffi

N
p

where N is the number of simultaneously inter-
rogated ions. Consequently, the measurement time
required to reach a given statistical uncertainty is reduced
by N, if the experimental sequence remains otherwise
unchanged. This particular advantage of a so-called multi-
ion clock [24] can be exploited with ion species that
show a small sensitivity to electric field gradients, such
as 115Inþ [24], 27Alþ [1], Sn2þ [25], Pb2þ [26], or other
atomic species when multi-ion related shifts are zeroed by
dynamic decoupling or state averaging [27,28]. In these
cases, fractional frequency uncertainties of 10−19 and
below can be achieved [29]. To verify the fundamental
1=

ffiffiffiffi

N
p

scaling for our system, we also operate the clock
using the same ion trap with three 88Srþ ions and align the
magnetic field at an angle of 54.7(4)° to the trap axis to
minimize the frequency shift induced by the electric field
gradient along the trap axis [28]. The corresponding
frequency instability follows σy ¼ 3.3 × 10−15ðτ=sÞ−1=2
as shown in Fig. 1. The instability does not decrease
by the expected factor

ffiffiffi

3
p

compared with the single-ion
result, because the detection and cooling times were
increased to 15 ms each to reliably determine the number
of excited ions from the integrated single photon detector
counts of all ions. The mean frequency ratio determined

with three ions agrees with the single-ion result discussed
below up to a fractional difference of 2.7ð3.3Þ × 10−17.
Shifts considered in the evaluation of the 88Srþ single-ion

clock are summarized in Table I. While the dominant shift
resulting from thermal radiation is investigated using a novel
approach discussed below, the evaluation of all other shift
effects follows well-established methods [20]. The second
largest shift results from excess micromotion causing Stark
and second-order Doppler shifts. The corresponding rf field
is determined using the photon correlation technique [30]
with a minimum amplitude of 320ð70Þ V=m. It is mainly
aligned along the trap axis which prevents a compensation
using static electric fields. Because of the negative differ-
ential polarizability Δα ¼ −4.7938ð71Þ × 10−40 Jm2=V2,
the second order Doppler and Stark shift cancel out at the
so-called magic rf frequency of about 14.4MHz [31]. For the
rf trap drive frequencies of 12.8 MHz and 13.28125 MHz
used for the measurements reported here, the relative differ-
ence [32] of the absolute values of both shifts is 0.24 and
0.17, respectively. Excess micromotion is minimized and
determined before and after each clock run along three
noncoplanar orientations. Significant deviations from a
constant amplitude over each measurement run have not
been observed.
The frequency shifts from thermal ion motion are

calculated using the ion temperature inferred from mea-
surements of the relative excitation probability on the
carrier and corresponding sideband transitions [33]. For
the axial and radial (x, y) directions at secular frequencies
of 870 kHz and (1300 kHz, 1330 kHz), we find ion
temperatures of 0.5(1) mK and [2.0(3) mK, 2.5(4) mK],
respectively. These measurements include the temperature
rise during clock interrogation above the initial temperature
after Doppler cooling resulting from motional heating
of the trapped ion with dTax=dt ¼ 0.73ð26Þ mK=s and
dTrad=dt ¼ 16.6ð2.2Þ mK=s. The large difference in heat-
ing rates can result from electric field gradients connected
to a not compensable micromotion along the axial direction
as discussed in Ref. [34]. While the linear Zeeman shifts
average to zero for the clock output signal, they can be
employed to determine the quadratic Zeeman shifts on the
fly using the sensitivity coefficient given in Ref. [20].
During the clock interrogation, mechanical shutters block
all laser beams except the 674 nm clock laser.
We estimate the frequency shift induced by collisions of

the trapped ion with background gas molecules from
position changes of a two-ion crystal [35]. Our measure-
ments were performed using 171Ybþ and 174Ybþ in the same
ion trap segment and indicate a maximum fractional
frequency shift of 5 × 10−19 which we consider as the
corresponding uncertainty. Drifts of the magnetic field
strength cause a residual shift of the averaged transition
frequency, which we estimate using a Monte Carlo sim-
ulation of the servo algorithm and find no significant
deviation at the uncertainty listed in Table I. AOM chirps

FIG. 1. Fractional instability determined by the Allan deviation
σy of the frequency ratio ν88Srþ=ν171Ybþ for a single measurement
run. The long-term behavior predicted by a Monte Carlo sim-
ulation of the servo algorithm assuming quantum projection noise
only is indicated by the dashed-dotted line. Also shown is the
result of the comparison when the 88Srþ clock is operated with
three ions. The corresponding simulation considers the increased
detection and cooling time (dashed line).

PHYSICAL REVIEW LETTERS 131, 083002 (2023)

083002-3



resulting from the thermal expansion of the crystal during
operation have been investigated in Ref. [36] and would
cause a maximum shift of 2.4 × 10−18 for our experimental
parameters without active suppression. For our setup,
however, the clock laser beam features an active optical
path length stabilization which is implemented with the
nondiffracted part of the light passing the AOM and
reflected close to the vacuum chamber [37]. From the
integrating servo system with a bandwidth of 10 kHz, we
expect a large suppression of the chirp. Thus we do not
expect a relevant shift larger than 1 × 10−19, which we
assume as the uncertainty.
The largest deviation between the observed and the

unperturbed clock transition frequency is caused by the
quadratic Stark shift of thermal radiation, typically referred
to as the blackbody radiation (BBR) shift

ΔνBBR ¼ −
1

2h
hE2ðTBBRÞiΔα0½1þ ηðTBBRÞ�; ð1Þ

where h is the Planck constant, hE2ðTBBRÞi is the mean
squared electric field of a blackbody at temperature TBBR,
Δα0 is the static differential polarizability, and ηðTBBRÞ
corrects for the wavelength dependence of the differential
polarizability over the BBR spectrum [38].
The temperature TBBR can be described by the back-

ground temperature TB measured outside the vacuum
chamber with accurate temperature sensors with an uncer-
tainty of 0.2 K and the temperature rise ΔT resulting from
radio-frequency losses that heat the ion trap assembly
during operation. This rise of the effective temperature
ΔT is usually determined by finite-element method mod-
eling, complemented with infrared camera observations
and sensor measurements [8]. While infrared camera
observations require infrared-transparent windows, sensor
measurements are only reliable when the trap is made
from materials with high thermal conductivity and direct
rf-induced heating of the sensors is avoided. These require-
ments are usually only fulfilled in highly specialized ion

traps [9,10], but here we show that ΔT can also be
measured spectroscopically. The spectroscopic determina-
tion is particularly important for setups where the heat is
predominantly generated inside trap assembly so that it
cannot be easily measured outside the vacuum chamber.
For moderate temperature increases of the ion trap and
negligible heat dissipation via radiation, ΔT is proportional
to the power provided by the rf drive Prf . Under these
constraints, frequency measurements at different Prf of
optical transitions with large, but known BBR shift
sensitivity enable extrapolation to ΔT ¼ 0. The frequency
shift ΔνðTBBRÞ at ΔT ¼ 0 can be calculated from TB
independent of the emissivity and geometry of surfaces
inside the vacuum chamber, using the realistic assumption
that without rf drive the ion trap is inside a closed system in
thermal equilibrium.
For 88Srþ, the sensitivity of the clock transition

frequency to thermal radiation can be well approximated
by ΔνBBRðTÞ ¼ 3.0616ð46Þ × 10−11 Hz=K4 × T4 at room
temperature [31]. Figure 2 shows measurements of the
frequency ratio R for different settings P=P0 of the rf
drive power of the 88Srþ ion trap. The systematic shift
and corresponding uncertainty is applied to each data
point individually to compensate for changes in the
uncertainty budget connected to the rf power. The temper-
ature rise of ΔT ¼ 0.6ð1.0Þ K at P0 is derived from a
least-squares regression of RTðTB;P=P0Þ ¼ ΔνBBRðTB þ
P=P0 ×ΔTÞ=ν171Ybþ. To improve visibility of the relative
change of RT in Fig. 3, data collected for the same TB and
P=P0 setting are averaged.
Using all data recorded with a single ion, the

frequency ratio of the unperturbed 88Srþ and 2S1=2ðF ¼
0Þ → 2F7=2ðF ¼ 3Þ171YbþðE3Þ clock transitions is R ¼
0.692 671 163 215 966 059ð16Þ. A gravitational redshift
between the two clocks of −1.314ð31Þ × 10−17 has been
taken into account. The total relative uncertainty of

TABLE I. Fractional frequency shifts δν=ν0 and corresponding
uncertainties uðδνÞ=ν0 considered for the realization of the
unperturbed S1=2 → D5=2 transition frequency ν0 of the 88Srþ

single-ion clock for low rf power of the ion trap.

Shift effect δν=ν0 (10−18) uðδνÞ=ν0 (10−18)

Blackbody radiation 537.9 7.6
Micromotion −15.1 6.6
Servo error 0.0 0.7
Collisions 0.0 0.5
Thermal motion −1.01 0.11
AOM chirp 0.0 0.1
Quadratic Zeeman 0.1409 0.0003

Total 522 10

FIG. 2. Measurements of the ratio R of the 88Srþ and
171YbþðE3Þ clock frequencies for different settings of the relative
ion trap drive powers, distributed over eight months. The error
bars indicate the statistical uncertainty. All data are consistent
with the weighted mean value R̄. The gray shaded area shows
its statistical uncertainty of 1.0 × 10−17, and the light gray area
corresponds to the total uncertainty (2.3 × 10−17).
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2.3 × 10−17 results from the statistical uncertainty
(1.0×10−17) and the systematic uncertainties of the
88Srþ and 171YbþðE3Þ clocks of 2.0 × 10−17 and 2.7 ×
10−18 [2], respectively. The total systematic uncertainty is
larger than the minimum value reported in Table I due to
the larger BBR shift and micromotion uncertainties at the
larger rf drive settings.
We calculate the absolute frequency of the 88Srþ clock

transition from R and an accurate measurement of
the 171YbþðE3Þ clock transition frequency previously
performed in our laboratory [3] to be ν88Srþ ¼
444 779 044 095 485.277ð59Þ Hz. This result is compared

with previously published values [21,39–43] and the
recommended value of the standard frequency [44] in
Fig. 4. The previous two most accurate determinations
show a discrepancy of 4σ. Our result agrees with all except
the determination from Ref. [41], and we improve the total
uncertainty compared with the previous most accurate
measurement [43] by a factor of 3. This information is
particularly relevant for the next adjustment of the recom-
mended value of the standard frequency.
In summary, we have operated an optical clock based on

the 2S1=2 → 2D5=2 transition of a single trapped 88Srþ ion to
determine its frequency against an independent 171YbþðE3Þ
clock. The frequency ratio with a fractional uncertainty of
2.3 × 10−17 is among the most precisely measured natural
constants to date, and the inferred absolute frequency will
support an improved recommended value. This result is
particularly important for the practical realization of
the System International base unit Hertz with 88Srþ ion
clocks [44]. We have also shown that the clock can be
operated with multiple ions to reduce the frequency
instability. Our method to determine the effective temper-
ature is directly applicable for various ion species and
provides a similar uncertainty like more involved tech-
niques [8]. It is particularly advantageous for clock systems
with ancillary transitions that feature a large but known
differential polarizability such as 27Alþ=40Caþ [11,45],
176Luþ [46], and 115Inþ=172Ybþ [47].
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