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ABSTRACT
Recently, great progress has been made in the field of ultrasensitive microwave detectors, reaching even the threshold for utilization in circuit
quantum electrodynamics. However, cryogenic sensors lack the compatibility with broad-band metrologically traceable power absorption
measurements at ultralow powers, which restricts their range of applications. Here, we demonstrate such measurements using an ultralow-
noise nanobolometer, which we extend by an additional direct-current (dc) heater input. The tracing of the absorbed power relies on
comparing the response of the bolometer between radio frequency and dc-heating powers traced to the Josephson voltage and quantum
Hall resistance. To illustrate this technique, we demonstrate two different methods of dc-substitution to calibrate the power that is delivered
to the base temperature stage of a dilution refrigerator using our in situ power sensor. As an example, we demonstrate the ability to accurately
measure the attenuation of a coaxial input line between the frequencies of 50 MHz and 7 GHz with an uncertainty down to 0.1 dB at a typical
input power of −114 dBm.

© 2023 Author(s). All article content, except where otherwise noted, is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0143761

I. INTRODUCTION

Historically, the radio frequency (rf) power has been defined
by a substitution to electrical direct-current (dc) standards,1 the
Josephson voltage standard, and the quantum Hall resistance stan-
dard and, therefore, relies on calorimetric techniques. The Inter-
national System of Units (SI) was redefined in 2018 through the
fundamental physical constants, which has inspired traceable mea-
surements of rf power using radiation pressure2 and Rydberg atom
sensors.3 According to this redefinition, also the above-mentioned
dc substitution provides a traceable path to the SI. It has been a com-
mon method for measuring microwave power in room temperature
bolometers.4,5 Furthermore, the substitution has been utilized to
calibrate low-temperature bolometers, for example, for x-ray detec-
tion6 and astronomical instruments.7,8 In astronomy, detectors may
be calibrated using atmospheric models and reference black-body
calibration sources, such as Mars.9 In the optical regime where

single-photon detection is relatively standard due to the high photon
energy, the detectors can be calibrated using, for example, her-
alded photons.10 Bolometers used in particle detectors are typically
calibrated using radioactive sources.11–13 However, the traceable
calibration technique we use in this manuscript is, in principle,
applicable to all of the above cases.

Traceability to the SI at low power, typically below −70 dBm,
may be challenging, as it falls below the operating power range of
typical commercial power sensors.14 Nevertheless, emerging tech-
nological regimes, such as those based on solid state-qubits, would
benefit greatly from accurate measurements of very low microwave
power levels in a cryogenic environment. Microwave probe pow-
ers for superconducting qubit and spin qubit systems are typically
in the range of −120 dBm and −80 dBm, respectively.15 Very low
microwave drive power levels are required in the case of coherent
superconducting devices since it is essential to attenuate the ther-
mal noise floor well below the single-photon noise temperature.15–18

Rev. Sci. Instrum. 94, 054710 (2023); doi: 10.1063/5.0143761 94, 054710-1

© Author(s) 2023

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://pubs.aip.org/aip/rsi/article-pdf/doi/10.1063/5.0143761/17815561/054710_1_5.0143761.pdf

https://scitation.org/journal/rsi
https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0143761
https://www.scitation.org/action/showCitFormats?type=show&doi=10.1063/5.0143761
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1063/5.0143761&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-May-25
https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0143761
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2967-7854
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6077-7036
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6085-0408
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8372-1951
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7208-9556
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5084-2298
mailto:russell.lake@bluefors.com
https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0143761


Review of
Scientific Instruments ARTICLE scitation.org/journal/rsi

Currently, calibration of rf power in the cryostats, widely used in
quantum technology with heavily attenuated lines, is inconvenient
since the high attenuation calls for characterization of the wiring
in different segments,19,20 yet the components are physically inac-
cessible when the cryostat is cold. In addition, if one has only a
room temperature power meter, the signal has to be taken back from
cryogenic temperatures to the room temperature. Since the lines are
typically heavily attenuated, this requires amplification and calibra-
tion of the gain of the amplification chain, which adds uncertainties
and noise to the measurement. For example, for this reason, we
recently introduced a method of calibrating the gain of cryogenic
amplification chains,21 but yet a cryogenic power sensor seems more
appealing for measuring rf power at low temperatures.

Devices used in circuit quantum electrodynamics22,23 (cQED)
call for accurate characterization of the ambient radiation and
their microwave properties at ultralow power levels. Experiments in
cQED are based on superconducting circuits that use nonlinear ele-
ments, i.e., qubits, which operate mainly between 100 MHz and 20
GHz24–27 and at a low signal level to prevent unwanted artifacts, such
as alternating-current (ac) Stark shifts.28,29 In this context, there is a
strong incentive to develop efficient and practical detectors operat-
ing in the microwave range. Although some detectors for itinerant
microwave photons recently managed to reach single-photon sen-
sitivity with efficiencies up to 96%,30–33 they rely on discrete qubit
transitions or on cavity-confined photons to facilitate detection.34,35

This limits signal amplitude calibration to a rather narrow relative
bandwidth36 with the possibility of extending it to 1 GHz by observ-
ing a high-level ac Stark shift in a multilevel quantum system with a
large frequency detuning,37,38 but this extension comes at the cost
of reduced energy sensitivity. Another method39 enables absolute
calibration of power over a gigahertz-wide frequency range by mea-
suring the spectra of scattered radiation from a two-level system in a
transmission line. In addition, in situ characterization of qubit con-
trol lines in the megahertz regime has been implemented40 using a
transmon qubit coupled to a readout resonator. Analyzing the power
dependence of the magnitude of the reflection coefficient at reso-
nance of a tunable transmon-type superconducting circuit has also
recently been employed as a radiation field thermometer.41 Overall,
it is especially challenging to characterize ultralow microwave power
at unknown frequencies and levels.

Despite the great progress that has been accelerated by the race
for a useful quantum computer, experiments in cQED usually lack
tools to achieve reliable traceable power absorption measurements
over a broad relative frequency band and over a range from frac-
tions of photons to several photons in the frequency band of the
signal. This tool gap hinders the accuracy and speed of key char-
acterization measurements and, hence, introduces limitations for
the operation characteristics of quantum-technological and other
cryogenic devices. Consequently, there is an urgent need for new
tools to fill the gap in implementing the standard for ultralow rf
power. In this work, we introduce a traceable power absorption
measurement based on dc substitution to enable high-precision
measurements and, furthermore, provide a simple way to calibrate
microwave power in a cryogenic environment. For this purpose,
we deem bolometers to be a promising candidate because of their
naturally broadband low-temperature input, low operation power,
small size, and simplicity. They can even achieve remarkable sen-
sitivity, since recent studies suggest that ultralow-noise bolometers

based on the Josephson effect may enable calorimetric measurement
of itinerant microwave photons in the framework of cQED.42,43

II. DETECTION SCHEME
The application of bolometers in the gigahertz regime44,45 has

required the development of nanoscale thermal absorber elements
with reduced heat capacity achieved through optimization of both
device geometry and materials.46 Therefore, methods of electronic
thermometry in mesoscopic devices are directly relevant for the
thermal detection mechanisms.47 In particular, rf reflectometry of a
circuit with a temperature-dependent impedance offers fast readout
with low-back-action from the rf probe.48

This article further describes a thermal detection approach that
uses superconductor–normal-metal–superconductor (SNS) junc-
tions as the temperature-dependent impedance.42,49–51 As the tem-
perature of the normal-metal region of an SNS element increases, its
Josephson inductance increases, which is observed experimentally
as the lowering of the resonance frequency of a tank inductance-
capacitance (LC) resonator. In the device, electrical properties of
the SNS junction are governed by the length and diffusion constant
of the normal-metal weak link itself rather than the superconduct-
ing leads.52–54 The minigap in the density of quasiparticle states is
strongly temperature-dependent even for temperature excursions of
a few millikelvin.55 At frequencies corresponding to energies below
the minigap, a low-power microwave signal can be used to probe the
superconducting critical current in the SNS junctions. This quantity
depends on the electron temperature.

For the SNS junctions in our bolometers, we estimate that the
characteristic energy scale of the of the proximity effect, i.e., the
Thouless energy, is ET = hDl−2 = h × 13.5 GHz, where the diffusion
constant is D ≈ 35.8 cm2 s−1, the length of the normal-metal junc-
tion region is l ≈ 200 nm, and h is the reduced Planck constant
(h/2π). At low temperatures, the corresponding predicted minigap
is Eg ≈ 3.1 × ET, which imposes an upper bound on design of the
useable probe bandwidth.56 In the implementation below, the probe
frequency is designed to be near 500 MHz to avoid dissipation from
the bolometer readout that may occur from driving at frequencies
higher than the frequency corresponding to the minigap.53

Other schemes have utilized measurements of the temperature-
dependent switching current of a Josephson junction to probe local
heating of an SNS junction.43,50 The method we describe in this
article stems from an identical physical phenomenon even though
we use an rf probe, i.e., the decrease in the critical current IC is
equivalent to an increase in the Josephson inductance57 LJ, ideally as
IC = (Φ0/2π)/LJ, where Φ0 is the magnetic-flux quantum. In addi-
tion, the real part of the junction admittance increases when tem-
perature is increased, but this effect is comparatively weak when the
probe frequency and bath temperature remain below the minigap
energy.49,53,58 The devices are probed with an rf signal that pushes
current through the junction at a level below its critical current, and
hence, the junction never switches to the normal-state during the
measurement.

Figure 1 shows our implementation of a bolometer for accurate
traceable microwave power detection in the cryogenic environment.
Additional details on sample fabrication are reported in Appendix A.
The device has three distinct key components: (i) a thermal absorber,
(ii) a readout circuit, and (iii) a dc heater, each of which we describe
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FIG. 1. Description of the bolometer sample. (a) False-color optical image of the bolometer with a dc heater. The traceable electrical current is applied to the heater through
a dc-heater line (red), and the sample is grounded through aluminum leads (blue). (b) Circuit diagram of the measurement setup indicating the shunt capacitor C1 and gate
capacitor Cg also shown in (a) in purple. (c) False-color scanning-electron-microscope image of the detector. The long junctions operating as resistive power absorbers
are 1-μm long, and the short junctions operating as the thermometer are 300-nm long. The superconductor–normal-metal–superconductor (SNS) junctions operating as
the thermometer are formed by a AuPd nanowire (white) galvanically connected to superconducting Al islands and leads. The absorber is either heated by the microwave
heater signal or by the dc heater. (d) Fraction of the probe power reflected at the gate capacitor as a function of probe frequency for heater powers of −80 dBm (blue) and
−83 dBm (orange) at the absorber. An increase in the heater power induces a redshift of the resonance frequency.

below. The central element of the bolometer is a continuous normal-
metal–gold-palladium (AuxPd1−x) nanowire that is shown in detail
in Fig. 1(c). The nanowire is contacted by superconducting Al
electrodes at various locations. The chemical composition of the
normal-metal nanowire is reported in Appendix B. The micrograph
of Fig. 1(c) is color-coded to indicate the leads of the dc heater (red),
the ground electrode (blue) to separate electrically the absorber from
the readout, and the aluminum islands (green) to induce proximity
superconductivity in the readout section. Both leads of the dc heater
in Fig. 1(c) fan out to a pair of on-chip bond pads that enable a four-
wire resistance measurement of the dc heater and accurate detection
of the current bias through the circuit (see Appendix A).

In Fig. 1(c), the thermal absorber is comprised of the left section
of nanowire that is longer than the coherence length of the supercon-
ducting aluminum thin film.59 In fact, the absorber is designed to be
a matched resistor that can terminate a microwave transmission line
with a characteristic impedance of Z0 = 50 Ω to absorb rf power. In
the measurements that are described below, the microwave heater
signal is provided by a room temperature signal generator and is
delivered through 50 Ω coaxial transmission lines with thermalized
filters and attenuators to the 10 mK base temperature stage of the
cryostat. Once the signal reaches the sample, it is absorbed by the
nanowire, increasing its temperature.

In contrast to the absorber, the readout circuit of the bolometer
[Figs. 1(a)–1(c)] is made up of a series of eight shorter SNS junc-
tions that assume reactive electrical behavior due to the presence of
a minigap and finite Josephson inductance within each weak link. In
practice, the Josephson junction symbol denoted as “X” in Fig. 1(b)

is realized physically as the series of eight SNS junctions shown in
Fig. 1(c). In order to achieve readout with rf reflectometry, the series
of eight SNS junctions is placed in parallel with an on-chip capac-
itance C1 to ground to realize an LC readout circuit resonating at
fr ∼ 500 MHz. We probe the readout circuit using a low-power
microwave probe so that the SNS junctions are well approximated
as a linear inductor.49 Since heating increases the inductance of the
SNS junctions, the resonance frequency shifts down with increas-
ing heating power, as shown in Fig. 1(d). Importantly, the thermal
absorber and the readout circuit are electrically decoupled from
one another by the central electrode that shunts the center of the
nanowire to ground, i.e., the probe tone does not dissipate at the
absorber and dc heater. However, since both the probe and absorber
sections are formed by a common nanowire, these sections are ther-
mally connected and defined by a single temperature on the relevant
timescales, but we note that temperature equilibration throughout
the nanowire is not necessary when operating the dc substitution
method described below. The correct operation requires only an
identical response at the thermometer from the two different heat-
ing types. Based on an experimental study of metallic wires with
similar dimensions and at similar temperatures,60 we expect the
quasiparticles to quickly relax and reach thermal quasi-equilibrium
at least within a nanosecond timescale. Additional discussion on the
thermal conductance of the detector is reported in Appendix C.

The calibration of the rf power absorbed at the device is
described in detail in Secs. IV and V. In a nutshell, we first apply a
dc-heater current inducing heating on the order of a few femtowatts
and observe the corresponding change in the reflection spectrum of
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the probe signal. Next, we sweep the rf heater power (and frequency)
and record the response of the probe reflection. With these data,
we can carry out a dc substitution method to calibrate the rf power
delivered to the absorber by minimizing the residuals between the
acquired probe reflection spectrum under dc and rf heating. Impor-
tantly, we can establish a path to metrological traceability for the rf
heating power even at extremely low levels because we can utilize
the pre-calibration of the room temperature voltage source and of
the resistors used to generate the dc-heater current.

To measure microwave power at room temperature, a typical
experiment using a low-temperature detector requires an accurate
calibration of the attenuation of the rf line, through which the heater
signal is applied. Figure 2 shows a detailed diagram of our experi-
mental setup. Multiple attenuators, amplifiers, filters, and directional
couplers are placed between the sample and the instruments to
enhance the signal-to-noise ratio. This setup enables us to accurately

measure the power that is transmitted at frequency fh from room
temperature through the cabling and into the broadband cryogenic
power sensor at the base temperature of the dilution refrigerator.

On the right in Fig. 2, we show the electronics and wiring for
probing the resonant readout circuit of the bolometer. The probe
signal is input through an attenuated coaxial line and filters and sent
through the coupled port the directional coupler installed at the base
temperature stage. The probe signal impinges on the readout cir-
cuit and is reflected back through the main line of the directional
coupler, where it is amplified by a cryogenic high-electron-mobility
amplifier installed on the 4 K stage. The recorded signal represents
the transmission spectrum (S21) through the rightmost pair of lines
in Fig. 2, but the key feature in the data is the dip that arises from
the reflection from the readout circuit. Therefore, in the discussion
below, we refer to the readout signal as a reflection spectrum. We
set the readout power low enough so that the readout resonance is

FIG. 2. Main experimental setup for
a traceable power absorption measure-
ment with a bolometer equipped with a
dc heater. The sample is placed inside
a radiation shield to mitigate external
noise. Thermalization of the lines going
down to the base temperature of the
cryostat is ensured by the presence of
additional cable length (spiral shape)
between each temperature stage.
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in the linear response regime, i.e., the readout resonance frequency
is invariant to small changes in the probe power. When considering
the attenuation and coupling scheme of Fig. 2, the power delivered to
the probe circuit is approximately −90 dBm (1 pW) at the frequency
of 550 MHz in these measurements. Probe power remains constant
during a calibration and measurement routine.

The specifications provided for the commercial devices in Fig. 2
give a rough estimate of the line attenuation, but a more careful
investigation is needed since many of the components are specified
to work at or near room temperature. Attenuations can be measured
with a vector network analyzer (VNA), but this can be difficult with
heavily attenuated rf lines. Furthermore, VNA measurement neces-
sarily includes attenuation, or gain, of the return path. This can be
circumvented to some extent by measuring the gain of the return
path with the so-called Y-factor technique.

The presence of a dc heater at the bolometer enables us to
bypass these limitations by carrying out detection in situ at the base
temperature stage of the dilution refrigerator. Instead of a full setup
calibration, we only need to determine the response of the bolome-
ter as a function of the dc heater power. Note that this method
can be applied without changing the base temperature of the cryo-
stat. Therefore, our results reveal the amount of microwave power
absorbed very close to the quantum device.

The 1σ uncertainty estimates of the different instrument cal-
ibrations and of the derived quantities are given in Table I. We

TABLE I. Uncertainty estimates (1σ) of the different instrument calibrations.

Instrument or derived quantity
Linear

uncertainty (%)
Logarithmic

uncertainty (dB)

SIM 928 0.016 0.0007
Voltmeter 0.003 0.0001
Amplifier gain @ 60 dB 0.4 0.02
1-GΩ reference resistor 0.04 0.0017
1-GΩ resistor 0.06 0.0026
Gigatronics 2550B @ 100 MHz 9.6 0.42
dc heater power 1.1 0.05

assume uncertainties to be independent, and hence, we added them
in squares for derived quantities. Furthermore, we transformed
between the linear (U lin) and logarithmic (U log) uncertainties
using the equation U log = 10 log10(e) ×U lin dB, where e is Euler’s
number.

III. MEASUREMENT
We examine the performance of the bolometer in terms of its

noise equivalent power (NEP), which is a typical figure-of-merit for
bolometers and is defined as the noise in the bolometer readout sig-
nal in the units of the bolometer input power. Example measurement
data from the NEP extraction process are shown in Fig. 3. Specifi-
cally, to determine the NEP, we follow the procedure described in
our previous work61 by first measuring the voltage noise spectrum
of the output signal [Fig. 3(a)] and then dividing it by the qua-
sistatic responsivity of the detector [Fig. 3(b)]. We further take into
account the frequency dependence of the responsivity by dividing

the quasistatic responsivity by a factor
√

1 + (2π fnτ)2, where τ is
the measured time constant of the detector and fn is the noise fre-
quency. The time constant is obtained by an exponential fit to the
excursion of the probe signal upon the delivery of microwave heater
power to the “heat in” port of the device, as shown in Fig. 3(b). This
procedure yields the noise of the bolometer output in units of the
input power, which we take as the definition of NEP. The experimen-
tal data shown in Fig. 3(c) indicate that the lowest measured NEP is
roughly 2 aW/

√
Hz, together with a 20 μs thermal time constant.

For power sensing, the thermal time constant suggests a maximum
repetition rate of the order of ten kHz. To measure, for example,
an incoming power of 10 fW at a relative uncertainty of 1%, one
needs an integration time of 0.2 ms according to the measured NEP,
which is not limited by the thermal time constant. The measured
NEP is roughly two orders of magnitude greater than that previously
reported61 on similar sample without a dc heater. This difference
can be explained by the roughly three times larger volume of the
metal in the dc bolometer and, perhaps more importantly, by the
presence of two dc lines, inducing an additional low-frequency noise
channel for the sample. For example, the triboelectric and piezoelec-
tric effects can introduce noise even in unbiased wires, and if the

FIG. 3. (a) Spectral density of voltage noise measured for the bolometer probe signal. (b) Time trace of the in-phase (blue) and quadrature (red) voltage of the measured
probe signal for the heater power turned on at the time t = 2 ms and turned off at t = 7 ms. The green line denotes a single-exponential fit of the in-phase part. (c) Noise
equivalent power (NEP) of the bolometer as a function of noise frequency.
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wires are voltage biased, the change in their capacitance owing to
vibrations promotes current noise.

Using method I or II described below, one needs to carry out
several measurements of the reflection coefficient to measure the
attenuation of the cabling. In our current experiment, we sweep the
rf heater power and compare it to a single dc heater power. Alter-
natively, to determine the power of an unknown signal, one can use
calibration data for the reflection coefficient at different dc heater
powers. Note that if one has obtained beforehand such calibration
data, then the total measurement time is limited to the acquisition of
a single trace of the transmission coefficient.

IV. RESULTS: METHOD I
In the following, we present in detail our calibration method.

First, we measure over a range of probe frequencies fp the trans-
mission coefficient S21 of the probe signal, from the source to
the digitization stage shown in Fig. 2, with finite dc heating such
that the resonance shifts by ∼1 MHz with respect to the zero-bias
case. Next, we repeat the measurement at zero dc-heater power but
at a considerable output power of the rf heater signal generator
and calculate the sum of the squared differences between the rf-
heating trace Srf

21( f p) and the dc-heating Sdc
21( f p), i.e., we define the

residual as

R0 =∑
f p

({Re[Sdc
21( f p)] − Re[Srf

21( f p)]}
2

+ {Im[Sdc
21( f p)] − Im[Srf

21( f p)]}
2
). (1)

A small residual indicates nearly equal absorbed power induced by
the rf and dc heating sources.

In Fig. 4(a), we show the residual as a function of the applied rf
power to the heater line. We find the rf power corresponding to the
dc-heater power by fitting a third-order polynomial to the data near
the minimum. Our fitting routines are available online.61 Near the
minimum, where the spectra from dc and rf heating approach equiv-
alence, Eq. (1) behaves as a parabola. A weak asymmetry emerges
when rf and dc powers deviate, motivating the use of the third-order
fit function to accurately determine the location of the minimum.
We repeat such measurements six times to estimate the statistical
uncertainty of the measurement.

The heater line is comprised of commercial silver-plated
cupronickel coaxial cables, cryogenic microwave attenuators, and
a 25-cm Thermocoax cable with a 0.5-mm-diameter inner con-
ductor.62 As expected, we observe in Fig. 4(b) a strong frequency
dependence in the attenuation of the heater line dominated by the
Thermocoax cable. However, at low frequencies where the coaxial
conductor losses are small, we find that the attenuation approaches
the cumulative nominal value of the added attenuation present in
the setup (80 dB). For increasing frequency in Fig. 4(b), losses fur-
ther increase and exceed 120 dB at 7 GHz. The demonstrated ability
to resolve frequency-dependent microwave loss that exceeds 75 dB
from room temperature to cryogenic conditions highlights a major
advantage of our methodology with respect to the current state of
the art. For example, without a cryogenic power sensor, a measure-
ment needs to be carried out by connecting a pair of nominally
identical heater lines at the base temperature stage with a loop-back
connection, measuring the round-trip transmission with a network

FIG. 4. Comparison of probe response curves used to deduce the equivalence between dc and absorbed rf heating powers. (a) Example of the sum of squared differences
of the complex-valued probe S-parameter coefficient S21 as a function of the applied rf heater power generated by a signal generator at a 7-GHz frequency for an applied dc
heater power of −114.03 dBm. The minimum of the fitted third-order polynomial function is achieved at 8.77 dBm. The attenuation at 7 GHz is −122.80 dB, of which 0.55 dB
arises from the imperfect matching of the rf absorber impedance to the 50-Ω transmission line. Inset: phase of S21 as a function of probe frequency for dc and rf heating and
8.75 dBm of applied rf heating. (b) Attenuation of the rf-heater line as a function of the heater signal frequency. The strong frequency dependence is due to a Thermocoax
cable used in the setup. The black markers indicate discrete frequencies where output power of the microwave source was calibrated using a commercial power meter. The
uncertainty of the attenuation at the black markers is provided in Table II. The data corresponding to the blue markers lack the calibration of the source and, hence, has a
greatly elevated uncertainty.
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analyzer and subsequently dividing the transmission magnitude by
two in order to infer the average insertion loss per line. However, a
commercial network analyzer has a dynamic range of ∼154 dB for
frequencies of 3.5–10 GHz (cf. Table XI in Ref. 63). Consequently,
if a pair of heater lines from the present work were looped together
from the base temperature stage, the round trip attenuation would
not be resolvable under these typical measurement conditions with
standard room temperature electronics.

The 1σ confidence interval of the type A uncertainty of the
measured attenuation is below 0.1 dB for ∼10 min of measurement
time. Figure 4(b) indicates the discrete frequencies (50, 100 MHz,
and 1 GHz) where the output power of the Gigatronics room tem-
perature microwave generator was calibrated using a commercial
room-temperature microwave power meter (see Appendix D and
Table II). Below, we estimate the uncertainty of the measured atten-
uation at these frequencies. Outside these frequencies, we do not give
a precise estimation of the uncertainty, which is likely of the order of
a few decibels.

In addition to the noise in the measurement, we have sys-
tematic error arising from the calibration of our instruments. The
current bias is provided by a Stanford Research Systems SIM 928
voltage source with nominal 0.5-GΩ resistors in both dc lines. The
total measured resistance is 0.9955 GΩ ± 0.6 MΩ. The SIM voltage
source has an uncertainty of 160 ppm. The dc lines and the on-chip
dc heater resistors have resistances well below 1 kΩ. The effect of
the resistors on the bias current can be neglected without loss of
accuracy.

We measured the resistance of the dc-heater resistors in a
four-probe configuration using an Agilent digital multimeter model
34410A as a voltmeter. The voltage was amplified with a Fem-
toamp DLPVA-100 voltage amplifier, and the nominal 60-dB gain
was measured to be 60.02 ± 0.0013 dB. The resistance of the heater
Rheater determined from the slope of the measured current–voltage
curve yields (48.8 ± 0.5)Ω. The dc power reaching the bolometer
has an uncertainty of ∼0.05 dB, which is limited by noise and the
uncertainty of the dc-heater resistance.

TABLE II. Uncertainty estimates (1σ) for the bolometer readout, the power output
of the microwave signal generator (Gigatronics 2550B), and the resulting measured
attenuation for the black points in Fig. 4(b).

Heater frequency

50 MHz 100 MHz 1 GHz

Statistical uncertainty
Linear (%) 1.2 1.9 0.6
Logarithmic (dB) 0.05 0.08 0.03

Gigatronics 2550B uncertainty
Linear (%) 1.6 9.6 8.4
Logarithmic (dB) 0.07 0.42 0.36

Attenuation uncertainty
Linear (%) 2.29 9.88 8.31
Logarithmic (dB) 0.1 0.43 0.36

Consequently, we observe that at 100 MHz, the uncertainty of
the measured attenuation in Fig. 4(b) is clearly dominated by that
of the room temperature microwave source, 0.33 dB. At 50 MHz
and 1 GHz, the uncertainty of the attenuation is greatly improved
owing to only 0.01-dB contribution from the microwave source, and
hence, it is dominated by the 0.1 dB statistical uncertainty of the
measurement.

We observe several unexpected features in Fig. 4(b), such as
plateaus, with kinks and a sharp drop of the attenuation just before
100 MHz. We attribute these to the room temperature microwave
source, which is not accurately calibrated at these frequencies.
The drop in the attenuation is likely reminiscent of a drop of
roughly 2 dB in the output power of the microwave source in the
vicinity of 100 MHz. In the future, the accuracy of the attenu-
ation measurement in the whole frequency range can be conve-
niently improved by a fully calibrated microwave source. However,
we note that the source uncertainty only affects the attenuation
measurement, not the measurement of the absorbed rf power at
cryogenic temperatures. Further calibration details are provided
in Appendix D.

Finally, we correct systematically all data points in Fig. 4(b)
to account for the power reflected (and not absorbed) due to the
impedance mismatch between the heater line and the absorber.
The incomplete absorption of the incident heater power artificially
increases the measured attenuation of a line. We extract the resis-
tivity of the normal-metal wire (Appendix A, Fig. 6), deduce the
resistance of the absorber, and calculate the incident power that
is reflected. For this sample, the absorber resistance is determined
to be R = 24.4 Ω, which corresponds to a reflection of 0.54 dB of
power from the 50-Ω heater line. The attenuation results of Fig. 4(b)
have been corrected by adding the reflected power (0.54 dB) to the
raw data. Future studies should address precision measurements
of microwave scattering parameters over broader frequency ranges,
especially in the ultra-low power regimes, to further improve deter-
mination of detector coupling efficiency.20,64 Note that it is also
possible to measure the impedance mismatch by a microwave reflec-
tion measurement at the heater input. Furthermore, it is straight-
forward to achieve absorber resistance consistently in the range
of 40–50 Ω.

V. RESULTS: METHOD II
Alternatively, we can calibrate the rf heater power by measuring

the resonance frequency at multiple dc-heater currents and output
powers of the rf-heater signal generator, as shown in Fig. 5. Finding
the offset between the dc and rf heater powers that minimizes the
difference between the resonance frequencies measured with the two
heating methods yields the attenuation of the heater line. A similar
method can be applied to quantities other than the resonance fre-
quency. For example, we can measure the transmission coefficient at
a given frequency as a function of dc and rf heater powers. In this
case, the attenuation of the rf line is the offset power that minimizes
the difference between the two transmission coefficients. However,
we deem method II to be less robust since it does not utilize the full
information on the resonance. Nevertheless, such a method could
be greatly faster than the one we use above and remains an appeal-
ing line of future research. The primary measurement results of

Rev. Sci. Instrum. 94, 054710 (2023); doi: 10.1063/5.0143761 94, 054710-7

© Author(s) 2023

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://pubs.aip.org/aip/rsi/article-pdf/doi/10.1063/5.0143761/17815561/054710_1_5.0143761.pdf

https://scitation.org/journal/rsi


Review of
Scientific Instruments ARTICLE scitation.org/journal/rsi

FIG. 5. Deduction of the attenuation of the heater line with method II. Phase of the reflection coefficient Γ as a function of the probe frequency and the (a) rf and (b) dc-heater
power. The resonance frequency is depicted by the red line. (c) Comparison of the resonance frequencies obtained by the dc and rf heating at fh = 5 GHz. In this example,
the best match between the two curves is obtained when considering −114.3 dB attenuation along the rf-heater line.

Fig. 4(b) and Tables I and II are only from the method I reported
in Sec. IV.

VI. DYNAMIC RANGE
From Fig. 5(c), we can also obtain an indication of the dynamic

range of our power sensing technique using method II, which
exceeds 20 dB for the configuration given by the wiring of Fig. 2.
The dynamic range is limited from above by the maximum out-
put power of the room temperature Gigatronics source owing to the
high total line attenuation. Otherwise, the trend of decreasing reso-
nance frequency of the readout with increasing heating power could
be extended further by increasing the microwave power delivered to
the bolometer. Therefore, Fig. 5(c) highlights a potential advantage
of thermal detection with respect to qubit-based photon detection
schemes discussed in Sec. I, i.e., this type of bolometer can resolve
power levels spanning those corresponding to a few microwave pho-
tons on average (attowatts),42,65 to higher input powers, up to several
picowatts as demonstrated in the present article.

VII. CONCLUSIONS
In summary, we developed a sensitive bolometer device for

traceable microwave power absorption measurements relying on
dc substitution. The device operates at low temperatures, exhibits
a broad input bandwidth, and is suitable for characterization of
devices operating in the framework of cQED. As an illustration
of the utility of the introduced microwave sensor, we demon-
strated the calibration of a heavily attenuated rf line, including
several microwave components at low temperatures. We achieved
this by comparing the response of the bolometer to a heater signal
applied through the rf line and to heating applied through a dc line.
From this comparison, we accurately determined the frequency-
dependent attenuation of the rf line with an uncertainty of 0.1 dB
for an absorbed power of −114 dBm. We note that this method
potentially leads to a substantial time reduction in setup character-
ization compared with the so-called Y-factor method that requires
one to change the temperature of a resistor and consequently to
wait for potentially slow saturation of the thermal relaxation. This
work aims to facilitate the implementation of bolometers in exper-
iments on cryogenic electronics as traceable power sensors and to

enable highly accurate power measurements. From the noise perfor-
mance of the device, we observed that the sample would benefit from
improved shielding from dc-line noise, and in future experiments,
we plan to use such a bolometer for microwave signal calibration in
qubit experiments, both for investigations of readout with thermal
detectors66 and pre-qualification of qubit wiring schemes through
accurate measurements of line attenuation and noise power that
reaches the sample space.17
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APPENDIX A: SAMPLE DETAILS
1. Fabrication

We begin with a high-resistivity (ρ > 10 kΩ cm) four-inch sili-
con wafer (100) covered by a 300-nm thermal oxide SiOx and sputter
on it 200 nm of pure Nb. We define the waveguide in a Karl Suss
MA-6 mask aligner using AZ5214E photoresist in positive mode
with hard contact. After development, the sample is etched with
the Plasmalab 80Plus Oxford Instruments reactive ion etching (RIE)
system. The plasma works with a gas flow of SF6/O2 at 40/20 SCCM
with a rf-field power of 100 W. After etching, the resist residuals are
cleaned in an ultrasonic machine with acetone and IPA and dried
with a nitrogen gun. Next, a thin film dielectric layer Al2O3 (45 nm)
is grown by atomic-layer deposition (ALD) in a Beneq TFS-500
system. The dc-heater dielectric layer is protected using AZ5214E
resist, and the rest of the ALD oxide is wet-etched with an ammo-
nium fluoride–hydrofluoric acid mixture. Then, the four-inch wafer
is cleaved into a 2 × 2 cm2 chip by Disco DADdy. Subsequently, the
nanowire is patterned by EPBG5000pES electron beam lithography
(EBL) with a bilayer of MMA/PMMA resist on a single chip. The
30-nm-thick AuPd layer is deposited in an e-beam evaporator at a
rate of 0.5 Å/s. After liftoff in acetone overnight, the superconduct-
ing leads galvanically connected to the nanowire are patterned by
EBL and deposited with 100 nm Al at a rate of 5 Å/s. Finally, each
pixel (5 × 5 mm2) is cleaved by a laser micromachining system and
packaged with Al bonding wires.

2. Nanowire resistance
Figure 6 shows the result of a four-wire sensing measurement

for the series resistance of the two dc-heater resistors at 10 mK with
a two-second integration time and five averages. A constant voltage
offset arising from the room-temperature voltage amplifier (968 μV)
has been subtracted from all data points. As expected, the dc heater
behaves as an Ohmic resistor with a linear relationship between the
applied current and measured voltage drop. From a linear fit to the
data, we obtain a resistance of 48.8 Ω.

In addition to the determination of the heater resistance, the
data in Fig. 6 combined with the analysis of the feature sizes
in the micrograph of Fig. 1(c) enable the extraction of resistiv-

FIG. 6. Voltage drop across the dc heater consisting of two AuPd resistors as a
function of the applied current at 10 mK. The voltage amplifier has a fixed offset
value of 968 μV, which has been subtracted from all of the shown data points.

ity, diffusion constant, and Thouless energy. We determine the
AuPd wire resistivity to be ρ = 1.10 × 10−7 Ωm, corresponding to
an elastic mean-free path of le = 7.7 nm and a diffusion constant of
D = vFle/3 = 3.58 × 10−3 m2 s−1, taking the Fermi velocity to be
vF = 1.4 × 106 m/s. For the junctions in the readout circuit, this
results in the Thouless energy ET/h = 13.5 GHz.

APPENDIX B: NANOWIRE CHEMICAL COMPOSITION

We evaluate the chemical composition of the AuPd nanowire
by energy dispersive x-ray (EDX) analysis. We find the nanowire
composition to be AuxPd1−x with x ≈ 0.58. To prevent damaging the
measured sample, this study is carried out on different but nominally
identical samples fabricated in a different batch. Figure 7 shows the
x-ray spectrum. The peaks at 2.121 and 2.838 keV correspond to Au
and Pd, respectively. The electron beam energy is set to 5 keV during
analysis.

FIG. 7. Energy-dispersive x-ray spectroscopy of the AuPd nanowire of a nominally
identical sample to that cryogenically measured in this work.
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APPENDIX C: HEAT LOSSES AND THERMAL
CONDUCTANCE

Similar to Ref. 67, one can estimate the thermal conductance
in the SNS junctions68 GSNS and compare it to the thermal con-
ductance to the cryostat phonon bath Gb. To quantify this heat
transfer, we consider the ratio ls = Ls/ξ0, where Ls is the length of
the superconducting aluminum between the absorber resistor and
the thermometer part of the bolometer and ξ0 is the superconduc-
tor coherence length. We obtain a ratio of ls ≈ 1 by considering
ξ0 =
√

h̵Ds/Δ0, where the Al bulk energy gap at zero temperature
is Δ0 = 200 μeV , the diffusion constant of the superconductor is
Ds = 50 cm2/s, Ls = 300 nm, and h is the reduced Planck constant.
According to Ref. 67, under these conditions, GSNS can be approx-
imated by the Wiedemann–Franz value L0GNT, with L0 being the
Lorentz number and GN being the normal state electrical conduc-
tance. This yields a thermal conductance of GSNS = 0.4 nW/K, which
is more than five orders of magnitude larger than the thermal con-
ductance from the nanowire to the cryostat phonon bath that we
previously reported on an otherwise similar device but without the
dc heater.49 Therefore, we expect the chain of SNS junctions to be
strongly thermally coupled to the rf absorber and dc heater.

APPENDIX D: CALIBRATION OF INSTRUMENTS

The voltmeter and the amplifier were calibrated against a Fluke
5440B voltage calibrator, which, in turn, was shortly before the
experiments calibrated by VTT MIKES in a way traceable to the
Josephson voltage standard. Next, a calibrated voltmeter was used
to verify the output voltage of the SIM 928 voltage source. The resis-
tances of the bias resistors were measured with an Agilent 34410A
multimeter using a four-probe configuration. The multimeter resis-
tance reading was calibrated against the Measurements International
model 4310H resistance standard. An Agilent N1913A power meter
was used to verify the output power of the Gigatronics 2550B signal
generator. The power meter was calibrated at VTT MIKES within a
few weeks prior to the measurements reported in this article.
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