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Measuring the effect of electrostatic patch potentials in Casimir force experiments
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The Casimir force is a consequence of quantum electrodynamic fluctuations, which induce interactions
between materials. Patch potentials (i.e., spatial variations of electrostatic potentials across a surface) are a
concern in measurements of the Casimir force because they can cause an additional force with a similar
separation dependence. Previously, Kelvin probe force microscopy has been used to show that patch potentials
on a flat surface cause an additional force that can reach over 1% of the value of the predicted Casimir force.
Although nearly all Casimir force measurements are performed in a sphere-plate geometry, there has been little
investigation into how the patches are distributed on the sphere. Here we present a measurement of the Casimir
force between a sphere and a plate, where the electrostatic patch potentials are mapped on both surfaces and
their effects are determined. Large patches are detected for gold deposited onto glass, but an ion-blocking layer
is shown to reduce the voltage contrast and spatial extent of the patches. We find that the patch potential force
is at least an order of magnitude less than the Casimir force when the sphere contains an ion-blocking layer;
however, without this ion-blocking layer, the measured force can contain a significant electrostatic contribution,
hence masking the Casimir force. Our results show the importance of measuring the electrostatic patches for
individual Casimir force experiments.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The electromagnetic fluctuations of the quantum vacuum
lead to a force between metal surfaces, called the Casimir
force [1]. In early measurements of the force, it was noted
that spatial variations of the surface potential, called patch
potentials, lead to a systematic overestimation of the force and
such variations have continued to be a concern in subsequent
measurements [2–10]. Patch potentials are also present in
many sensitive experimental systems [11–13], and artifacts in
other measurements have been attributed to patch potentials
[14–16].

Variations of the electron chemical potential at the surface,
from adsorbates or crystal orientation, lead to patch potentials
on a conductor even when the bulk is at an equipotential
[17,18]. Theoretical frameworks have been developed to de-
termine the force caused by patch potentials [19–23], but their
use is limited by the lack of accurate measurements of the
potential on the interacting surfaces. Based on measurements
of the potential on flat gold surfaces, the contribution of patch
potentials has been estimated to be between 0.1 and 2% of
the total force in the <400-nm separation range [24–26],
and other experiments have suggested the patch potential
force can reach a magnitude comparable to the Casimir force
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at several microns separation [7]. However, because most
Casimir force measurements are performed in the sphere-plate
geometry, measuring the potential on a plate does not suffice
to completely characterize the residual electrostatic force.

In this article, we present a measurement of the spatial
derivative of the Casimir force between two surfaces, a sphere
and a plate, on which the patch potentials are quantitatively
determined for each surface (Fig. 1). The method of de Man
et al. [27–29] is used to measure the spatial derivative of
the Casimir force. The potentials of the sphere and the plate
are measured with Kelvin probe force microscopy (KPFM)
[26,30] before and after the force measurements. Although
many techniques have been developed to measure the electric
potential of surfaces [18,31,32], KPFM has the advantages of
<50-nm spatial resolution, fast image acquisition rates, and
environmental flexibility [33].

II. IMAGING PATCH POTENTIALS

KPFM imaging of patch potentials on the spherical probe
is hindered by (i) the probe’s small spring constant, which
causes the probe to oscillate when scanned by typical fre-
quency modulation KPFM, and (ii) the curvature of the
sphere, which limits voltage sensitivity [34]. A heterodyne
KPFM technique overcomes the first limitation by applying
an AC voltage at a frequency far above the spherical probe’s
resonance frequency so that the probe is not excited, and it
overcomes the second limitation by detecting all signals at the
first resonance of the cantilever, so that the motion of the tip
apex is nearly vertical and less affected by the curvature of the
sphere [33,34]. KPFM is performed with Pt-coated Si probes
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FIG. 1. Surface potential of gold-coated spherical probes
scanned with Kelvin probe force microscopy (KPFM). (a) Topog-
raphy and (d) KPFM voltage for a spherical probe without an ion-
blocking layer showing spatial voltage variation. (b), (e) Similar data
for a plate with a SiO2 blocking layer with little spatial variation.
(c) The imaging setup. (f) Surface potential of a spherical probe with
a TiO2 blocking layer. (g) The patch potential forces from surfaces
(d), (e) relative to the Casimir force, in the planar approximation.

(Mikromasch HQ:NSC35/Pt) in an atomic force microscope
(Asylum Research, Cypher). The spherical probe is held at
11◦ relative to the horizontal so that the region of the sphere
that comes closest to the plate is the region that is imaged
[Fig. 1(c)].

Measurements of the surface potential on gold-coated
spheres show that patch potentials are affected by the substrate
on which the 100-nm-thick gold film is deposited [Figs. 1(b)–
1(f)]. More patches are observed on a glass sphere (Trelleborg
SI-100) than on a Si plate when a 3-nm Cr layer is used for
adhesion.

We suspect that the patches result from mobile impurity
ions in the glass, which can migrate through the thin gold
layer, but we also note that similar patches have been at-
tributed to trapped charges on the substrate [35]. When an
ion-blocking layer is deposited between the glass and the gold
film, the electrostatic patches are significantly smaller. For
example, both a 50-nm SiO2 ion-blocking layer with a 3-nm
Cr sticking layer and a 10-nm TiO2 ion-blocking layer with a
3-nm Ti sticking layer reduced the spatial extent and voltage
contrast of the patches [Figs. 1(e) and 1(f)]. Figure 1(g)
compares the patch potential forces from the surfaces depicted
in Figs. 1(d) and 1(e) to the Casimir force. While the force
calculated from Fig. 1(e) is consistent with the previous bound
on patch potentials, the force from Fig. 1(d) is significantly
larger and even exceeds the magnitude of the Casimir force at
separations greater than 700 nm.

KPFM images of the sphere and the plate from both before
and after each measurement are used to determine the range
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FIG. 2. KPFM images of the gold-coated spheres (left column)
and plates (right column) used for two different measurement sets
(a), (b) and (c), (d).

of possible forces due to patch potentials. (Figure 2 shows
KPFM scans before force measurements.) No significant dif-
ference in the calculated electrostatic patch force is observed
when using the KPFM images acquired before or after the
force measurements. Different cantilevers are used for the
different scans, so we report the frequencies used with a
representative cantilever. For example, to acquire a KPFM
image an applied AC voltage of 5 V at a driving frequency of
316.35 kHz, a topographical loop at 158.68 kHz (a few hertz
larger than the first eigenmode), and a detection frequency of
157.68 kHz were used. The TiO2 blocking layer is present on
the spheres, and both silicon plates are coated with a 3-nm Ti
adhesion layer and 100 nm of gold. The two spherical probes
are fabricated simultaneously, and the same plate is used for
both measurements, although the location differs.

III. FORCE MEASUREMENTS

The spatial derivative of the Casimir force F ′
C is measured

between a sphere and a plate by oscillating the plate along
the z axis and observing the response of the probe [27–29,36].
The plate moves towards and away from the sphere in discrete
steps. The measurements are performed in air at 303.15 ±
0.05 K and 30 ± 2% relative humidity over the course of
55 or 36 h, depending on the measurement run. The spring
constant k of the first probe is 0.043 N/m and the spring
constant k of the second probe is 0.25 N/m, and the radii of
the spheres are 24.6 and 35.8 μm, respectively (mounted on
Bruker MLCT-O10). Using two cantilevers with different k
helps to ensure that there are no small, unanticipated effects
(inversely) proportional to k.

The sensitivity and separation between the sphere and the
probe are determined via an electrostatic force calibration
[28,36]. Two electrostatic signals are driven, one proportional
to the force [27,28] and one proportional to the force gradient
[36]. The former has a much higher signal-to-noise ratio, so it
is used to track drift in k and d , while the latter has a better
accuracy, so it is used for absolute calibration. The voltages
which, when applied to the probe, minimize the electrostatic
force or force gradient are also recorded at each separation.
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At separations of less than 100 nm, the voltage driving the
electrostatic force-gradient signal is turned off to prevent the
probe and the plate from sticking together. Both the plate
oscillation and the voltage are applied at frequencies below
the cantilever resonance: 211 and 77 Hz, respectively.

IV. CALCULATION OF PATCH POTENTIAL FORCES

Both the residual electrostatic contribution to the measure-
ment and the minimizing voltages are calculated from the
KPFM scans, so that they can be compared to the measured
values. Speake and Trenkel (ST) [19] devised a method to
calculate the force from patch potentials on parallel plates
by modeling them as a dipole layer on each surface just
above the surface of a perfect conductor. ST wrote these
formulas for parallel plates in terms of the surface potential
k-space autocorrelation function, which can be calculated
from KPFM scans [26]. To use the ST formulas for curved
surfaces, they are transformed from k-space into real space in
order to facilitate their incorporation into the proximity force
approximation. In real space, the force and the force gradient
from patch potentials are written as

F (n) = −ε0(n + 1)!

2

∫∫ ∑
i, j=0,1

(−1)α+nViṼ
(n)

i j (h)

h2+n
d2�x, (1)

where n = 0 or 1 denotes force or gradient, i, j = 0 or 1
denotes plate or sphere, α = |i − j|, Vi is the potential on one
surface, h(x, y) is the separation between the curved surfaces
at lateral position (x, y), and Ṽ (n)

i j is the effective potential
due to charges from surface j at surface i, defined as the
convolution of Vj with one of the radially symmetric functions
g(n)

i j which are in turn defined as

g(n)
i j (h, r) = (−h)2+n

2π (n + 1)!

∫ ∞

0

dn fi j

dhn
J0(kr)dk, (2)

where both of the functions fii = k3/ sinh(kh)2 and fi �= j =
k3 cosh(kh)/ sinh(kh)2 originate from the version of the ST
equation found in Ref. [21], and r is the radial coordinate.
The uncertainty in the orientation of the sphere is propagated
to determine the uncertainty in the force and the minimizing
voltage [37].

One of the distinguishing features of patch potentials in
sphere-plate measurements is how the expected force and
force-gradient minimizing voltages change with separation
[20,38]. The change in the minimizing voltage with separation
originates from how different regions of the surfaces con-
tribute to the total electrostatic force in different proportions
depending on the separation between the surfaces. Because
the minimizing voltages do not change in the parallel plate
geometry, a direct application of the proximity force approxi-
mation to the k-space calculation predicts no changes [21].

Behunin et al. [22] present a method to compute the
patch potential force exactly for a sphere and a plate, but
it is computationally intensive and limited to micron-scale
patches. In real space, the force and force-gradient minimizing
voltages can be calculated from Eq. (1) in the proximity force
approximation from images of the potential at the resolution
acquired by KPFM. Measurements of the minimizing voltage
validate the computation of the patch potential force.

FIG. 3. The force measured between the first (blue) and the
second (red) sphere and plate sets compared to the calculated and
measured Casimir force (solid black line and solid circles, respec-
tively). The electrostatic patch potential force is determined to be
within the red or blue shaded range, which is calculated from 104

possible sphere orientations, and the dashed lines indicate the median
for each sphere.

The uncertainty in the electrostatic interaction is deter-
mined by calculating the patch potential force gradient for
many different orientations of the sphere. First, a 5×5 grid
of points (5×5 μm) is placed on each KPFM scan of a sphere
and plate set. The regions of the two surfaces outside of the
KPFM scan region are assumed to be at an equipotential. The
electrostatic force is calculated while modeling the sphere-
plate system so that one of the points in the grid on the sphere
is directly above one of the grid points on the plate. The
calculation of both the force (gradient) minimizing voltage
and the force (gradient) at the minimizing voltage is repeated
for separations ranging from 70 nm to 1 μm, for each sphere-
plate pair of points, and for four relative orientations of the
two surfaces.

V. COMPARISON OF FORCES

The calculated patch potential force gradients are com-
pared directly to the measured force and the force calculated
from measured dielectric data [36,39] (Fig. 3). The calculated
electrostatic force gradients from all the sphere orientations
are more than an order of magnitude less than the measured
force gradient, at separations up to 240 and 160 nm for the first
and second data sets, respectively. Beyond those separations,
the hydrodynamic force is the limiting source of error.

The force-gradient minimizing voltage is consistent with
the predictions of the electrostatic calculation for both sphere-
plate sets, which is an additional indicator of the validity of
the ST calculation of the electrostatic patch force. The force
minimizing voltage is consistent with only the first set (see
Fig. 4 and the discussion below). All the minimizing voltages
are plotted relative to the value of each at the smallest achieved
separation. For reference, the relative difference between the
force minimizing voltage and the force-gradient minimizing
voltage is 3.0 and 2.5 mV at a 200-nm separation, for each
sphere respectively.

There are two possible reasons why the force minimizing
voltage for the second sphere-plate set is inconsistent with
the ST calculation. First, it is possible that a large patch
on the sphere outside the scanned region leads to a force
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FIG. 4. The relative (a) force and (b) force-gradient minimizing
voltages as a function of separation between the sphere and the plate.
The dots show measured values and the shaded regions show the
range of possible values calculated from the KPFM images for the
first (blue) sphere and second (red) sphere.

minimizing voltage that is greater than expected. The small
high-contrast patch on the sphere suggests that a large unseen
patch is a possibility [see Fig. 2(c)]. Second, AC coupling
could have led to the appearance of an artificial voltage shift,
as is common in KPFM [40].

VI. CONCLUSIONS

By determining the electrostatic patch potential force using
measured KPFM images, we confirm that the measured force
is the Casimir force and not due to spurious electrostatic inter-
actions. However, KPFM images of gold-coated glass spheres
without an ion-blocking layer reveal the presence of large
patches in other samples, which could mimic the Casimir
force if not taken into account. Moreover, these measurements
show that KPFM scans could be used to validate cleaning
procedures used to mitigate the effect of patch potentials from
similar Casimir force measurements [41]. An ion-blocking

layer is an effective way to eliminate these potentials from
gold-coated glass spheres and may be an effective way to
mitigate patch potentials in other systems as well. For ex-
ample, Wang et al. [35] discuss an experiment in which
two different materials, gold and silicon, are coated with
the same metal layer to eliminate electrostatic and Casimir
force contrast between them, but they find that the electronic
contrast is not eliminated by the gold coating until it is
several hundred nanometers thick and annealed. However,
even with the blocking layer, the estimated contribution of the
patch force to the total Casimir force measurements in some
possible sphere-plate configurations is larger than the largest
estimates from previous measurements on gold plates [25,26].
For example, at all separations examined here, there exist a
few configurations that result in a patch force gradient >2%
of the Casimir force gradient.

These experiments also demonstrate the possible influence
of electrostatic inhomogeneities on microelectromechanical
systems and show the need to directly test the ST formulation
of patch potential forces in a setting where they are the
dominant force in order to validate its use in characterizing
uncertainties. The development of KPFM in liquids [42] may
enable a similar study of patch potentials in liquid environ-
ments, where electrostatics are different [43], but in which the
Casimir force exhibits exotic behavior [44,45]. KPFM with
atomic resolution would help to identify the underlying cause
of the patch potentials, which in turn may help to eliminate
them [18,21]. Finally, scanning probe techniques that measure
other surface inhomogeneities will allow the quantification of
other patch forces, such as the force from magnetic domains,
which may be present in materials with μ �= 1 that are
of interest in the search for repulsive and thermal Casimir
forces [46].
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