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1 Executive Summary 

Introduction 

In 2018 the kilogram will be redefined in terms of a fundamental constant of nature rather than being defined 
by a physical object. The redefinition will be realised in a vacuum, but will have to be transferred and 
disseminated under in-air conditions. The unit of mass, the kilogram, is currently defined as the mass of the 
International Prototype Kilogram, which makes the maintenance and dissipation of the unit, undertaken in air, 
relatively straightforward. This project developed next generation mass standards, new methods to store, clean 
and monitor mass artefacts, and procedures and equipment for the transfer of mass artefacts between vacuum 
and other media, and identified and evaluated the uncertainty components inherent in the mise-en-pratique 
for the kilogram, in order to minimise any uncertainties introduced into the dissemination of mass following the 
redefinition. The results of this project will help ensure the redefinition is successful, and that the kilogram can 
be disseminated to National Measurement Institutes and end users with the highest degrees of accuracy 
achievable. 

The Problem 

The kilogram, the SI base unit of mass upon which all mass measurements made globally are ultimately based, 
is currently defined by a platinum-iridium cylinder kept in Sèvres near Paris, known as the International 
Prototype Kilogram (IPK). In 2018 the definition will change, and the kilogram will be redefined in terms of a 
fundamental constant of nature, rather than a physical artefact. The redefinition will fix the value of the Planck 
constant and either the Kibble (watt) balance approach can be used to realise the unit of mass in terms of the 
fixed Plank constant, or the X-ray crystal density approach can be used to realise the unit of mass via the 
Avogadro constant (and thus with relation to the fixed Planck constant).  

Although the definition will no longer be based on a physical artefact, artefacts will still be used as transfer 
standards, to transfer the definition from the location in which it is realised to National Measurement Institutes 
(NMIs) around the world and eventually to end users. To ensure the continuity of the global mass scale 
following the redefinition, the redefined value must also be based on the IPK, i.e. the exact proportion of the 
Planck and/or Avogadro constant must be chosen that results in the same mass value as the IPK.  

The IPK and its copies are currently stored under in-air conditions and most mass measurements are 
performed in air, however the redefinition will be realised in a vacuum (both the Kibble balance and X-ray 
crystal density approaches are performed in a vacuum). This means that the IPK must be transferred between 
in-air and vacuum conditions in order to fix the redefinition to the IPK, and that mass standards must be moved 
from vacuum to in-air conditions to disseminate the redefinition to NMIs. These different environmental 
conditions will influence the value of the standards, and will introduce a degree of inaccuracy and uncertainty 
into the process by which the kilogram is disseminated via physical standards. In addition, Kibble balances 
produce strong magnetic fields, so mass standards to be used with Kibble balances must be non-magnetic.  

The Solution 

The project aimed to develop and provide the practical infrastructure, procedures and technologies necessary 
to fix the Planck constant with relation to the current definition (IPK) and to disseminate the mass unit following 
redefinition. This was addressed by the following objectives; 

¶ Develop and evaluate artefacts suitable for the determination of the Planck and the Avogadro constants 
to provide traceability to the IPK and to maintain and disseminate of a redefined kilogram  

¶ Provide appropriate procedures and apparatus for the mass transfer between in-vacuum experiments 
(Kibble balance apparatus and vacuum mass comparators) and to in-air experiments (comparison with 
the IPK and dissemination of the unit to end-users)  

¶ Develop and adapt surface analysis techniques (e.g. X-Ray Photoelectron Spectroscopy, (XPS), 
Ellipsometry, Contact Angle Spectrometry, (CAS)) and overlayer models for the accretion of 
contamination on mass standards (including silicon spheres), including the use of complimentary 
surface analysis techniques to evaluate transfer, storage and cleaning techniques 
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¶ Evaluate the mass stability of suitably stored mass artefacts and develop the metrological infrastructure 
for the (medium term) maintenance of the mass unit and its dissemination based on different realisations 
(via a pool of artefacts which may be held at a number of NMIs and key comparisons) 

¶ Develop and validate methods to allow reproducible cleaning (to less than 5 ɛg) of primary mass 
artefacts, including optimisation and comparison of non-contact cleaning techniques (such as the use 
of UV activated ozone and gas plasma) with traditional solvent and nettoyage-lavage method  

¶ Identify and evaluate the uncertainty components inherent in the mise-en-pratique and their propagation 
through the dissemination chain for the kilogram and its multiples and sub-multiples 

Impact 

This project has developed the practical infrastructure and procedures to successfully implement the kilogram 
redefinition and the subsequent maintenance and dissemination of the unit of mass. Next generation mass 
standards with high-quality surfaces, low magnetic susceptibility, and good stability have been manufactured 
and evaluated. Major weight manufacturers have been engaged in the process in preparation for the provision 
of new mass standards compatible with the dissemination of the mass unit from primary realisation 
experiments. Protocols for the transfer of weights from vacuum to air have been developed and optimum 
operating pressure ranges for Kibble balances and vacuum mass comparisons have been published. The 
design of vacuum/inner gas storage/transfer vessels and a report on compatible vacuum mass comparators 
and equipment has formed the basis of a new generation of ñweighing in vacuumò equipment being developed 
by the major balance manufacturers. The stability of mass standards stored in various media has been 
evaluated and this will assist future developments necessary to maintain traceability to the mass scale after 
redefinition (e.g. via the BIPM ensemble of mass standards). The complimentary use of a wide range of surface 
analysis techniques has improved the characterisation of the surfaces of mass standards to a level where they 
can be used to deterministically predict changes in their mass values. Rigorous uncertainty analysis has been 
carried out on the processes that will be involved in the dissemination of the redefined kilogram, most notably 
the additional vacuum to air transfer step. Results have also informed the development of the written 
mise-en-pratique for the redefined kilogram by the Consultative Committee for Mass (CCM), the instructions 
that will allow the redefinition to be realised in practice in NMIs. The way in which surface sorption corrections 
are measured and applied to this stage has been evaluated and guidance, including 2 Good Practice Guides, 
has been provided on issues affecting the calculation of the associated uncertainty.  

Guidance, papers and reports regarding the technical aspects of the project has been produced and 
disseminated and in addition more general details of the redefinition of the kilogram has been made available 
to the mass measurement community. The projectôs results and outputs were presented in detail at a workshop 
attended by over 60 participants from NMIs, industry and academia, ensuring wide dissemination to the 
scientific community and good take up of best practice among EURAMET members. 20 peer reviewed 
publications have been produced, some covering the technical aspects of the project but some also addressing 
the dissemination of information to a wider audience, together with 4 articles published in trade journals or 
popular media and a further 3 articles published on non-project external websites.  
 

2 Project context, rationale and objectives 

 

The unit of mass, the kilogram, is the last of the seven base units of the International System of Units (SI) to 
be defined in terms of a material artefact rather than by relation to an invariant of nature. Progress has been 
made towards a redefinition of the kilogram in terms of the Planck constant (h), realised via the Kibble balance 
and Avogadro experiments, and the International Committee for Weights and Measures (CIPM) has targeted 
the 2018 meeting of the General Conference on Weights and Measures (CGPM) for the ratification of the 
redefinition. In order for this to be feasible, a practical means of linking the new definition to the current mass 
scale must be in place. Procedures necessary to provide this link at the required uncertainty (<1 in 108) and to 
ensure the continuity of the worldwide mass scale are therefore required, as without them the uncertainty with 
which the Planck constant can be fixed (target 2 parts in 108) will be compromised and furthermore it will not 
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be possible to disseminate the benefits of a redefined kilogram to the worldwide mass user community. The 
preparation of the redefinition of the kilogram based on the Planck constant, its practical realisation, 
maintenance and dissemination are probably the most challenging tasks for mass metrology since the 
implementation of the present system of prototypes of the kilogram at the end of the 19th century.  

In order to ensure the continuity of the worldwide mass scale the Consultative Committee for Mass and Related 
Quantities (CCM) developed recommendation G1(2010) that the following mise-en-pratique conditions 
(relevant to this project) be met before the kilogram is redefined: 

¶ To be able to fix the Planck constant with relation to the International Prototype Kilogram (IPK) with 
minimum uncertainty and thus redefine the way in which the unit of mass is realised. The target 
uncertainty for fixing the value of the Planck constant is 2 parts in 108, (due to the uncertainty in the 
realisation from the Kibble balance and Avogadro (X-ray crystal density based) experiments). The 
uncertainty contribution due to the provision of traceability to the IPK should not contribute significantly 
to this uncertainty and therefore needs to be less than 1 in 108 (10 ɛg for a 1 kg standard). 

¶ To provide a means of disseminating a redefined kilogram realised in vacuum, to the mass user 
community operating under ambient conditions at the uncertainty levels required. As the IPK currently 
has an uncertainty of zero and dissemination takes place entirely in air, the current best level of 
uncertainty provided to the mass user community is about 15 ɛg on a 1 kg stainless steel mass standard 
(k=1). It is necessary to ensure that the dissemination of the mass scale from the redefinition 
experiment(s) does not significantly increase the uncertainty with which the unit is realised (2 in 108) 
and that provides a level of uncertainty commensurate with that required by the mass community 
(~25 ɛg at k=1). 

¶ To deliver a means of providing continuous access to the mass scale following the redefinition without 
the need to refer to the (group of) primary realisation experiments. This may be achieved with a pool of 
mass standards, of different materials and stored under different conditions, which continuously 
maintain the scale and provide ad-hoc access for top-level calibrations. 

To achieve an uncertainty for traceability to the IPK of less than 10 ɛg (1 in 108) in order to fix the value of the 
Planck constant with relation to the current mass scale, to provide a means of disseminating a redefined 
kilogram to the mass user community and to deliver a means of providing continuous access to the mass scale 
following redefinition, the (presently unknown) uncertainty components for air/vacuum transfer and for 
transportation of mass standards under vacuum or inert gas (including nitrogen) conditions must be 
investigated and minimised and the most appropriate materials and finishing techniques for new more stable 
mass standards identified and quantified. Techniques and procedures to clean and store primary mass 
standards must be optimised and complimentary methods to monitor surface cleanliness and relate it to 
changes in the mass of the standards must be developed and well understood.  

 

 

This project addressed the new requirements that will result from the redefinition of the unit of mass in order 
to ensure the continuity of the global mass scale before and after the redefinition of the kilogram and to allow 
the effective dissemination of the mass unit to end users. The dissemination of the new realisation of the 
kilogram at NMI level must be achieved with uncertainties smaller than the required relative uncertainty of the 
realisation (2 × 10-8) in order to ensure that existing uncertainties can be maintained or improved for end users. 
The project also addressed the fundamental limitations in the maintenance and dissemination of the unit of 
mass, i.e. the stability of the artefact mass standards. The output of this project will help to ensure that the full 
impact of the redefinition of the SI unit of mass can be realised in practice by facilitating access to the mass 
scale.  

Mass standards 

The current state-of-the-art for mass standards is represented by the construction of the International Prototype 
Kilogram which is a cylinder of platinum-iridium alloy. The use of platinum weights dates back to the end of the 
18th century and the IPK and original national copies were manufactured in the 1880s. More recent national 
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copies have been diamond turned rather than polished, which results in a slightly improved surface roughness 
(Rz å 10 nm compared with 20 nm for polished surfaces) but the construction remains largely unchanged. To 
provide traceability to Kibble balance and Avogadro experiments and to maintain the mass scale, next 
generation mass standards should have the following properties: 

¶ Low magnetic permeability (<0.0002) to allow use on the Kibble balance experiment 

¶ Good surface hardness (HV>200) to minimise surface wear during handling 

¶ Easily machineable to allow a good surface finish (Rz < 0.01 ɛm) 

¶ Low (and repeatable) surface sorption coefficient (<0.1 ɛg/cm3) 

¶ High density is also beneficial as the surface area (for sorption) is minimised and the air buoyancy 
correction is small. 

One or more of these parameters can be met using current mass standards of platinum-iridium or stainless 
steel (and also silicon) but it is desirable to identify a material and finishing process which fulfils all parameters. 
The next generation mass standards not only need to be compatible with use on Kibble balance experiments 
and but also need to be optimised for transfer between air and vacuum and for stability when stored in vacuum 
or inert gas.  

Vacuum-air transfer of mass standards 

As the new definition of the kilogram will be realised under vacuum conditions, there will be at least one 
additional step in the dissemination chain, where a mass standard has to be transferred from vacuum to 
ambient air (with an optional intermediate storage under inert gas). To achieve this transfer without causing 
unpredictable changes in the masses of the transfer standards and unacceptable additional uncertainties, 
requires research and improved knowledge in the areas of materials, surface studies, surface behaviour in 
vacuum and inert gas. 

Some previous experiments investigated the effect on mass standards of transfer between air and vacuum, 
however the results showed a wide variation in measured sorption effects (0.05 ɛg/cm2 to 0.5 ɛg/cm2) even 
when taking into account variations in materials and vacuum pressures. Furthermore, the underlying surface 
physics relating to these sorption effects (between 10 ɛg and 75 ɛg on a kilogram) is not understood and has 
not yet been investigated. 

A protocol therefore needs to be developed and evaluated for the transfer of mass standards between air and 
vacuum which will minimise the effects of surface sorption and maximise repeatability. A typical sorption 
coefficient of 0.1 ɛg/cm2 with an uncertainty of ±0.02 ɛg/cm2 would result in a mass change of 8 ɛg and an 
associated uncertainty of 1.6 ɛg on a platinum-iridium cylinder and 20 ɛg ± 4 ɛg for stainless steel. The surface 
sorption phenomena requires investigation to characterise the accreted overlayers on mass standards (or 
surface samples) in order to obtain improved knowledge of the underlying physics and enable identification of 
the optimum transfer process.. 

Surface analysis techniques applicable to mass standards 

In order to develop a better understanding of the factors affecting the mass of weights such as contamination, 
accreted overlayers and surface properties including surface sorption phenomena, to obtain knowledge of the 
underlying physics and to quantify and characterise the state of mass standards, complementary surface 
analysis techniques (such as XPS, XRR, XRF, Ellipsometry, CA, TDS, Mirage effect) are required. Further 
knowledge is needed about the information that these techniques can provide with regard to the 
characterisation of mass standards and which are the most applicable for particular applications. 

Stability of mass standards 

The availability of stable mass standards is key to enabling the comparison of the new realisations of the 
kilogram with uncertainties better that 1 in 108, to ensure that the benefits of the new realisation are achieved 
and for dissemination of the mass scale. In the short to medium term it will also be necessary to rely on artefact 
based mass standards to ensure continual access to the SI unit of mass due to the limited number and 
complexity of the primary realisation experiments. This will be achieved, for example, via the BIPM Ensemble 
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of Reference Mass Standards. Mass standards are vulnerable to damage and surface contamination and wear 
due to exposure to the environment, handling, storage and transportation. Better knowledge of the mass 
changes that occur and their causes, together with the ability to predict them and techniques to improve the 
stability of mass standards are all required.  

Storage of mass standards 

Mass standards are currently almost exclusively stored in filtered laboratory air. To date there has been limited 
investigation of the storage of weights under vacuum conditions. Up until now, it has not been possible to 
perform mass comparisons with artefacts permanently stored and transferred under vacuum or inert gas at 
different NMIs. In addition, a metrological infrastructure for the maintenance and dissemination of a redefined 
kilogram based on primary and/or secondary mass standards stored under different environmental conditions 
(vacuum, inert gas) and made of different materials with different surface properties does not exist. Such an 
infrastructure is required for the implementation of the redefined kilogram and for the future advancement of 
mass metrology. 

Equipment necessary to store and transfer weights under inert gas therefore needs to be developed and the 
storage and transfer of mass standards under inert gas conditions investigated both gravimetrically and by 
surface analysis, with a view to improving the medium-term stability of primary mass standards (to better than 
10 ɛg for periods of up to 10 years).  

Cleaning of primary mass standards 

Regardless of how carefully mass standards are stored and handled, contamination inevitably builds up on the 
surface over time. The cleaning of primary mass standards is essential to return them to a reference value and 
is routinely performed by the BIPM using the nettoyage-lavage process when national standard 
(platinum-iridium) kilograms are calibrated. Additionally the transfer of mass standards between air and 
vacuum and the additional handing required by a comparison of primary realisation experiments will increase 
the rate (and variability) of the accretion of surface contamination and necessitate more regular cleaning of the 
transfer standards than is normal practice. It is essential that the techniques used to clean these mass 
standards are repeatable both temporally and between institutes.  

The kilogram is currently explicitly defined as the value of the IPK after cleaning. The currently accepted 
method for this cleaning is the nettoyage-lavage technique, the origins of which date back to 1882. The manual 
cleaning stage has been demonstrated to be extremely user dependant, which limits its application to the 
cleaning of platinum-iridium (PtIr) standards only at the BIPM. The technique is also likely to be, at least in 
part, responsible for the relative drift of the ñcleanedò prototype kilograms (changes of tens of ɛg have been 
observed between nominally similar prototype kilograms). Current mechanical cleaning techniques such as 
nettoyage-lavage and solvent cleaning do not appear to offer the level of repeatability required (less than 5 ɛg) 
and new non-contact techniques using UV activated ozone and plasma must be optimised and evaluated to 
provide the level of repeatability required. 

Uncertainties 

It is essential that the implementation of the redefined kilogram does not disturb the continuity of the mass 
scale in terms of the traceability and uncertainties provided to end users. Accredited calibration laboratories 
and legal metrology institutes in most European countries demand uncertainties at the highest level 
(Organisation Internationale de Métrologie Légale (OIML) Class E1 and better), which can only be provided 
by NMIs with direct reference to the realisation of the mass scale (currently the International Prototype 
Kilogram). This in turn allows these bodies to provide calibrations at a level commensurate with the 
requirements of their customers. Additionally research laboratories, academia and industry 
(e.g. pharmaceutical, power generation, aerospace) require direct traceability to NMIs to achieve the 
uncertainties they require for research and product development and evaluation. Uncertainties vary from sub 
microgram for fractional (milligram) mass standards to 15 ɛg at the kilogram level. Such uncertainties can only 
be achieved if the current level of Calibration and Measurement Capabilities (CMCs) is maintained. Existing 
uncertainty components must therefore be reduced and additional components minimised. Additionally, as the 
uncertainty with which the (redefined) kilogram is improved the uncertainty in the dissemination of the unit 
needs to be minimised in order to fully benefit from these improvements.  



SIB05 NewKILO 

 

 

 

 
Final Publishable JRP Report 

 
- 10 of 42 - 

 
Issued: November 2016  

Version V1.0 

 

This project has developed a practical means of comparing the existing mass scale and the new realisation 
experiments to ensure the continuity of the mass unit. This has been achieved by providing a means of 
accurately fixing the Planck (and Avogadro) constant with reference to the International Prototype Kilogram 
(IPK). The dissemination of the new realisation of the kilogram at NMI level must be achieved with uncertainty 
contributions smaller than the required (relative) uncertainty of the realisation (2 × 10-8). Additionally issues 
with access to the new realisations, of which there will be a small number, required research into a means of 
maintaining a robust mass scale without the need for continuous reference back to these few primary 
realisation experiments.  

 

 

The overall aim of the project was to develop the practical infrastructure and procedures to successfully 
implement the kilogram redefinition, in particular (i) to ensure the continuity of the mass unit between existing 
and new realisations of the kilogram by providing a means of accurately fixing the Planck constant with 
reference to the International Prototype Kilogram (IPK) (Objectives 1, 2 and 5) and (ii) to develop the 
metrological infrastructure to enable the dissemination of the new realisation of the kilogram at the NMI level 
with uncertainty contributions smaller than the required uncertainty of the realisation (urel < 2×10-8 at k=1) 
(Objectives 1-6). 

The project therefore aimed to: 

1. Develop and evaluate artefacts suitable for the determination of the Planck and the Avogadro constants 
to provide traceability to the IPK and for the maintenance and dissemination of a redefined kilogram; 

2. Provide appropriate procedures and apparatus for the mass transfer between in-vacuum experiments 
(Kibble balance apparatus and vacuum mass comparators) and to in-air experiments (comparison with 
the IPK and dissemination of the unit to end-users); 

3. Develop and adapt surface analysis techniques (e.g. X-Ray Photoelectron Spectroscopy, (XPS), 
Ellipsometry, Contact Angle Spectrometry, (CAS)) and overlayer models for the accretion of 
contamination on mass standards (including silicon spheres), including the use of complimentary 
surface analysis techniques to evaluate transfer, storage and cleaning techniques; 

4. Evaluate the mass stability of suitably stored mass artefacts and develop the metrological infrastructure 
for the (medium term) maintenance of the mass unit and its dissemination based on different realisations 
(via a pool of artefacts which may be held at a number of NMIs and key comparisons), including 
optimisation of the design of storage containers and evaluation of the benefits of the medium term 
storage (6 months) of mass standards in vacuum and inert gas; 

5. Develop and validate new methods to allow the reproducible cleaning (to less than 5 µg) of primary 
mass standards, including optimisation and comparison of non-contact cleaning techniques (such as 
the use of UV activated ozone and gas plasma) with traditional solvent and nettoyage-lavage method; 

6. Identify and evaluate the uncertainty components inherent in the mise-en-pratique and their propagation 
through the dissemination chain for the kilogram and its multiples and sub-multiples; 

7. Disseminate information to relevant parties, including the Consultative Committee for Mass (CCM) who 
will develop the mise-en-pratique for the redefined kilogram and undertake a pilot study and subsequent 
comparisons of primary realisation experiments, and to provide guidance to the general scientific 
community regarding the management of the redefinition of the kilogram and on its potential impact on 
end users. 
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3 Research results 

 

3.1.1 Introduction 

The overall aim of this work was to evaluate potentially suitable materials and to develop next generation mass 
standards which are compatible with use in Kibble balance experiments and that have optimised stability 
(a change of less than 1 in 108) for transfer to vacuum and storage in vacuum and inert gas (including dry 
nitrogen). To do this the work focussed on 

¶ Investigation of materials and finishing techniques for next-generation primary mass standards 
compatible with use in vacuum and in Kibble balance experiments 

¶ Production of kilogram artefacts based on the evaluation of materials 

Potential materials for the fabrication of next generation mass standards need to be compatible with use in 
vacuum and in high magnetic fields and should offer mass stability at least as good as the current primary 
(platinum-iridium) standards. Materials evaluated included iridium, mono- and poly- crystalline tungsten, 
nickel-based super-alloy Udimet720 (U720) and a tertiary alloy of predominantly gold and platinum. Samples 
of gold and rhodium plated copper were also evaluated to identify if there were any potential benefits of using 
plated materials. The three materials currently used in the mass field for standards (platinum-iridium, stainless 
steel and silicon) were measured alongside the new materials.  

3.1.2 Surface properties and charge retention of heat treated silicon samples 

The surface properties of materials used for mass standards are critical in influencing the long-term mass 
stability and therefore the ultimate performance of the artefact. Silicon has many of the properties required for 
the Kibble balance experiment and is used in the realisation of the kilogram in the Avogadro project. This 
material has the potential advantage that natural oxides can be grown immediately on the silicon surface, 
which protects the surface from the surrounding environment. Research was undertaken to determine whether 
any significant differences in surface hardness exist between native and thermal oxides of different 
thicknesses.  

The growth of (native or thermal) oxides on the surface of silicon artefacts additionally raises issues with static 
charge accumulation and retention. Silicon dioxide is an extremely good insulator providing charge retention 
times of tens of years for electronic devices, which could pose problems for mass determination and effective 
stability, so the static properties of silicon artefacts were investigated with a view to characterising and 
minimising the effect on mass measurement. In particular tests were undertaken to determine whether the 
type or thickness of the oxide layer influenced the accumulation of charge on silicon artefacts and additionally 
to assess the ease with which accumulated charge could be dissipated. 

Three samples of silicon were prepared, one with a natural oxide layer and two with thermally grown oxides of 
nominal depth 5 nm and 10 nm. Due to the thin nature of the oxide layer it was not possible to determine the 
hardness of the surface (oxide) layer of the silicon samples by micro-indentation measurements or by using 
an instrumented indenter. Surface acoustic wave measurements were therefore used to assess the hardness 
of the surface oxide layers based on assumptions about the thickness of the oxide layers and the Youngôs 
modulus of the substrate. For all three samples the calculated Youngôs modulus for the oxide layer was 
73.1 GPa (comparable with published data for the bulk properties and for surface oxide layers), indicating that 
for all 3 samples (including the one with only the natural oxide) the oxide depth was sufficient for the surface 
acoustic wave measurement technique to measure the modulus of the oxide. The relatively low value of 
Youngôs modulus also confirms the relative lack of robustness of the oxide surface on silicon artefacts and the 
need for careful handling in order to maintain a stable mass value.  

The samples were charged using two different techniques and then treated using three anti-static methods (an 
ion source, an anti-static gun and exposure to UV light) to assess the effectiveness of removing the surface 
static charge. Both forms of charge accumulation successfully induced a significant level of static charge in 
the samples. There was a small difference between the average levels of charge induced on the three samples 
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with the sample with 10 nm thermal oxide accumulating the highest level of static charge. However, given the 
repeatability of the charge induction techniques the differences in induced charge were not significant. All three 
charge dissipation methods proved successful in removing the majority of the induced static charge, with 
exposure to ultraviolet light for a period of 30 minutes being the most effective. 

3.1.3 Homogeneity and resistance of metal on metal coatings and effects of thermal and vacuum to air 
cycling on coated surfaces 

Some composite materials involve surface plating on classical metallic elements or alloys to improve corrosion 
inhibition, hardness and durability. The aim of coating is to combine the good surface properties of one material 
with the good bulk properties of another material. Primary and top level mass artefacts have not historically 
been coated mainly due to concerns about the integrity of the coating and the overlayer/substrate interface, 
however due to the additional requirements on mass standards arising from the redefinition of the kilogram 
coated samples were evaluated to identity any potential benefits. Rhodium plating and new methods for 
applying gold plating on copper (a low permeability material suitable for use with the high magnetic fields 
involved with Kibble balance experiments) were studied. The efficiency of the method (vapour deposition under 
vacuum and electroplating) used to deposit the element on surfaces, the porosity of the deposited layer and 
the interface between the substrate and the coating were evaluated and characterised using microscopy. In 
addition, the adherence of the coatings was evaluated by indentation. 

The results of the tests showed that the roughness of the plated samples was approximately 5 times greater 
that achieved on the iridium (and other uncoated metal) samples. However, this level of roughness is still 
significantly better than the surface finish required for OIML Class E1 weights (weights which are intended to 
provide traceability between national mass standards and weights of lower class). Vacuum and humidity 
cycling had no measurable effect on the surface of the weights confirming the robustness of the coatings to 
the variations in pressure and humidity experienced on transfer between air and vacuum. After thermal cycling 
between 20 °C to 160 °C, the rhodium plated sample showed additional cracks, whereas the gold plated 
samples were unaffected in this respect. It is likely that this was caused by the difference in the linear thermal 
expansion coefficients of the rhodium and the copper substrate (8 ppm per °C for rhodium compared with 
16.6 ppm per °C for copper). Gold and copper are much better matched in terms of their linear thermal 
expansion coefficients (14.2 ppm and 16.6 ppm per °C respectively). Additionally rhodium has a poorer 
thermal conductivity than gold or copper (150 W·m -1·K-1 compared with 320 W·m -1·K-1 for gold and 
390 W·m -1·K-1 for copper). An additional effect of the thermal cycling was the desorption of contaminants from 
the surface of the samples which could be seen visually and by a slight increase in the surface roughness 
parameters due to the exposure of roughness (scratches) underlying the contaminant overlayer. 

3.1.4 Properties of materials for potential use as mass transfer standards 

For the redefinition of the kilogram, which aims to link the unit of mass to a fundamental constant rather than 
a material artefact, it is necessary to achieve a direct link between the primary realisations (the Kibble balance 
and Avogadro experiments) and the reference mass standards that ensure the reliable dissemination of the 
mass scale. To ensure the mid/short term stability (1 to 10 years) of the new definition and to realise its 
dissemination with the lowest uncertainties, knowledge of the behaviour (in terms of mass stability) of the 
materials from which mass standards are constructed is essential.  

Potential materials for the fabrication of next generation mass standards were evaluated to assess their 
suitability for use as mass standards to disseminate the unit of mass from the new primary realisations. The 
materials need to be compatible with use in vacuum and in high magnetic fields and should offer mass stability 
at least as good as the current primary platinum-iridium standards. The materials were evaluated for the 
properties required when used in the primary realisation experiments and as primary standards for the medium 
term maintenance and the dissemination of the redefined unit of mass. The density, hardness, magnetic 
permeability and surface sorption characteristics of the materials (in increasing order of importance) 
determined which were the most suitable. The microstructure of the materials was also examined, as this 
affects properties such as hardness, ease of machining and therefore mass stability. The materials evaluated 
included pure iridium, a tertiary alloy of predominantly gold and platinum, a nickel-based superalloy Udimet720 
(U720), single and poly crystal tungsten, together with the three materials currently used in the mass field for 
standards, namely platinum-iridium, stainless steel (SS) and silicon. Platinum-iridium is the material generally 
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used for primary mass standards, whilst stainless steel is the metal from which most secondary kilogram 
standards are made.  

In addition, two composite materials were manufactured and investigated, namely electroplated rhodium and 
gold layers on bulk copper. The aim was to combine good bulk properties such as high density and 
homogeneity and low magnetic susceptibility with favourable surface properties, namely hardness and 
chemical resistivity (for further details see 3.1.3). Silicon was also investigated as it has many of the properties 
required for the Kibble balance experiment (high hardness, low magnetic susceptibility and low surface 
sorption coefficient) and is used in the Avogadro project (see 3.1.2 for further details). The properties of all the 
materials tested are summarised in Table 1. 

 

Material Density 

(kg.m-3) 

Hardness (Hv) Magnetic 
susceptibility 

(ɢv * 10-5) 

Provider Number of 
samples 

PtIr 21530 175 +24 BIPM 12 

AuPt 15870 250 -2.8 BIPM 12 

Ir 22500 380 +5.9 CNAM 12 

W 19300 740 +5.5 NRC 12 

Si 2300 1000 -0.3 PTB 9 

Stainless steel 8000 200 +300 METAS 9 

U720 8100 500 +44 LNE 9 

Cu electro-plated with Au  8937 200 ï 230* -10 (bulk Cu) METAS 12 

Cu electro-plated with Rh 8937 600 ï 900* -10 (bulk Cu) METAS 12 

 

With respect to platinum-iridium, tungsten and iridium are comparable in density but harder and have lower 
magnetic susceptibilities. Udimet720 has a similar density to stainless steel but is much harder and has a lower 
magnetic susceptibility. However, it is not suitable to replace stainless steel for secondary and working 
standards due to the additional cost involved. Silicon is important because it lies at the heart of the International 
Avogadro Coordination. Bulk copper has a very low magnetic susceptibility, can be pure but is too soft and 
chemically reactive to be used for mass standards.  

Surface studies using an optical roughness meter, scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and atomic force 
microscopy (AFM) show that all the materials studied had a relatively smooth and homogenous surface. 
Roughness values (Rq) of 10 nm or less were obtained for platinum-iridium, iridium, stainless steel and 
tungsten, which were supported by white light reflection measurements. AFM and SEM studies were 
performed with different samples of the same materials. The results of the two methods were qualitatively 
similar, except for stainless steel and tungsten. The AFM analysed samples had grooves not found on the 
SEM analysed samples which was probably due to the relatively poorer resolution of SEM for this application. 
All materials were found to be vacuum compatible as no surface damage was observed due to ultra-high 
vacuum exposure during SEM studies. 

Impurities in the samples were also measured using X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy, thermal desorption 
spectroscopy (TDS) and X-ray reflectance (XRR). Measurements of surface contamination performed both by 
X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) and X-ray fluorescence (XRF) showed similar results, with copper 
contamination on all materials tested. The presence of copper was almost certainly due to the polishing 
procedure as all surfaces, except the Si samples, were mechanically prepared. Providing the copper 
contamination is stable then there is no issue with its minimal presence on the materials. However, further 
investigations into the reason behind the copper contamination is advisable, with a view to reducing or 
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eliminating it from the future preparation of mass standard artefacts. Typical results of the surface 
contamination measurements are shown in Table 2.  

Ptlr AuPt Ir Si W 

C (KŬ) - C (KŬ) C (KŬ) - 

N(KŬ) -   N (KŬ) 

O(KŬ) O (KŬ) - O (KŬ) O (KŬ) 

- -  F (KŬ) - 

Mg (KŬ) - - - Mg (KŬ) 

Al (KŬ) Al (KŬ) - Al (KŬ) Al ( KŬ) 

- - - - - 

- - Ca (KŬ) - - 

Fe (KŬ) Fe (KŬ) Fe (KŬ) Fe (KŬ) Fe (KŬ) 

Ni (KŬ) - Ni (KŬ) Ni (KŬ) Ni (KŬ) 

Cu (LŬ & KŬ) Cu (KŬ) Cu (KŬ) Cu (LŬ+KŬ) Cu (KŬ) 

Zn (LŬ & KŬ) - Zn (KŬ) - Zn (KŬ) 

Ru (Mz & LŬ) - Ru ( Mz & LŬ) - - 

Ag (LŬ) Ag (M & LŬ) - - - 

 

One of the principal aims was to identify the best candidate materials for the realisation and dissemination of 
the mass unit. Pure iridium samples showed a good surface finish (roughness < 5 nm, good visual appearance 
after polishing and low surface contamination). Given its low magnetic susceptibility compared with platinum 
iridium alloy, iridium appears to be a good candidate for a Kibble balance experiment, however, its hardness 
makes it very difficult and time consuming to polish and it is quite difficult to obtain high quality pure iridium. 
Similarly tungsten has good mechanical and magnetic properties and proved easier to machine and polish 
than iridium. Both single- and poly-crystal tungsten samples were used but obtaining good quality samples of 
single-crystal tungsten (without inclusions or crystal defects) proved difficult. The procedure for the preparation 
and polishing of poly-crystal tungsten was therefore optimised and surface samples together with 500 g 
and1 kg artefacts with surface roughness of less than 5 nm (Ra) were produced.   

Silicon samples had the smoothest of all surfaces (roughness < 2 nm) and silicon has already been used in 
the NPL/NRC Kibble balance and, of course in the International Avogadro Coordination (IAC). Due to the brittle 
nature of silicon, it is easier to produce spherical artefacts than cylindrical ones. Extensive ongoing work on 
silicon artefacts has been performed by the International Avogadro Coordination, however, the studies carried 
out by this project were on plane surfaces and so are complementary to the work of the IAC. 

By contrast, some materials are clearly disfavoured. Aside from its low magnetic susceptibility, the 
gold-platinum-silver-copper quaternary alloy exhibited few advantages and it also turned out to be difficult to 
reproduce samples of identical composition. As for copper samples electroplated with gold or rhodium, the 
surface was inhomogeneous with relation to the surface structure, but this could be related to the condition of 
the underlying substrate, and in addition cracks occurred in the coating following heat cycling. It is 
recommended that substrates be characterised prior to coating if future samples are produced. 
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3.1.5 Prototype new kilogram artefacts 

Based on the outcomes of the research in 3.1.2-3.1.4, prototype kilogram artefacts were produced from a 
range of materials. METAS in collaboration with Häfner/Degussa manufactured cylindrical 1 kg Rh and Au 
coated mass and surface artefacts. The artefacts proved reasonably stable in vacuum but showed large mass 
changes on transfer between vacuum and air. The analysis of the surface samples of the same (plated) 
materials showed some issues with the robustness of the coating due to low surface hardness and changes 
in the overlayer after thermal cycling. LNE produced mass standards of pure iridium which exhibited good 
air/vacuum transfer and vacuum storage repeatability and stability. The artefacts will be used as primary mass 
standards at LNE but the expense of the material and the difficulty in machining and polishing mean they are 
unlikely to be more widely used. NRC produced single crystal tungsten kilogram standards but it proved difficult 
to achieve a good surface finish, partly due to the number of dislocations and voids in the source crystal. Both 
NRC and NPL, in association with Häfner, therefore produced cylindrical 1 kg, 500 g and 100 g mass 
standards of poly-crystal tungsten. The polishing process was difficult to optimise but a method for achieving 
a surface roughness of less than 5 µm has been developed. The artefacts produced show excellent air/vacuum 
transfer characteristics and have been shown to be stable in vacuum over a period of a few weeks. One issue 
identified with tungsten artefacts is the fact that they lose mass on immersion in water (for hydrostatic weighing) 
due to the formation and subsequent dissolution of surface oxide layers. It is recommended that the density of 
tungsten mass standards is carried out by weighing in another liquid (such as FC40). Additionally, exposure 
to high humidity environments (greater that 60% RH) should be avoided. The tungsten kilogram mass 
standards produced at NRC and NPL will be used as primary mass standards at these laboratories and can 
be recommended to other NMIs particularly for use in Kibble balance experiments. Poly-crystal tungsten 
artefacts of 500 g and 100 g have already been provided to the BIPM for their Kibble balance experiment.  

3.1.6 Conclusions 

Potential materials for the fabrication of next generation mass standards were evaluated. Reports were 
produced comparing materials and manufacturing processes, which will provide a useful source of information 
for NMIs and weight manufacturers when producing the next generation of primary mass standards.  

Of the materials evaluated, tungsten proved to have good mechanical and magnetic properties and good 
surface finishes of the order of 1 nm ï 2 nm (Ra) could be achieved, an improvement on the best current 
(platinum-iridium) metallic mass standards. It proved difficult to manufacture larger (kilogram) artefacts from 
proven monocrystalline tungsten as surface defects were present due to inclusions and voids in the crystals 
used, so polycrystalline tungsten was therefore used to produce kilogram mass standards. New tungsten mass 
standards of 100 g, 500 g and 1 kg have been produced by Häfner, NPL and NRC for use as primary 
standards, weights have also been provided to the BIPM for use on their Kibble balance experiment. Tungsten 
can be recommended as a suitable material for primary mass standards and it is likely that its use will become 
more prevalent in the future. Pure iridium samples showed a good surface finish (roughness < 5 nm and low 
surface contamination) and had low magnetic susceptibility compared with platinum iridium alloy, however, its 
hardness makes it very difficult and time consuming to polish and it is quite difficult to obtain high quality pure 
iridium. LNE have produced pure Iridium mass standards which will be used in the future dissemination of the 
mass scale in France. Silicon samples had the smoothest of all surfaces (roughness < 2 nm), however due to 
the brittle nature of silicon, it is easier to produce spherical artefacts than cylindrical ones. Aside from its low 
magnetic susceptibility, the gold-platinum-silver-copper quaternary alloy exhibited few advantages and it was 
also difficult to reproduce samples of identical composition, however, artefacts produced from this alloy had 
good sorption properties and proved stable in vacuum. Of the plated copper samples the gold overlayer proved 
more robust than the rhodium under both pressure and thermal cycling, but the surface hardness is quite low 
so care needs to be taken in the handling of such weights. The use of low permeability weights of solid 
un-plated construction, such as tungsten, is therefore recommended in preference to the use of plated weights. 
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3.2.1 Introduction 

Since the new definition of the kilogram will be realised under vacuum using the Avogadro (X-ray crystal density 
(XRCD)) or Kibble balance primary realisation experiments, there will be at least one step in the dissemination 
chain where mass standards have to be transferred from vacuum (typically <10-2 Pa) to ambient air. The 
transfer of artefacts from vacuum to air is known to bear the risk of increased surface contamination. The 
pressure and quality of the vacuum and the air/inert gas environment into which the weights is transferred, as 
well as the transfer procedure itself, affects the stability of mass standards. Optimised procedures and 
techniques for the transfer of mass artefacts between vacuum and air are therefore required to ensure 
repeatable results and minimised uncertainties. 

The overall aim of this work was to investigate vacuum/air transfer phenomena and to develop a procedure, 
which minimises the uncertainty in the process of transferring masses between vacuum and air (target 
uncertainty of less than 10 µg). To do this the work focussed on 

¶ Investigation of the dependence of ñweighing in vacuumò results on the mass comparator and vacuum 
equipment used 

¶ Optimisation of the protocol for the transfer of mass standards between air and vacuum in order to 
minimise the uncertainty due to the repeatability of air-vacuum sorption effects 

¶ Recommendation of operating pressures for Kibble balance and vacuum mass comparator operation to 
ensure compatibility and to minimise the uncertainty in traceability 

3.2.2 Potential dependence of measured sorption effects on the mass balance used 

Within the scope of the redefinition of the kilogram, which will be realised under vacuum via Kibble balance 
experiments or the Avogadro project, the sorption behaviour of mass standards when transferred from vacuum 
to air is one of the main aspects to be controlled. This sorption effect can be influenced by several parameters, 
and the environment in which the standards are placed must be carefully monitored to limit the surface 
contamination as much as possible.  

Measurements were undertaken in order to assess the influence of the mass balance and vacuum chamber 
construction used by the partners on the measured sorption behaviour of mass standards. For the first time, 
such measurements of the sorption coefficients of selected mass standards were performed under similar 
conditions (temperature, pressure and humidity of the selected gas, vacuum pressure) in mass comparators, 
vacuum and load-lock apparatus and glove boxes (enclosures made of different materials and with different 
surface properties) in seven different vacuum balance assemblies at five different NMIs. The results for 
platinum-iridium artefacts weighed on four vacuum mass comparators in air and in vacuum are shown Figure 1, 
and similar results were obtained for silicon and stainless steel artefacts. Table 3 summarises the sorption 
results obtained for air-vacuum transfer on each balance. The reversible sorption behaviour of the three sets 
of artefacts was found to be independent, within the given uncertainties, of the weighing environment, i.e. the 
mass comparator itself and its vacuum enclosure. 
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Institute Mass comparator Absolute mass change 

/ ɛg 

Change per unit SA 

/ ɛg.cm-2 

PTB 

M-one -3.9 -0.050 

M-one -4.0 -0.051 

CCL1007 -3.8 -0.049 

M-one -3.2 -0.041 

CCL1007 -4.4 -0.056 

NPL 

K1000 -7.1 -0.091 

M-one -4.0 -0.051 

HK1000 -5.5 -0.070 

M-one -4.6 -0.059 

HK1000 -6.8 -0.087 

M-one -5.2 -0.067 
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3.2.3 Recommendations on operating pressures for Kibble balance and vacuum mass comparator operation 
to ensure compatibility and to minimise the uncertainty in traceability 

As the future definition of the kilogram based on a fundamental constant will be realised in a vacuum, it is 
essential that any changes in sorption coefficients due to variations in pressure during the measurement of the 
artefacts used to provide traceability to the new definition are well understood. Sorption coefficients are used 
when correcting the mass value of an artefact in air to allow for a change in humidity or when correcting the 
mass value of an artefact for the moisture lost/gained from its surface when it is transferred to/from vacuum. 

Previous work by various researchers evaluated sorption effects on materials commonly used for primary mass 
standards, i.e. platinum-iridium (PtIr), silicon and stainless steel, and determined the correlation of sorption 
coefficients to vacuum pressure platinum-iridium, silicon and stainless steel artefacts. These published data 
shows significant variation in the sorption values (0.05 ɛg/cm2 to 0.5 ɛg/cm2) which does not appear to 
correlate with the material or surface roughness. Other earlier work by Berry and Davidson and others also 
measured sorption from atmospheric pressure to 10-3 Pa and found evidence of hysteresis between 
atmospheric pressure and 0.1 Pa, however there was no change in the mass difference between the artefacts, 
and hence the sorption value, over the 0.1 Pa to 10-3 Pa pressure range. As previous work showed that the 
sorption values were stable over a pressure range from 0.1 Pa to 10-3 Pa, this range was selected for 
evaluation in this project. Table 4 summarises the published data for sorption effects. 

Author(s) Material Surface 
Roughness (Rz)2 

/ nm 

Sorption value 

/ µg cm-2 

Pressure 

/ Pa 

Time between 
cleaning and 
measurement 

Schwartz1 stainless steel 120 -0.0301 0.1 < 8 months 

Schwartz stainless steel 
(uncleaned) 

120 -0.0761 0.1 - 

Picard & Fang2 PtIr 10-100 -0.080 0.1 < 1 month 

Picard & Fang silicon <10 -0.030 0.1 < 1 month 

Picard & Fang stainless steel 10 -0.040 0.1 < 1 month 

Davidson3 PtIr 10 -0.162 10-4 < 6 months 

Davidson stainless steel 60 -0.154 10-4 < 6 months 

Berry et al4 stainless steel 60 -0.13 to -0.25 0.05 to 10-4 < 3 years 

Mizushima et al5 PtIr 5-25 -0.013 0.1 to 10-3 < 1 year 

Berry & Davidson6 PtIr 10 -0.070 0.1 to 10-3 < 5 years 

Berry & Davidson  silicon <10 -0.050 0.1 to 10-3 < 5 years 

Sanchez et al7 PtIr 10-100 -0.162 0.1 to 10-3 > 20 years 

                                                      

1  Schwartz R., Precision Determination of Adsorption Layers on Stainless Steel Mass Standards by Mass Comparison and Ellipsometry. 
Part II: Sorption Phenomena in Vacuum, Metrologia, 1994, 31, 129-136 

2  Picard A. and Fang H., Methods to determine water vapour sorption on mass standards, Metrologia 2004, 41, 333-339 
3  Davidson S., Determination of the effect of transfer between vacuum and air on mass standards of platinum-iridium and stainless steel, 

Metrologia, 2010, 47, 487-497 
4  Berry J. et al, Report on the CCM WG TG1 pilot comparison to measure water vapour sorption on stainless steel mass standards, 

National Physical Laboratory Report ENG 46, 2013  
5  Mizushima, S., Ueda, K., Ooiwa,A., and Fujii, K., Determination of the amount of physical adsorption of water vapour on platinum-iridium 

surfaces, Metrologia, 2015, 52, 522ï527. 
6  Berry J. and Davidson S., Effect of pressure on the sorption correction to stainless steel, platinum/iridium and silicon mass artefacts, 

Metrologia, 2014, 51, S107 ï S113 
7  Sanchez C.A., Wood B. M., Green R. G., Liard J. O., Inglis D., A determination of Planckôs constant using the NRC watt balance, 

Metrologia, 2014, 51, S5ïS14 
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1 Corrected to 50 % RH using equations (1) and (2) in NPL Report ENG508  

2 Surface roughness values are indicative and may have been converted to Rz from Ra or RMS values 

The measured mass differences between all of the artefacts made from platinum-iridium, silicon and stainless 
steel determined in this project did not vary over the 0.1 Pa to 0.001 Pa pressure range. This confirmed the 
previous work by Schwartz and Berry and Davidson which also did not show a variation in mass difference 
between artefacts of different surface areas over this pressure range. The pressure range of 0.1 Pa to 0.001 Pa 
is therefore recommended as suitable for the measurement in vacuum of masses used in the dissemination 
of the mass scale. There was however a difference between the absolute mass difference between the NPL 
platinum-iridium artefacts measured at NPL and the difference measured at NRC. This probably resulted from 
a change in the surface properties of the artefacts due to them being cleaned again at NRC and further work 
is required to examine the effect that surface cleanliness has on sorption values for different materials. Figure 2 
shows sorption values measured by NRC and NPL on platinum-iridium artefacts as part of this project.  

 

Good agreement was found between the measured silicon sorption values and the values reported by Picard 
and Fang, and Berry and Davidson. The stainless steel sorption values measured by PTB and INRIM agreed 
well with the values published by Picard and Fang and Schwartz but were much lower than the values 
published by Davidson and Berry et al. The stainless steel sorption values measured by CMI were much higher 
than the values measured at PTB and INRIM but were in broad agreement with the values reported previously 
by Berry et al. These differences for stainless steel could have been due to a difference in surface cleanliness 
of the artefacts or possibly due to differences in the surface roughness of the artefacts.  

It was interesting to observe from both the previously published sorption values and the values measured in 
the project, that there appeared to be as much variation in sorption between artefacts manufactured from the 
same material as there was between artefacts made from different materials. This suggested that sorption 
                                                      

8  Berry, J.; Borys, M.; Firlus, M.; Green, R.; Malengo, A.; Mecke, M.; Meury, P.-A.; ZŢda, J.: Analysis of the correlation of sorption 

coefficients to pressure. National Physical Laboratory Report ENG 50, 2014 
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values were more influenced by factors such as surface cleanliness and surface roughness rather than by the 
type of material from which the artefacts were made. 

3.2.4 Optimised protocol for the transfer of mass standards between air and vacuum in order to minimise 
uncertainty due to the repeatability of air-vacuum sorption effects 

Previous work by Davidson noted the accelerated accretion of hydrocarbon contamination on platinum-iridium 
mass standards transferred between air and vacuum when compared with similar standards stored 
permanently in either of the two media. Davidsonôs work used both XPS and gravimetric measurements to 
monitor the stability of mass standards. Experiments were therefore undertaken at METAS and at NPL to 
evaluate the effect of different venting cycles on the stability of the transfer standards. The venting cycles used 
were; 

1. Vacuum-Air-Vacuum 
2. Vacuum-Nitrogen-Vacuum 
3. Vacuum-Nitrogen-Air-Vacuum 
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Nitrogen is commonly used to passivate the baked surfaces of vacuum chambers before exposure to air. The 
use of nitrogen as an intermediate stage in vacuum-air transfer was therefore evaluated to quantify the 
potential beneficial effect on maintaining the cleanliness of the surfaces of mass transfer standards. METAS 
studied the recontamination of surfaces following plasma cleaning for the three venting cycles using a quartz 
crystal microbalance (QCM) with gold plated crystals, the results are shown in Figure 3.  

The results show that the cleaned surfaces accrete significant contamination (irreversible sorption) on the first 
venting cycle with the vac-N2-air-vac cycled sample gaining the most. Subsequent cycles show much smaller 
levels of irreversible sorption. The total reversible sorption was approximately the same for the two air-vacuum 
cycles with the intermediate nitrogen step not affecting the amount of water sorbed onto the surface. However, 
the repeatability of the vac-N2-air-vac cycled sample was much poorer than that of the sample cycled only 
between air and vacuum. The vacuum-nitrogen cycled sample showed much lower surface (water) sorption 
levels, which is to be expected since nominally dry nitrogen was used. 

3.2.5 Conclusions 

Optimised procedures and techniques for the transfer of mass artefacts between vacuum and air were 
developed with the aim of improving for the mass stability of artefacts stored under different conditions and 
minimising the uncertainty components inherent in the mise-en-pratique and their propagation through the 
dissemination chain. Direct transfer between air and vacuum was shown to be the most practical procedure 
since an intermediate nitrogen stage did not significantly improve the repeatability of the transfer or the stability 
of the transfer standard. Moreover, the addition of an intermediate nitrogen stage to the transfer process 
increased the amount of manipulation of the transfer standard increasing the risk of surface damage. 
Measurements showed that the reversible sorption behaviour of materials was, within the uncertainties, 
independent of the mass comparators used and their vacuum enclosures, indicating that measurements made 
by different NMIs on different systems should be comparable. In terms of the sorption values for different 
materials, it would appear that the sorption behaviour is more influenced by factors such as surface cleanliness 
and surface roughness rather than by the type of material.  

The use of sorption artefacts (with different surface areas) which are transferred along with primary mass 
standards of the same materials, is recommended to determine in real time the sorption effects on the mass 
standards with the best accuracy. Transfer of weights stored in nitrogen directly to vacuum (without exposure 
to air, using a glove box) provided the most repeatable results in terms of sorption and the best weight stability. 

The measured mass differences for artefacts made from platinum-iridium, silicon and stainless steel did not 
vary over the 0.1 Pa to 0.001 Pa pressure range and it is therefore recommended that this pressure range 
used for the measurement in vacuum of masses that are used in the dissemination of the mass scale. 

 

 

3.3.1 Introduction 

Artefact mass standards are used to disseminate the unit of mass and to maintain the mass scale. Therefore, 
high demands are placed on their material properties, surface finish and especially on their stability of mass. 
As the new definition of the kilogram will be realised in vacuum, the effect of vacuum-air transfers on the 
artefact surface needs to be well understood in order to ensure maximum accuracy for mass determination 
while minimising uncertainty contributions. The process of contamination and effectiveness of cleaning of old 
and new materials for future mass standards also needs to be better understood.  

The overall aim of this work was to use complementary surface analysis techniques to underpin the work in 
other areas of the project to characterise the behaviour of various materials on transfer between vacuum, air 
and inert gas, the process of contamination and the effectiveness of various cleaning techniques. The use of 
small (surface) samples (instead of kilogram artefacts) allowed rapid evaluation of a wide range of materials 
and conditions and maximised the range of surface analysis techniques which could be used. Surface analysis 
was therefore used to provide additional useful information about the physical processes by which artefact 
mass standards gain and lose mass.  
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To do this the work focussed on 

¶ Evaluation of the effect of air-vacuum venting methods on the (re-)contamination of the surface of 
samples. 

¶ Evaluation of the (re-)contamination of a surface after it has been cleaned. 

¶ Evaluation of the influence of different storage conditions combined with various cleaning techniques 
on the contamination of surface. 

3.3.2 Surface analysis techniques  

Complementary surface analysis techniques such as X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS), thermal 
desorption spectroscopy (TDS), photo-thermal deflection spectroscopy (PDS), X-ray reflectance (XRR), 
atomic force microscopy (AFM) and white light interferometry (WLI) were used to characterise surface effects 
on various sample materials stored in and transferred between air, vacuum and inert gas. Approximately 100 
small metallic samples made from platinum-iridium (PtIr), gold-platinum alloy (AuPt), iridium (Ir), tungsten (W), 
as well as gold plated copper and rhodium plated copper were distributed among the partners for extensive 
investigations, thus enabling a wider range of methods to be used and the scientific findings to be more broadly 
based. 

3.3.3 Effect of air-vacuum venting methods 

The samples were exposed to several vacuum-air, vacuum-N2-air or vacuum-N2 cycles to study the surface 
recontamination for different materials and venting methods. The amount of surface contamination was used 
as a weighting factor to identify appropriate venting methods for each material in order to maintain cleanliness 
and to achieve stable surface conditions. To substantiate the findings, a quartz crystal microbalance was used 
for in-situ measurements during cyclic venting. The use of a wide range of surface analysis techniques gave 
confidence in the interpretation of the measured contamination overlayers. Based on these results, a ranking 
list of best materials and best processes for handling, cleaning and storing future mass standards was 
generated and are available in a report.   

 

Figure 4 shows the effect of the three venting cycles on samples of gold-platinum alloy and is typical of the 
results obtained for all the materials tested. It was found that cyclic venting with vacuum-air and vacuum-N2-air 
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showed similar levels of surface contamination. The introduction of an intermediate nitrogen stage in the 
vacuum-air cycle does not bring any benefit to the user with regard to stability or the amount of contamination. 
Cycling exclusively between vacuum and nitrogen caused the least contamination, but the handling of the 
samples/artefacts was more complicated. Finally, gold plated copper, gold-platinum alloy (AuPt), 
platinum-iridium (PtIr) and iridium (Ir) were found to be good candidates for the next generation of mass 
standards with relation to surface (re-) contamination. 

3.3.4 Re-contamination after cleaning due to air-vacuum transfer 

Additionally, the samples cleaned using different techniques (UV/O3, H-plasma and nettoyage-lavage) were 
used to study differences in the subsequent recontamination caused by venting cycles.  

 

 

Figure 5 and Figure 6 show the effect of cleaning on the ñas-deliveredò samples and the subsequent 
recontamination due to air-vacuum cycling. Generally all cleaned samples showed an exponential increase in 
(carbonaceous) surface contamination. The results also show the trend of all (cleaned) surfaces to approach 
a self-limiting value of overlayer thickness. The results from this study indicated that a clean surface is less 
stable with regard to recontamination, i.e. the recontamination rate is higher immediately after cleaning. Hence, 
the cleaning technique not only determines the cleanliness of the surface achieved but also how quickly the 
surface is re-contaminated.  
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3.3.5 Influence of different storage conditions combined with various cleaning techniques on the surface 
contamination of potential materials for future mass standards 

The samples were used to study the influence of different storage conditions combined with various cleaning 
techniques on the contamination of surfaces. NPL analysed the surface of five materials (Ni-alloy U720, single 
crystal tungsten, PtIr, Ir and Si) using XPS. The samples were measured after cleaning with UV/ozone, 
H-plasma and nettoyage-lavage, and again after storage for one month in air, vacuum or nitrogen. The results 
showed that UV/ozone and H-plasma cleaning exhibit similar effectiveness in removing hydrocarbon 
contamination from the surfaces of Ni-alloy and Si as well as from the surfaces of PtIr, Ir, and W. 
Nettoyage-lavage was shown to be less effective than UV/ozone and H-plasma. The air stored Ni-alloy and Si 
samples showed an increase in hydrocarbon overlayer thickness. The nitrogen stored samples showed a slight 
decrease in hydrocarbon thickness after storage apart from the UV/ozone cleaned Ni-alloy sample. The 
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vacuum stored samples appeared to gain the most hydrocarbon contamination. The PtIr, Ir and W samples 
were stored in air and nitrogen and all showed an increase in hydrocarbon thickness after storage.  

At METAS gold-platinum alloy, nickel-based alloy and tungsten samples were analysed using XPS after 
UV/ozone and H-plasma cleaning and after storage for one month in vacuum, air or argon. After storage in 
vacuum, air or argon, all samples showed an increased overlayer of hydrocarbon contamination. It was not 
possible to completely remove the hydrocarbon contamination using UV/ozone cleaning. Subsequent 
H-plasma cleaning removed hydrocarbon contamination to a great extent. After storage in air or vacuum, the 
increased amount of hydrocarbons was larger than after storage in argon. In general, the contamination rate 
after H-plasma cleaning was higher than after UV/ozone cleaning. Nonetheless, the amount of accumulated 
hydrocarbons during vacuum, air and argon storage was found to be lower when the samples had previously 
been cleaned by H-plasma. 

CNAM used TDS to measure and compare the effectiveness of air-plasma, argon-plasma and the 
nettoyage-lavage method. For this reason, a platinum-iridium artefact was first cleaned with ethanol or 
isopropanol and then exposed to air-plasma which eliminated a large part of organic compounds, as cleaning 
only with isopropanol resulted in a higher TDS intensity. Air-plasma cleaning also removed water to a great 
extent from the surface of the platinum-iridium artefact. Studies by CNAM of the adsorption of acetone and 
ethanol (both in nitrogen carrier gas) on three different surfaces (Pt-10%Ir, pure iridium and Au-Pt-Ag-Cu 
quaternary alloys) using TDS showed that there was less adsorption on pure iridium than on platinum-iridium 
for both acetone and ethanol. These results are encouraging for the use of pure iridium for mass standards. 

3.3.6 Conclusions 

Surface analysis techniques were successfully applied to material samples and mass artefacts, which provided 
important insights into the (re-)contamination of surfaces and artefacts. 

Cyclic venting with vacuum-air and vacuum-N2-air resulted in similar levels of surface contamination. The 
introduction of an intermediate nitrogen stage in the vacuum-air cycle does not bring any benefit to the user 
with regard to stability or the amount of contamination. Cycling exclusively between vacuum and nitrogen 
caused the least contamination, but the handling of samples/artefacts was more complicated. Finally, gold 
plated copper, gold-platinum alloy (AuPt), platinum-iridium (PtIr) and iridium (Ir) were found to be good 
candidates for the next generation of mass standards with relation to surface (re-) contamination.  

Generally all cleaned samples showed an exponential increase in (carbonaceous) surface contamination 
following cyclic vacuum-gas venting, with the trend of all cleaned surfaces to approach a self-limiting value of 
overlayer thickness. The results indicated that a clean surface is less stable with regard to recontamination, 
i.e. the recontamination rate is higher immediately after cleaning, hence, the cleaning technique not only 
determines the cleanliness of the surface achieved but also how quickly the surface is re-contaminated.  

Regarding storage conditions, nitrogen storage showed a slight advantage over air storage post-cleaning with 
the self-limiting hydro-carbon overlayer taking longer to form. Vacuum storage post-cleaning showed the most 
rapid and least predicable accretion of the overlayer. Storage in nitrogen post-clearing is recommended if 
standards are to be stored for long periods (at least 6 months) but storage in air is adequate for shorter periods 
as it provides improved ease of access to the standards for use in air (or vacuum).    

 

 

3.4.1 Introduction 

The overall aim of this work was to develop apparatus and protocols for the storage and transfer of mass 
standards under vacuum or inert gas, to investigate the storage of mass standards in inert media to potentially 
improve stability and to evaluate the transfer / storage vessels and protocols developed. To do this the work 
focussed on: 

¶ Design and construction of transfer vessels, compatible with apparatus already in use, to allow the 
transfer of weights between NMIs under inert gas 


































