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Atomic clocks based on optical transitions are the most stable,
and therefore precise, timekeepers available. These clocks
operate by alternating intervals of atomic interrogation with
the ‘dead’ time required for quantum state preparation and
readout. This non-continuous interrogation of the atom system
results in the Dick effect, an aliasing of frequency noise from
the laser interrogating the atomic transition1,2. Despite recent
advances in optical clock stability that have been achieved by
improving laser coherence, the Dick effect has continually
limited the performance of optical clocks. Here we implement
a robust solution to overcome this limitation: a zero-dead-time
optical clock that is based on the interleaved interrogation of
two cold-atom ensembles3. This clock exhibits vanishingly
small Dick noise, thereby achieving an unprecedented fractional
frequency instability assessed to be 6××××× 10−−−−−17 /

��
τ

√
for an aver-

aging time τ in seconds. We also consider alternate dual-atom-
ensemble schemes to extend laser coherence and reduce the
standard quantum limit of clock stability, achieving a spec-
troscopy line quality factor of Q > 4 × 1015.

Optical atomic clocks operate by tuning the frequency of a laser
(optical local oscillator, OLO) into resonance with a narrowband
electronic transition in an atomic system4,5. By so doing, the intrinsic
‘ticking’ rate of the atom (∼1015 Hz), given by the phase evolution of
the electronic wave function, is transferred to the laser field for
use as a timebase. Any noise influencing this transfer process
compromises the resulting laser frequency stability, and thus
the timekeeping precision. Optical clock stability is typically
compromised by two classes of noise: atomic detection noise and
OLO-induced noise.

Atomic detection noise encapsulates the processes associated
with the measurement of atomic states. The fundamental limit
arises from quantum projection noise (QPN), as an atom’s state col-
lapses non-deterministically to a particular eigenstate6. Photon shot
noise associated with the measurement technique (for example,
laser-induced fluorescence) also contributes, as does technical
noise derived from fluctuations in: (i) the optical field used to
measure the atomic state; (ii) the number of atoms participating;
and (iii) the opto-electronic signal ultimately being measured.
Adding these noise terms, a simplified expression for the fractional
clock instability resulting from atomic detection can be formed:
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where Q is the line quality factor (ratio of electronic transition fre-
quency to linewidth), TC is the clock cycle time, N is the number of

atoms being interrogated with n photons detected per atom and δdet
characterizes the technical detection fluctuations that manifest as a
fractional variation in the normalized atomic excitation. For the
optical lattice clock considered here, typical operating conditions
are TC = 530 ms, Q ≈ 2.7 × 1014, N ≈ 5,000 − 10,000 and n >>1.
Under these conditions the fundamental limit due to QPN yields
a potential clock instability of 1 × 10−17/

��
τ

√
, making the optical

lattice clock a powerful tool for a variety of precision tests of
fundamental constants4, general relativity7 and even searches for
dark matter8,9.

Regrettably, atomic detection noise is typically exceeded by noise
that originates from the OLO. During quantum state preparation
and readout, OLO frequency fluctuations are not observed by the
atomic system. Consequently, fluctuations at harmonic frequencies
of 1/TC are aliased by this periodic atomic interrogation. This
aliased noise, known as Dick noise1, is then improperly compen-
sated in the laser tuning process, compromising the stability of
the optical clock. The Dick instability for a clock duty cycle near
50% can be approximated as2,4:
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where TF is the Ramsey free-evolution-time and σOLO is the OLO
flicker frequency instability. The OLO usually comprises a laser
that is pre-stabilized to an isolated, high-finesse Fabry–Pérot
cavity. For typical operating conditions of current lattice clocks
and a state-of-the-art thermal-noise-limited cavity, Dick noise
remains dominant over the QPN limit. Consequently, optical
clock stability is mostly set by the OLO rather than the atomic
system. Advances in the stability of optical clocks have thus been
realized using iteratively higher performing OLOs10–19. In some
cases, the OLO becomes experimentally more complex than the
atomic system it interrogates, challenging future applications of
optical clocks outside the laboratory20, including relativistic
geodesy21,22 and space-borne tests of general relativity23.

Here we implement two optical-lattice-trapped cold-ytterbium
systems that are interrogated by a shared OLO (Fig. 1 and
Methods). When operated independently, these systems form two
conventional optical clocks, each composed of one cold atom
system that is interrogated by the OLO. Table 1 shows the instability
budgets of these clocks. Technical fluctuations in the atomic detec-
tion measured to be δdet ≈ 3% contribute an instability of
3 × 10−17/

��
τ

√
. Additional noise σphase arising from length fluctu-

ations in the optical path between the OLO and the two atomic
systems is also considered.
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Measurement between the two atomic systems allows for the
direct characterization of their performance given by the underlying
noise processes. To highlight the importance of Dick noise, we first
perform atomic interrogation in an antisynchronized fashion so that
the Ramsey free-evolution-time of one system (TF = 240 ms) over-
laps the dead time of the other system (Fig. 2a). This ensures
maximum sensitivity to the OLO aliasing process. Given the
measured flicker frequency instability of our OLO ≤ 1.5 × 10−16,
the Dick effect for one system is calculated to be 7 × 10−17/

��
τ

√
. As

displayed in Fig. 2a, in this antisynchronized configuration we
measure a single-clock instability of <1.4 × 10−16/

��
τ

√
(see Table 1 and

Methods). This demonstrates that use of a state-of-the-art OLO
affords unprecedented optical clock stability10–15. Nevertheless, Dick
noise continues to dominate the achieved level of performance.
Improvements could be made by enhancing OLO coherence, which
also affords longer spectroscopy times. An alternative approach
reduces dead time with multiple non-destructive measurements that

are repeated after a single period of atomic preparation24. However,
Fig. 3 highlights that in both of these cases and for the conditions
considered here, performance is still limited above QPN.

A distinct optical clock architecture that combines two atomic
ensembles (Yb-1 and Yb-2) to form a single clock has the potential
to nearly eliminate aliased OLO noise3,11,25. Using the same antisyn-
chronized interrogation, measurements of the atomic response of
each system are now combined to derive a single, shared error
signal and frequency correction to the OLO. The combined
atomic systems provide quasicontinuous monitoring of the OLO
frequency, which significantly reduces the aliasing effect. This can
be described quantitatively with the sensitivity function (Fig. 2b),
defining the atomic response to OLO frequency fluctuations over
time. Each atomic ensemble exhibits unit sensitivity during its
Ramsey free-evolution-time and zero sensitivity during its dead-
time. When two cold-atom-ensembles are merged together to
yield one zero-dead-time (ZDT) optical clock, the composite sensi-
tivity remains constant at all times except for small variations during
the short Ramsey pulses, and thus provides a significantly reduced
susceptibility to the OLO frequency noise at harmonics of 1/TC.
Figure 2b shows the shared-frequency-correction used in this
ZDT stabilization process. For the experimental conditions above,
the Dick instability is computed to be <3 × 10−18/

��
τ

√
, now signifi-

cantly below QPN. Further reductions could be realized by fine
adjustment of the relative timing and shape of the Ramsey pulses
to achieve an even more uniform composite-sensitivity-function3.

A direct measurement of the ZDT clock instability would be poss-
ible by comparing two independent ZDT systems, each composed of
dual cold-atom ensembles (see Supplementary Information). Lacking
the four atomic ensembles needed for such a measurement, we evalu-
ate clock stability with an alternative scheme using the synchronized
interrogation of the two separate atomic systems with a shared OLO16,
as shown in Fig. 2c. Owing to the dead time and the corresponding
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Figure 1 | Experimental scheme. a, Laser light generated by a quantum dot laser at 1,156 nm is Pound–Drever–Hall (PDH) stabilized to a high-finesse optical
cavity, frequency doubled through a second-harmonic-generation (SHG) crystal waveguide to reach the atomic clock transition at 578 nm, split between two
atomic ensembles (Yb-1 and Yb-2) and tuned into resonance by two independent frequency shifters (AOMs) operating at frequencies f1(t) and f2(t),
respectively, as a function of time, t. Resonance with the atomic transition is detected by measuring the atomic fluorescence collected on a photo-multiplier
(PMT). At the lattice, a fraction of the light at 578 nm is reflected back to interferometrically detect and remove environmental phase noise that is accumulated
in the optical path from the cavity to the lattice. b, Ramsey spectrum under typical conditions used to frequency-stabilize the clock laser on the atomic
transition. Each fringe has a linewidth of 1.9 Hz, with the central component having a contrast >90%. The spectrum shown was not subjected to averaging.

Table 1 | Instability budgets for different operational
configurations.

Antisynchronized Synchronized ZDT
σQPN 1 1 1/√2
σtechnical 3 3 3/√2
σphase 2 2 2
σDick 7√2 Common-mode rejected <0.3
Estimated σTotal 11 4 3
Experimental σTotal 14 8 6

All values are in units of 10−17/
��
τ

√
. Contributions to a single system from quantum-projection noise,

technical noise in the detection, residual noise from phase-stabilization of the clock laser and the
Dick effect are included, respectively. The total gives the quadrature sum of the different
estimated noise terms (see Methods). Note that Dick noise levels can be found in Fig. 3b for
TF = 240 ms. The bottom row also lists the experimentally assessed instabilities, which are in
reasonable agreement with their simple estimates.
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Figure 2 | Timing sequence, sensitivity function and instability measurement for the three schemes studied here. a, The atomic systems are interrogated
antisynchronously and the corrections applied independently to their respective AOMs. The Allan deviation of the AOMs frequency difference Δf(t)≡ f1(t) − f2(t)
results in a measured combined clock instability of 2.0 × 10−16/
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√
, which corresponds to a single clock instability of <1.4 × 10−16/
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√
(see Table 1 and Methods).

b, In the ZDT configuration, the frequency correction derived from the interrogation of one system is applied phase-continuously during the interrogation of
the second system, such that the clock laser interrogates atoms without interruption by cycling between Yb-1 and Yb-2 and is corrected every half of the
cycle time, eliminating the source of the Dick effect. Yb-1 and Yb-2 form a composite system, with a shared frequency correction (stabilizing the free-running
clock laser to the composite system) of f1(t) = f2(t). c, Synchronized spectroscopy offers a method to evaluate the instability of the ZDT operation since the
OLO noise is common-mode rejected, virtually eliminating the Dick effect. The measured synchronized instability of a single system is 8 × 10−17/

��
τ

√
. In the

ZDT scheme, the observed stability will be improved by
��
2

√
because the atomic measurements and OLO corrections accumulate twice as often, leading to a

ZDT clock instability of 6 × 10−17/
��
τ

√
. All displayed error bars correspond to a statistical confidence interval of 1σ.
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Figure 3 | Computed Dick and QPN instability at 1 s assuming an atom number of 10,000. a, The contribution of the Dick effect is evaluated as a function
of Rabi spectroscopy time (dead time fixed to 240 ms) for the measured cavity flicker frequency instability of 1.5 × 10−16 and for a prospective improved
cavity with flicker frequency instability of 3.0 × 10−17. Note that for Rabi spectroscopy, as the OLO flicker frequency noise is aliased, the Dick limit can get
worse at longer spectroscopy times. For comparison, the QPN limit is displayed for the Rabi scheme. b, Here the Dick instability is evaluated for Ramsey
spectroscopy as a function of free-evolution-time, TF, for the case of cavity flicker frequency instability of 1.5 × 10

−16 and 3.0 × 10−17, both with a fixed dead
time of 240 ms. The Dick effect is also calculated for repeated Ramsey spectroscopy using non-destructive (ND) atomic state detection assuming
100 consecutive measurements with 15 ms readout time, a cavity flicker frequency instability of 1.5 × 10−16 and a fixed initial dead time of 240 ms. The Dick
instability is also evaluated for Ramsey ZDT for a fixed duty cycle of 50%. The QPN limit for Ramsey spectroscopy is displayed for comparison. The duration
of the π/2 pulses is fixed to 25 ms. Dick noise is calculated generally, according to published methods1. Note that to operate the clocks with the longest
spectroscopy times displayed in the figures requires next generation OLO instability, such as that indicated by the blue dashed curve or using techniques
highlighted in Fig. 4.
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time-dependent sensitivity function of each atomic system, both
individually suffer from Dick noise. However, because interrogation
is performed with a single OLO in a synchronized fashion, the Dick
noise is correlated and common-mode rejected in the comparison
between the two atomic ensembles. As a result, the synchronized
measurement between the two systems and the ZDT clock are
sensitive to the same noise processes, as displayed in Table 1, and
thus the synchronized measurement can be used to experimentally
evaluate the ZDT clock. The resulting synchronized measurement
stability is shown in Fig. 2c, averaging down as 8 × 10−17 /

��
τ

√
. For

the observed white frequency noise process, the ZDT clock is
��
2

√
more stable than the synchronized measurement because it accumu-
lates atomic measurements and OLO corrections twice as fast, yielding
a ZDT instability of 6 × 10−17 /

��
τ

√
. With the Dick noise suppressed, it

is now possible to reach an instability level of 1 × 10−18 in a mere few
thousand seconds, an order of magnitude faster than previous clock
stability demonstrations10–15.

Beyond reducing the Dick noise, two atomic systems can also be
combined in alternate configurations to decrease QPN. Recent propo-
sals use one system in a succession of short interrogation periods to
prestabilize the OLO such that a second system can then be interro-
gated over a longer period than the OLO coherence would otherwise
permit26,27. Figure 4 displays an experimental step towards one such
scheme with the OLO pre-stabilized on one atomic system to increase
the interrogation time up to 2.4 s and 4 s on the second atomic
system. This leads to Fourier-limited Ramsey fringes with linewidths
of 210 ± 20 mHz and 120 ± 20 mHz respectively, with a contrast of
40%. This corresponds to Q > 4 × 1015, the highest observed in an
optical lattice clock system. The longer interrogation time and higher
Q thus affords reduced QPN (see equation (1)). Because this approach
fails to eliminate dead time, its inherent Dick noise suppression is
modest compared with that of the ZDT configuration. Therefore,
either the ZDT configuration or the long interrogation scheme could
be optimal, depending on the relative magnitude of Dick noise and
QPN. Hypothetically, if atomic phase correlations/entanglement could
be established between two atomic ensembles in a ZDT configuration,
the OLOphase could be continuously tracked, fundamentally improving
the noise averaging process and thus clock stability.

We have demonstrated a universal optical clock architecture that
eliminates Dick noise by combining two atomic ensembles to realize
ZDT operation. Clock stability is derived from the atomic system,

rather than relying on OLO coherence. By so doing, we have
observed unprecedented clock stability, enabling very high precision
with averaging times that are much shorter than were previously
possible. With OLO-induced noise removed, optical lattice clocks
can reach a performance given by atomic detection noise and its
fundamental QPN limit. Attention can thus turn to reducing
QPN, as well as spin-squeezing techniques that enable performance
beyond the standard quantum limit28,29. The improved stability and
reduced measurement time demonstrated here greatly enhance
atomic clock utility in tests of fundamental physics, opening the
door to 10−19-level timekeeping precision. Furthermore, because
of the relaxed requirements on OLO performance, this scheme
can reduce the total complexity of state-of-the-art optical clocks,
extending their usability outside the laboratory.

Methods
Methods and any associated references are available in the online
version of the paper.
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Methods
OLO. The clock laser is based on a quantum dot laser at 1156 nm amplified and
frequency stabilized on a high-finesse Fabry–Perot cavity with a length of 29 cm. The
power storage time of the reference cavity is 270 µs, corresponding to a finesse of
877,000. The radius of curvature of each mirror is 10.5 m, forming a 1/e2 intensity
beam diameter on the mirrors of 1.34 mm, which averages the Brownian noise of the
dielectric mirrors over a large area. The theoretical estimate of the thermal noise
floor is 7 × 10−17. The frequency instability of the clock laser has been measured
using the atomic transition as an independent frequency discriminator at the
fractional level of ≤ 1.5 × 10−16 in the averaging time interval 1–1,000 s. This
measurement provides an upper limit since it also includes atomic detection noise.
The high finesse allows us to passively reduce the technical instability due to residual
amplitude modulation of the phase modulator to ≤ 2 × 10−17 in the averaging time
interval 1–100 s. The reference cavity is actively temperature stabilized at the null-
coefficient-of-thermal-expansion temperature of 35 °C. Three layers of nested in-
vacuum thermal radiation shields provide passive thermal insulation with an
estimated characteristic response time of a few days. The drift of the cavity has been
measured using the atomic transition as a reference on a timescale of one year.
During this interval a constant drift of −35 mHz s−1 has been observed and linearly
compensated with residual nonlinear deviations not exceeding 1 mHz s−1 in one
day. The sign and the value of the drift is compatible with the creeping of the
ultralow-expansion glass spacer. The subharmonic light is frequency doubled to
578 nm through a single pass nonlinear wave guide, providing 5 mW power
available for each atomic system.

Ytterbium atomic system. The experimental sequence11 begins by laser slowing
and loading into a six-beam magneto-optical trap (MOT) on the spectrally broad
(28 MHz) 1S0–

1P1 transition, lasting 80 ms. Our laser slowing process forgoes a
typical Zeeman slower in favour of increased atomic flux due to the closer proximity
of the atomic oven to the MOT30. Magneto-optic trapping is then switched to the
narrow (183 kHz) 1S0–

3P1 transition and the cooling proceeds in three (∼20 ms)
steps where the laser detuning is set to be progressively lower power and less
red-detuned from resonance ultimately producing atomic temperatures of 5–10 µK.
The number of atoms trapped, influencing the relevant quantum projection noise, is
5,000 for Yb-1 and 10,000 for Yb-2. Atomic state preparation is then performed in
∼10 ms by optically pumping into either one of the two 1S0 Zeeman substates. There
is a 20 ms delay between optical pumping and spectroscopy that allows for the
magnetic field to stabilize. Spectroscopy on the 1S0–

3P0 transition is carried out in
both the Lamb–Dicke and well-resolved sideband regimes, eliminating Doppler and
recoil effects31. After spectroscopy, atomic populations in both the 1S0 ground and
3P0 excited electronic states are measured using laser fluorescence shelving
detection32–34. The excitation signal, normalized against atom number, is used to
stabilize the OLO frequency onto resonance with the lattice-trapped atoms. The
choice of Ramsey spectroscopy maximizes the line Q factor for a given spectroscopy
time. Indeed, the Fourier-limited linewidth for Ramsey spectroscopy is about
1.6× narrower than that for Rabi spectroscopy.

Both atomic systems, Yb-1 and Yb-2, trap ultracold ytterbium in a
one-dimensional optical lattice from the same laser source operating at the ‘magic’
wavelength, where Stark shifts from the lattice confinement are matched for both
atomic states used for the frequency standard (1S0 and

3P0)35,36. The lattice laser
frequency is held to the magic value by stabilization to a reference Fabry–Perot
cavity, resulting in variations of the lattice Stark shift at a negligible level. Its absolute
frequency is occasionally measured with an optical frequency comb. The lattice
standing wave in Yb-1 is generated by simple retroreflection of an incident laser,
while that for Yb-2 utilizes an enhancement cavity to generate optical power buildup
of more than 100× the incident laser power and thus enabling use of a large cavity
mode diameter to increase the trapping volume. In this work, trap depths of 25 µK
and 40 µK are employed respectively for Yb-1 and Yb-2.

Rejection of aliased noise. In the time domain, each half of the interleaved, zero-
dead-time clock remains sensitive to the Dick effect. However, because the same
OLO pulse serves as the first Ramsey pulse in one system and the second Ramsey
pulse in the other, the effect of the aliased noise in the two systems has the same
magnitude but opposite sign37. Thus when added together, the Dick noise of the two
systems effectively cancels out. In order for this suppression to work effectively, OLO
noise must be correlated between the two atomic ensembles. For this reason, phase

noise that originates from optical path fluctuations between the OLO and the atomic
reference frame, given by the standing wave of each optical lattice, must be actively
compensated with an acousto-optic modulator38,39. Using a Mach–Zehnder
interferometer, we measured this compensation to be effective at ≤ 2 × 10−17

instability in 1 s, which can be further improved. To ensure that no π-radian optical
phase shifts occur between Ramsey spectroscopy pulses (due to the 2π ambiguity of
the round-trip phase detection process) some OLO light remains on during the
Ramsey free-evolution-time. This light is far-detuned from the atomic transition to
prevent excitation, and enables the active phase stabilizer to maintain phase
continuity between Ramsey pulses.

For Dick suppression to work well, the Ramsey pulses delivered to the two
atomic systems must be matched in timing and shape. The Ramsey pulse overlap is
realized at the microsecond level. Furthermore, there is no discernible difference
between the square OLO pulses to the two systems, at the 0.1% level. Finally, because
each atomic interrogation remains sensitive to a relatively large first-order Zeeman
shift, differential magnetic field fluctuations between the two atomic systems must be
maintained below the milligauss level. These requirements are important for both
the ZDT clock and the synchronized measurements between two atomic systems
used to assess ZDT performance.

To amplify the observed Dick suppression achieved in the synchronized
measurements and possibly in the ZDT clock, we intentionally added white
frequency noise onto the OLO while leaving the other operational parameters
of the clock unchanged. The noise amplitude was sufficient to increase the
antisynchronized measurement instability to 7 × 10−16 /

��
τ

√
, while the synchronized

measurement remained below 1.5 × 10−16 /
��
τ

√
. With this rejection factor, under

normal OLO noise conditions, we can expect the Dick contribution to be rejected in
synchronized measurements to at least below 3 × 10−17/

��
τ

√
, well below the

measured instability.

Single clock instability in the antisynchronized measurement. We estimate the
single clock instability in the antisynchronized measurement by dividing the
instability of the measured frequency difference by

��
2

√
. This is appropriate for most

noise processes, which are uncorrelated between systems. However, in the
antisynchronized configuration, Dick noise between the two systems is correlated
and requires a linear sum. The fact that some noise in the measured frequency
difference adds linearly and other noise adds in quadrature complicates the
deduction of the instability contributed by a single clock to a measurement. To
conservatively account for correlation of Dick noise in the antisynchronized
measurement, the estimated Dick noise in Table 1 is multiplied by

��
2

√
. Following

similar arguments, the reported single clock instability for the antisynchronized case
( < 1.4 × 10−16 /

��
τ

√
) represents an upper limit.
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