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P H Y S I C S

A unified theory of tunneling times promoted by 
Ramsey clocks
Patrik Schach* and Enno Giese

What time does a clock tell after quantum tunneling? Predictions and indirect measurements range from superlu-
minal or instantaneous tunneling to finite durations, depending on the specific experiment and the precise defini-
tion of the elapsed time. Proposals and implementations use the atomic motion to define this delay, although the 
inherent quantum nature of atoms implies a delocalization and is in sharp contrast to classical trajectories. Here, 
we rely on an operational approach: We prepare atoms in a coherent superposition of internal states and study the 
time read- off via a Ramsey sequence after the tunneling process without the notion of classical trajectories or 
velocities. Our operational framework (i) unifies definitions of tunneling delay within one approach, (ii) connects 
the time to a frequency standard given by a conventional atomic clock that can be boosted by differential light 
shifts, and (iii) highlights that there exists no superluminal or instantaneous tunneling.

INTRODUCTION
In relativity, proper time is operationally defined as the time (1) 
measured by an ideal clock (2) traveling along a specific world line 
through space- time. However, quantum mechanics, in principle, 
allows for motion in classically forbidden regions, culminating in 
quantum tunneling (3). Hence, the identification of a world line is 
intricate, to say the least. Although a region may be forbidden for 
classical motion, the arrival of particles on the other side of a bar-
rier is still observed. One can associate the so- called arrival time (4) 
with the appearance of a tunneled particle, giving rise to observa-
tions of superluminal (5–7) and even instantaneous tunnel times 
(8, 9). Because it is impossible to assign classical wordlines to tun-
neled and delocalized quantum particles, identifying the elapsed 
time seems to lie outside of the scope of a naive combination of 
quantum mechanics and general relativity. Similar to general rela-
tivity, we thus follow an operational approach: reading off the tun-
neling time directly from a quantum particle with internal structure 
that has tunneled through an optical barrier via a Ramsey sequence.

When assigning a time to the arrival of particles on the other 
side of a barrier, one has to develop concepts due to their quantum 
nature associated with the Heisenberg uncertainty principle, even 
without the intricacies of combining general relativity and quan-
tum tunneling. Particles have to be described by wave packets that 
are inherently delocalized. One strategy is to compare the center- 
of- mass positions of a tunneled particle and a free particle with the 
same kinetic energy. Together with the group velocity that can be 
extracted for a wave packet, the so- called Wigner phase time (10–
12), or closely related, the group delay can be inferred. Such an 
approach is the most common way to define the arrival time, 
which diverges for small probabilities of tunneling (11), so that 
superluminal times have been observed experimentally, e.g., in 
Hong- Ou- Mandel–type experiments (6, 7).

Another technique to measure arrival times is employed in 
strong- field ionization (13). Attoclock experiments (8, 9, 14, 15) 
assign a time to the electron escape from a bound state of an atom, 
induced by elliptically polarized light and by that time- varying 

barrier potentials. In such experiments, the tunneling time can be 
inferred from the scattering angle, leading to claims of instanta-
neous tunneling (8, 9). In such experiments, the determination of 
a group delay depends on the underlying ionization model that 
incorporates the complex structure of the atom and associated 
effects (16). The inferred arrival time depends, therefore, strongly 
on the underlying theoretical modeling (15).

In contrast to assigning a time to the arrival of particles, the in-
teraction time aims at measuring the time a particle spends inside a 
forbidden region. This complementary approach gives analytical 
expressions of a dwell time (11, 12, 17) that take into account the 
average number of atoms inside the barrier and the incoming par-
ticle flux. While the Wigner phase time diverges for low tunneling 
probabilities, the dwell time takes a finite value (11, 18). One strat-
egy to measure the dwell time is sending a particle onto the barrier 
and triggering or initiating a clock inside the forbidden region. 
Here, the particle is in an internal superposition while tunneling, 
whereas there is no clock outside the barrier. The most prominent 
example is the Larmor clock (11, 19–21). Here, the degeneracy of 
two spin states is lifted by a magnetic field that spatially overlaps 
with the barrier. A time spent in the forbidden region can be read 
off by the angle of spin precession. In this case, the frequency of the 
“clock” is given by the Larmor frequency and depends on the mag-
netic field and is not connected to a frequency standard. While in-
structive for rectangular barriers, it is not clear how other barrier 
profiles, e.g., Gaussian barriers, have to be treated or truncated.

In contrast to the previous approaches and in the operational 
spirit of general relativity, we propose measuring the interaction 
time with a Ramsey clock (22–24), consisting of an atom with inter-
nal structure that has clock degrees of freedom also in the asymp-
totic region far away from the barrier. In this case, no external 
trigger is necessary to start the time measurement within the barrier 
because the time delay and imprinted phase are solely caused by the 
forbidden region itself.

In the following, we refer to a quantum particle with internal struc-
ture, i.e., an atom, where the time is read off via a Ramsey sequence. 
After reflection from the barrier, the Ramsey clock consists of a su-
perposition of internal and external degrees of freedom. In particular, 
our proposed Ramsey clock represents the reference of a conventional 
atomic clock that generally also contains an oscillator, a method for 
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readout, and a counter. In the following, when we refer to a 
Ramsey clock, we keep in mind the additional elements needed to 
obtain an atomic clock. Moreover, the tunneling process itself is 
probabilistic, and performing the proposed experiments on a 
single- atom level will thus be dominated by quantum projection 
noise. Therefore, we understand that all results imply either a rep-
etition of a single- atom experiment or a preparation of a cold 
cloud of a large number of identical atoms, maybe even a Bose- 
Einstein condensate. Of course, the latter implementation is more 
feasible due to the statistics, as we discuss below.

Our idealized Ramsey clock consists of two internal states ∣e/g〉 
with respective eigenenergies ℏωe/g and a frequency standard given 
by the clock frequency Δω = ωe − ωg that corresponds to the transi-
tion frequency; see the magnification in Fig.  1A. Because of the 
relativistic mass defect (25–29), the mass of an atom in internal 
state ∣e/g〉 

depends explicitly on the state, leading to relativistic effects of the 
motion and a coupling of external and internal degrees of free-
dom. Here, the mean frequency ω̄ = (ωe + ωg )∕2 = m̄c2∕ℏ can be 
connected to the mean mass that dictates the atomic motion to 
lowest order.

Both internal and external dynamics of such a Ramsey clock without 
transitions or loss channels induced by the optical potential are de-
scribed (25–29) by the two- level Hamiltonian Ĥ =

∑
j=g,eĤj ∣ j ⟩ ⟨ j∣ ,   

where

describes the motion of the atom in state ∣e/g〉. Here, the position 
and momentum operators x̂ and p̂ fulfill the commutation relation 
[�x,�p] = iℏ . The Hamiltonian from Eq. 2 consists of three parts: (i) 

the rest energy giving rise to the clock phase accumulated by each 
internal state upon time evolution; (ii) the mass defect included 
in the kinetic energy, which implies state- dependent dispersion 
relations and introduces time- dilation effects; and (iii) a possibly 
state- depended barrier Ve∕g (x̂) , e. g., induced by Stark shifts from 
far- detuned optical fields, including no gravitational contributions. 
In the following, we use this relativistic extension of standard quan-
tum mechanics to describe the motion and quantum tunneling of a 
Ramsey clock and show how to infer the tunneling time.

RESULTS
To measure the phase difference between both internal states after 
tunneling, a Ramsey sequence (30) is the method of choice and de-
picted in Fig. 1A. In such a sequence, the Ramsey clock is initialized 
by a π/2 pulse at time t = 0 that generates an equal superposition of 
both internal states, before the clock impinges on a short- range po-
tential and partially tunnels to the other side. The phase difference 
measured by the tunneled clock is read out by a second π/2 pulse 
after some time t, mixing again both internal states. The population 
in the ground state after the Ramsey sequence for perfect instanta-
neous pulses gives rise to an interference signal that is shown in 
Fig. 1C and takes the form

where ∣gT〉 and ∣eT〉 are the states of the atom transmitted in the ground 
and excited state, respectively. The amplitude of the interference signal 
is the mean number of transmitted atoms NT = (〈eT∣eT〉 + 〈gT∣gT〉)/2, 
and the contrast is described by the overlap ∣〈eT∣gT〉∣/NT.

The phase difference measured by the tunneled clock

contains the laboratory time t given by the separation time of Ramsey 
fields. It is measured by the clock frequency Δω. Relativistic time 

me∕g = m̄
(
1 ±

Δω

2ω̄

)
(1)

Ĥe∕g = me∕gc
2 +

p̂2

2me∕g

+ Ve∕g (x̂) (2)
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Fig. 1. Tunneling progress of a Ramsey clock. (A) the first π/2 pulse of a Ramsey sequence initializes the clock by creating an equal superposition of the internal states 
∣gin/ein〉 of a two- level system. Both states are associated with different rest masses mg/ec2, and the energy structure is given by the clock frequency Δω (see the magnifica-
tion). (B) during tunneling, each internal state acquires a state- dependent phase shift encoded in the complex transmission amplitudes tg/e. After the scattering process, 
a second π/2 pulse reads out the accumulated phase that includes contributions from the lab time t, time dilation δt and tunneling time τ [see (A)]. For different lab times, 
the population in the ground state is detected and an interference signal between both internal states (C) is obtained, characterized by the contrast ∣〈eT∣gT〉∣/NT with the 
total number of transmitted atoms NT and mean transmission coefficient T̄ = N

T
∕2 . (D) For a rectangular barrier, this transmission coefficient shows distinct features for 

different scaled kinetic energies ε and dimensionless barrier parameters ̄.
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dilation (1, 31, 32) induced by the state- dependent dispersion relation 
results in a modification of the laboratory time by δt. However, our 
focus lies on the third contribution caused by tunneling through the 
potential barrier itself: the tunneling time τ. Additional phase contri-
butions ϕ(t) arise from the laser pulses that can be used to lock the 
Ramsey fields to the transition frequency and read out the signal.

Assuming that both internal states ∣gin〉 and ∣ein〉 have the same 
initial momentum, the transmitted states are depicted in Fig. 1B and 
are given by

See Materials and Methods for details. The transmission ampli-
tudes te/g contain all information on the tunneling process and are 
complex quantities with ∣te/g∣ ≤ 1. In addition to the phases arg(te/g) 
induced by tunneling, other contributions are associated with the 
internal energy and the kinetic energy of the atom.

The phase imprinted by kinetic energy depends explicitly on the 
mass of the atom and, by means of the mass defect introduced in 
Eq. 1, implies time dilation. To lowest order, this contribution leads 
to a time delay

It arises independently of tunneling and is measured by any 
moving Ramsey clock (32).

Before turning to more general barriers, we study the phase mea-
sured by a clock that tunnels through a rectangular barrier with 
height V0 and length a. To highlight the relevant quantities, we 
introduce a dimensionless kinetic energy ε̄ = Ē∕V0 = p2 ∕ (2m̄V0) 
that is smaller than unity if the clock is tunneling. Moreover, we de-
fine the dimensionless barrier parameter as ̄ = � dx

√
2m̄V (x)∕ℏ . 

For ̄ ≫ 1 , we have an opaque barrier, while, for ̄ ≪ 1 , the barrier 
is transparent. In the case of rectangular barriers, the expression 
simplifies to ̄ = a

√
2m̄V0 ∕ℏ . We observe that the product m̄V0 al-

ways enters both parameters. Thus, state- dependent barrier heights 
or the relativistic mass defect will induce similar effects on tunnel-
ing. This feature connects our work to the concept of Larmor clocks 
(11) and already shows that the effect of a mass defect can be mim-
icked by state- dependent barriers.

By expanding the transmission amplitudes of ground and excited 
states to first order in Δω∕ω̄ , we find the tunneling time

It is proportional to the mean transmission coefficient

shown in Fig. 1D for different ε̄ and ̄ , which causes shorter tunnel-
ing times far below the barrier where tunneling processes are less 
likely. In contrast, for ε̄≫ 1 , that is for traveling clocks that hardly 
feel the barrier and do not tunnel, the delay τ vanishes. Connecting 
both asymptotics shows that there exists a maximal tunneling time, 

as highlighted in Fig. 2A by the dashed line in parameter space. For 
transparent barriers ̄ < 1.5 , the maximum is achieved for ε̄ < 1 , 
while, for opaque barriers ̄ ≫ 1 , the maximal delay is achieved for 
ε̄ = 1 . Nevertheless, the density plot shows a smooth transition from 
ε̄ < 1 to ε̄ > 1 . Thus, there is no clear distinction between a tunneling 
clock and one that travels classically above the barrier. Moreover, 
Fig. 2A shows that the tunneling time increases for opaque barriers.

To connect to a possible experimental implementation, we ex-
tend our study to Gaussian barriers, experimentally achievable, e.g., 
by spatial light modulators, painted potentials, or digital micromir-
ror devices (33). To ensure a proper comparison between such bar-
riers and rectangular potentials, we always choose the same barrier 
parameter ̄ . For Gaussian barriers, we fix its height and vary the 
width to adjust the barrier parameter, as shown in the pictograms on 
top of Fig. 3. The figure compares the transmission probability and 
the tunneling time for different rectangular and Gaussian barriers, 
where the transmission amplitudes are determined semi- analytically 
by a transfer matrix ansatz (34, 35). For ε̄ > 1 , we observe resonances 
in the transmission probability resulting from partial reflection and 
transmission of the initial state. This structure washes out for 
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A

Fig. 2. Tunneling time for a rectangular barrier. (A) Scaled tunneling time ω̄τ for 
different kinetic energies ε̄ and barrier parameters ̄ . For opaque barriers, the maximal 
tunneling time (orange dashed line) moves from the tunneling regime ( ̄ε < 1 ) to 
the classical regime ( ̄ε > 1 ) and then approaches the barrier height ( ̄ε = 1 ). (B) the 
maximal tunneling time increases for an increasing barrier parameter.

Fig. 3. Transmission and tunneling time for different types of barriers. com-
parison of the mean transmission coefficient T̄  and scaled tunneling time ω̄τ of two 
rectangular (solid line) and Gaussian barriers (dashed line) for different scaled kinetic 
energies ε̄ . the transmission amplitude for plane waves scattered on Gaussian bar-
riers is obtained by the transfer matrix approach. For the calculations, we have 
assumed Gaussian barriers of height kB × 200  nK (20) and 87Rb atoms with mass 
m = 86.91 u. For Gaussian barriers, the maximal tunneling time is smaller than for
rectangular barriers and is shifted to smaller initial kinetic energies.
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Gaussian barriers, and no prominent resonances in transmission 
are observed. Of course, this behavior is also reflected in the phase 
obtained during tunneling and, by that, also in the tunneling time. 
The tunneling delay induced by Gaussian barriers is smaller than for 
rectangular barriers with the same barrier parameter. Moreover, the 
maximal tunneling time moves to lower initial energies.

So far, we considered tunneling times associated to specific 
momentum eigenstates. However, because Ramsey clocks are local-
ized quantum objects, the Heisenberg uncertainty relation implies 
that we have to consider a momentum distribution, e.g., in simple 
cases, a (Gaussian) wave packet ψ0(p) = 〈p∣e/g(0)〉. As a conse-
quence, the tunneling time becomes explicitly momentum depen-
dent, i.e., we replace τ → τ(p), because the kinetic energy ε̄→ ε̄(p) , 
and, by that, the transmission probability T̄ → T̄(p) both depend on 
momentum. Considering the mass defect to first order, we still ob-
serve perfect contrast ∣〈eT∣gT〉∣/NT = 1 of the Ramsey fringe. How-
ever, the induced time dilation for of a tunneled wave packet takes 
the form

Following the same line of argument, the tunneling time, defined 
in Eq. 7 for a momentum eigenstate, is generalized to

Both times describe a momentum average of the eigenstate solu-
tion over the tunneled momentum distribution. Consequently, the 
average tunneling time is smaller for wave packets than for momen-
tum eigenstates. Hence, to measure a large time delay in an experi-
mental implementation, collimated wave packets with ultralow 
expansion rates and momenta that correspond to energies slightly 
above the barrier height are desirable. Techniques like delta- kick col-
limation that achieve momentum widths in the order of picokelvin 
(36), in combination with magic (37) Bragg diffraction (38), might 
be one option to observe these tunneling times experimentally.

DISCUSSION
To isolate the phase accumulated during tunneling, we propose a 
differential measurement scheme, visualized in Fig. 4. As a first step, 
we prepare an atomic cloud with finite momentum width. Subse-
quently, the Ramsey clock is initialized by generating an internal 
superposition of each atom in the cloud, using preferably recoilless 
transitions like E1M1 (39, 40) or operating in the Lamb- Dicke re-
gime (41) and releasing the clock after initialization. Subsequently, 
we create a superposition of the clock moving with opposite mo-
menta, e.g., realized via double Bragg diffraction (38, 42) at the 
magic wave length (37) to ensure that both internal states are dif-
fracted equally. While one clock tunnels, the second one serves as a 
reference to cancel common phase contributions, e.g., time dilation, 
the laboratory time, and phase noise of interrogating Ramsey fields. 
As a result, the differential phase measurement between the tun-
neled and reference clock provides the tunneling time.

Because we measure the ground- state populations of the tun-
neled and reference Ramsey clocks, position uncertainties of the 
atomic cloud and thus different arrival times play no role for detec-
tion. Nevertheless, velocity uncertainties due to the finite momentum 

width δp of the wave packet have to be considered and, in principle, 
lead to contributions in Eqs. 9 and 10. However, for an atomic cloud 
centered around a momentum p0, a Taylor expansion shows that, for 
∣ ∂pT̄ ∣p0δp∣≪ 1 , the transmission coefficient T̄ of the integrand can-
cels due to the normalization NT. In this case, both the tunneled 
Ramsey clock and the reference clock observe the same time dila-
tion δt, so that only the phase contribution caused by the finite tun-
neling time survives in a differential measurement. Figure 1D allows 
us to identify a parameter regime ε̄ > 1 where T̄ ≈ 1 is maximal and, 
by that, approximately constant, so that the condition ∣∂pT̄ ∣p0δp∣≪ 1 
is satisfied for feasible momentum distributions. Luckily, according 
to Fig.  2, this is the parameter regime where, for opaque barriers 
̄ ≳ 2 , the tunneling time is maximal, and the experiment is opti-
mally operated. Because techniques like delta- kick collimation (43–
45) have achieved momentum uncertainties that correspond to the
picokelvin temperatures, time dilation contributions can be sup-
pressed by such a differential measurement.

However, while such a setup may isolate the tunneling time, ad-
ditional phases may arise in an actual experimental realization; see 
Materials and Methods for analytical expressions of some of the 
spurious effects. For example, imperfect preparation of the center- 
of- mass motion of the Ramsey clock, like an initialization without 
recoilless transitions or outside the Lamb- Dicke regime, may lead to 
state- dependent initial momenta. If both clock states have different 
polarizabilites or couple differently to the optical potential, they may 
experience state- dependent barrier heights. Both effects are dis-
cussed in the following.

Phase contributions arising from state- dependent initial mo-
menta take the form of a differential Doppler shift. Key to a suppres-
sion is, as mentioned above, that the excited state has exactly the 
same momentum as the ground state. When initializing the clock, 
the photon recoil imparted onto the atom upon absorption directly 
introduces such an effect. For microwave transitions, this effect is 
negligible due to the dispersion relation; however, the clock fre-
quency is also decreased by this factor. In contrast, the photon recoil 
of optical clock transitions is nonnegligible and actually used for 
atom interferometry (46, 47). One way to suppress the recoil 

δt =
t

2NT
∫
dp T̄(p)∣ψ0(p)∣

2
( p

m̄c

)2

(9)

τ =
1

NT
∫
dp T̄(p)∣ψ0(p)∣

2 τ(p) (10)

Fig. 4. Differential measurement- scheme for isolating the tunneling phase. to start 
the protocol, we prepare an atomic cloud and initialize a Ramsey clock by generating a 
superposition of two internal states ∣g/e〉. Subsequently, we create an equal superposi-
tion of two Ramsey clocks with opposite momenta ± p, realized by (magic) double 
Bragg diffraction as shown in the inset. While one clock tunnels, the other one is used as 
reference to cancel common phase contributions, e.g., the clock phase Δωt and the time- 
dilation phase Δωδt. From the remaining phase, one can deduce the tunneling time τ.
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imparted during initialization of the clock is that the experiment has 
to be performed in a sufficiently confining trap within the Lamb- 
Dicke regime (41). Following such a strategy, one still has to analyze 
the trap release to avoid imprinting additional clock phases or ac-
celerating the atom. As a second step, one has to impart the same 
momentum to both states. One possibility are Bragg gratings that 
have the benefit that the transferred momentum depends on the ef-
fective wave vector of the grating and is independent of the state. 
One only must ensure that the effective Rabi frequency is the same 
for both internal states, e.g., by operating at the magic wavelength. 
Another approach is to apply Doppler- insensitive and recoilless 
two- photon transitions to an atom at rest or moving in the ground 
state, such as E1M1 transitions, so that the release from the trap 
does not pose an issue. However, the differential Doppler effect be-
tween both internal states gives additional insight into the tunneling 
process. We show in Materials and Methods that it is directly con-
nected to a measurement of the arrival time (4) on the scale of the 
differential Doppler frequency. In contrast to existing models that 
track the peak of a wave packet, e.g., through Hong- Ou- Mandel in-
terference (6, 7), our proposed scheme does not rely on a measure-
ment of the peak itself because the group delay is encoded in the 
Ramsey fringes. It actually does rely neither on the notion of peaks 
nor on assigning a classical velocity to wave packets or a clock.

In addition to imperfect preparation of the initial momenta, an-
other spurious phase contribution may arise from state- dependent 
barriers. This phase is inherently connected to the concept of Larmor 
clocks (11, 19–21), which describe the tunneling of a superposition 
of spin states with degenerate eigenenergies. This degeneracy is lifted 
by a magnetic field only present in the barrier region, which initiates 
or triggers the Larmor clock. In an alternative description, the differ-
ent eigenenergies are equivalent to a spin- dependent barrier heights, 
i.e., the process is equivalent a perturbation for our proposed experi-
ment. While the degeneracy is lifted by the magnetic field, that is,
during the tunneling process, spin precession induces a phase. In this 
case, the Larmor frequency at which the interaction time is probed
can be tuned by the magnetic field. In contrast to our treatment,
there are no relativistic corrections included in such a treatment.

So far, only experiments (19, 20) realizing the analog of Larmor 
clocks have been implemented. In these cases, the two spin states are 
replaced by two internal atomic states and the magnetic field by an 
external electromagnetic field that induces Raman transitions inside 
the barrier region, so that the Rabi frequency plays the role of the 
Larmor frequency and can be tuned by the intensity of the Raman 
beams. As a consequence, the analog of spin precession is the effec-
tive Rabi oscillation between both internal states. However, no 
superposition of internal states is prepared initially, so that the 
implementation of such a Larmor clock does not correspond to a 
Ramsey clock scheme in a strict sense. Moreover, a Ramsey clock 
ticks at the intrinsic frequency given by the energy difference of 
both states, whereas the Larmor- clock analog ticks typically at Rabi 
frequencies in the microwave regime and thus does not correspond 
to a good frequency standard.

As described above, the interaction time τL can be measured by 
spin- dependent barriers. We therefore compare the magnitude of 
the phase contribution measured in Larmor- clock experiments to 
the ones that arise from the mass defect and find the ratio

where the expansion coefficients in both cases are the same and 
cancel, as discussed in Materials and Methods. On the basis of the 
experimental implementation (20), we use the clock frequency of 
Δω = 2π × 6.8  GHz related to the F = 1 to F = 2 transition of the 
state 5S1/2 of 87Rb with mass m = 86.91  u and the atomic mass unit 
u. The mean barrier height is V̄ = 1.3 × 10−31 J (20), and the differ-
ential barrier height corresponds to the Rabi frequency ΔV/ℏ = ωL =
2π × 200   Hz (20). In the experiments performed, the main phase
contribution comes from the Larmor clock that is artificially im-
printed and triggered by the state- dependent barrier.

On the other hand, the clock frequency between two hyperfine 
states of rubidium is in the gigahertz regime and, by no means, an 
optical frequency that enhances the measured phase. Ideally, one 
should perform the proposed experiment on such an optical clock 
transition. In our setup, imperfections and perturbations induced 
by state- dependent barriers lead, in analogy to Larmor clocks, to an 
additional phase that depends on the tunneling time. Potential bar-
riers where each state of the clock transition experiences a different 
light shift and by that potential will induce such a phase. Because 
both contributions have the same expansion coefficient, an effective 
clock frequency can be identified

To suppress the Larmor phase and isolate the relativistic clock con-
tribution, one has to generate the optical barrier from light at the 
magic wavelength, so that we have (ΔV∕V̄)≪ (Δω∕ω̄) ≅1.33 × 10−11 . 
Here, we have assumed a cold cloud of 174Yb (48) atoms with the 
clock transition Δω = 2π × 522 THz and Compton frequency 
ω̄ = 2π × 3.92 × 1025 Hz . An experimental realization of the differ-
ential measurement would be performed in regions of large tun-
neling times and high transmissions, which is achieved at ̄ ≈ 4 
and ε̄ ≈ 1.4 . Consulting Figs. 1 and 2, we obtain T̄ ≈ 1 and ω̄τ ≈ π 
at the optimal working point, resulting in the miniature tunneling 
time τ ≈ 1.3 × 10−26  s, or tunneling phase τΔω ≈ 4.2 × 10−11, re-
spectively. Obviously, such timescales are, to date, inaccessible to 
high- precision clocks. For instance, if we assume a shot- noise lim-
ited sensitivity and 105 atoms in the ytterbium cloud, then one 
would need repetitions of order 1015 to resolve the tunneling 
phase, beyond any feasible implementation. Although relying on 
squeezing (49) constitutes one way to reduce the number of runs, 
it still is enormous even for ambitious assumptions. However, the 
tunneling phase can be increased considerably by boosting the 
clock frequency artificially. As shown in Eq. 12, the effective clock 
frequency depends on the differential barrier heights, which can 
be experimentally realized by differential light shifts. The mean 
barrier barrier height V̄ ≈ 3.8 × 10−30 J is fixed through our choice 
of the working point and the effective wave number k = 1.7 × 
107   1/m of the magic two- photon double Bragg transition at the 
magic wavelength 759.35 nm (50). Differential light shifts in the 
order of hertz (50) will already boost the clock frequency by factor 
2 × 106, resulting in a tunneling phase of τΔωeff ≈ 10−4. Assuming
a shot- noise limited sensitivity, we obtain a feasible number of 
runs, i.e., of order 103 suitable to resolve the miniature tunnel-
ing time.

In conclusion, on the basis of an operational approach and in 
analogy to general relativity, we demonstrated that a tunneled 
Ramsey clock acquires a phase shift and tells a time that can be 

τ
L
ω
L

τΔω
=

ℏω̄

V̄

ω
L

Δω
≈ 3.1 × 1014 (11)

ωeff = Δω

(
1 +

ω̄

Δω

ΔV

V̄

)
(12)
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associated with the tunneling process. This time is read out by a 
preferably optical frequency standard that is independent of any 
fields triggering the measurement inside the barrier and originates 
from relativistic effects and properties of the atoms. Moreover, 
the clock frequency can be artificially increased by differential light 
shifts to resolve the tunneling time. Other approaches to identify a 
dwell time and an arrival time are also contained in our proposed 
experiment and can be enhanced by introducing perturbations.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Neglecting the rest- energy term from Eq. 2, the time- independent 
Schrödinger equation for two decoupled internal states is given by

where Ej = pj2/(2mj) is the eigenenergy of particle ∣j〉 that can be as-
sociated with an eigenmomentum pj and mass mj. Here,

is a, possibly, state- dependent, rectangular barrier. To obtain the 
transmission amplitude associated with tunneling through the bar-
rier, we solve the Schrödinger equation in the three regions defined 
by Eq. 14 for each internal state independently and apply the bound-
ary and continuity conditions to connect the individual solutions. 
As a result, for tunneling with energies Ej < Vj, we obtain the trans-
mission amplitude

where we introduced the wave numbers κ0,j =
√
2mjEj ∕ℏ and

κ1,j =
√

2mj(Vj − Ej)∕ℏ associated with the initial kinetic energy 
and the tunneling process. To find the transmission amplitude for 
Ej > Vj, we replace κ1,j → i

√
2mj(Ej − Vj)∕ℏ in the equation above.

For convenience, we introduce the dimensionless kinetic energy
εj = Ej/Vj and the barrier parameter j = a

√
2mjVj ∕ℏ . To study

perturbations induced by the mass defect (51), we introduce 
state- dependent masses me∕g = m̄ ± Δm∕2 . Moreover, we take into 
account imperfections in the preparation of the initial state, result-
ing in state- dependent momenta pe∕g = p̄ ± Δp∕2 and, possibly, 
state- dependent barrier heights Ve∕g = V̄ ± ΔV∕2 . Together with 
the mass defect, possible state- dependent momenta and barrier 
heights are visualized in Fig. 5. Here, we assume that Δm∕m̄ , Δp∕ p̄ , 
and ΔV∕ V̄  can be treated as perturbations.

To first order in all perturbations, the state- dependent transmis-
sion amplitude

fulfills the relations TeTg ≈ T̄ and (Te + Tg )∕2 ≈ T̄ due to the intrin-
sic symmetry, where we defined the mean transmission coefficient

Hence, the visibility of the Ramsey fringe is not affected to lowest 
order of the perturbations. In a similar manner, we expand the 
phase φj = arg (tj) of the transmission amplitude given by

and obtain, up to the first order in all perturbative parameters, the 
expression

The expansion coefficients associated with the mass defect and dif-
ferent potential heights coincide and take the form

In particular, the contribution is negative for all values of ε̄ and ̄ , so 
that Φm = −∣Φm∣. Imperfections in the initial preparation of mo-
menta lead to the expansion coefficient

The phase induced by two different state- dependent momenta cor-
responds to a differential Doppler shift p̄Δp∕m̄ , which is apparent 
from the relation

Additional phase contributions arise when moving to a tunneled 
Ramsey clock described by the two internal states with frequencies 
ωj = ω̄ ± Δω∕2 and their difference Δω. Including the respective 
rest energy and relying on the time- dependent Schrödinger equa-
tion, the transmitted internal states are given by

�
−

ℏ
2

2mj

∂2

∂x2
+ Vj(x)

�
∣ j⟩ = Ej ∣ j⟩ (13)

Vj(x) =

{
Vj 0≤x≤a

0 otherwise
(14)

tj =
4iκ0,jκ1,je

iaκ0,j

(κ0,j+ iκ1,j)
2eaκ1,j − (κ0,j− iκ1,j)

2e−aκ1,j
(15)

Te∕g =∣te∕g∣
2 = T̄±Tm

Δm

2m̄
±TV

ΔV

2V̄
±Tp

Δp

2p̄
+ … (16)

T̄ =

�
1−

1

4ε̄(ε̄−1)
sinh2(̄

√
1−ε̄)

�−1
(17)

φj= arctan

�
(2εj−1)tanh(j

√
1−εj)

2
√
εj
√
1−εj

�
−j

√
εj (18)

φe∕g =φ̄±Φm
Δm

2m̄
±ΦV

ΔV

2V̄
±Φp

Δp

2p̄
+ ⋯

(19a)

Φm=ΦV = −
1

8

T̄

ε̄(ε̄−1)

�
2̄

√
ε̄(2ε̄−1)−

�
ε̄

1−ε̄
sinh(2̄

√
1−ε̄)

�

(19b)

Φp=
− ̄ T̄

8(ε̄−1)
√
ε̄

�
1−4ε̄−cosh(2̄

√
ε̄−1)+

2sinh(2̄
√
ε̄−1)

̄

√
ε̄−1

�

(19c)

Φp

Δp

p̄
= Φp

1

2ε̄

p̄Δp

m̄

1

V̄
(20)

A B C

Fig. 5. Perturbations contributing to the interference signal. these phase con-
tributions may occur from imperfect preparation of the initial momenta Δp (A), the 
relativistic mass defect Δm (B), or state- dependent barrier heights (C). While the 
mass defect is an intrinsic property, state- dependent momenta and barriers can be 
mitigated with proper schemes, see the discussion.
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and include phases from the internal states, the motion of the atoms, 
and tunneling. After a Ramsey sequence, we measure the phase

where possible state- dependent initial momenta and potentials are 
taken into account. The tunneling time arises for small mass defects

As a consequence of the dispersion relation, we obtain a modifica-
tion of the laboratory time related to time dilation, i.e.

Moreover, imperfect preparation of the initial state may lead to 
state- dependent initial momenta and gives rise to the differential 
Doppler time

with the Wigner phase time τP = ℏ∂ Ēφ̄ = ℏΦp ∕ (2Ē) . Consequent-
ly, the proposed scheme can be used to measure the Wigner phase 
time (10) with a Ramsey clock when preparing internal states with 
different momenta. Similarly introducing a Larmor frequency ωL = 
ΔV/ℏ connected to the height difference of the state- dependent bar-
riers, barrier imperfections lead to the Larmor time τL of the form

REFERENCES AND NOTES
1. A. einstein, Zur elektrodynamik bewegter Körper. Ann. Phys. 322, 891–921 (1905).
2. c. Moller, the ideal standard clocks in the general theory of relativity. Helv. Phys. Acta, 

Suppl. 4, 54–57 (1956).
3. J. Ankerhold, Quantum Tunneling in Complex Systems: The Semiclassical Approach, 

Springer tracts in Modern Physics (Springer, 2007).
4. M. Büttiker, R. landauer, traversal time for tunneling. Phys. Rev. Lett. 49, 1739–1742 (1982).
5. A. enders, G. nimtz, On superluminal barrier traversal. J. Phys. I 2, 1693–1698 (1992).
6. A. M. Steinberg, P. G. Kwiat, R. Y. chiao, Measurement of the single- photon tunneling 

time. Phys. Rev. Lett. 71, 708–711 (1993).
7. c. Spielmann, R. Szipöcs, A. Stingl, F. Krausz, tunneling of optical pulses through photonic 

band gaps. Phys. Rev. Lett. 73, 2308–2311 (1994).
8. A. n. Pfeiffer, c. cirelli, M. Smolarski, U. Keller, Recent attoclock measurements of strong 

field ionization. Chem. Phys. 414, 84–91 (2013).
9. P. eckle, A. n. Pfeiffer, c. cirelli, A. Staudte, R. dörner, h. G. Muller, M. Büttiker, U. Keller, 

Attosecond ionization and tunneling delay time measurements in helium. Science 322, 
1525–1529 (2008).

10. e. P. Wigner, lower limit for the energy derivative of the scattering phase shift. Phys. Rev.
98, 145–147 (1955).

11. M. Büttiker, larmor precession and the traversal time for tunneling. Phys. Rev. B 27, 
6178–6188 (1983).

12. e. h. hauge, J. A. Stovneng, tunneling times: A critical review. Rev. Mod. Phys. 61, 917–936 
(1989).

13. t. Zimmermann, S. Mishra, B. R. doran, d. F. Gordon, A. S. landsman, tunneling time and 
weak measurement in strong field ionization. Phys. Rev. Lett. 116, 233603 (2016).

14. M. Uiberacker, t. Uphues, M. Schultze, A. J. verhoef, v. Yakovlev, M. F. Kling, 
J. Rauschenberger, n. M. Kabachnik, h. Schröder, M. lezius, K. l. Kompa, h. G. Muller, 

M. J. J. vrakking, S. hendel, U. Kleineberg, U. heinzmann, M. drescher, F. Krausz, 
Attosecond real- time observation of electron tunnelling in atoms. Nature 446, 627–632 
(2007).

15. U. Satya Sainadh, R. t. Sang, i. v. litvinyuk, Attoclock and the quest for tunnelling time in 
strong- field physics. J. Phys.: Photonics 2, 042002 (2020).

16. U. S. Sainadh, h. Xu, X. Wang, A. Atia- tul- noor, W. c. Wallace, n. douguet, A. Bray, i. ivanov, 
K. Bartschat, A. Kheifets, R. t. Sang, i. v. litvinyuk, Attosecond angular streaking and 
tunnelling time in atomic hydrogen. Nature 568, 75–77 (2019).

17. F. t. Smith, lifetime matrix in collision theory. Phys. Rev. 118, 349–356 (1960).
18. h. G. Winful, delay time and the hartman effect in quantum tunneling. Phys. Rev. Lett. 91, 

260401 (2003).
19. R. Ramos, d. Spierings, i. Racicot, A. M. Steinberg, Measurement of the time spent by a 

tunnelling atom within the barrier region. Nature 583, 529–532 (2020).
20. d. c. Spierings, A. M. Steinberg, Observation of the decrease of larmor tunneling times 

with lower incident energy. Phys. Rev. Lett. 127, 133001 (2021).
21. F. Suzuki, W. G. Unruh, numerical quantum clock simulations for measuring tunneling 

times. Phys. Rev. A 107, 042216 (2023).
22. t. l. nicholson, S. l. campbell, R. B. hutson, G. e. Marti, B. J. Bloom, R. l. Mcnally, 

W. Zhang, M. d. Barrett, M. S. Safronova, G. F. Strouse, W. l. tew, J. Ye, Systematic 
evaluation of an atomic clock at 2×10−18 total uncertainty. Nat. Commun. 6, 6896 (2015).

23. S. M. Brewer, J. S. chen, A. M. hankin, e. R. clements, c. W. chou, d. J. Wineland, 
d. B. hume, d. R. leibrandt, 27Al+ quantum- logic clock with a systematic uncertainty 
below 10−18. Phys. Rev. Lett. 123, 033201 (2019).

24. e. Oelker, R. B. hutson, c. J. Kennedy, l. Sonderhouse, t. Bothwell, A. Goban, d. Kedar, 
c. Sanner, J. M. Robinson, G. e. Marti, d. G. Matei, t. legero, M. Giunta, R. holzwarth, 
F. Riehle, U. Sterr, J. Ye, demonstration of 4.8×10−17 stability at 1 s for two independent 
optical clocks. Nat. Photonics 13, 714–719 (2019).

25. v. Yudin, A. taichenachev, Mass defect effects in atomic clocks. Laser Phys. Lett. 15, 035703 
(2018).

26. M. Sonnleitner, S. M. Barnett, Mass- energy and anomalous friction in quantum optics. 
Phys. Rev. A 98, 042106 (2018).

27. P. K. Schwartz, d. Giulini, Post- newtonian hamiltonian description of an atom in a weak 
gravitational field. Phys. Rev. A 100, 052116 (2019).

28. v. J. Martínez- lahuerta, S. eilers, t. e. Mehlstäubler, P. O. Schmidt, K. hammerer, Ab initio 
quantum theory of mass defect and time dilation in trapped- ion optical clocks. Phys. Rev. 
A 106, 032803 (2022).

29. t. Asano, e. Giese, F. di Pumpo, Quantum field theory for multipolar composite bosons 
with mass defect and relativistic corrections. arXiv. 2307.06110 (2021).

30. n. F. Ramsey, A molecular beam resonance method with separated oscillating fields. 
Phys. Rev. 78, 695–699 (1950).

31. i. Pikovski, M. Zych, F. costa, Č. Brukner, time dilation in quantum systems and 
decoherence. New J. Phys. 19, 025011 (2017).

32. A. J. Paige, A. d. K. Plato, M. S. Kim, classical and nonclassical time dilation for quantum 
clocks. Phys. Rev. Lett. 124, 160602 (2020).

33. l. Amico, M. Boshier, G. Birkl, A. Minguzzi, c. Miniatura, l. c. Kwek, d. Aghamalyan, 
v. Ahufinger, d. Anderson, n. Andrei, A. S. Arnold, M. Baker, t. A. Bell, t. Bland, J. P. Brantut, 
d. cassettari, W. J. chetcuti, F. chevy, R. citro, S. de Palo, R. dumke, M. edwards, R. Folman, 
J. Fortagh, S. A. Gardiner, B. M. Garraway, G. Gauthier, A. Günther, t. haug, c. hufnagel, 
M. Keil, P. ireland, M. lebrat, W. li, l. longchambon, J. Mompart, O. Morsch, P. naldesi, 
t. W. neely, M. Olshanii, e. Orignac, S. Pandey, A. Pérez- Obiol, h. Perrin, l. Piroli, J. Polo, 
A. l. Pritchard, n. P. Proukakis, c. Rylands, h. Rubinsztein- dunlop, F. Scazza, S. Stringari, 
F. tosto, A. trombettoni, n. victorin, W. Klitzing, d. Wilkowski, K. Xhani, A. Yakimenko, 
Roadmap on Atomtronics: State of the art and perspective. AVS Quantum Sci. 3, 039201 
(2021).

34. c. Jirauschek, Accuracy of transfer matrix approaches for solving the effective mass 
Schrödinger equation. IEEE J. Quantum Electron. 45, 1059–1067 (2009).

35. l. Farhang, M. Ali, transfer matrix for long- range potentials. J. Phys. A: Math. Theor. 53, 
395303 (2020).

36. h. Ammann, n. christensen, delta kick cooling: A new method for cooling atoms. 
Phys. Rev. Lett. 78, 2088–2091 (1997).

37. h. Katori, M. takamoto, v. G. Pal’chikov, v. d. Ovsiannikov, Ultrastable optical clock with 
neutral atoms in an engineered light shift trap. Phys. Rev. Lett. 91, 173005 (2003).

38. e. Giese, Mechanisms of matter- wave diffraction and their application to interferometers. 
Fortschr. Phys. 63, 337–410 (2015).

39. e. A. Alden, K. R. Moore, A. e. leanhardt, two- photon E1-  M1 optical clock. Phys. Rev. A 90, 
012523 (2014).

40. G. Janson, A. Friedrich, R. lopp, Finite pulse- time effects in long- baseline quantum clock 
interferometry. arXiv. 2309.14426 (2023).

41. R. h. dicke, the effect of collisions upon the doppler width of spectral lines. Phys. Rev. 89, 
472–473 (1953).

42. e. Giese, A. Roura, G. tackmann, e. M. Rasel, W. P. Schleich, double Bragg diffraction: A 
tool for atom optics. Phys. Rev. A 88, 053608 (2013).

∣ jT⟩=
�

Tj(p)exp

�
− i

�
ωjt−

p2

2mjℏ
t−φj

��
∣ jin⟩ (21)

arg⟨eT ∣ gT⟩=Δω(t+δt+τ)+τLωL+τD
p̄Δp

ℏm̄
(22)

τΔω =
∣Φm∣

ω̄
Δω (23)

Δωδt =
Δω

2

(
p̄

m̄c

)2

t (24)

τD
p̄Δp

ℏm̄
=

[
t

2
+ τP

] p̄Δp
ℏm̄

(25)

τ
L
ω
L
=

ℏ ∣Φ
V
∣

V̄
ω
L (26)



Schach and Giese , Sci. Adv. 10, eadl6078 (2024)     17 April 2024

S c i e n c e  A d v A n c e S  |  R e S e A R c h  A R t i c l e

8 of 8

43. t. Kovachy, J. M. hogan, A. Sugarbaker, S. M. dickerson, c. A. donnelly, c. Overstreet, 
M. A. Kasevich, Matter wave lensing to picokelvin temperatures. Phys. Rev. Lett. 114, 
143004 (2015).

44. h. Müntinga, h. Ahlers, M. Krutzik, A. Wenzlawski, S. Arnold, d. Becker, K. Bongs, h. dittus, 
h. duncker, n. Gaaloul, c. Gherasim, e. Giese, c. Grzeschik, t. W. hänsch, O. hellmig, 
W. herr, S. herrmann, e. Kajari, S. Kleinert, c. lämmerzahl, W. lewoczko- Adamczyk, 
J. Malcolm, n. Meyer, R. nolte, A. Peters, M. Popp, J. Reichel, A. Roura, J. Rudolph, 
M. Schiemangk, M. Schneider, S. t. Seidel, K. Sengstock, v. tamma, t. valenzuela, A. vogel, 
R. Walser, t. Wendrich, P. Windpassinger, W. Zeller, t. van Zoest, W. ertmer, W. P. Schleich, 
e. M. Rasel, interferometry with Bose- einstein condensates in microgravity. Phys. Rev. Lett.
110, 093602 (2013).

45. n. Gaaloul, M. Meister, R. corgier, A. Pichery, P. Boegel, W. herr, h. Ahlers, e. 
charron, J. R. Williams, R. J. thompson, W. P. Schleich, e. M. Rasel, n. P. Bigelow, A 
space- based quantum gas laboratory at picokelvin energy scales. Nat. Commun.
13, 7889 (2022).

46. M. Kasevich, S. chu, Atomic interferometry using stimulated Raman transitions. Phys. Rev. 
Lett. 67, 181–184 (1991).

47. A. d. cronin, J. Schmiedmayer, d. e. Pritchard, Optics and interferometry with atoms and 
molecules. Rev. Mod. Phys. 81, 1051–1129 (2009).

48. R. Bouganne, M. Bosch Aguilera, A. dareau, e. Soave, J. Beugnon, F. Gerbier, clock 
spectroscopy of interacting bosons in deep optical lattices. New J. Phys. 19, 
113006 (2017).

49. J. M. Robinson, M. Miklos, Y. M. tso, c. J. Kennedy, t. Bothwell, d. Kedar, J. K. thompson, 
J. Ye, direct comparison of two spin- squeezed optical clock ensembles at the 10−17 
level. Nat. Phys. 20, 208–213 (2024).

50. Z. W. Barber, J. e. Stalnaker, n. d. lemke, n. Poli, c. W. Oates, t. M. Fortier, S. A. diddams, 
l. hollberg, c. W. hoyt, A. v. taichenachev, v. i. Yudin, Optical lattice induced light shifts in 
an Yb atomic clock. Phys. Rev. Lett. 100, 103002 (2008).

51. S. loriani, A. Friedrich, c. Ufrecht, F. di Pumpo, S. Kleinert, S. Abend, n. Gaaloul, c. Meiners,
c. Schubert, d. tell, É. Wodey, M. Zych, W. ertmer, A. Roura, d. Schlippert, W. P. Schleich,
e. M. Rasel, e. Giese, interference of clocks: A quantum twin paradox. Sci. Adv. 5, eaax8966 (2019).

Acknowledgments: We are grateful to A. Friedrich for stimulating input and proofreading of 
the manuscript. Funding: the QUAntUS+ and intentAS projects are supported by the 
German Aerospace center [deutsches Zentrum für luft-  und Raumfahrt (dlR)] with funds 
provided by the Federal Ministry for economic Affairs and climate Action [Bundesministerium 
für Wirtschaft und Klimaschutz (BMWK)] and the Federal Ministry of economic Affairs and 
energy [Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und energie (BMWi)] due to an enactment of the 
German Bundestag under grant nos. 50WM2250e (QUAntUS+) and 50WM2177 (intentAS). 
e.G. thanks the German Research Foundation [deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (dFG)] for a 
Mercator Fellowship within cRc 1227 (dQ- mat). Author contributions: conceptualization: 
e.G. Methodology: P.S. and e.G. investigation: P.S. visualization: P.S. Supervision: e.G. 
Writing—original draft: P.S. Writing—review and editing: P.S and e.G. Competing interests: 
the authors declare that they have no competing interests. Data and materials availability: 
All data needed to evaluate the conclusions in the paper are present in the paper.

Submitted 31 October 2023 
Accepted 15 March 2024 
Published 17 April 2024 
10.1126/sciadv.adl6078


	A unified theory of tunneling times promoted by Ramsey clocks
	INTRODUCTION
	RESULTS
	DISCUSSION
	MATERIALS AND METHODS
	REFERENCES AND NOTES
	Acknowledgments


