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Ultracold atom-ion mixtures are gaining increasing interest due to their potential applications in
ultracold and state-controlled chemistry, quantum computing, and many-body physics. Here, we studied
the dynamics of a single ground-state cooled ion during few, to many, Langevin (spiraling) collisions with
ultracold atoms. We measured the ion’s energy distribution and observed a clear deviation from the
Maxwell-Boltzmann distribution, characterized by an exponential tail, to a power-law distribution best
described by a Tsallis function. Unlike previous experiments, the energy scale of atom-ion interactions is
not determined by either the atomic cloud temperature or the ion’s trap residual excess-micromotion
energy. Instead, it is determined by the force the atom exerts on the ion during a collision which is then
amplified by the trap dynamics. This effect is intrinsic to ion Paul traps and sets the lower bound of atomion steady-state interaction energy in these systems. Despite the fact that our system is eventually driven out
of the ultracold regime, we are capable of studying quantum effects by limiting the interaction to the first
collision when the ion is initialized in the ground state of the trap.
DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevLett.117.243401

Since its first inception [1–3], observing quantum
mechanical phenomena was one of the important goals
of hybrid atom-ion research [4–10]. The polarization
potential between atoms and ions scales as r−4 and extends
to hundreds of nm. Similarly to other forms of atomic
interaction, it exhibits quantum features such as Feshbach
[11,12] and shape resonances [13] at sufficiently low
temperatures; however, due to its long length scale, it is
also predicted to form macroscopic objects [14]. Ultracold
atom-ion systems are an appealing new platform for
performing quantum computation [15,16] and many-body
physics [17]. However, all experiments so far have relied on
sympathetic cooling of the ion by the atomic cloud and
were limited to the mK energy scale [18] and above.
The interplay between the ion’s radio-frequency (rf) trap
oscillating electric fields and sympathetic cooling has been
known for a long time [19]. However, only recently the full
understanding of this dynamical system is beginning to be
revealed [20]. In particular, it was theoretically shown that
sympathetic cooling of the ion results in a nonthermal energy
distribution with a power-law tail, the magnitude of which
depends on the atom-ion mass ratio and trap parameters
[21–25]. This phenomenon is closely related, among other
examples, to anomalous diffusion in optical lattices [26] and
is well described by non-Maxwellian statistics, which was
introduced by Tsallis [27]. If the ion is sufficiently lighter
than the cooling atoms, its mean energy diverges and
collisions eventually result in ion loss from the trap.
In stable mixtures the mean steady-state energy of the
ion is proportional, albeit with potentially a large amplification factor, to the energy of a single collision at the trap
center, which is determined by, e.g., residual excess micromotion (EMM) [22] or the atoms’ temperature [23]. It is
therefore interesting to ask what would determine the
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steady-state temperature and ion dynamics when the ion
is initialized in the ground state of the trap and both
the ion’s EMM and the atoms’ temperature are negligible?
Recently, the energy involved in a single collision was
calculated to be determined by the atom-ion attraction
during collision, which pulls the ion away from the
trap minimum into finite rf regions of the trap [28].
Furthermore, the quantum dynamics of ultracold atomion collisions was calculated and has shown significant
heating that depends on the trap parameters used [29].
In this experiment, we studied the dynamics of an ion,
initialized in the ground state of all trap modes, during
collisions with ultra-cold atoms and negligible EMM, thus
investigating the fundamental limits to the temperature of
atom-ion mixtures in Paul traps. The species we used are
87
Rb atoms and 88 Srþ ion, which have almost equal masses,
in contrast to previous experiments where light atoms and
heavy ions were used. This choice of masses amplifies the
deviation from Maxwell-Boltzmann to a power-law energy
distribution, which was not observed in experiments before.
Our results show a clear deviation from Maxwell-Boltzmann
to a power-law distribution best described by a Tsallis
function. Moreover, the heating observed is consistent with
that generated by the pulling of the ion from the trap center
calculated by molecular dynamics simulations.
During a collision the atom is polarized by the
electric field of the ion, leading to an attractive potential
VðrÞ ¼ −C4 =2r4 . Here, r is the atom-ion separation and C4
determines the interaction strength. Classically, collisions
can be divided into glancing collisions, which are purely
elastic and involve only small momentum transfer and
Langevin (spiraling) collisions which transfer large
momentum and can also lead to inelastic processes such
as spin exchange or relaxation [30], charge exchange [31],
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molecule formation [7], and three-body recombination
[32]. While the loss of atoms from the trap in the presence
of an ion is dominated by glancing collisions [22], we
expect the heating of the ion to be dominated by the large
momentum transfer of Langevin collisions, the rate of
which is energy independent for the r−4 potential. For our
experimental parameters the mean time between Langevin
collisions is 0.35 ms. The rate of charge exchange and
three-body collisions is suppressed by 4–5 orders of
magnitude compared with that of elastic Langevin collisions, such that they do not play a significant role.
During collisions the ion’s energy distribution develops a
power-law tail [21–23,33]. We use the Tsallis distribution
[27], which is a generalization of the thermal MaxwellBoltzmann distribution, to fit both our simulation [34] and
experiment results:
PðEÞ ¼
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Here, kB is the Boltzmann constant, E is the ion’s energy,
and T and n are the distribution parameters. In the limit of
n → ∞, the distribution becomes a 3D harmonic oscillator
thermal distribution: PðEÞ ∝ E2 e−E=kB T . For finite n values,
the distribution exhibits a power-law asymptotic tail:
PðEÞ ∼ E2−n . It is also important to note that the distribution is non-normalizable for n ≤ 3 and the distribution
mean diverges for n ≤ 4.
Our experiment [see Fig. 1(a) and Supplemental Material
[34]] is designed to overlap ultracold 87 Rb atoms (∼5 μK)
trapped in a crossed dipole trap with ground-state cooled
88 þ
Sr ion (n̄ < 0.1 in all three modes of motion) trapped in
a linear segmented Paul trap. The ion’s EMM amplitude
xEMM , which is the spectral part of motion oscillating at the
rf frequency (Ωrf ), is routinely evaluated and minimized
using sideband spectroscopy on a narrow optical transition.
The resulting EMM energy, EEMM ¼ mion ðxEMM Ωrf Þ2 =4, is
below 0.5 mK · kB. Using optical pumping, we initialized
the ion in the 5s2 S1=2 ðm ¼ −1=2Þ Zeeman sublevel [see

FIG. 1. (a) Experimental system. Our apparatus is composed of
two vacuum chambers. In the top chamber, we collected atoms
and cooled them to a temperature of several μK in a CO2 dipole
trap. We then transferred the atoms to the bottom chamber using a
1D moving optical lattice (1064 nm YAG laser) where they were
retrapped in a crossed dipole trap and overlapped with a single
ground-state cooled ion. (b) 88 Srþ ion energy levels.

Fig. 1(b)]. The atoms are prepared in the F ¼ 1 hyperfine
manifold of their electronic ground state and are not
polarized [34]. We typically overlapped 20 000 atoms with
the ion for a variable interaction time ranging from 0.5 ms
to several seconds, at the end of which the atoms are
released from the dipole trap. Following interaction, we
measured the ion’s energy. Different interaction times lead
to different ion energies, and, therefore, two different ionthermometry methods were used. Following short interaction times and with energies up to few mK, carrier Rabi
spectroscopy [35] of the narrow electric quadrupole transition was used. For longer interaction times, we used the
Doppler recooling (DRC) method [36] on a strong dipole
allowed transition.
Each experimental run, typically lasting few seconds of
atom cloud preparation, transport, and atom-ion interaction,
ended with ion interrogation. Since atom-ion collisions lead
to spin depolarization [30,37], we used a short optical
pumping pulse to transfer the population back to the
5s2 S1=2 ðm ¼ −1=2Þ state before performing Rabi spectroscopy. Immediately after, we shined a pulse resonant with
the 5s2 S1=2 ðm ¼ −1=2Þ → 4d2 D5=2 ðm ¼ −5=2Þ narrow
quadrupole transition for a duration tR , after which we
determined whether the ion was shelved to the metastable
D state using state selective fluorescence on the S1=2 →
P1=2 transition. The shelving probability is given by,
X
PD ðtR Þ ¼
PðnÞsin2 ðΩn tR Þ:
ð2Þ
n

Here, n ¼ ðnx ; ny ; nz Þ is the ion’s harmonic oscillator state.
Ωn is the carrier Rabi frequency, which depends on the
ion’s Pmotional state [34]. The ion’s total energy is
E ¼ i¼x;y;z ðℏωi ni þ 1=2Þ, where ωi =2π is the ith mode
frequency and ℏ is the reduced Planck constant. The ion’s
energy distribution PðEÞ is given by Eq. (1).
The experimental results for atom-ion interaction times
lasting up to 6.5 ms, which correspond to up to 20 Langevin
collisions on average, are shown in Figs. 2(a)–2(f). We
scanned the pulse duration tR and fitted the measured
shelving probability (shown by the filled circles) to Eq. (2)
using the distribution of Eq. (1). We estimated the distribution free parameters, T and n, using maximum likelihood [34] (the best fit is shown by solid lines). As seen,
the ion heats up due to collisions with the atoms, and as it
does, the contrast of the flopping curve decays due to the
incoherent sum of contributions from different motional
states. As seen in Fig. 2(h), the energy distribution changes
from thermal (n ≫ 1) to a power-law distribution with
n ¼ 4.0ð2Þ over the course of several collisions. A comparison to the best fitted thermal distribution is shown by
the dashed lines in Figs. 2(a)–2(f). As seen, a thermal
distribution fails to faithfully explain our observations.
Once the energy distribution of the ion was determined,
we examined the rate of ion heating as a function of the
interaction time. Since the ion’s mean energy is not well
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FIG. 2. Carrier Rabi spectroscopy for few atom-ion Langevin collisions. (a)–(f) Each graph corresponds to a different interaction time
[0, 0.5, 2, 3.5, 5, 6.5 ms for graphs (a)–(f), respectively]. We scanned the shelving pulse time tR and measured the shelving probability
PD . Each data point corresponds to 170 experiments. Error bars are binomial distribution standard deviation. We fitted the data using
Eq. (2) together with the Tsallis distribution [Eq. (1)]. We extracted the distribution free parameters (T and n) using maximum likelihood
estimation [34]. The resulting curve is shown by solid lines. Dashed lines show the fit of our data to a thermal distribution. (g) The ion’s
temperature [T ion ¼ Tn=ðn − 2Þ] (filled colored circles) is plotted as function of the interaction time (top x-axis) and the average number
of Langevin collisions (bottom x-axis) and it increases linearly with a rate of 296ð37Þ μK=ms, which is equivalent to 100ð13Þ μK per
collision. Error bars are 1σ standard deviation. Shaded area represents linear fit confidence bounds (1σ). Open circles are the results of a
simulation that takes into account the reaction of the polarization potential on the ion’s position. Black dots are simulation results taking
into account only hard-sphere collisions. (h) Ion’s power-law parameter n. The ion’s energy distribution starts with n ≫ 1, consistent
with a Maxwell-Boltzman distribution, and converges to n ¼ 4.0ð2Þ after ∼10 collisions. For n > 10, thermal and Tsallis distributions
are almost indistinguishable as can be seen in (a)–(c). The gray shaded area represents the non-normalizable region of the distribution
(n < 3). The dashed lines represent the threshold (n ¼ 4) for mean energy divergence.

defined for this power law, we characterized the distribution
using the most probable energy, Emode ,
kB T ion ¼ Emode =2 ¼ kB Tn=ðn − 2Þ;

ð3Þ

which we will hereafter refer to as the ion’s temperature.
Note that for thermal distribution, T ion ¼ T. The temperature of the ion is shown by the filled circles in Fig. 2(g).
The heating is linear with a rate of 296ð37Þ μK=ms, which
corresponds to, on average, 100ð13Þ μK per collision. After
6.5 ms, the ion’s temperature exceeds 2 mK and carrier
thermometry loses sensitivity. At this point, the ion has
already heated up significantly beyond its EMM energy. It
is important to note that even though our ion is initialized in
the ground state, the first point in Fig. 2(g) is significantly
higher than the ground-state temperature. This is due to
beam-pointing drifts during the longer-than-a-day data
acquisition time in this experiment. The beam-pointing
drifts only affect the cold temperature points at which Rabi
flops have high contrast [Fig. 2(a)].
To gain better understanding of the heating dynamics, we
compared our results to a molecular dynamics simulation
[34]. First, we used a simulation similar to Ref. [22], which

only takes into account hard-sphere collisions and therefore
is only affected by EMM and the atoms’ temperature [black
dots in Fig. 2(g)]. Here, the ion equilibrates with the residual
EMM energy (set to 0.5 mK · kB in the simulation). The
resulting ion’s energy distribution is also a power law with
n ¼ 3.83. However, the ion’s steady-state temperature of
∼0.35 mK is almost an order of magnitude lower than the
last data point of our experimental results, which shows no
steady-state behavior in the measured regime. As a second
step, we added to our simulation the polarization force
between the atom and ion and calculated the particles’
trajectories in a similar fashion to Ref. [28] [empty circles in
Fig. 2(g)]. In this case, the simulation faithfully reproduces
our experimental results. The ion’s temperature increases
linearly at the experimental rate to 2 mK and the distribution
power law n converges to n ¼ 3.8. While the steady-state
power law of the distribution is the same in both simulations,
implying that the power law is independent of the heating
mechanism, the resulting steady-state temperature is
considerably different. As seen, in the absence of EMM
and negligible atomic temperature, the ion dynamics is
dominated by the reaction of the polarization potential on the
ion, pulling it away from the trap center into finite rf regions
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in the trap. This is the first observation of atom-ion collision
dynamics that is not determined by the atom’s temperature
or the ion’s EMM. This is also the first direct measurement
of the ion’s energy distribution power law. The measured
power law agrees well with previous analytic [23] and
simulation-based [22,33] predictions [34].
The heating rates measured using carrier Rabi spectroscopy show a linear increase in temperature throughout the
entire measurement range (few mK). To measure the ion’s
temperature after longer interaction times, we used DRC
thermometry, which is sensitive from ∼10 mK to few kelvin.
In DRC, the ion’s fluorescence during Doppler cooling is
recorded and analyzed to evaluate its initial energy [34,36].
In the recooling analysis, we took into account the eight
levels involved in the DRC, cooling of all the ion modes,
radiation pressure, effects of ion micromotion, and the
nonthermal energy distribution of the ion [37].
To better understand the role of EMM on our ion’s
steady-state temperature, we scanned the EMM energy by
almost 3 orders of magnitude from 0.5 to 200 mK · kB . We
overlapped the atoms with the ion for 200 ms, during which
more than 400 Langevin collisions occurred. After interaction, we detected the time-resolved fluorescence signal as
it increases while the ion cools during detection. We fitted
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the fluorescence curve to our DRC model using the powerlaw distribution [Eq. (1)] with a single fit parameter T. The
power-law parameter n is fixed to the value extracted from a
simulation, which changes from n ¼ 3.9 to 4.2 between
low and high EMM energies due to the atomic cloud finite
size [34]. The results are shown in Fig. 3. We observed a
linear dependence of the ion’s temperature with the EMM
energy, T ion ¼ 0.575ð19ÞEEMM =kB þ 6.8ð2.4Þ mK. The
scaling predicted from a simulation of hard-sphere collisions only is T ion ¼ 0.656EEMM =kB , which has a slightly
higher slope, probably due to inaccuracies in DRC modeling and atomic cloud size uncertainties. However, the main
difference between the simulation and the experiment is the
steady-state temperature when EMM is compensated.
When EMM is compensated below 0.5 mk · kB, a simulation of hard-sphere collisions predicts a steady-state
temperature of similar magnitude [as shown in Fig. 3 by
the crossing of the simulation data (black dots) at the
origin], whereas our data indicate a steady-state temperature at least an order of magnitude higher. This is a second
indication for dynamics beyond simple hard-sphere collisions. In the inset of Fig. 3, we show that even the DRC is
sensitive, at least qualitatively, to the deviation of the ion’s
energy distribution from thermal (best fit shown by dashed
line) to power law (similarly by solid line). Here, however,
DRC is not sensitive enough to extract the exact power law
from the experimental data.
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FIG. 3. Ion’s steady-state temperature after hundreds of
atom-ion collisions. (a) DRC signal (pink dots, 150 μs moving
average) for 150 mK · kB EMM experiment and a fit for powerlaw (black solid line) and thermal (blue dashed line) energy
distributions. (b) Ion’s temperature as a function of the dc electric
field at the trap center (bottom x axis; top x axis shows the
differential voltage on the compensation electrode). Solid blue
line is a parabolic fit. In the main figure, the two opposing-sign dc
voltage configurations are averaged to show the ion temperature
versus the EMM kinetic energy. Error bars account for both fit
confidence intervals (1σ) and the statistics of averaging over the
two opposing EMM points. The solid blue line is a linear fit.
Shaded area represents fit confidence bounds (1σ). The black
points are the results of a simulation that takes into account only
the effect of hard-sphere collisions.

FIG. 4. Ion’s heating dynamics. Ion’s temperature for 100 mK·kB
EMM energy (purple diamonds) measured using DRC. Solid
purple line is an exponential fit. Error bars are recooling fit
confidence intervals (1σ). Shaded area represents fit confidence
bounds (1σ). We compared this result to the heating rate measured
using Rabi spectroscopy [Fig. 2(g); blue circles in this figure] and
the steady-state measured using DRC (Fig. 3; not shown in this
figure) for EMM energy less than 0.5 mK · kB . Solid blue line is an
exponential fit. For comparison, we show a hard-sphere collisions
simulation (black dots) with EMM energy (12 mK · kB ), which
produces the same steady-state temperature, but, however, disagrees with the heating dynamics measured.
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To study the approach to steady state in the presence of
EMM, we measured the ion’s temperature using DRC after
short interaction times. The ion’s temperature in the
presence of EMM with 100 mK · kB average kinetic energy
is plotted in Fig. 4 (magenta diamonds). From an exponential fit, we extracted a time scale (1=e) of 3.6(2.8)
collisions to reach steady state. We compared this collision
time scale with a simulation of hard-sphere collisions,
which yields a time scale (1=e) of 7.7 collisions to reach
steady state regardless of the EMM energy (black dots).
This time scale is a signature of EMM dominated collisions
where the ion quickly equilibrates with the EMM. In the
absence of EMM, we observed a slow approach to steady
state [64(14) collisions], which is extracted from the
heating rate [100 μK per collision] measured using Rabi
spectroscopy [Fig. 2(g)] and the steady state [6.8(2.4) mK]
measured using DRC (Fig. 3). This observation is the third
indication for different dynamics in the absence of EMM.
To conclude, our measurements characterized the
deviation of the ion’s energy distribution from MaxwellBoltzmann to a power-law distribution described by the
Tsallis function. This deviation from a thermal distribution
was emphasized by the use of an ion-atom mixture of
nearly equal-mass species. Our system can be further used
to study nonequilibrium thermodynamics. We have seen
that, in the regime of negligible EMM, ion heating is
dominated by the pulling of the ion from the trap center by
the atom. Although the steady-state temperature of our ion
is far from the quantum regime, the heating rate is
sufficiently slow to enable us to study ultracold interactions
by preparing the ion in its electronic and motional ground
state and limiting the interaction to the first few collisions.
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