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the Shift

G. Jordan Maclay

Quantum Fields LLC, 147 Hunt Club Drive, St. Charles, IL 60174, USA; jordanmaclay@quantumfields.com

Abstract: In an atom, the interaction of a bound electron with the vacuum fluctuations of the
electromagnetic field leads to complex shifts in the energy levels of the electron, with the real part
of the shift corresponding to a shift in the energy level and the imaginary part to the width of the
energy level. The most celebrated radiative shift is the Lamb shift between the 2s1/2 and the 2p1/2

levels of the hydrogen atom. The measurement of this shift in 1947 by Willis Lamb Jr. proved that
the prediction by Dirac theory that the energy levels were degenerate was incorrect. Hans Bethe’s
non-relativistic calculation of the shift using second-order perturbation theory demonstrated the
renormalization process required to deal with the divergences plaguing the existing theories and
led to the understanding that it was essential for theory to include interactions with the zero-point
quantum vacuum field. This was the birth of modern quantum electrodynamics (QED). Numerous
calculations of the Lamb shift followed including relativistic and covariant calculations, all of which
contain a nonrelativistic contribution equal to that computed by Bethe. The semi-quantitative models
for the radiative shift of Welton and Power, which were developed in an effort to demonstrate
physical mechanisms by which vacuum fluctuations lead to the shift, are also considered here. This
paper describes a calculation of the shift using a group theoretical approach which gives the shift as
an integral over frequency of a function, which is called the “spectral density of the shift.“ The energy
shift computed by group theory is equivalent to that derived by Bethe yet, unlike in other calculations
of the non-relativistic radiative shift, no sum over a complete set of states is required. The spectral
density, which is obtained by a relatively simple computation, reveals how different frequencies of
vacuum fluctuations contribute to the total energy shift. The analysis shows, for example, that half
the radiative shift for the ground state 1S level in H comes from virtual photon energies below 9700
eV, and that the expressions of Power and Welton have the correct high-frequency behavior, but not
the correct low-frequency behavior, although they do give approximately the correct value for the
total shift.

Keywords: Bethe; radiative shift; shift spectral density; spectral density; vacuum fluctuations;
vacuum field; mass renormalization; Lamb shift; QED; radiative reaction; zero point fluctuations;
hydrogen atom

1. Introduction

In astronomy, in quantum theory, and in quantum electrodynamics (QED), there have
been periods of great progress in which solutions to challenging problems have been
obtained, and the fields have moved forward. However, in some cases getting the right
answers can still leave fundamental questions unanswered. The Big Bang explained the
origin of cosmic background radiation but left the problem of why the universe appears
to be made of matter and not equal amounts of matter and antimatter [1]. In quantum
theory, physicists can compute the behavior of atoms yet cannot describe a measurement
in a self-consistent way [2], or make sense of the collapse of a photon wavefunction from
a near infinite volume to a point [3]. In quantum electrodynamics, we can compute the
Lamb shift of the H atom to 15 decimal places [4], yet we are left with the paradox of
using perturbation theory to remove infinite terms or to understand a quantum vacuum
with infinite energy. In this paper, several different approaches to the computation of the
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non-relativistic Lamb shift are examined. For these approaches, the Lamb shift can be
expressed in different ways as an integral over the frequency of a spectral density. This
paper analyzes of the differences in the non-relativistic spectral densities for the different
approaches as a function of frequency and compares the spectral densities to those obtained
using a group theoretical analysis. The integral of the spectral density over all frequencies
gives the corresponding value of the non-relativistic Lamb shift.

Feynman called the three-page long 1947 non-relativistic Lamb shift calculation by
Hans Bethe the most important calculation in quantum electrodynamics because it tamed
the infinities plaguing earlier attempts [5,6]. When the sum over all states is evaluated
numerically, it gives a finite prediction that agreed with experiment [7,8]. Dirac said it
“fundamentally changed the nature of theoretical physics” [6]. Quoting the classic text
of Quantum Electrodynamics, Volume 4 in the Landau and Lifshiftz series on Theoretical
Physics: “This work provided the initial stimulus for the whole subsequent development of
quantum electrodynamics” [5]. Yet when this calculation is explored more deeply, questions
arise about it and about other fundamentally different calculations of the Lamb shift, for
example, those by Welton [9] and Power [10], that employ different conceptual approaches
that have similar high-frequency but different low-frequency behavior from Bethe’s result
yet give approximately the same value for the level shift [6]. These three approaches to
the Lamb shift and the corresponding vacuum energy densities have also been considered
in [11].

There is an intimate relationship between radiative shifts and vacuum fluctuations.
The shift can be interpreted as arising from virtual transitions induced by the quantum
fluctuations of the electromagnetic field. Since the vacuum field contains all frequencies,
virtual transitions to all states, bound and scattering, are possible. These short-lived virtual
transition result in a slight shift in the average energy of the atom, a shift which is the Lamb
shift [12]. The Lamb shift can also be described as an interaction of the electron with its
own radiation field, yielding the same results as the vacuum field [6].

Shortly after Bethe’s calculation, Dyson published, as a problem assigned by Bethe, a
calculation of the Lamb shift for a spinless electron [13]. Formal and rigorous relativistic
perturbation theory calculations to first-order in the radiation field and to fourth order in
the ratio of the velocity of the atomic electron to the velocity of light, based on the Dirac
equation, including spin and relativistic effects, were carried out independently in 1949 by
J. French and V. Weisskopf [14] and N. Kroll and W. Lamb [15]. They used a high-frequency
cutoff for the non-relativistic contribution which also acted as a low-frequency cutoff for
the relativistic portion, and when both contributions were added together, the sum was
independent of the cutoff, and equaled a term corresponding to the Bethe log plus constants
corresponding to relativistic corrections. Although these calculations were difficult and
cumbersome, they have stood the test of time [16]. These relativistic calculations gave a
value of 1052 MHz for the Lamb shift, compared to Bethe’s result of 1040 MHz, about a 1%
difference. The determination of the second-order corrections for the Lamb shift is quite
complicated. The most complete tabulation and systematic derivation was carried out by
Erickson and Yennie [17]. Today the Lamb shift is computed precisely to over 10 decimal
places to be about 1057 MHz, the largest error being due to the uncertainty in the radius of
the proton [4].

At about the same time as the first relativistic calculations were published, Schwinger
published a general covariant approach to quantum electrodynamics which he applied to
the Lamb shift computation [18]. Within a year, three different approaches to quantum
electrodynamics were independently developed that were relativistic and could deal with
divergences with some success. Schwinger, Tomonaga, and Feynman each had proposed a
manifestly covariant method, and shown its capability to address a broader range of QED
problems than just the energy levels of the H atom [19]. Freeman Dyson showed that these
three methods had essential similarities and were mutually consistent [20].

The classic text, Quantum Electrodynamics, Volume 4 of the Landau and Lifshitz series
on Theoretical Physics, second edition published in 1979, does the Lamb shift calculation
by dividing the vacuum energy spectrum into a low and high-frequency region with a
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cutoff [5]. For the high-energy region, they use scattering theory based on Schwinger’s
approach. For the low-frequency region they use non-relativistic kinematics and start
with the expression for dipole radiation, which they transform with some mathematical
operations on delta function; then they integrate over frequency and obtain essentially
the same result as Bethe plus constants corresponding to vacuum polarization and other
corrections that are not considered here. When the high and low-frequency results are
added, the cutoff cancels. The final result contains the Bethe log. A slightly different
approach is taken but with similar results in [21]. Another important text, published in
1980 by Itzykson and Zuber, starts with a modified Dirac equation with a fictitious photon
mass, and that includes vacuum polarization and vertex corrections for an electron in a
slowly varying external field [22]. This equation yields a level shift with two terms that
correspond to the high-energy region and low-energy region. After evaluation, the sum of
the terms is taken, the fictitious mass cancels, and the result is the Bethe log and a constant.

Modern QED texts use similar approaches. Weinberg uses a fictitious photon mass in
the photon propagator which leads to a high and low-energy term [16]. When added, the
fictitious mass cancels, yielding a constant and the Bethe log term. The evolution of Lamb
shift calculations is outlined in [12] and the detailed status is in [23].

For the purposes of the present paper, which is a non-relativistic calculation of the
radiative Lamb shift, not including vacuum polarization, it is important to note that
Bethe’s non-relativistic result and the numerically evaluated Bethe log have been obtained
in virtually all Lamb shift calculations, including all relativistic calculations [5,6,16,22].
The Bethe log represents the non-relativistic radiative contribution in all these diverse
calculations. The Lamb shift spectral density obtained here can be integrated to obtain
the non-relativistic Lamb shift, a quantity given by the Bethe logarithm. Furthermore, the
integral can be taken to the desired energy to be consistent with a particular relativistic
calculation. Thus, the spectral density computed is a standalone fundamental quantity that
relates to all Lamb shift calculations described in the literature. Consequently, there is no
need to consider the numerous relativistic calculations further in this paper.

Bethe’s non-relativistic calculation to order α in the vacuum field (one virtual photon)
was based on second-order perturbation theory applied to the minimal coupling of the atom
with the vacuum field, (e/mc)A · p, and a dipole approximation; here m, e, and p are the
mass, charge and momentum of the electron, respectively, c is the speed of light in a vacuum,
and A is the vector potential. This interaction leads to the emission and absorption of
virtual photons corresponding to virtual transitions. The shift is expressed as a sum over the
infinite number of intermediate states, bound and scattering, reached by virtual transitions.
The predicted shift is divergent, but Bethe subtracted the term that corresponded to the
linearly divergent vacuum energy shift for a free bare electron, essentially doing a mass
renormalization to remove this higher-order divergence in the spectral density for the shift.
For S states, the resulting spectral density has a 1/frequency behavior for frequencies above
about 1000 eV/h̄, (with h̄ the reduced Planck’s constant) giving a logarithmic divergence in
the shift. Bethe used a high-frequency cutoff of ω = mc2/h̄.

The models of Welton and Power embody different perspectives on the role of vac-
uum fluctuations than the Bethe calculation. Itzykson and Zuber note: “Charged particles
interact with the fluctuations of the quantized electromagnetic field . . . we may give, fol-
lowing Welton, a qualitative description of the main effect: the Lamb shift” [22]. Welton’s
semi-quantitative model for computing the Lamb shift was based on the perturbation of the
motion of a bound electron in the H atom due to the quantum vacuum fluctuations altering
the location of the electron, which resulted in a slight shift of the bound state energy [6,9,12].
This simplified intuitive model predicts a spectral density proportional to 1/frequency for
all frequencies and a shift only for S states. The approach of Feynman [24], interpreted by
Power [10], considers a large box containing H atoms and is based on the shift in the energy
in the quantum vacuum field due to the change in the index of refraction arising from the
presence of H atoms. This approach predicts that the shift in the energy in the vacuum field
around the H atoms exactly equals the radiative shift [6,11]. It gives a spectral density with
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the same high-frequency dependence as Bethe, but a different low-frequency dependence.
A similar calculation to Power’s models the Lamb shift as a Stark shift [6].

The Lamb shift has been previously computed using O(4) symmetry [25] and by using
SO(4,2) symmetry [26] using a different approach from that presented here. In both these
cases, the Bethe log is obtained for low-lying states as a converging series. The results
presented here describe a calculation of the Lamb shift for all states that is based on a SO(4,2)
group theoretical analysis of the H atom that allows us to determine the dependence of
the shift on the frequency with no sum over states [27]. The spectral shift due to all virtual
transitions is computed analytically.

The degeneracy group of the non-relativistic H atom is O(4), with generators angular
momentum operator L and Runge-Lenz vector A. A representation of O(4) of dimension
n2 exists for each value of the principal quantum number n, where the angular momen-
tum L has values from 0 to n − 1, and there are 2L + 1 possible values of Lz = m, the
azimuthal quantum number. If this group is extended by adding a 4-vector of generators
the non-invariance group SO(4,1) results, which has representations that include all states
of different n and L and operators that connect states with different principal quantum
numbers. Adding a 5-vector of additional generators produces the group SO(4,2) and
allows us to express Schrödinger’s equation in terms of the new generators, and to make
effective group theoretical calculations [27]. The basis states used permit both bound and
scattering states to be included seamlessly [28] and no sum over states appears in the
final expression for the spectral density. One advantage of this approach is that for each
energy level it is possible to readily compute a spectral density for the shift whose integral
over frequency from 0 to mc2/2πh̄ is the radiative shift that includes transitions to all
possible states. This reveals how different frequencies of the vacuum field contribute to the
radiative shift.

In this paper, the different results of Bethe, Welton and Power are compared to the
group theoretical spectral density for the non-relativistic Lamb shift for the 1S ground state,
and the 2S and 2P levels. With this new picture of the Lamb shift, differences between
the various approaches are seen. Knowing the spectral density of the shift provides new
insights into understanding the Lamb shift.

2. Background of Radiative Shift Calculations

The first calculation of the Lamb shift of a hydrogen atom was carried out by Bethe in
1947 [8], who assumed the shift was due to the interaction of the atom with the vacuum
field. He calculated the shift using second-order perturbation theory, assuming that there
was minimal coupling in the Hamiltonian

Hint = − e

mc
A · p +

e2

2mc2 A2, (1)

where A is the vector potential in the dipole approximation for the vacuum field in a large
quantization volume V:

A = ∑
k,λ

(
2πh̄

ωkV
)1/2(ak,λ + a†

k,λ)ekλ , (2)

where the sum is over the virtual photon frequency ωk, and the polarization λ; ak,λ and
a†

k,λ are the annihilation and creation operators, and ekλ is a unit vector in the direction of
polarization of the electric field. The shift from the A2 term is independent of the state of
the atom and is therefore neglected. The total shift ∆EnTot for energy level n of the atom in
state |n〉 is given by second-order perturbation theory as

∆EnTot = − 2
3π2

α

m2c2 ∑
m

|pmn|2
∫

EdE

Em − En + E
, (3)
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where the quantum vacuum field energy is E = h̄ω and the momentum matrix elements
are |pmn| = |〈m|p|n〉|. The sum is over all intermediate states |m〉, scattering and bound,
where m 6= n and the integral is over the energy E of the vacuum field. The fine structure
constant is α = e2/h̄c.

The integrand in Equation (3) has a linear divergence. Bethe observed that this
divergence corresponded to the integral that occurs when the binding energy vanishes so
(Em − En) → 0 and the electrons are free:

∆Efree = − 2
3π2

α

m2c2 ∑
m

|pmn|2
∫

dE. (4)

He subtracted this divergent term ∆Efree from the total shift ∆EnTot,

∆EnL = ∆EnTot − ∆Efree , (5)

to obtain a finite observable shift ∆EnL for the state |nL〉:

∆EnL =
2α

3π(mc)2

s

∑
m

|pmn|2
∫ h̄ωc

0
dE

(Em − En)

Em − En + E − iǫ
, (6)

where ωC is a cutoff frequency for the integration that Bethe took as h̄ωc = mc2. Using an
idea from Kramers [6,29], Bethe did this renormalization, taking the difference between
the terms with a potential present and without a potential present, essentially performing
the free electron mass renormalization. He reasoned that relativistic retardation could be
neglected and the radiative shift could be reasonably approximated using a non-relativistic
approach and he cut the integration off at an energy corresponding to the mass of the
electron. He obtained a finite result that required a numerical calculation over all states,
bound and scattering, that gave good agreement with measurements [7,8,30].

The spectral density in the Bethe formalism, which is analysed in this paper, is the
quantity in Equation (6) being integrated over E. It includes the sum over states m and
the constants. The term for m represents the contribution to the Lamb shift for the virtual
transition from state n to state m. Note that since the ground state is the lowest state, all
intermediate states have higher energies so the ground state shift has to be positive.

For the purposes of comparison to the other calculations of the Lamb shift, it is helpful
to show the next steps Bethe took to evaluate the shift ∆En for S states, which have the
largest shifts. Note that the spectral density in Equation (6) that will be analyzed is not
affected by the subsequent approximations Bethe made to evaluate the integral. First, the
E− integration is carried out:

∆EBethe
n =

2α

3π
(

1
mc

)2 ∑
m

|pnm|2(Em − En) ln
(mc2 + Em − En)

|Em − En|
. (7)

To simplify the evaluation Bethe assumed |Em − En| ≪ mc2 in the logarithm and that the
logarithm would vary slowly with the index m so it could be replaced by an average value,

∆̂E
Bethe
n =

2α

3π

(
1

mc

)2
ln

mc2

|Em − En|ave
∑
m

|pnm|2(Em − En) , (8)

where the hat over the ∆E indicates this is an approximation to Equation (7). Now that the
E-integration is done, the spectral density is no longer manifest. The summation can be
evaluated using the dipole sum rule:

2
s

∑
m

|pnm|2(Em − En) = h̄2
〈

n
∣∣∣∇2V

∣∣∣n
〉

. (9)
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where 〈...〉 indicates an expectation value. The Laplacian with a Coulomb potential V =
−Ze2/r is ∇2V(r) = 4πZe2δ(r) which gives

〈
n
∣∣∣∇2V

∣∣∣n
〉
= 4πZe2|ψn(0)|2, (10)

where Z is the positive charge of the nucleus, ψ(r) is the wave function for the Coulomb
potential and |ψn(0)|2 is zero except for S states,

|ψn(0)|2 =
1
π

(
Zαmc

nh̄

)3
. (11)

For S states, this gives an energy shift equal to [6]

∆̂E
Bethe
n =

4mc2

3π
α(Zα)4 1

n3 ln
mc2

|Em − En|ave
. (12)

The so-called “Bethe log” for an S state with principal quantum number n is

ln
mc2

|Em − En|ave
=

∑m |pnm|2(Em − En) ln mc2

|Em−En |
∑m |pnm|2(Em − En)

, (13)

where the sum is over all states, bound and scattering. Bethe also has extended the
formalism for shifts for states that are not S states [30].

Regarding the approximations Bethe made to obtain Equation (8) from Equation (7)
and the use of the Bethe log Equation (13) he commented: “The important values of
|Em − En| will be of the order of the ground state binding energy for a hydrogenic atom.
This energy is very small compared to mc2 so the log [in Equation (7) here] is very large
and not sensitive to the exact value of (Em − En). In the numerator we neglect (Em − En)
altogether and replace it by an average energy [30]”. This study shows that Bethe was
correct that the relative contribution from energies of the order of the ground state is very
important, but the contribution from higher energy scattering states is quite significant,
and therefore the approximation |Em − En| ≪ mc2 is not valid for higher energy scattering
states for which Em increases to the value mc2. I am not aware of any quantitative estimates
of the error in the approximation. The difference, 0.3%, between the value obtained here
for the total 1S shift and that of Bethe may be due to this approximation, although this
has not been verified. On the other hand, Bethe’s approximation may have made his
non-relativistic approach viable.

To provide a more intuitive and qualitative physical picture of the shift, Welton
considered [9] the effect of a zero-point vacuum field on the motion of an electron bound in
a Coulomb potential V(r) at a location r. The perturbation ξ=(ξx, ξy, ξz) in the position of
the bound electron due to the random zero-point vacuum field E0 causes a variation in the
potential energy,

V(r + ξ) = V(r) + ξ · ∇V(r) +
1
2
(ξ · ∇)2V(r) + · · · . (14)

Because of the harmonic time dependence of the vacuum field 〈ξ〉 vanishes and the radiative
shift is given approximately by the vacuum expectation value of the last term:

∆EWelton
n =

〈ξ2〉
6

〈
∇2V(~r)

〉
n
. (15)

Since the potential has spherical symmetry 〈ξ2
x〉 = 〈ξ2

y〉 = 〈ξ2
z〉 = 〈ξ2/3〉. Equation (15)

gives ∆EWelton
n as the product of two factors, the first depending on the nature of the

fluctuations in the position of the bound electron due to the vacuum field and the second
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depending on the structure of the system. ξ is determined by mξ̈=eE0, where top double-dot
denotes the second order time derivative.

With a Fourier decomposition of E0 and ξ, and integrating over the frequency distri-
bution of the vacuum field, the vacuum expectation value can be computed[6,12]:

〈(~ξ)2〉 = 2α

π

(
h̄

mc

)2 ∫ mc2

0

dE

E
. (16)

With the results in Equations (10) and (11) the Laplacian in Equation (15) can be evaluated
giving a shift for S states equal to [6]:

∆EWelton
n =

4mc2

3π
α(Zα)4 1

n3

∫ mc2

0

dE

E
. (17)

Equation (17) shows that the spectral density for the Welton approach is proportional to
1/E. For the upper limit of integration, we assume the maximum wavelength equals the
Compton wavelength corresponding to an energy mc2, which Bethe used. The lower limit
of 0 gives a divergent shift, clearly showing that the model of the bound state is deficient at
low energies. To give an approximate lower limit, note that the large wavelength modes
are sensitive to low-lying electronic states, which suggests a wavelength cutoff about
equal to the radius a of the ground state so E = h̄c/a = αmc2 = 4.01 keV. For the n = 2
level of hydrogen, this gives a shift of 660 MHz, about 60% of the observed shift [22],
which confirms the model is reasonable. On the other hand, if one happens to compare
Equation (17) to Equation (12) it is clear that with the lower limit |Em − En|ave, as defined
in the Bethe log Equation (13), Welton’s model gives exactly the same total S state shift as
in the approximate Bethe formalism Equation (12). With these limits, the RMS (root mean

square) amplitude of oscillation of the electron bound in the Coulomb potential,
√
〈(~ξ)2〉,

is about 60 fm, which is about 0.037% of the mean radius of the 2S electron orbit.
Feynman proposed another approach for computing the Lamb shift based on a funda-

mental observation about the interaction of matter and the vacuum field [24]. He considered
a large box containing a low density of atoms in the quantum vacuum. The atoms cause a
change in the index of refraction, which leads to changes in the frequencies of the vacuum
field. The wavelengths remain the same. Feynman maintained that the change in the energy
of the zero point vacuum field in the box due to the frequency changes resulting from a
weak perturbing background of atoms acting as a refracting medium would correspond to
the self energy of the atoms, which is precisely the Lamb shift.

Power, based on the suggestion by Feynman, considered the change in vacuum
energy when N hydrogen atoms are placed in a volume V using the Kramers-Heisenberg
expression for the index of refraction n(ωk) [6,10]. The H atoms cause a change in the index
of refraction and therefore a change in the frequencies of the vacuum fluctuations present.
The corresponding change in vacuum energy ∆E is

∆E = ∑
k

1
n(ωk)

1
2

h̄ωk −
1
2

h̄ωk , (18)

where the sum is over all frequencies ωk present. For a dilute gas of atoms in a level n, the
index of refraction is [6]

n(ωk) = 1 +
4πN

3h̄ ∑
m

ωmn|d|2mn

ω2
mn − ω2

k

, (19)

where ωmn = (Em − En)/h̄ and dmn = exmn, the transition dipole moment. Substituting
n(ωk) into Equation (18) gives a divergent result for the energy shift . Following Bethe’s
approach, Power subtracted from ∆E the energy shift for the N free electrons, which equals
the shift when ωmn → 0, with no binding energy. After making this subtraction and
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converting the sum over ωk to an integral over ω, and letting NV → 1 the observable shift
in energy is obtained [6]:

∆EPower
n = − 2

3πc3 ∑
m

ω3
mn|dmn|2

∫ mc2/h̄

0

ω dω

ω2
mn − ω2 . (20)

Noting that

〈m| p

m
|n〉 = i

h̄
〈m|[H, x]|n〉 = i

h̄
(Em − En)〈m|x|n〉 , (21)

it follows

|pmn|2 = m2ω2
mn|xmn|2 =

m2ω2
mn

e2 |dmn|2. (22)

This allows us to write Power’s result Equation (20) as

∆EPower
n = − 2e2

3πm2c3 ∑
m

ωmn|pmn|2
∫ mc2/h̄

0

ω dω

ω2
mn − ω2 . (23)

Writing this equation in terms of E = h̄ω instead of ω yields:

∆EPower
n = − 2α

3π

(
1

mc

)2

∑
m

|pmn|2(Em − En)
∫ mc2

0

EdE

(Em − En)2 − E2 . (24)

Below, in Section 5, this equation will be used to analyze the spectral density for Power’s
method, showing the spectral density is different from Bethe’s at low frequencies but the
same at high frequencies. When Equation (24) is integrated with respect to E, taking the
principal value, one obtains

∆EPower
n =

2α

3π

(
1

mc

)2

∑
m

|pmn|2(Em − En) ln
[

mc2 + (Em − En)

Em − En
· mc2 − (Em − En)

Em − En

]1/2

. (25)

Except for the argument in the ln function, which corresponds to the upper limit of integra-
tion, this is the same as Bethe’s expression (7) for the shift. Assuming mc2 ≫ Em − En, as
Bethe did, then both expressions for the total shift are identical. It is clear, however, that
this approximation is not valid at high energies since the second factor in the ln function
in Equation (25) may even become less than one making the ln term negative. Feynman’s
approach highlights the changes in the vacuum field energy due to the interactions with
the H atoms.

One assumption in the computation by Power is that the index of refraction in the box
containing the atoms is spatially uniform. In Section 6, this assumption will be revisited
and a model suggested that predicts for a single atom the changes in the vacuum field
energy as a function of position for each spectral component of the radiative shift.

3. Spectral Density of the Lamb Shift

Our goal is to develop an expression for the energy shift of a level, in terms of the
generators of the group SO(4,2), that is an integral over frequency. Then the integrand
will be the spectral density of the shift, and group theoretical techniques can be used to
evaluate it [27]. This approach yields a generating function for the shifts for all levels. The
initial focus is on the ground state 1S level as an illustration of the results. At ordinary
temperatures and pressures, most atoms are in the ground state. The radiative shift for the
1S level is [27]

∆E1 =
4mc2α(Zα)4

3π

∫ φc

0
dφeφ sinh φ

∫ ∞

0
dsese−φ d

ds

1
(
coth s

2 + cosh φ
)2 , (26)



Physics 2022, 4 1261

where the dimensionless normalized frequency variable φ is defined as

φ =
1
2

ln
[

1 +
h̄ω

|E1|

]
, (27)

and E1 is the ground state energy of the H atom −13.6 eV. The cutoff φc corresponds to
E = h̄ωc = mc2 = 511 keV corresponding to the electron mass.

The group theoretical expression for the Lamb shift (26) is directly derived from the
Klein-Gordon equations of motion using a non-relativistic dipole approximation, assuming
infinite proton mass, and minimal coupling with the vacuum field. Basis states of (1/Zα)
are used since they have no scattering states and have the same quantum numbers as the
usual bound energy eigenstates [27]. The level shift is obtained as the difference between
the mass renormalization for a spinless meson bound in the desired state and the mass
renormalization for a free meson. Second-order perturbation theory is not used. Near the
end of the derivation, an equation that is equivalent to Bethe’s result (6) for the radiative
shift can be derived by inserting a complete set of Schrödinger energy eigenstates. Thus,
we expect the fundamental results from Bethe’s spectral density (with no approximations)
and the group’s theoretical spectral density to be in agreement [12,27]. For convenience, in
Appendix A an explanation of the basis states used to derive Equation (26) is given, and in
Appendix B, the derivation of Equation (26) is given, since the derivation in [27] is spread
in steps throughout the paper as the group theory methods are developed.

Equation (26) can be written as an integral over E = h̄ω, which is the energy of the
vacuum field in eV. The definite integral over s can be evaluated analytically for different
values of φ or E = h̄ω. The ground state Lamb shift ∆E1 is measured in eV so the spectral
density of the shift d∆E1/dE is measured in eV/eV which is dimensionless:

∆E1 =
∫ mc2

0

d∆E1

dE
dE , (28)

where the ground state spectral density from Equation (26) is

d∆E1

dE
=

4α3

3π
e−2φ sinh φ

∫ ∞

0
ds ese−φ 1

sinh2( s
2 )

1
(
coth s

2 + cosh φ
)3 . (29)

Figure 1 shows a logarithmic plot (ordinate is a log, abscissa is linear) of the spectral
density d∆E1

dE of the ground state Lamb shift with Z = 1 over the entire range of energy E
computed from Equation (29) using Mathematica. The spectral density is largest at the
lowest energies, and decreases monotonically by about 4 orders of magnitude as the energy
increases to 511 keV. The ground state shift is the integral of the spectral density from
energy 0 to 511 keV.

Figure 2 is a log-log plot of the same information. The use of the log-log plot expands
the energy range for each decade, revealing that for energy above about 1000 eV the slope
is approximately −1, indicating that the spectral density is nearly proportional to 1/E. For
energy below about 10 eV, the spectral density in Figure 2 is almost flat, corresponding to
a linear decrease with E, with a maximum at the lowest energy computed, as shown in
Figure 3. Figure 2 shows that there are essentially two different behaviors of the spectral
density, one for values of the energy E of the vacuum field that are less than 10 eV, which is
less than Em − En, the energy difference for all bound state transitions, and another region
where E is much larger than the bound state energies, and the spectral density goes as 1/E.
The origin of this behavior is clear mathematically from the factor B = 1/(Em − En + E).
In the expression for the spectral shift (6) for E < Em − En, B ∝ 1 − E/(Em − En) and for
E > Em − En, B ∝ 1/E.

Figure 3 shows linear plots of the spectral density of the shift for the ground state
computed from Equation (29) for several lower energy regions. Figure 3a shows a linear
increase in the spectral density as the energy decreases over the small energy interval
plotted. Figure 3b show a linear increase of about 15% as the energy decreases from 3 eV to
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0 eV. Figure 3c shows that the spectral density increases by a factor of about 4 as the energy
decreases from 100 eV to 0 eV. In the low-frequency limit, the spectral density increases
linearly to a constant value as the energy is reduced.

Figure 1. Plot of the log of the spectral density of the ground state Lamb shift from the group
theoretical expression (29) versus the energy from 0 to 510 keV.

Figure 2. Log-log plot of the spectral density of the ground state shift from the group theoretical
expression (29) versus the energy. For energies above about 1000 eV, the behavior is dominated by a
1/energy dependence. From about 10 eV to 0 eV, there is a slow linear increase in the spectral density.

From explicit evaluations, Section 4 shows that for shifts in S states with princi-
pal quantum number n, the asymptotic spectral density for large E is proportional to
α(Zα)4(1/n3)/E, and Section 5 shows that as the energy E goes to zero, the spectral density
increases linearly, reaching a maximum value that is proportional to α(Zα)2(1/n2). An
approximate fit to the ground state data in Figure 1 is

d∆Efit
1

dE
= D

(1 + e−HE)

(E + C)
, (30)

where D = 4.4008 × 10−6, H = 0.08445/ eV, C = 106.79 eV. The fit is quite good at the
asymptotes and within 10% over the entire energy range.

The spectral density shown in Figures 1 or 2 can be used to determine the contribution
to the total ground state shift from different energy regions. Integrating the spectral density
from 0 eV to energy E gives the value of the partial shift ∆1(E) that these energies (0 eV
to E eV) contribute to the total shift ∆E1 for the ground state. In Figure 4, ∆1(E)/∆E1,
which is the fraction of the total shift ∆E1 due to the contributions from energies below
E, is plotted as a function of E. Figure 4a shows that almost 80% of the shift comes from
energies below about 100,000 eV. Figure 4b shows that about half the total shift is from
energies below 9050 eV. Figure 4c shows that energies below 100 eV contribute about 10%
of the total shift. Energies below 13.6 eV contribute about 2.5% while energies below 1
eV contribute about 1/4% of the total. As Figure 4c shows, the fraction of the total shift
increases linearly for E < 10 eV, corresponding to the nearly horizontal portion of the shift
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density for E < 10 eV, as shown in Figure 2. The contribution to the total 1S shift for the
visible spectral interval 400–700 nm (1.770 eV to 3.10 eV) is about 1.00342 × 10−7 eV or
about 3/10 % of the total shift.

(a)

(b)

(c)

Figure 3. Linear plots of the ground state spectral density calculated from group theory as a function
of energy for low and mid energies. From about 10 eV to 0 eV, the spectral density increases linearly
to its maximum value. The value of the abscissa at the origin is 0 eV for all graphs. (a): Linear change
in ground state spectral density at very low energies. (b): Near linear change in ground state spectral
density for visible and near infra-red energies. The contribution to the total shift for energies below
3 eV is about 0.7%. (c): Ground state spectral density calculated for energies below 80 eV, which
contribute about 8.6% to the total shift.
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(a)

(b)

(c)

Figure 4. The ordinate is the fraction of the ground state shift ∆E1 due to vacuum field energies
between 0 and E, plotted as a function of E. This plot is obtained by integration of the spectral
density Equation (29), shown in Figure 1. The plot is linear in the ordinate and abscissa. The
origin corresponds to (0,0) for all plots. (a): Fraction of the 1S shift due to energies from 0 to E

for 0 < E < 510 keV. (b): Fraction of the 1S shift due to energies below E, for 0 < E < 9000 eV.
(c): Fraction of the 1S shift due to energies from 0 to E, for 0 < E < 100 eV. Energies below 30 eV
account for about 0.05 of the total shift. The variation is linear for E < 10 eV.

The relative contribution to the total shift per eV is much greater for lower energies.
For example, half the 1S shift corresponds to energies 0 to 9000 eV, but only about 0.2%
corresponds to 500,000 to 509,000 eV. The largest contribution to the shift per eV is at the
lowest energies, which have the steepest slope of the spectral density curve in Figure 1,
about 1000 times greater than the slope for the largest values of the energy. However, the
total range for the large energies, from 9050 to 510,000 eV is so large that the absolute
contribution to the total shift for large energies is significant.

For the ground state, Figure 5 shows how the dominant terms for different m in
the Bethe sum over states in Equation (6) contribute to the full spectral density obtained
from group theory Equation (29). Each such term in the Bethe sum could be interpreted as
corresponding to the shift resulting from virtual transitions from state n to state m occurring
due to the vacuum field. Each term shown has a behavior similar to that of the full spectral
density, but the magnitudes decrease as the transition probabilities decrease.
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Figure 5. Log-log plot of the 1S spectral density from group theory Equation (29) in black, and the
contributions to this shift in the Bethe formalism for the transition 1S → 2P (blue), 1S → 4P (red),
1S → 8P (green). The dashed blue line shows the high-frequency 1/E asymptote. The black line is
the complete spectral density which is the summation of the contributions from all transitions.

Figure 6 shows the spectral densities for 1S (black) and 2S (orange) shifts. The shapes
are similar but the spectral density for the 1S shift is about eight times as large at high
frequencies and about four times as large at low frequencies, factors that are derived
explicitly in Sections 4 and 5 by considering the asymptotic forms of the spectra density for
S states with different principal quantum numbers. Both S states have a 1/E high-frequency
behavior. The s-integration in the group theoretical calculation for the 2S state diverges for
energies below 10.2 eV due to a non-relativistic approximation, but the spectral density of
the shift can be obtained from a low-energy approximation (48) to the group theory result,
which is derived in Section 5.

Figure 6. A log-log plot of the group theoretical spectral density for the 1S (black) and 2S (orange)
shifts versus energy. The dashed orange curve below 1 eV is a 2S low-energy approximation (47) from
group theory or the Bethe formula. The blue is the largest single contribution in the Bethe formalism
to the 2S shift for the transition 2S → 3P.

The spectral density d∆En/dE for a state n can be defined in a convenient form
suggested by Equation (29),

d∆En

dE
=

4α3

3π

∫ ∞

0
ds Wn(s, φn), φn = ln

[
1 +

E

|En|

]
, (31)

where the energy for state n is En = −mc2(Zα)2/2n2. The group theoretical results give a
spectral density for the 2S–2P Lamb shift [27]:

W2S−2P(s, φ2) =
4e(2se−φ2+φ2) sinh3(φ2)csch2( s

2
)

[
cosh(φ2) + coth

(
s
2
)]5 , (32)
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and for the 2P shift [27]:

W2P(s, φ2) = − e(2se−φ2+φ2) sinh(φ2)csch4( s
2
)
[cosh(φ2) sinh(s) + cosh(s)− 3]

2
[
cosh(φ2) + coth

(
s
2
)]5 . (33)

The spectral density of the 2P shift has a very different behavior from the spectral
density of the 2S shift (Figure 7). It is negative and and it falls off as 1/E2. The shift is
negative because the dominate contribution to the shift is from virtual transitions from the
2P state to the lower 1S state, with an energy difference of about 10.2 eV. For energies below
about 20 eV, the absolute value of the spectral density of the 2P shift increases rapidly in
magnitude as the energy is reduced and is much bigger than the spectral density for the
2S shift. The 2S shift cannot have a negative contribution from the lower 1S state since
the transition 2S→1S is forbidden by the conservation of angular momentum. The classic
Lamb shift arises from the difference between the two spectral densities, so the negative 2P
spectral density actually increases the 2S–2P Lamb shift as the energy decreases (Figure 8).
In effect, the 2S–2P shift is dominated by vacuum energies below about 100 eV. The total 2P
shift is about 0.3% percent of the 2S shift. Bethe also computed a negative contribution for
the shift from the 2P state [30].

Figure 7. Log-log plot of the absolute value of the spectral density versus the energy for the 2S shift
(orange), which goes as 1/E for large E, and for the 2P shift (green), which goes as 1/E2 for large E.
At 511 keV, the 2P spectral density is about 5 orders of magnitude smaller than the 2S spectral density.
Below 20 eV, the absolute value of the 2P spectral density is greater than the 2S spectral density. Note
that the 2P spectral density is actually negative and the 2S spectral density is positive.

Figure 8. Log-log plot of the spectral density for the 2S shift (orange) and the 2S–2P Lamb shift (blue)
versus energy. The solid black line is the 1/E asymptote.

Comparing the Ground State Group Theoretical Lamb Shift Calculations to Those of Bethe, Welton,
and Feynman

Integrating the group theoretical spectral density Equation(29) from near zero energy
(5.4 × 10−7 eV) to 511 keV, about the rest mass energy of the electron, gives the 1S shift of
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3.4027 × 10−5 eV, in agreement with the numerical result of Bethe and Salpeter summing
over states and using the Bethe log approximation, 3.392 × 10−5 eV, to about 0.3% [8].

Bethe and Salpeter [30] reported that the ground state Bethe log, as defined in Equation
13, which is a logarithmically weighted average value of the excitation of the energy
levels contributing to the radiative 1S shift, was equivalent to |Em − En|ave of 19.77 Ry or
269 eV [30]. Because of the weighting, it is not clear how to interpret this value, other than
it indicates that high-energy photons and scattering states contribute significantly to the
shift. The group theoretical method does not provide an equivalent weighted average value
for direct comparison.

Although the methods of Bethe, Welton, and Power as defined all give approximately
the same value for the 1S shift, which equals the integral of the spectral density, they differ
significantly in their frequency dependence, which is examined in Section 4.

4. The Spectral Density of The Lamb Shift at High Frequency

The form for d∆En/dE, which is the Lamb shift spectral density for level n, can be
obtained at high energies from (i) the classic calculation by Bethe using second-order pertur-
bation theory; (ii) the calculation by Welton of the Lamb shift; (iii) the calculation by Power
of the Lamb shift based on Feynman’s approach; and (iv) the group theoretical calculation.

The spectral density for level n can be written from Bethe’s expression (6):

∆EBethe
n

∆E
=

2α

3π

(
1

mc

)2

∑
m

|pmn|2(En − Em)
1

En − Em − E
. (34)

For the ground state spectral density n = 1, Z = 1, E1 = −13.613 eV, and for the bound
states with principal quantum number m, Em = −13.613 eV/m2. For scattering states, Em

is positive. Hence the denominator is negative for all terms in the sum over m and never
vanishes, and the spectral density is positive so the ground state shift is positive as it must
be. For large values of E, we can make the approximation,

∆EBethe
n

∆E
|E→∞ =

2α

3π

(
1

mc

)2

∑
m

|pmn|2(Em − En)
1
E

. (35)

The summation can be evaluated using the dipole sum rule (9)–(11) for the Coulomb S state
wavefunction, obtaining the final result for the high-frequency spectral density for S states
with the principal quantum number, n:

d∆EBethe
n

dE
|E→∞ =

4mc2

3π
α(Zα)4 1

n3
1
E

. (36)

The result highlights the 1/E divergence at high frequencies and shows the presence of
a coefficient proportional to 1/n3. To put a scale on the coefficient, the high-frequency
spectral density can be written as (8/3π)(α(Zα)2/n)(En/E).

The spectral density for all frequencies from Welton’s qualitative model, Equation (17),
is identical to this high-frequency limit of Bethe’s calculation. Thus, at low frequencies,
the spectral density for Welton’s semi-quantitative calculation diverges as 1/E. Because of
the expectation value of the Laplacian, Welton’s approach predicts a shift only for S states.
Its appeal is that it gives a physical picture of the primary role of vacuum fluctuations in
the Lamb shift and shows the presence of the 1/E characteristic behavior. Its treatment of
bound states at low energies is incomplete and inaccurate. To obtain a level shift, it requires
providing a low-energy limit for the integration. As noted previously, if the lower limit
is Bethe’s log average excitation energy, 269 eV for n = 1, and the upper limit mc2 then
Welton’s total 1S shift agrees with Bethe’s. A choice of this type works since: (i) it does
not include any contributions from energies below 269 eV and (ii) it gives a compensating
contribution for energies from 269 eV to about 1000 eV that is larger than the actual spectral
density, as shown in Figures 4 and (iii) above about 1000 eV, Welton’s model gives the same
1/E spectral density as Bethe.
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The spectral density for Power’s model can be obtained from Equation (24):

∆EPower
n

dE
= − 2α

3π

1
(mc)2 ∑

m

|pmn|2(Em − En)
E

(Em − En)2 − E2 . (37)

Letting E become large gives a result identical to the high-frequency limit (35) for the Bethe
formalism and the Welton model, namely

∆EPower
n

dE
|E→∞ =

4mc2

3π

α(Zα)4

n3
1
E

. (38)

Thus, the models of Bethe, Welton, and Power predict S states with the same 1/E
dependence of the high-frequency spectral density, corresponding to the logarithmic diver-
gence at high-frequency. The asymptotic theoretical result can be written in a form allowing
convenient comparison to the calculated group theoretical spectral density

d∆EBethe
n

dE
|E→∞ =

4mc2

3π

α(Zα)4

n3
1
E

. (39)

The spectral density goes as 1/n3 for S states. For the ground state n = 1, Z = 1, this gives:

d∆EBethe
1

dE
|E→∞ = 4.488 × 10−6 1

E
. (40)

A fit to the last two data points near 510 keV in the group theoretical calculations (GT-
calc) gives:

d∆EGTcalc
1

dE
|E→∞ = 4.4008 × 10−6 1

E
. (41)

The coefficients differ by about 2%. Figure 9 is a plot of the ground state group theoretical
calculated spectral density (red) from Equation (29) and the theoretical asymptotic behavior
from Bethe, Power and Welton, Equation (40) (black), and the difference times of a factor of
10. The asymptotic theoretical result agrees with the full group theoretical calculation from
Equation (29) to within about 2% at 511 keV, and to about 6% at 50 KeV. It is notable that
the high-frequency form is a reasonable approximation down to 50 keV. Indeed, the Welton
qualitative approach is based on this observation; it has the same 1/E energy dependence
at all energies.

Figure 9. Top red curve is the 1S group theoretical calculated spectral density (29), slightly lower
black curve is the 1/E asymptotic model Equation (39), and the bottom green curve is the difference
times 10, plotted for the interval 50–510 keV. Both axes are linear.

5. Spectral Density of the Lamb Shift at Low Frequency

To obtain a low-frequency limit of the spectral density of the Lamb shift from the Bethe
spectral density (34), expand the spectral density to first-order in E, giving
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∆EBethe
n

dE
|E→0 =

2α

3π

(
1

mc

)2

∑
m

|pmn|2
(

1 − E

Em − En

)
. (42)

Since the sum is over a complete set of states m, including scattering states, the first term in
parenthesis can be evaluated using the sum rule,

∑
m

|pmn|2 = −2mEn = (mc)2 (Zα)2

n2 . (43)

To evaluate the second term, Equation (22) and the Thomas–Reiche–Kuhn sum rule [31]
can be used, giving

∑
m

ωmn|dmn|2 =
3e2h̄

2m
. (44)

The final result for E → 0 is

∆EBethe
n

dE
|E→0 =

2α

3π

(Zα)2

n2 − α

πmc2 E. (45)

The corresponding spectral density for n = 1, Z = 1, is

d∆EBethe
1

dE
|E→0 =

4α × 13.6
3πmc2

(
1 − 3E

4 × 13.6

)
= 8.253 × 10−8(1 − 0.0551E). (46)

As E decreases to zero, the spectral density increases linearly to a constant value,

4α|En|/3πmc2 = 2α3Z2/3πn2 = 8.253 × 10−8/n2.

The intercept goes as 1/n2, but the slope is α/πmc2, which has a remarkably simple form
and is independent of n.

Taking the low-frequency limit of the group theoretical result analytically gives exactly
the same result as Equation (45) from the Bethe formulation:

d∆EGTcalc
1

dE
|E→0 =

d∆EBethe
1

dE
|E→0 =

2α

3π

(Zα)2

n2 − α

πmc2 E. (47)

Figure 3 shows the results of group theoretical calculations of the spectral density of
the ground state Lamb shift for different energy regions, showing the near linear increase
in the spectral density as the frequency decreases from 80 eV to 10−5 eV. For low values of
E, the slopes and intercept agree with Equation (47) within about two tenths of a percent.

To explore Power’s approach at low frequencies, let E become small in the spectral
density Equation (37), giving

∆EPower
n

dE
|E→0 = −2NV

3πc3 ∑
m

|pmn|2
E

Em − En
, (48)

which is identical to the second term in the low E approximation to the Bethe result (45) so

∆EPower
n

dE
|E→0 = − 1

π

α

mc2 E. (49)

The result Equation (49) is identical to the frequency-dependent term in Equation (47)
which is the low-frequency spectral density from the Bethe approach and from the group
theoretical expression. However, in the low-frequency limit based on Power’s expression
for the spectral density, the constant term that is present in the other approaches does not
appear. This is a consequence of the form used for the index of refraction, which assumes
that real photons are present that can excite the atom with resonant transitions. More
sophisticated implementations of Feynman’s proposal may avoid this issue.
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6. Comparison of the Spectral Energy Density of the Vacuum Field and the Spectral
Density of the Radiative Shift

The theory of Feynman proposes that the vacuum energy density in a large box
containing H atoms, which are assumed to be in the 1S ground state, increases uniformly
with the addition of the atoms. Feynman maintains that the total vacuum energy in the
box increases by the Lamb shift times the number of atoms present [6,10]. If there were
only one atom in a very large box, one would not expect the change in energy density to be
spatially uniform but more concentrated near the atom. To develop a model of the spatial
dependence of the change in energy density for one atom, the close relationship between
the vacuum field and the radiative shift can be used. The spectral densities of the ground
state shift and of the quantum vacuum with no H atoms present are both known. In the
box, the vacuum field density must increase so that the integral gives the 1S Lamb shift.
The spectral energy density of the vacuum field with no H atom present is equal to [6]

ρ0(ω) =
h̄ω3

2π2c3 , (50)

where c is in cm/sec and ω is in sec−1. If frequency is measured in eV, so h̄ω = E, then the
vacuum spectral energy density in 1/cc is

ρ0(E) =
E3

2π2h̄3c3
, (51)

and
∫ E2

E1
ρ0(E)dE would be the energy density eV/cc in the energy interval E1 to E2. The

question being addressed is: what volume of vacuum energy of density ρ0(E) is required
to supply the amount of energy needed for the radiative shift? The total radiative shift ∆E1
be expressed as the integral of the vacuum energy density ρ0(E) over an effective volume
V1(E),

∆E1 =
∫ mc2

0
dEρ0(E)V1(E), (52)

where the same upper limit for E is used as in previous calculations. Recall the definition
(28) of the spectral shift:

∆E1 =
∫ mc2

0
dE

∆E1

dE
. (53)

Comparing Equations (52) and (53) and insuring the energy balance at each energy E, gives
the effective spectral volume V1(E)

V1(E) =
d∆E1

dE

1
ρ0(E)

. (54)

The spectral volume V1(E) has the dimensions of cc and contains the amount of vacuum
energy at energy value E that corresponds to the ground state spectral density at the same
energy E. In Figure 10, for the 1S ground state radiative shift, the log of the spectral volume
V1(E), in cubic Angstroms (Å3), is plotted versus the log of the energy, E.

For energies above about 100 eV, the spectral volume is less than 1 Å3, approximately
the volume of the ground state wavefunction. For an energy of 1 eV, the spectral volume is
11850 Å3, corresponding to a sphere of radius about 14 Å. This calculation predicts that
there is a sphere of positive vacuum energy of radius 14 Åaround the atom corresponding
to the 1 eV shift spectral density. Figure 11 shows the radius of the spherical spectral
volume V1(E) for energies from 0.05 eV, with spectral radius of 278 Å, to 23 eV, with radius
0.49 Å.
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Figure 10. Log-log plot of the spectral volume V1(E) as a function of E. The spectral volume V1(E)

contains the free field vacuum energy at energy value E that corresponds to the ground state shift
spectral density at the same energy E.

Figure 11. Log of the radius of the spherical spectral volume V1(E), as a function of the vacuum field
energy E, from 0.05 eV to 23 eV.

7. Conclusions

The non-relativistic Lamb shift can be interpreted as due to the interaction of an
atom with the fluctuating electromagnetic field of the quantum vacuum. We introduce the
concept of a spectral shift density which is a function of frequency ω or energy E = h̄ω of
the vacuum field. The integral of the spectral density from E = 0 to the rest mass energy
of an electron, 511 keV, gives the radiative shift. We report on calculations of the spectral
density of the level shifts for 1S, 2S and 2P states based on a group theoretical analysis and
compare the results to the spectral densities implicit in previous non-relativistic calculations
of the Lamb shift by Bethe, Welton, and Power. The group theoretical calculation provides
an explicit form for the spectral density over the entire spectral range with no summation
over intermediate states. Bethe’s approach requires a summation over an infinite number of
states, including all bound and all scattering states, to obtain a comparable spectral density.
The different approaches for asymptotic cases, for very large and very small energies E,
are compared.

The calculations of the shift spectral density provide a new perspective on radia-
tive shifts. The group theory approach as well as the approaches of Bethe, Power,
and Welton all show the same 1/E high-frequency behavior for S states above about
E = h̄ω = 1000 eV to 511 keV, namely an asymptotic spectral density for S states equal to
(4/3π)(α(Zα)4mc2/n3)(1/E) for principal quantum number n. The group theory calcula-
tion shows that about 76% of the ground state 1S shift is contributed by E above 1000 eV,
which is essentially why all the approaches give approximately the same result for the 1S
Lamb shift.

Only the Bethe and group theory calculations have the correct low-frequency behavior.
For S states the spectral density increases linearly as E decreases to zero. Its maximum
value is at E = 0 and for S states equals (2α/3π)(Zα)2/(n2). This maximum value is about
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1/(Zα)2 or about 2 × 104 larger than the high-frequency spectral density at E = 511 keV.
Thus, low energies contribute much more to the shift for a given spectral interval than high
energies. Energies below 13.6 eV contribute about 2.5 %. Because of the huge spectral range
contributing to the shift, contributions to the shift from high energies are very important.
Half the contribution to the 1S shift is from energies above 9050 eV.

The 2P shift has a very different spectral density from an S state: it is negative and
has an asymptotic behavior that goes as 1/E2 rather than as 1/E. Below about 20 eV, the
absolute value of the 2P spectral density is much larger than the 2S spectral density and it
dominates the 2S–2P shift spectral density, yet the total 2P shift is only about 0.3% of the
total 2S shift.
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Appendix A. Eigenstates |nlm;a) of 1/Zα

To obtain an equation for these basis states |nlm; a), write Schrödinger’s equation for
a charged non-relativistic particle with with momentum p and energy E = − a2

2m [27,28] in
a Coulomb potential: [

p2 + a2 − 2mh̄cZα

r

]
|a〉 = 0. (A1)

Solutions for |a〉 exist for certain critical values of the energy En = − a2
n

2m or equivalently for
critical values of a = an where an

mcZα = 1
n . These are the usual energy eigenstates which are

labeled as |nlm; an〉. Conversely a be fixed in value and Zα may have different values. If
it has certain eigenvalues Zαn then for any value of a there is another set of eigenvectors
corresponding to eigenvalues a

mcZαn
= 1

n . To demonstrate this we start by inserting factors
of 1 =

√
ar 1√

ar
in Schrödinger’s Equation (A1) obtaining

(√
ar(p2 + a2)

√
ar − 2amZα

) 1√
ar
|a〉 = 0. (A2)

We can rewrite this equation, multiplying successively from the left by 1√
ar

, 1
p2+a2 , and 1√

ar
,

and then multiplying by a2, and dividing by mcZα, multiplying by
√

nh̄ obtaining

[ a

mcZα
− K1(a)

]√nh̄

ar
|a〉 = 0, (A3)

where

K1(a) =
1√
ar

2a2h̄

p2 + a2
1√
ar

. (A4)

Solutions exist to this equation for eigenvalues of 1/Zα such that a
mcZαn

= 1
n :

(
1
n
− K1(a)

)
|nlm; a) = 0, (A5)

where √
nh̄

ar
|nlm; a〉 = |nlm; a).
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The nh̄ in the square root insures the new states are also normalized to 1. The kernel
K1(a) is bounded and Hermitian with respect to the eigenstates |nlm; a) of 1/Zα, therefore
these eigenstates of 1/Zα form a complete orthonormal basis for the hydrogen atom.
Because the kernel is bounded, there are no continuum states in this representation. To
show they have the same quantum numbers as the usual states, note that when a = an

the eigenstates of K1(an) becomes |nlm; an) and these corresponds to the usual energy
eigenstates |nlm; an〉. The value of a in Equation (A5) can be changed to obtain these
eigenstates using the dilation operator D(λ) = eiSλ, where the dimensionless operator S,
which is also a generator of transformations of SO(4,2), is

S =
1

2h̄
(p · r + r · p). (A6)

S transforms the canonical variables:

D(λ)pD−1(λ) = e−λr,

D(λ)rD−1(λ) = eλr.

Operating on K1(a) with D(λ) gives:

D(λ)K1(a)D−1(λ) = K1(aeλ).

If λ is chosen as
λn = ln(an/a),

then aeλn = an. Thus, operating with D(λn) on Equation (A5) yields:
(

1
n
− K1(an)

)
D(λn)|nlm; a) = 0. (A7)

This is the equation for the usual Schrödinger energy eigenstates, so

D(λn)|nlm; a) = |nlm; an) =

√
nh̄

anr
|nlm; an〉. (A8)

The usual Schrödinger energy eigenstates |nlm; an〉 can be expressed in terms of the eigen-
states of 1/Zα as

|nlm; an〉 =
√

anr

nh̄
D(λn)|nlm; a). (A9)

This relationship shows that the complete basis functions |nlm; a) of 1/Zα are proportional
to the ordinary bound state energy wavefunctions and therefore have the same quantum
numbers as the ordinary bound states [27,28]. A comparable set of 1/Zα eigenstates useful
for momentum space calculations is derived in [27].

Appendix B. Derivation of Group Theoretical Formula for the Shift Spectral Density

The group theoretical approach is based solely on the Schrödinger and Klein-Gordon
equations of motion in the non-relativistic dipole approximation. We obtain a result [27]:

∆ENL =
2α

3π(mc)2

∫ h̄ωc

0
dE〈NL|pi

H − EN

H − (EN − E)− iǫ
pi|NL〉, (A10)

where E = h̄ω, H = p2

2m − Zαh̄c
r and the states |NL〉 are the usual H atom energy eigenstates.

ωC is a cutoff frequency for the integration that is taken as h̄ωc = mc2. Inserting a complete
set of states in this expression yields Bethe’s result (6) a step avoided with the group
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theoretical approach. Adding and subtracting E from the numerator in Equation (A10), we
find the real part of the shift is

∆ENL =
2α

3π(mc)2 Re
∫ h̄ωc

0
dE[〈NL|p2|NL〉 − EΩNL], (A11)

where
ΩNL = 〈NL|pi

1
H − EN + h̄ω − iǫ

pi|NL〉. (A12)

The goal is to convert the matrix element ΩNL to a matrix element of a function of SO(4,2)
generators taken between a new set of basis states |nlm; a), which are complete with no
scattering states, where a =

√
2m|E|, and n, l, m have their usual meaning and values. The

new basis states |nlm; a) are eigenstates of (Zα)−1 [27,28]. Sometimes we write them as
|nlm) with the a implicit.

A generator of SO(4,1) is Γ0 = 1/K1(a), defined in Equation (A4), so

(Γ0 − n)|nlm; a) = 0. (A13)

This is Schrödinger’s equation in the language of SO(4,2).
Several more generators need to be defined. Since the algebra of SO(4,2) genera-

tors closes, commutators of generators must also be generators. To find Γ4 calculate
Γ4 = −i[S, Γ0], where the generator S is defined in Equation (A6), obtaining

Γ4 =
1

2h̄

(√
rp2√r

a
− ar

)
, Γ0 =

1
2h̄

(√
rp2√r

a
+ ar

)
. (A14)

The generators (Γ4, S, Γ0) = (j1, j2, j3) form a O(2,1) subgroup of SO(4,2) and S = i[Γ4, Γ0],
Γ0 = −i[S, Γ4] and for our representations, Γ2

0 − Γ2
4 − S2 = L2 = l(l + 1). The scale change

S transforms Γ0 ≡ Γ0(a) according to the equation,

eiλSΓ0(a)e−iλS = Γ0(e
λa) = Γ0 cosh λ − Γ4 sinh λ, (A15)

and similarly,
eiλSΓ4(a)e−iλS = Γ4(e

λa) = Γ4 cosh λ − Γ0 sinh λ. (A16)

Finally define a three vector of generators proportional to the momentum

Γi =
1
h̄

√
rpi

√
r. (A17)

The quantity Γ = (Γ0, Γ1, Γ2, Γ3, Γ4) is a 5-vector of generators under transformations gener-
ated by SO(4,2). For the representation of SO(4,2) based on the states |nlm), all generators
are Hermitian, and Γ

2 = ΓAΓA = −Γ2
0 + Γ2

1 + Γ2
2 + Γ2

3 + Γ2
4 = 1 for our representation, and

gAB = (−1, 1, 1, 1, 1) for A, B = 0, 1, 2, 3, 4. The commutators of the components of the five
vector are also generators of SO(4, 2) transformations.

Inserting factors of 1 =
√

ar 1√
ar

and using the definitions of the generators we can
transform Equation (A12) to

ΩNL =
mν

N2 (NL|Γi
Γn(ξ)− ν

Γi|NL), (A18)

where

n0(ξ) =
2 + ξ

2
√

1 + ξ
= cosh φ, ni = 0, n4(ξ) = − ξ

2
√

1 + ξ
= − sinh φ, (A19)

and
ξ =

h̄ω

|EN |
ν =

N√
1 + ξ

= Ne−φ. (A20)
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From the definitions, φ = 1
2 ln(1 + ξ) > 0 and nA(ξ)n

A(ξ) = −1. The contraction over i in
ΩNL may be evaluated using the group theoretical formula [27]:

∑
B

ΓB f (nΓ)ΓB =
1
2
(nΓ + 1)2 f (nΓ + 1) +

1
2
(nΓ − 1)2 f (nΓ − 1)− (nΓ)2 f (nΓ). (A21)

Applying the contraction formula to the the integral representation,

f (nΓ) =
1

Γn − ν
=

∫ ∞

0
dseνse−nΓ s, (A22)

gives the result

ΓA
1

Γn − ν
ΓA = −2ν

∫ ∞

0
ds eνs d

ds
(sinh2 s

2
e−nΓ s). (A23)

Applying this to Equation (A18) gives:

ΩNL = −2
mν2

N2

∫ ∞

0
dseνs d

ds

(
sinh2 s

2
MNL(s)

)

− m
ν

N2 (NL|Γ4
1

Γn(ξ)− ν
Γ4|NL) + m

ν

N2 (NL|Γ0
1

Γn(ξ)− ν
Γ0|NL)

, (A24)

where
MNL(s) = (NL|e−Γn(ξ) s|NL). (A25)

In order to evaluate the last two terms in Equation (A24) use Γ0|NL) = N|NL) and express
the action of Γ4 on our states as Γ4 = N − (1/ sinh φ)(Γn(ξ)− ν). This expression for Γ4 is
derived from Equations (A18) and (A19): Γn(ξ)− ν = Γ0 cosh φ − Γ4 sinh φ − ν, and then
substituting Equation (A20), ν = Ne−φ. Using the virial theorem (NLM|p2|NLM) = a2

N ,
we find that the term in p2 in Equation (A11) exactly cancels the last two terms in ΩNL,
yielding the result for the level shift:

∆ENL =
4mc2α(Zα)4

3πN4

∫ φc

0
dφ sinh φeφ

∫ ∞

0
ds eνs d

ds

(
sinh2 s

2
MNL(s)

)
(A26)

where

φc =
1
2

ln
(

1 +
h̄ωc

|EN |

)
=

1
2

ln
(

1 +
2N2

(Zα)2

)
. (A27)

To derive a generating function for the shifts for any eigenstate characterized by N
and L multiply Equation (A26) by N4e−βN and sum over all N, N ≥ L + 1. To simplify the
right side of the resulting equation, use the definition (A25) and the fact that Γ4, S, and Γ0
form an O(2,1) algebra, obtaining:

∞

∑
N=L+1

e−βN MNL =
∞

∑
N=L+1

(NL|e−j·ψ|NL), (A28)

where
e−j·ψ ≡ e−βΓ0 e−sΓn(ξ). (A29)

Perform a j transformation generated by eiφS, such that e−j·ψ → e−j3ψ = e−Γ0ψ. The trace is
invariant with respect to this transformation, therefore:

∞

∑
N=L+1

e−βN MNL =
∞

∑
N=L+1

(NL|e−j3ψ|NL) =
∞

∑
N=L+1

e−Nψ =
e−ψ(L+1)

1 − e−ψ
, (A30)

where (NL|Γ0)|NL) = N is used.
In order to find a particular MNL, expand the right hand side of Equation (A30)

in powers of e−β and equate the coefficients to those on the left hand side. Using the
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isomorphism between j and the Pauli σ matrices (Γ4, S, Γ0) → (j1, j2, j3) → ( i
2 σ1, i

2 σ2, 1
2 σ3)

gives the result:

cosh
ψ

2
= cosh

β

2
cosh

s

2
+ sinh

β

2
sinh

s

2
cosh φ. (A31)

Rewriting this equation gives:

e+
1
2 ψ = de

1
2 β + be−

1
2 β − e−

1
2 ψ , (A32)

where
d = cosh s

2 + sinh s
2 cosh φ ,

b = cosh s
2 − sinh s

2 cosh φ .
(A33)

Let β become large, which implies large ψ, and iterate the equation for e−
1
2 ψ to obtain

e−ψ = Ae−β
[
1 + A1e−β + A2e−2β + · · ·

]
, (A34)

where A = 1/d2 and A1 = −(2/d)(b − d−1). To obtain MNL, expand the right side of
Equation (A30) in powers of ψ:

e−ψ(L+1)

1 − e−ψ
=

∞

∑
m=1

e−ψ(m+L). (A35)

For large β, it follows from Equations (A30), (A34) and (A35) that

∞

∑
N=L+1

e−βN MNL =
∞

∑
m=1

[
e−β A(1 + A1e−β + A2e−2β + ...

]m+L
. (A36)

Using the multinomial theorem [32] the right side of Equation (A36) becomes

∞

∑
m=1

Am+L ∑
r,s,t,...

(m + L)!
r!s!t!...

As
1 At

2...e−β(m+L+s+2t+··· ), (A37)

where r+ s+ t+ · · · = m+ L. To obtain the expression for MNL, we note N is the coefficient
of β so N = m + L + s + 2t + · · · = r + 2s + 3t + · · · Accordingly we find

MNL = ∑
r,s,t,

A(r+s+t+··· ) (r + s + t + ...)!
r!s!t!

As
1 At

2 · · · , (A38)

where r + s + t + · · · = N and r + s + t + . · · · > L. As Equation (A26) indicates, the 1S
shift corresponds to the matrix element M10, which multiplies e−β, so M10 = A. For the 2S
shift M20 = A2 + AA1, and for the 2P shift M21 = A2. Therefore the radiative shift for the
1S ground state is

Re∆E10 =
4mc2α(Zα)4

3π

∫ φc

0
dφeφ sinh φ

∫ ∞

0
dsese−φ d

ds

1
(
coth s

2 + cosh φ
)2 . (A39)

The shift for the 2S–2P level is

Re(∆E20 − ∆E21) =
mα(Zα)4

6π

∫ φc

0
dφeφ sinh3 φ

∫ ∞

0
dse2se−φ d

ds

1
(
coth s

2 + cosh φ
)4 . (A40)
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