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Abstract: Micro parts are increasingly found in a number of industrial products. They often have
complex geometrical features in the millimeter to micrometer range which are not accessible or
difficult to measure by conventional coordinate measuring machines or by optical microscopy
techniques. In the last years, several concepts of tactile micro coordinate measuring machines have
been developed in research laboratories and were partly commercialized by industry. The major
challenges were related to the development of innovative micro probes, to the requirements for
traceability and to the performance assessment at reduced measurement uncertainty. This paper
presents a review on state of the art developments of micro coordinate measuring machines and 3D
micro probes in the last 20 years, as far as these were qualified in a comparable way, with a special
emphasis on research conducted by the Federal Institute of Metrology METAS in this field. It outlines
the accuracy limitations for the probe head including the probing element and for the geometrical
errors of the machine axes. Finally, the achieved performances are summarized and the challenges
for further research are addressed.
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1. Introduction

Coordinate measuring machines (CMMs) have become versatile and widespread metrology
tools to perform complex dimensional measurement tasks in an efficient way. There is an ongoing
trend to miniaturization in mechanical and optical production technology, leading to industrial
products with generally larger functionality in a smaller volume and with less energy consumption.
Small components with often complex geometrical features are found, e.g., in medical products
such as ear implants or hearing aids, in gears of micro motors, in small freeform lenses of mobile
phones, in injection systems for the automotive industry, or in the telecom sector for fiber optic or next
generation radio frequency technology components. Hence, there is a new demand for highly accurate
dimensional measurements on micro parts having geometrical features in the meso scale, i.e., in the
sub-millimeter to micrometer range. Such micro parts are often too complex and too large for optical
microscopy techniques and their tiny structures are hardly accessible by means of conventional tactile
coordinate measuring machines.

The major limiting factors of conventional CMMs for the measurement of small object features
are the size of the probing element, the contact force as well as the CMM stage accuracy. Whereas
modern multi-sensor CMMs with optical probes, mostly based on imaging systems, are well suited
for the measurement of small features, only tactile probes have the fundamental properties needed
for high precision full 3D capability with well established traceability. The paper discusses the key
elements of tactile micro coordinate metrology, i.e., the probe head for probing objects with small styli
and weak forces, the precision stages with an Abbe error free metrology system, as well as the system
calibration and performance verification.
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Several review papers have been published in the field of micro coordinate metrology, in particular
on probing systems [1], on aspects of tactile probing [2] and more recently on existing performance
verification infrastructure of micro CMMs [3]. The purpose of this paper is to present a review on
state of the art machine and probe developments seeking ultimate accuracy for three-dimensional
measurements of micro parts, with a special emphasis on those instruments, where comparable
qualification and performance assessment results are available. The research conducted on the micro
CMM at METAS [4] is presented in more detail, since this machine has been qualified extensively
using methods relying as closely as possible on existing written standards.

2. Probe Developments

When measuring small features using a tactile probe, the influence of the probe-surface interaction
gets more and more critical with decreasing size of the probing element. For smaller probe sphere radii,
the contact area gets smaller and therefore effects of elastic or even plastic deformation of the surface
due to static or dynamic measurement forces become very critical. The effects of surface deformation
by over-travel forces due to the probe stiffness and of impact forces due to the probe mass, dynamic
excitations due to vibrations, surface forces as well as tip rotations due to stylus bending or rotation has
been extensively studied by Bos [2]. Conventional probe systems of CMMs did not fulfil the stringent
requirements regarding low stiffness and low dynamic mass nor the accuracy requirements set by
ultra precision CMMs, therefore new systems had to be developed. A review over a wide range of
probing systems has been given by Weckenmann et al. [1].

One the first micro probes has been developed jointly by PTB and Werth in 1998 [5] and soon after
implemented on commercial multi-sensor CMMs. It is based on a glass fiber with a quasi spherical
melted end whose position is measured with an opto-electronic system. Tip diameters down to 20 µm
can be realized. Whereas the first probes had only 2D capability, Werth has developed in the mean
time a fiber probe with full 3D capability [6]. The probe is available on Werth multi-sensor CMMs
and has proven its usefulness in many applications, in particular for the measurement of small holes.
Probing errors of a few hundred nanometers are specified, limited mainly by the relatively large form
deviations of the melted glass sphere tips.

PTB developed a probe based on a micro-fabricated silicon membrane with piezo-resistive
sensors [7], first published in 1999. The system measures two angular and one translational movement
of the probing element. The stiffness in horizontal direction depends on the shaft length and is usually
not the same as in the vertical direction. The probe design has been commercialized in the meantime
and is available on the F25 micro CMM from Zeiss. The manufacturer specifies a probing error of
250 nm [8].

Approximately at the same time, NPL has also developed a micro-fabricated probe based on three
angled flexible elements with capacitive sensors [9]. This original design has been commercialized as
the Triskelion probe by IBS [10]. The manufacturer indicates the 3D measurement uncertainty of tip
deflection to be below 20 nm. More recently NPL developed a novel vibrating micro-probe, based on
the Triskelion design with six piezoelectric sensors and actuators, two on each flexure [11]. The design
is optimized to feature high isotropy and very low contact forces in the µN range, thus reducing effects
of surface interaction forces [2]. Experimental results to qualify the probe are not yet published.

A similar probe design using three angled flexible elements, but based on a monolithic silicon
chip with piezo-resistive sensors and suitable for mass production, has been developed by TUE [12]
and first published in 2001. Meanwhile, this is commercialized as the Gannen probe by XPRESS [2,13].
It is specified with a combined 3D probe uncertainty of 45 nm.

Another micro probe which is commercially available was developed by the CMM manufacturer
Mitutoyo. The UMAP probe, implemented on the UMAP vision system since 2002 [14], is based on an
ultrasonic micro-vibration sensor and available with stylus tip diameters between 15 µm and 300 µm.
The accuracy of the probe itself is not specified.
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In order to overcome the trade-off between the stiffness requirements of the probing system at
contact and during approach, the University of Nottingham is actually developing a probing system for
micro CMMs with variable stiffness [15]. While still under development, first promising experiments
resulted in an expanded uncertainty of the probing system of about 60 nm. Issues of drift and stylus
tip displacement while switching the stiffness yet need to be addressed.

Further probe developments still in the research phase are conducted in Asia: The Hefei University
of Technology has been working on several concepts, all based on glass or tungsten styli attached to a
floating plate, the latter being suspended on wires or leaf springs [16–18]. The deflection is measured
with laser focus sensors or with a laser interferometer combined with an autocollimator based optical
sensor for the angular motion. Their latest development includes fiber Bragg grating sensors to
measure the deflection of the three arc-shaped cantilevers holding the stylus [19]. The University of
Kitakyushu is working on a vibrating fiber probing system [20]. It consists of an extremely fine optical
fiber with a glass tip diameter of 5 µm, but it is limited to probing in x/y-direction only.

METAS has developed, in collaboration with the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology EPFL
and the industrial partner Mecartex, a 3D probe manufactured out of a single piece of aluminum by
conventional milling and electro-discharge machining [4,21]. Its filigree parallel kinematic structure
(Figure 1) with 60 µm thick flexure hinges minimizes the moving mass and leaves the probing sphere
exactly three translational degrees of freedom. It has a stiffness of 20 N/m and exhibits perfectly
isotropic probing forces below 0.5 mN at 20 µm deflection. The probe head allows for exchangeable
styli with probe sphere diameters ranging from 0.1 mm to 1 mm. The probe deflection, i.e., the x/y/z
components of the translational motion, is measured by three inductive sensors. The tilted orientation
of the probe head coordinate system (Figure 1) greatly facilitates the access to the probe head for
exchangeable styli and also implicates, that all three axes are affected by the gravitational force in an
identical way, allowing for isotropic probing forces even when changing the stylus weight.
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3. Stage and Metrology Systems Design

The second critical element of an accurate micro CMM is the 3D translation stage with the
metrology system. In order to achieve smallest uncertainties, the Abbe principle must be strictly
fulfilled, i.e., the reference scale must be in line with the measured length and thus always pointing
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towards the probe element for all positions of the stage, which imposes severe design restrictions.
For classical CMMs with large measurement volumes, this cannot be realized due to limited space and
disproportional cost.

Two major classes of metrology systems can be distinguished, i.e., laser interferometer and
incremental scale based systems. Abbe free stages with interferometers use a moving frame with
mirrors onto which usually the workpiece is placed, as it is shown for the two-dimensional case
in Figure 2 (left). Plane mirror interferometers are used to measure the displacement of the mirror
frame with respect to the metrology frame with the probe. To build an Abbe free measurement stage
using incremental scales is somewhat more complicated because the scales need to be connected with
both frames and therefore require additional bearings. Figure 2 (right) shows a possible solution in
2D, as proposed by Vermeulen et al. [22]. Whereas measurement stages with incremental scales are
more robust for industrial environment and potentially cheaper, they have the disadvantage, that
the additional bearing between the two frames is part of the measurement loop and thus induces an
additional uncertainty contribution.
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Incremental scale based measurement stages have been proposed by TUE [22], which was later
on commercialized by Zeiss for the micro coordinate machine F25 [8] (the instrument F25 is no longer
part of the product portfolio of Zeiss). In this design, the Abbe principle is respected for the x/y-stage,
while for a z-displacement of the probe out of the x/y-plane an Abbe offset must be taken into account.
The F25 provides a measurement volume of 100 mm ˆ 100 mm ˆ 100 mm. A similar design, but with
all three axes in Abbe, has been realized by TUE [23] for the TriNano micro CMM and is commercialized
by XPRESS [13].

One of the first Abbe free interferometric stages for coordinate metrology was realized at NPL:
a conventional CMM was used for the 3D movement of a cube corner supporting the mirrors
for reflecting the interferometer beams [9]. TU Illmenau designed an ultra-precise 3D stage with
Zerodur® (Schott AG, Jena, Germany) frame and a multi-axis interferometer including angular motion
(yaw) measurement for their nano-positioning and nano-measuring machine NMM [24], which is
commercialized by SIOS [25]. The Hefei University of Technology built two prototype micro CMMs,
both with roller bearing stages driven by piezo motors and laser interferometers for stage position
sensing [26,27].

An original ultra precision stage development at Philips CFT [28] has been installed at METAS
and was the basis for a new development by IBS [29] leading to the Isara 400 machine [30].
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The ultraprecision stage of the METAS micro CMM [4,28] has vacuum preloaded air bearings.
The stages are driven by Lorenz actuators and their motion is measured and controlled by three
plane mirror heterodyne interferometers. The original V-configuration of the guideways with wedges
as shown in Figure 3 makes the stage very compact and stiff. The working volume of the stage is
90 mm ˆ 90 mm ˆ 38 mm. According to Figure 2 (left) the probe head remains in a fixed position
connected to the metrology frame while the stage is moving the workpiece during measurements.
The workpiece is located in a Zerodur cube corner with three perpendicular flat mirrors forming the
reference coordinate system. All three interferometer beams measuring the workpiece displacement are
pointing to the center of the probing sphere, thus limiting the residual Abbe offset to the probe radius.
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4. System Calibration and Performance Verification

4.1. Probe Calibration

4.1.1. Single Point Probing

The single point probing behavior of a CMM probe can be characterized by the PFTU value (single
stylus form error) as specified in the standard ISO 10360-5 [31], based on the peak-to-valley deviation
of 25 probing points on a sphere arranged according to Figure 4 (left). For two of the micro CMMs
presented above, corresponding results are available. The PFTU value for the Zeiss F25 probe was
found from the average of 14 measurements to be 189 nm with 60 nm standard deviation and all values
but one complying with the manufacturer specification of 250 nm [8]. A repeatable pattern was found
in these measurements, most probably due to the anisotropic behavior of the silicon chip membrane as
suggested by Bergmans et al. [8].

METAS has carried out the same standardized test [31] for single point probing error on a 1 mm
diameter sphere [32]. The test was performed four times with the sphere rotated by 90˝ between
each test. The sphere radius was found to be between 0.500202 nm and 0.500211 nm with a standard
deviation of 4 nm. The test resulted in PFTU values between 53 nm and 67 nm with an average value
of 58 nm. The measurements in Figure 4 (right) show a systematic behavior probably due to an
uncompensated form deviation of the probing sphere. The Si3N4 test sphere [33] had an estimated
form deviation of less than 15 nm.
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4.1.2. Scanning

The standard ISO 10360-4 [34] describes the scanning probing error Tij which is the range of radial
distances obtained from four circular scans on a sphere: one full circle in an equatorial plane, a second
full circle in a plane parallel to the first, a third half circle through the pole, and a fourth half circle in a
plane perpendicular to the third at a distance of about 1/2 of the radius from the pole (Figure 5, left).
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sphere: (left) Arrangement of scanning profile planes A, B, C and D; (right) Measured profiles A to D
resulting in a scanning probing error Tij = 87 nm.

This test was performed with the METAS probe on a 1 mm ruby sphere with a point density of
300 pts/mm [35]. The LS diameter fitted through the scan profiles resulted in 1.000806 mm, compared
to the value of 1.000804 mm found by the independent probe sphere diameter determination as shown
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in Section 4.1.3. For Tij a value of 87 nm was obtained. The corresponding values for the four individual
scans were 51 nm, 75 nm, 67 nm and 78 nm, respectively. It must be noted that these values comprise
the form deviation of the reference sphere (53 nm), the uncompensated form deviation of the probing
sphere and surface roughness contributions of both spheres, as no filtering was applied.

4.1.3. Probe Sphere Diameter and Form Correction

On a conventional CMM the absolute diameter of the probe sphere is calibrated on a reference
sphere. At the same time the anisotropic behavior of the probe head including stylus bending is
corrected. This requires an independent calibration of the diameter of the reference sphere and
assumes the roundness deviation of both, the reference sphere and the probe sphere, to be much
smaller than the overall probing error, which is generally the case. For high precision micro coordinate
metrology, the requirements for the reference sphere are much higher and cannot be fulfilled by
independent calibrations. Therefore, an error separation method was developed involving three
nominally identical spheres compared against each other in various configurations, using one of the
spheres both as the probe sphere and the reference sphere, respectively [36]. In this way, both the
absolute diameter and the sphericity deviation of three 1 mm ruby spheres could be mapped over
their entire accessible surface. This method finally relies directly on the traceability of the CMM stage
interferometer and on the repeatability of the probe being usually below 4 nm (standard deviation).
Figure 6 shows a sphericity map of one of the measured spheres with a form deviation of 33 nm.
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4.2. Stage Calibration and Error Correction

The way of calibrating the measurement stage depends much on its design (Section 3).
Measurement stages for micro CMMs with incremental scales are calibrated and corrected similarly
to conventional machines, i.e., the position accuracy is measured with a laser interferometer and
the geometrical errors are usually determined with the help of artefacts. For the F25 machine some
measurement results were published by PTB [37]. They carried out straightness measurements on
a Zerodur gauge block assembly along the horizontal y-axis over 43 mm, resulting in a straightness
deviation of about 30 nm with a reproducibility that would allow for a further correction down to a few
nanometers residual error. A similar measurement along the vertical z-axis over a length of 1.75 mm
(limited by the length of the stylus shaft) resulted in a straightness deviation of less than 10 nm.
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The calibration of interferometer based stages includes the calibration of the laser wavelength
(given by the optical frequency and the refractive index determined by the compensation unit),
and—more critically—the flatness and squareness of the faces of the reference mirror cube. For the
flatness calibration of the reference mirrors, high precision reference artefacts are used. IBS reported on
flatness measurements using a Zerodur block with a metallic coating allowing for a capacitive sensor
to be used instead of the tactile probe [29] und thus improving resolution and noise due to surface
roughness and probe repeatability. The squareness calibration was made using the same artefact by
applying a reversal technique.

The calibration and correction of the Zerodur reference mirror of the METAS micro CMM has been
made in a similar way as described above [35]. For this, a Zerodur block of 100 mm ˆ 60 mm ˆ 40 mm
with form deviations <10 nm was used. The gold coated block was scanned by a capacitance sensor.
Where possible, reversal techniques were applied to separate the errors. The resulting errors were then
mapped in correction files. The calibration of the squareness in x/y-plane was made with the help of a
ball plate. The squareness of the z-axis with respect to horizontal axes was calibrated with the help
of a Ø 44 mm tungsten carbide sphere, by scanning the sphere in two half-circles in the x/z- and the
y/z-planes and adjusting the corresponding orthogonality angles as to obtain minimum residuals from
a circle. Although somewhat less sensitive than checking the orthogonality by, e.g., measuring a ball
bar in diagonal directions, the method using a sphere is more efficient and provides an independent
performance check.

4.3. Performance Tests

Performance tests of micro CMMs can be made in the same way as for conventional machines
following the procedure of the acceptance and reverification test ISO 10360-2 [38] using specially
designed small artefacts. Since the target uncertainties are in the nanometer range, the stability of these
artefacts is a particular challenge. The quantity to be determined in the above cited ISO test is E0, the
error of indication of a calibrated test length.

Ball bars of different lengths ranging from 20 mm to 100 mm were manufactured using Zerodur
bars and ruby spheres (Figure 7). The results shown in Figure 7 assess the E0 value of the machine in
the whole volume to be 27 nm + 0.2 ˆ 10´6 ˆ L [35]. Since the test requires the ball bar to be measured
along the diagonals of the volume, one can compute the squareness between the three machine axes.
It is an accurate method since the longest diagonal length can be measured.
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with 5 different ball bars each oriented in different axial and diagonal directions. Red squares denote
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Ball plates are another suitable artefact to test the performance of a CMM. The calibration method
requires measurements in 4 positions (two from each side of the plate) in order to be able to separate
the errors of the CMM from the deviations of the ball plate nominal positions. The ball plate used
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in the test hereafter was manufactured using 25 ruby spheres, Ø 3 mm, pressed into the holes of an
85 mm ˆ 85 mm invar frame (Figure 8).
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Apart from the squareness error between the axes, as it is also obtained from ball bar
measurements described above, the method also provides information about other error contributions,
such as axes straightness or angular distortions. As shown in Figure 8 the measurement results on the
METAS micro CMM exhibit a residual squareness error of (0.17 ˘ 0.05)". The contributions from other
error sources, which are smaller than 40 nm, are largely dominated by temperature drifts. Evaluating
the 300 relative distances between all measured ball center positions in a similar way as in Figure 7
(right) leads to a 95% confidence length measurement error of E0 = 26 nm + 0.23 ˆ 10´6 ˆ L, a value
very close to the one obtained using the ball bars.

PTB and METAS carried out a bilateral comparison on a 90 mm ˆ 90 mm Zerodur plate with
hemispheres [39]. The average difference of the hemisphere x- and y-coordinates was 12 nm and
7 nm respectively, with a maximum value of 28 nm. It must be noted that, since an error separation
calibration procedure was applied, these measurements do not represent the deviations of the machine,
but only the capability and comparability of calibrating a ball plate standard.

5. Challenges for Further Development

To extend the use of tactile micro coordinate metrology for a large variety of industrial applications,
a series of challenges need to be addressed.

5.1. Accessibility of 3D Features

Quite often, the geometrical features of a micro-parts are not easily accessible with a spherical
probe on a straight stylus, but limited by the probe diameter for small holes, by the stylus length for
high aspect features such as deep holes, or by the direction of the probe stylus. Therefore, smaller
probe elements with smaller and better known form deviation, longer styli to access deep holes and
smaller probing forces to allow for longer styli need to be developed. To achieve a better accessibility of
normally hidden features, probes with multiple, i.e., star-shaped styli were built [40], their application
turned out to be delicate for standard use, however. Another approach is to implement additional
rotational axes on the micro CMM [41], obviously at the cost of accuracy due to uncorrected guide and
positional errors of the rotation axes.
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5.2. Probe/Surface Interaction

The smaller the workpiece features, the probe sphere diameter and the targeted measurement
uncertainty are, the more important becomes the interaction of the probe with the surface. Not only
effects of surface indentation due to measurement forces [2], but also stylus wear and deposition of
wear debris on the probe sphere become relevant [42]. These effects can be significantly reduced by
selection of appropriate materials for the probe sphere, e.g., diamond coated spheres [43].

For very weak probing forces, effects of attractive forces between stylus tip and surface get
relevant and may cause sticking effects [2,11]. These problems may be overcome by novel concepts
such as vibrating probes [11,14,20].

5.3. Task Specific Uncertainty

Performance verification tests as described in Section 4 may result in standardized length
measurement errors and qualify the probe errors, but do provide only some basic contributions
to the uncertainty of a specific geometrical feature to be determined. Length measurement errors are
certainly not adequate for the uncertainty of derived geometrical elements, such as a local radius,
a form deviation or an angle. Methods for the estimation of reliable, task specific measurement
uncertainties still need to be developed further and are not yet mature for day to day applications.
A promising approach is the Virtual CMM based on numerical simulation [44,45], which has been
successfully implemented on the METAS micro CMM [46], but which still requires a considerable
effort in modelling and computing. Further research is needed for refining and implementing the error
model adapted to the particular characteristics of a micro CMM and integrating this directly into a
high level software, allowing to achieve estimations of uncertainty not only off-line, but with much
higher computing speed almost in real-time during the measurement process.

5.4. Application in Industry

For a wider use of tactile micro coordinate metrology in industry, several issues need to be further
addressed. The need for fast and efficient measurements contradicts to the requirements of slow
approaching speed to achieve small contact forces and thus asks for improvements of the dynamic
properties of machines and probes. Another problem is the fragility of probing systems and styli,
which easily break due to overtravel or uncontrolled manipulation. Systems with the possibility of
exchangeable styli obviously help to save costs of replacing the entire probe system. Finally, industry
is asking for comparability of measurement results and of system specifications. A written standard
for performance verification dedicated to micro CMMs, or preferably an amendment of an existing
standard is clearly needed [3].

6. State of the Art and Conclusions

As outlined earlier there are actually a few types of machines for high precision tactile micro
coordinate measurements available, which have full 3D measurement capability and are operational
with a high-level software platform to provide industrial measurement services: the well established
Zeiss F25 [8], from which about 25 machines were sold and are operating in research labs and institutes
worldwide, but is unfortunately no longer commercially available; two more recent developments,
the Isara 400 [30] and the TriNano [13,23] are both in principle commercially available, but the market
uptake did not really happen so far; the micro CMM at METAS [4] is a prototype development, which
is fully operational since 2006 and almost daily used for providing calibration and measurement
services to industry. Also to be mentioned is the commercially available SIOS nanopositioning
and nanomeasuring machine [24,25], which can be configured with a suitable probe to perform
3D coordinate measurements. Furthermore, micro CMMs were developed by Hefei University
of Technology [26,27], complemented by tactile micro probe developments [16–19] to achieve 3D
measurement capability. These latter laboratory instruments, however, are still in the development
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phase and have not proven yet their full measurement capability following standardized procedures
as outlined in Section 4. Not discussed further in this context are multi-sensor CMMs, such as [6,14],
which have accuracies closer to conventional CMMs.

State of the art probes of above mentioned instruments do achieve a repeatability of a few
nanometers, but the best values reported for the 3D probing error according to standardized
specification tests [31,34] are around 50 nm, with similar performance for single point probing and
scanning. The achievable probing errors are limited mainly by the form deviation and the roughness
of the probing sphere, and the overall stability of the instrument during the test procedure. State of
the art CMM stages were demonstrated to have maximum errors of indicated length according to a
standardized specification test [38] in the entire volume and in arbitrary direction of about 60 nm,
limited by the uncorrected flatness deviation of the reference mirrors, residual squareness errors and
the errors of the probe, the latter being part of the mentioned specification test.

In conclusion, in spite of the big research and development effort spent worldwide for tactile
micro coordinate metrology, there are still very few results available for a comparable performance
verification according to standardized procedures. The reason for this is partly that many instruments
and probe systems are still in the development phase, but there is also a lack of generally accepted and
widely available material standards and written standards dedicated to the particular characteristics
of micro CMMs.
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