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Fluctuations of the current through a tunnel junction are measured using a Josephson junction. The

current noise adds to the bias current of the Josephson junction and affects its switching out of the

supercurrent branch. The experiment is carried out in a regime where switching is determined by thermal

activation. The variance of the noise results in an elevated effective temperature, whereas the third

cumulant, related to its asymmetric character, leads to a difference in the switching rates observed for

opposite signs of the current through the tunnel junction. Measurements are compared quantitatively with

recent theoretical predictions.
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The current through voltage-biased electrical conductors
exhibits fluctuations, which, in contrast to equilibrium
Johnson-Nyquist noise, are not symmetric with respect to
the average current. This translates into finite odd cumu-
lants in the distribution of the number of electrons trans-
ferred through the conductor in a given time. Whereas the
full counting statistics of this number can be calculated for
arbitrary conductors [1,2], up to now high order cumulants
have been measured in very few experiments. The third
cumulant has been successfully accessed by signal pro-
cessing the time-dependent current [3–5], but with setups
that are restricted either to low impedance samples, which
leads to large environmental effects [3], or to low frequen-
cies [4,5]. As an alternative strategy, Tobiska and Nazarov
[6] proposed to use a Josephson junction (JJ) as a large
bandwidth on-chip noise detector [7–9]. It has a high
intrinsic sensitivity, and can be coupled to noise sources
over a large range of impedances. The detection principle
relies on the exponential current sensitivity of the switch-
ing of a JJ from a metastable zero-voltage branch to a
dissipative one. When biased at a current IJ slightly below
its critical current I0, the rate of switching is therefore very
sensitive to noise in the current. The first detection of
asymmetric noise with a JJ was reported in Refs. [7,8].
However, the JJ detector, which was placed in an inductive
environment, had a very large plasma frequency, and the
dynamics of the junction changed regime as the noise
intensity increased, from macroscopic quantum tunneling
(MQT) to retrapping [10] through thermal activation. The
measured asymmetry in the escape rates could only be
compared to an adiabatic model [11], using empirical
parameters. For a detector to be of practical use it must
have a well characterized and a simple enough response, so
that information on the noise can be reliably extracted. As
quantitative theories have been developed for a JJ in the
thermal regime placed in a resistive environment [12–14],
we designed an experiment in this framework, allowing for
a detailed, quantitative comparison with theory.

The principle of our experiment is to add the current
noise from a noise source to the dc bias current of a JJ (see
Fig. 1). The dynamics of a JJ placed in a resistive environ-
ment are described by the resistively and capacitively
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FIG. 1 (color online). Top: Experimental setup. Noise from a
tunnel junction (green double box) biased at dc with a current IN
couples through capacitors C1 ¼ 230 pF and C2 ¼ 345 pF to a
Josephson junction (JJ) detector (orange crossed box), which is
current-biased on its supercurrent branch. The voltage VJ across
the junction monitors the switching to the dissipative state.
Capacitor CJ ¼ 12:5 pF lowers the JJ plasma frequency to
!p0=2� ’ 1:5 GHz. Capacitors CN ¼ 190 pF and Cg ¼
140 pF shunt the external impedance at !p0, so that the imped-

ance across the JJ is determined only by on-chip elements.
Resistors R1 ¼ R3 ¼ 215 � and R2 ¼ 515 � were fabricated
with thin Cr films. Bottom left: IV characteristic of the tunnel
junction, linear at this scale, with inverse slope RN ¼ 22:9 k�.
Bottom right: IV characteristic of the JJ detector, with critical
current I0 ¼ 437 nA. We attribute a resonance near VJ �
120 �V to a mode of the electromagnetic environment of the
junction.
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shunted junction (RCSJ) model [15], with the voltage
related to the average velocity of a fictitious particle placed
in a tilted washboard potential. The tilt of the potential is
determined by the reduced parameter s ¼ IJ=I0. At s < 1
the potential presents local minima where the particle can
be trapped. The voltage is then zero: this corresponds to the
supercurrent branch. The frequency of small oscillations is
called the plasma frequency !p. Johnson-Nyquist current

noise related to the finite temperature T of the environment
of the junction is modeled as a fluctuating force on the
particle, which triggers escape from the local minimum
(‘‘switching’’). When kBT > @!p=2�, the switching rate

� is given by Kramer’s formula [16] � ¼ A exp½�B2ðTÞ�
with A ’ !p=2� for moderate quality factors Q, !p ¼
!p0ð1� s2Þ1=4 the plasma frequency in the tilted potential,

!p0 ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

I0=’0CJ

p

the bare plasma frequency determined

by the capacitance CJ and critical current I0 of the junc-
tion, with ’0 ¼ @=2e, and

B2ðTÞ ¼ ð4 ffiffiffi

2
p

I0’0=3kBTÞð1� jsjÞ3=2: (1)

Recently, this result was extended to the situation in
which an additional delta-correlated noise �INðtÞ, char-
acterized by a finite third cumulant S3 defined by
h�INðtÞ�INðt0Þ�INðt00Þi ¼ S3�ðt0 � tÞ�ðt00 � t0Þ and a sec-
ond cumulant h�INðtÞ�INðt0Þi ¼ S2�ðt0 � tÞ adds to the
current through the JJ [12–14]. The effect of higher order
cumulants is assumed to be weak. The corresponding
fluctuating force leads to a modification of the rate: � ¼
A expf�½B2ðTeffÞ þ B3�g. The second cumulant yields an
increased effective temperature Teff given by

2kBTeff=Rk ¼ 2kBT=Rþ S2: (2)

Here, R is the parallel combination of all the resistances
which produce Johnson-Nyquist noise across the junction.
The resistance Rk characterizes the friction acting on the

fictitious particle and is, in a simple model, given by the
total resistance across the junction, including both R and
the resistance RN of the noise source. This expression
indicates that the second cumulant of noise from the noise
source S2 simply adds to the Johnson-Nyquist noise of the
rest of the circuit. The third cumulant gives rise to the
additional term

B3 ¼ �S3ð’0=kBTeffÞ3!2
p0jðsÞ (3)

with jðsÞ a function of the tilt that depends on the quality
factor [14]. When reversing the sign of the average current
IN through the noise source, S2 remains unchanged
whereas S3 changes sign. Therefore, the departure from 1
of the rate ratio

R� ¼ �ðþINÞ=�ð�INÞ ¼ expð2jB3jÞ (4)

is a measure of nonsymmetric noise (S3 � 0).
The experimental setup is shown schematically in Fig. 1.

As it is well established that current noise through a tunnel
junction is Poissonian (S2 ¼ ejINj and S3 ¼ e2IN , with e

the electron charge), we use such a device (green double
box) as a benchmark noise source. The JJ detector (orange
crossed box) is coupled to it through capacitors C1 and C2.
The finite frequency part �IN of the current through the
tunnel junction INðtÞ flows through the JJ detector, owing
to the high-pass filter formed by R3, C1 and C2 (3 dB point
at 5 MHz). The switching of the JJ current-biased at IJ is
signaled by the appearance of a voltage VJ across it. The
low plasma frequency of 1.5 GHz guarantees kBT >

@!p=2� even at the lowest temperature of our experiment

(20 mK) [17]. In the relevant range of frequencies slightly
below !p0=2�, numerical simulations of the actual circuit

indicate that the quality factor of the Josephson oscillations
Q is close to 5, insuring an underdamped dynamics, and no
effect of retrapping [7,10] as long as s � 4=�Q ’ 0:25.
The sample was fabricated on a thermally oxidized high

resistivity (103 to 104 � cm) Si wafer. All on-chip resistors
are 10 nm-thick Cr layers, with 215 �=h sheet resistance
at 4 K, placed between mm-size pads. Capacitors were
obtained from parallel aluminum films separated by
29 nm-thick sputtered silicon nitride as an insulator [18].
The tunnel junction and the JJ detector were fabricated at
the same time by shadow evaporation of 20 nm and 80 nm-
thick aluminum films. Their current-voltage characteristics
are shown in Fig. 1. The tunnel junction has an area of
0:09 �m2 and a tunnel resistance RN ¼ 22:9 k�. It was
biased at voltages larger than twice the superconducting
gap 2�=e ¼ 0:4 mV (which corresponds to IN ¼
0:02 �A), so that it behaves as a normal metal junction,
with Poissonian noise. The JJ detector, with area 1 �m2,
has a supercurrent I0 ¼ 0:437 �A. It was biased in series
with a resistor R1 ¼ 215 � through a 50 � coaxial line
equipped with attenuators. When switching occurs at a
supercurrent Isw, the voltage across the junction jumps to
ðR1 þ 50 �ÞIsw < 2�=e, so that the current through it
drops to zero and no quasiparticles are generated.
Moreover, gold electrodes in good contact with the Al
films were fabricated a few �m away from the junctions
in order to act as traps for spurious quasiparticles [19] that
could be excited by the high frequency noise. Apart from
the Cr resistors and the Au traps, all conductors on the chip
are superconducting aluminum films.
The sample was thermally anchored to the mixing cham-

ber of a dilution refrigerator. The tunnel junction was
biased by a floating voltage supply through two 1:5 M�
resistors. The on-chip capacitance CN ¼ 190 pF on the
bias line is large enough to maintain the voltage across
the tunnel junction at VN ¼ RNIN for all relevant frequen-
cies. Escape rates of the JJ were measured using 2� 105

current pulses of duration � ¼ 0:53 �s with alternatively
positive (þIJ) and negative (�IJ) amplitude, separated by
9 �s. They were fed through a nonpolarized capacitor
Cin ¼ 200 �F placed at room temperature, which prevents
dc thermoelectric currents from unbalancing the pulses.
The switching rates �þ and �� for the two signs of IJ were
deduced from the switching probability P ¼ 1� e���
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measured as the fraction of the current pulses which led to
a voltage pulse.

We first demonstrate that the switching of the detector
junction is well described by the model of thermal activa-
tion whatever the current in the noise source. Figure 2(a)
shows, for various currents IN > 0, the s dependence of

B2=3 ¼ ½� lnð�=AÞ�2=3. Data fall on straight lines that ex-
trapolate to 0 for IJ ¼ I0, as expected from Eq. (1). This
allows us to extract an effective temperature Teff , whose
dependence on IN is shown in Fig. 2(b), with data taken at
four different base temperatures T. We do find a linear
dependance with correct extrapolations at IN ¼ 0 (values
slightly above T are attributed to imperfect filtering), as
expected from Eq. (2) with S2 ¼ eI. Understanding the
slope quantitatively requires an accurate model of the
actual circuit at microwave frequencies: the RCSJ model
assumes that the JJ is simply connected to a capacitor, a
resistance Rk and a current source, in parallel. In the limit

Q � 1, Rk, which describes friction, has to be replaced

with Rkð!pÞ � 1=ReðYð!pÞÞ, with Yð!Þ the total admit-

tance of the circuit across the JJ. Microwave simulations
indicate that Rkð!pÞ varies almost linearly from 63 � at

1 GHz to 36 � at 1.5 GHz, and that a current INð!Þ
through the tunnel junction leads to a current �ð!ÞINð!Þ
through the JJ detector, with a transfer function �ð!Þ
varying from 1.1 at 1 GHz to 1.27 at 1.5 GHz. Since es-
cape is determined essentially by the noise at !p, we

replace S2 by �
2ð!pÞeIN. Altogether, the prediction Teff ’

T þ �2ð!pÞRkð!pÞeIN=2kB is in agreement with the data

(see dashed lines in Fig. 2; to fit the 20 mK data, we used
T ¼ 72 mK), apart from the slight change in slope when
varying T which could be attributed to variations in the
kinetic inductance of the superconducting electrodes.

We now discuss the effect of noise asymmetry. The B2=3

plots for opposite signs of the current through the noise
source are undistinguishable within the symbol size, dem-
onstrating that the effect of the second cumulant S2 is
dominant. In the limit eVN � kBT, theory predicts that
the effect of S3 is to shift the curves by �IJ �
0:6Bð!p0=QÞðS3=S2Þ ¼ 0:6Be=RkCJ � 0:2%I0, which is

difficult to measure reliably [20]. In our experiment,
we measured directly the asymmetry ratio R� defined by
Eq. (4), which varies by several percent (see Fig. 3). We
first set the amplitude IJ of the current pulses at a value
corresponding to a switching probability P� 0:6, for
which the statistical precision on the rates is good [21].
We then measured 100 times �þ and ��, with alternatively
þIN and�IN through the noise source. This allows for two
independent measurements of R�: Rþ

� ¼ �þð�INÞ=
�þðþINÞ and R�

� ¼��ðþINÞ=��ð�INÞ [22]. In Fig. 3(a),

we show with full and open symbols the corresponding
measurements. The rate ratio R� differs from 1, a signature
of asymmetric noise, as soon as IN � 0. The statistical
uncertainty on R� is smaller than the symbols. Small
differences between Rþ

� and R�
� , in particular around IN ¼

2 �A, are not understood. As for the comparison with
theory, a difficulty arises because of the frequency depen-
dence of the transfer function �ð!Þ, which results in a
colored third cumulant at the detector S3ð!1; !2Þ ¼
�ð!1Þ�ð!2 �!1Þ�ð�!2Þe2IN . In the following, and in
the absence of indication as to which frequencies are
important, we compare however with the only existing
theory, which assumes white noise (S3 ¼ e2IN). The cor-
responding predictions, Eqs. (3) and (4) with jðsÞ ’
0:81ð1� sÞ2:14 [23], are shown as solid lines in Fig. 3(a),
scaled by an arbitrary factor 1.5. R� exhibits a maximum as
a function of IN due to the opposite variations of S3 and Teff

with IN . For Teff , we used interpolations between the
measured values shown in Fig. 2. When scaled up by 1.5,
which might be due to frequency dependent transmission
[�ð!Þ], theory accounts well for the experimental data.
Feedback corrections due to the detector, described in [13],
are neglected since Rk=RN � 1 [14]. Note that there is no

feedback associated to the series resistance R3 like in
Ref. [3] because the current noise associated to R3 does

FIG. 2 (color online). (a) Dependence of B2=3 ¼
ð� logð�=AÞÞ2=3 on the current IJ through the JJ detector, for
data taken at T ¼ 20 mK and currents through the tunnel junc-
tion IN ¼ 0:02 to 2:11 �A, by steps of 0:42 �A. Linear de-
pendence is a signature of the thermal activation regime.
(b) Effective temperature extracted from the slope of data sets
as in (a), as a function IN , for various temperatures T. Arrows
indicate the data points corresponding to the plots in (a). Solid
lines are linear interpolations. Dashed line are the predictions
from full theory, taking into account the frequency dependence
of the admittance Yð!Þ across the JJ and of the transfer function
�ð!Þ from noise source to JJ detector.
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not flow through the noise source, but through the JJ detec-
tor. In Fig. 3(b), we also compare with theory the s depen-
dence of R�. In order to perform this measurement, we
used pulses of various durations (0.53 to 21 �s), which
allows us to obtain the switching rates at different values of
s. For the longest pulses, the rate asymmetry is as large as
16%. Here also, theory scaled by 1.5 accounts precisely for
the data.

Qualitative agreement between experiment and theory
gives confidence for the use of the JJ as a measuring device
for S3, even if the application to a wider range of systems
requires some theory for colored noise. A limitation con-
cerns situations with strong nonlinearities in the voltage
dependence of the cumulants, where feedback effects
could become sizeable [24,25]. For quantitative measure-
ments of S3 on other systems, it is not only important to
tune the plasma frequency of the junction in the GHz range
as done in this work, but also to improve the microwave
design, in particular with more compact electrodes, so as to
avoid frequency dependent factors in the analysis. Propos-
als to access the full counting statistics with a JJ embedded
in more complex circuits [6] remain to be investigated.
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FIG. 3 (color online). (a) Rate asymmetry R� � 1 as a function
of current in noise source IN for various temperatures T. Filled
(open) symbols correspond to measurements with positive
(negative) current through the JJ detector. Solid lines are theo-
retical predictions scaled by a factor 1.5. (b) Dependence of
R� � 1 on s ¼ IJ=I0, at IN ¼ 0:334 �A, obtained with mea-
surement pulses of various lengths. Solid line is theoretical
prediction scaled by 1.5.
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