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The quest for precise and reliable measurement has driven scientific progress for centuries.
Initially relying on physical artifacts—like the meter bar—as standards, science has embarked
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on a revolutionary journey towards defining units based on fundamental constants of nature.
This transition, from artefacts to atoms, is spearheaded by the Bureau International des Poids
et Mesures (BIPM), the international organization responsible for maintaining the
International System of Units (SI). This article delves into the BIPM’s pivotal role in this
transformation, exploring the implications of this shift for various scientific fields and the
future of measurement.

The Evolution of Measurement Standards: From
Artefacts to Fundamental Constants
For a long time, measurement standards were defined by physical artefacts. The kilogram, for
instance, was defined by the International Prototype Kilogram (IPK), a platinum-iridium
cylinder kept in a vault near Paris. Similarly, the meter was initially defined by a platinum-
iridium bar. However, these artefacts suffered from limitations. They were susceptible to
damage, wear, and even subtle changes in mass or length over time, leading to inaccuracies
and inconsistencies across different laboratories globally. This inherent instability prompted
the scientific community to search for more robust and reliable definitions.



From Artefacts To Atoms The Bipm And The Search For Ultimate Measurement Standards

From Artefacts To Atoms The Bipm And The Search For Ultimate Measurement Standards
3

This search led to the redefinition of SI units based on fundamental constants of nature, a
process significantly advanced by the BIPM. These constants are immutable properties of the
universe, providing infinitely more stable and reproducible standards than physical artefacts.
This shift represents a landmark achievement in metrology, the science of measurement. The
new definitions are based on:

The second (s): Defined by the frequency of radiation emitted by cesium-133 atoms.
This is an example of atomic clocks' critical role in modern metrology.
The meter (m): Defined by the speed of light in a vacuum.
The kilogram (kg): Defined by the Planck constant (h).
The ampere (A): Defined by the elementary charge (e).
The kelvin (K): Defined by the Boltzmann constant (k).
The mole (mol): Defined by Avogadro's constant (NA).
The candela (cd): Defined by the luminous efficacy of monochromatic radiation of
frequency 540 × 1012 hertz.
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The BIPM's Crucial Role in Defining and Maintaining SI
Units
The BIPM, founded in 1875, plays a central role in this ongoing revolution. Its responsibilities
include:

Coordinating international metrology: The BIPM fosters collaboration among
national metrology institutes worldwide, ensuring consistency and accuracy in
measurements across borders. This collaboration is crucial in establishing and
maintaining the global SI system.
Maintaining the International Prototype Kilogram (IPK) (until its redefinition):
Although the kilogram is now defined by a fundamental constant, the IPK serves as a
historical reference and testament to the evolution of measurement standards.
Developing and disseminating measurement standards: The BIPM actively
contributes to the development of new measurement techniques and disseminates best
practices globally. This ensures that accurate and reliable measurements are accessible
to scientists and industries worldwide.
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Promoting research and innovation in metrology: The BIPM supports research and
development in various metrological fields, driving ongoing improvements in
measurement accuracy and precision. This continuous improvement is critical for
scientific and technological advancements.

This work directly contributes to our understanding of fundamental constants and enhances
the accuracy and reproducibility of experiments across multiple fields. The transition towards
these atomic standards directly reflects the BIPM's commitment to improved measurement
precision.

Benefits of the Shift from Artefacts to Atoms: Enhanced
Accuracy and Reproducibility
The move away from physical artefacts has yielded numerous benefits:

Improved accuracy: Fundamental constants provide infinitely more stable and precise
definitions than physical objects. This heightened accuracy is essential for many
scientific applications, from fundamental research to industrial processes.
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Enhanced reproducibility: Measurements based on fundamental constants can be
reproduced independently in any laboratory worldwide, eliminating inconsistencies
caused by variations in artefacts. This reproducibility is paramount for ensuring globally
consistent results in scientific research.
Increased accessibility: The use of fundamental constants makes precise
measurement more accessible, as laboratories do not require access to specific artefacts
to achieve high accuracy. This democratization of precise measurements fosters
scientific advancement globally.
Future-proofing measurement: Definitions based on fundamental constants are
unlikely to change in the foreseeable future, ensuring long-term stability and reliability
for scientific measurements.

Implications for Science and Technology
The shift from artefacts to atoms has profound implications for various scientific and
technological fields:

Fundamental physics: Precise measurements are crucial for testing fundamental
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theories and advancing our understanding of the universe. The enhanced accuracy
provided by the new SI definitions enables more rigorous testing of models.
Medical technology: Accurate measurements are essential for medical diagnostics and
treatments. The improved precision of measurements directly impacts the reliability and
effectiveness of medical devices and procedures.
Manufacturing and industry: Accurate measurements are vital for quality control and
product development in various industries. Improved measurement standards enhance
manufacturing precision and efficiency.
Environmental monitoring: Accurate measurements are crucial for monitoring
environmental changes and developing effective environmental policies. The improved
precision of measurements aids in the development of more effective environmental
protection strategies.

Conclusion: A Continuous Journey Towards Perfection
The transition from artefacts to atoms represents a significant leap forward in the history of
measurement. The BIPM's leadership in this transformation has paved the way for more
accurate, reproducible, and accessible measurement standards. This shift has profound
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implications for science, technology, and society. While the current definitions based on
fundamental constants represent a significant achievement, the quest for even greater
accuracy and precision continues, a testament to the enduring human drive to understand and
measure the universe with ever-increasing precision. The journey from artefacts to atoms is
not an endpoint, but a milestone in the ongoing pursuit of ultimate measurement standards.

FAQ
Q1: What is the BIPM, and what is its role in defining units of measurement?

A1: The BIPM (Bureau International des Poids et Mesures) is an intergovernmental
organization responsible for establishing and maintaining the International System of Units
(SI). Its crucial role includes coordinating international metrology, maintaining international
measurement standards, and promoting research and innovation in metrology. The BIPM
ensures global consistency and accuracy in measurements.

Q2: Why did we need to move away from physical artefacts as measurement
standards?
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A2: Physical artefacts, like the International Prototype Kilogram, were prone to damage,
wear, and even subtle changes over time, leading to inconsistencies in measurements
globally. Fundamental constants of nature, in contrast, are immutable properties of the
universe, offering infinitely more stable and reproducible definitions.

Q3: What are the benefits of using fundamental constants to define SI units?

A3: Using fundamental constants offers improved accuracy and reproducibility in
measurements since these constants are unchanging. It also increases accessibility as
laboratories don’t need specific artefacts. This enhanced reliability and consistency benefit
numerous scientific fields and industrial processes.

Q4: How are the new SI definitions based on fundamental constants implemented in
practice?

A4: The new definitions rely on advanced measurement techniques, often involving
sophisticated instruments like atomic clocks and advanced optical interferometers. These
instruments allow scientists to relate the fundamental constants to practical measurements,
ensuring the accurate realization of the SI units in laboratories worldwide.
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Q5: What are some examples of technologies that rely on accurate measurements
based on the new SI definitions?

A5: Many technologies rely on precise measurement, including GPS systems (dependent on
extremely accurate timekeeping), medical imaging (requiring precise calibration of
equipment), and semiconductor manufacturing (demanding extremely accurate dimensions).
The improved SI definitions directly enhance the accuracy and reliability of these
technologies.

Q6: What are the future implications of the shift from artefacts to atoms in
metrology?

A6: The future of metrology likely involves further refinement of measurement techniques,
possibly leveraging quantum phenomena for even more precise measurements. Research into
new fundamental constants and their application to measurement standards is an ongoing
area of investigation.

Q7: Are there any limitations to the current system of defining units based on
fundamental constants?
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A7: While significantly improved over artefact-based systems, there are still limitations.
Accurately measuring and realizing some fundamental constants remains a challenge,
requiring ongoing research and technological advancements. Furthermore, the current
system's complexity might pose challenges for some applications.

Q8: How does the BIPM ensure international collaboration and standardization in
metrology?

A8: The BIPM facilitates international collaboration through various channels, including
conferences, workshops, and the dissemination of information. It works closely with national
metrology institutes (NMIs) worldwide to promote consistent measurement practices and
calibrate measurement standards against the SI units. This ensures global agreement and
avoids inconsistencies in measurements across different nations.

From Artefacts to Atoms: The BIPM and the Search for Ultimate Measurement Standards

The quest for precise measurement has driven humanity since the dawn of civilization. From
assessing the length of a field to weighing precious substances, the ability to determine
physical properties has been crucial to progress. This quest, however, has been a journey of



From Artefacts To Atoms The Bipm And The Search For Ultimate Measurement Standards

From Artefacts To Atoms The Bipm And The Search For Ultimate Measurement Standards
12

persistent enhancement, moving from reliance on subjective standards to the sophisticated
systems we use today. At the center of this journey sits the Bureau International des Poids et
Mesures (BIPM), the international group in charge of defining and preserving the worldwide
system of units, the SI (Système International d'Unités). Their work, a absorbing blend of
physics and worldwide partnership, embodies the ongoing quest for ultimate measurement
standards, a journey from tangible objects to the fundamental principles of the subatomic
world.

The early history of measurement is littered with cases of random standards. A "foot," for
illustration, was originally the measure of a king's foot, a very inconsistent standard. As
commerce and technology progressed, the need for more accurate and stable standards
became obvious. This resulted to the development of prototypes, physical artifacts that served
as the absolute references for various quantities. The worldwide prototype kilogram, a
platinum cylinder, functioned as the definition of the kilogram for over a hundred years, a
testament to the precision with which these items were maintained.

However, even these meticulously produced prototypes had limitations. They were susceptible
to degradation, albeit small, and their permanence over years could not be ensured with
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complete certainty. Moreover, the dependence on physical artifacts constrained the precision
of measurements to the intrinsic inaccuracies associated with these artifacts themselves.

The BIPM, established in 1875, has played a pivotal role in dealing with these problems. Its
efforts have been focused on shifting away from artifact-based standards towards more
fundamental principles based on essential constants of science. This transition represents a
paradigm change in metrology, the study of measurement.

The revision of the kilogram in 2019 exemplifies this change. Instead of relying on a tangible
example, the kilogram is now defined using the Planck constant, a fundamental constant of
nature. This redefinition ensures that the kilogram is unrelated of any physical item and is
therefore far more stable and precise.

Similar redefinitions have been applied to other SI units, such as the ampere, the kelvin, and
the mole. These re-evaluations have substantially bettered the accuracy and consistency of
the SI system, paving the way for even more accurate measurements in science and business.

The future of measurement standards lies in the continued search for even more basic
constants. The BIPM and other worldwide organizations are actively involved in study to
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enhance existing principles and to investigate new ways to measure physical quantities. The
supreme goal is to create a framework of measurement that is totally independent of any
tangible artifacts, based solely on unchanging constants of nature.

This relentless pursuit of ultimate measurement standards has extensive implications for
culture. Improved measurement precision is fundamental to development in healthcare,
technology, and natural science. From developing new medications to monitoring
environmental change, the ability to perform increasingly precise measurements is crucial to
our understanding of the world around us and our ability to affect it for the best.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: What is the BIPM's role in the global measurement system?

A1: The BIPM is responsible for coordinating international metrology, ensuring consistency
and accuracy in measurements worldwide. This includes maintaining the International System
of Units (SI) and promoting international collaboration in measurement science.

Q2: Why was the redefinition of the kilogram necessary?
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A2: The previous definition, based on a physical artifact, was susceptible to change over time,
introducing uncertainty. The new definition, based on the Planck constant, is more stable and
reliable, leading to higher measurement accuracy.

Q3: What are the future directions for measurement standards?

A3: Future directions involve continued research on fundamental constants and exploring
new methods for defining units, striving for a system completely independent of physical
artifacts. This includes exploring quantum phenomena for improved measurement techniques.

Q4: How does improved measurement accuracy benefit society?

A4: Improved accuracy benefits numerous fields, from medicine (drug development,
diagnostics) to manufacturing (precision engineering) to environmental monitoring (climate
change studies). It underpins technological advancements and helps us better understand and
interact with the world.
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