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Abstract
The ‘egg-box effect’ is a known challenge in density functional theory (DFT) calculations which
arises from the discretisation of continuous quantities, e.g. the electron density. This effect is
observed when the system is moved relative to the underlying computational grid and causes an
unphysical change in the system’s total energy, violating translational invariance. The pattern of
energy change with translation is reminiscent of an egg-box. This effect can cause unphysical
results such as geometry relaxations finding incorrect crystal symmetries or imaginary phonon
modes in vibrational calculations. The egg-box effect can be mitigated by using finer grids for all
continuous quantities, but this greatly increases computational cost. For plane-wave DFT the
effect’s origin is the evaluation of the exchange and correlation (XC) energy (EXC). We present a
novel technique for estimating the violation of translational invariance in EXC, using a Fourier
interpolation scheme, providing an estimate of the uncertainty. Our results also show that the
numerical behaviour of the XC approximations is strongly linked to the magnitude of the violation
of the translation invariance. The more numerically ill behaved XC functionals, such as the more
advanced meta-generalised-gradient approximations functionals, exhibit changes in EXC (due to
violation of translation invariance) that are orders of magnitude worse than less advanced
functionals. Performing this analysis at an early stage of a workflow can inform the user about the
expected accuracy of subsequent calculations. Further, our results demonstrate that by selectively
computing EXC and its corresponding potential (VXC) on a finer grid, the egg-box effect can be
significantly reduced. Coupled with our uncertainty quantification method, egg-box related
inaccuracies can be avoided more conveniently and efficiently than just increasing grid resolution
until inaccuracies appear suppressed. This work offers a promising pathway towards mitigating the
egg-box effect in a diverse range of materials modelling applications.

1. Introduction

Significant progress has been made over recent years in improving the accuracy of density functional
approximations (DFAs) for electronic structure simulations. The strongly constrained and appropriately
normed (SCAN) functional was the first meta-generalised-gradient approximation (meta-GGA) to adhere to
all the known constraints for a meta-GGA functional [1]. This was a major achievement for chemical
accuracy; however, it was quickly observed that SCAN, as with many other meta-GGA functionals, suffered
from severe numerical instability [2–8]. This led to the creation of several related functionals [2, 9–11],
which attempted to regularise the numerical behaviour of SCAN, while maintaining SCAN’s physical
accuracy. Considerable improvements have been achieved with respect to SCAN, but, as recent work has
shown, many modern DFAs including the SCAN family are numerically ill behaved [8].

The root of this poor numerical behaviour is in the integration of the contributions to the exchange and
correlation (XC) energy, EXC ; see more details in section 2. The choice of basis set, the number of sampling
points, and the position of those sampling points can greatly affect the calculated value of EXC. This can lead
to simulations which violate translational symmetry, with the energy of the system oscillating if the system is
translated relative to the discrete sampling points. This is sometimes referred to as the egg-box effect, due to
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the characteristic shape of the energy landscape (see figure 1). The numerical integration of the
contributions to EXC in real space will almost always cause some violation of the translational symmetry.
However, the choice of basis set functions or representation of potentials can lead to additional causes of the
violation of translational symmetry [12–14].

The numerical integration of the contributions to EXC is highly dependent on the choice of numerical
sampling and can have significant effects on the physical properties predicted by simulation packages.
Sitkiewicz et al [15, 16] have made several studies of how this numerical ill-behaviour can lead to spurious
oscillations in the energy as the atoms are displaced with respect to the grid, due to numerical integration
errors. These spurious oscillations have been shown to cause particular difficulty in calculating vibrational
spectra [17], particularly for molecules that have low energy vibrational modes, where these oscillations
cause significant noise in the spectrum.

For users of electronic structure software, it can be difficult to find a balance between the desire for high
physical accuracy and the need for good numerical behaviour. There is very little indication to a user that
there may be numerical problems arising from the combination of their choice of system, XC functional and
basis set parameters. The work of Sitkiewicz et al [15, 16] provides useful insight into the relative size of these
errors in physical properties for different DFAs on the specific molecular data set tested. The lack of any
efficient and transferable method for quantifying errors related to EXC means that, in general, users must
perform careful and expensive testing for their system and functional choice.

In this work, we present an approach to quantifying the error in EXC due to the effect of the violation of
translational symmetry in XC integration. We show that this method can be used to accurately estimate the
change in EXC as the discrete grid is translated relative to the system. Importantly, this method of error
estimation is efficient to compute, relies on no other data than the ground state density, and is general to all
XC functionals.

Further, we show that the integration of the XC energy contributions can be performed more accurately
by computing only the XC contribution on a finer grid to correctly sample the energy and potential. By then
truncating the XC potential (VXC) in Fourier space, the method reduces the aliasing of high-frequency
components into the potential. This can greatly reduce the computational expense compared to computing
every contribution to the total energy on this finer grid, and hence allows properties to be calculated more
accurately and more efficiently than would otherwise be possible.

This article is set out as follows; in section 2 we provide a brief description of the different DFAs and how
the numerical integration error arises in the plane-wave basis set and the consequences this can have for
computed properties. We then describe the uncertainty quantification (UQ) method in section 3 and finally
in section 4 we demonstrate its use as an indication that the calculations are under-converged and likely to
produce inaccurate results.

2. Theory

2.1. Plane-wave basis set
In plane-wave density functional theory (DFT) codes, such as CASTEP [18], periodic boundary conditions
are used. Bloch’s theorem states that the wavefunction can be written as the product of a cell-periodic part
ub(r) and a wavelike part,

ψb,k (r) = ub (r)e
ik·r (1)

where k becomes a free parameter that must be sampled over the 1st Brillouin zone. The cell-periodic part
can be expressed as a discrete expansion of plane-waves. The plane-waves have wave-vectors with spatial
frequencies corresponding to a reciprocal lattice vector G. The expansion is restricted such that only
plane-waves that have a kinetic energy less than some cut-off energy Ecut are considered,

ψb,k (r) =
|k+G|⩽Gcut∑

G

cb,k,Ge
i(k+G)·r (2)

where ψb,k is the wavefunction for a particular k-point k and state b, Gcut =
√

2meEcut
h̄2 , and cb,k,G is the Fourier

expansion coefficient for that particular plane-wave. The use of the plane-wave basis set means that fast
Fourier transforms (FFTs) can be used to quickly move between reciprocal space and real space
representations of the Kohn–Sham wavefunctions.
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The ground state wavefunctions are found by minimising the total energy functional

E=
occ∑
b,k

⟨ψb,k|T̂+ V̂ext|ψb,k⟩+ EH [n] + EXC [n] + EIon−Ion, (3)

where the sum is over the occupied states, T̂ is the kinetic energy operator, V̂ext is the external potential,
EIon−Ion is the energy of the interaction of the ions in the system, EH is the energy of the electrostatic
interaction of the electrons and EXC is the exchange and correlation energy functional of the electron density,
n. The wavefunctions are constrained to be orthonormal, ⟨ψb⟩ψb′ = δbb′ . The minimised total energy is
found by iterative solving the Kohn–Sham equations [19]

Ĥ|ψb,k⟩=
(
T̂+ V̂ext +

δEH
δn

+
δEXC
δn

)
|ψb,k⟩= ϵb,k|ψb,k⟩, (4)

where Ĥ is the Kohn–Sham Hamiltonian of the system and ϵbk are the Kohn–Sham eigenvalues.
The wavefunctions are used to calculate the electron density:

n(r) =
∑
b,k

fb,k|ψb,k (r) |2 (5)

where fb,k is the occupancy of that state b at k-point k. If the representations of the wavefunctions are
restricted to reciprocal-lattice vectors with magnitude |G|⩽ Gcut then the Fourier components of the charge
density are restricted to |G|⩽ 2Gcut such that:

n(r) =
|G|⩽2Gcut∑

G

aGe
iG·r (6)

where aG is the coefficient in the Fourier expansion of the charge density. This means that for a particular
cut-off for the wavefunction states, Gcut, there is a minimum FFT grid size required to exactly represent the
resultant density. The minimum FFT grid required to represent all Fourier components of the density is a
grid that is twice as dense as that of the plane-wave basis used for the wavefunctions, which is the default
choice of CASTEP. CASTEP uses the FINE_GRID_SCALE parameter to control the scale of the grid used to
represent the density compared to the wavefunction basis.

The FFT grid forms a regular grid for the real space sampling points. For most terms in the Hamiltonian,
the choice of origin is arbitrary and the use of the default FFT grid, i.e. FINE_GRID_SCALE = 2.0, is
sufficient to calculate the energy without integration error or aliasing. The major exception is EXC.

2.2. XC functionals
The exact XC functional is unknown, and so we must use an approximation. There are various approaches to
approximating EXC, often classified as different rungs on a ‘Jacob’s ladder’ [20] of accuracy, based on the
required information for each functional. In general, it is observed that each step up the ladder results in a
step towards increased physical accuracy at the cost of increased calculation time. The simplest
approximations (lowest rung of the ladder) are the local density approximations (LDAs) [21, 22] which
describe the contribution to EXC at a specific point r using only the density, n(r), at that specific point. LDAs
are therefore purely local functionals.

The next class of approximations (rung up the ladder) is the generalised-gradient approximations
(GGAs) [23], which include information about the surrounding electron density via the gradient of the
charge density |∇n| at each point. GGAs are often referred to as semi-local functionals.

Next are the so-called ‘meta-GGAs’ (mGGAs), which also depend on the Laplacian of the charge density,
∇2n, and/or the orbital kinetic energy density (KED), τ . They are still semi-local functionals, but the
inclusion of the KED allows further non-local information to be included, particularly giving an indication
of the electron localisation.

The expression for the XC energy of the system calculated from a local/semi-local functional is:

EXC = F
[
n, |∇n|,∇2n, τ, . . .

]
=

ˆ
Ω

n(r)ϵXC
(
n(r) , |∇n(r) |,∇2n(r) , τ (r) , . . .

)
dr (7)

where ϵXC is the XC energy density and Ω is the volume of the system. Equation (7) shows EXC evaluated as a
continuous integral of the density and other ingredients. However, in practice, the evaluation of EXC is
carried out as a sum over a discrete set of Npoints. The value of the density (and other ingredients to the XC
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energy density) varies between the sampled points according to the basis functions, and so the contribution
to the XC energy will also vary between the sampled points. The errors are generally assumed to be small
enough to be negligible; however, as shown by Lehtola and Marques [8], this depends on the numerical
behaviour of the XC functional. For many published XC functionals, the errors can be far from small.

2.3. ‘Direct’ vs. ‘indirect’ integration errors
A change in sampling affects the calculated energy in two ways. The first is as described above, a change in the
sampling of the density leads to a change in the integration and hence has a direct effect on EXC. The second
effect comes via the XC potential, VXC, through the minimisation of the total energy. The change in sampling
leads to different values for VXC, so that as the density and wavefunction states are improved to minimise the
energy, a different ground-state density will be found, leading to different total energies. Here, the change in
sampling indirectly affects the total energy through the other energy contributions in the Hamiltonian.

The calculated VXC(r) is the derivative of EXC w.r.t. a change in the density at that specific point r. In
order to calculate the sampling-error-free ground state, what is really required is the derivative of the
contributions to EXC across the grid point volume w.r.t. the change of the density across the grid point
volume. With a sufficiently fine grid point sampling, the difference between the continuous integral and the
discrete would be negligible, but with the default grids in most codes, this is not usually the case. An
alternative interpretation is that discretised VXC includes high-frequency elements that cannot be represented
on the grid, resulting in aliasing. The change in VXC due to the sampling will lead to a change in the final
converged density, and so will result in the other energy components of the Hamiltonian changing as well.

Sitkiewicz et al show that the choice of sampling in atomic basis set calculations can cause spurious
oscillations in the total energy and its derivative as atoms are moved relative to each other [15]. The size of
the oscillations is entirely dependent on the choice of XC functional, and for some functionals, the
oscillations can only be mitigated by using grid sizes that are very expensive and far exceed those used in
most routine calculations [16]. They show how this can lead to difficulties in calculating accurate molecular
properties such as vibrational spectra. Similar issues occur in a plane-wave basis set.

2.4. XC integration errors in the plane-wave basis
The plane-wave basis set has a more straightforward expression for the evaluation of the XC energy than
some of the schemes in atom-centred basis sets. Each of the Npoints grid points are given equal weight and the
sum is calculated as:

EXC =
1

Npoints

∑
r

n(r)ϵXC (n(r) , . . .) . (8)

The value of ϵXC(r) is evaluated at point r and is assumed to be constant across the volume of the grid point.
This is inaccurate since the calculation involves non-linear functions of the density that must introduce
Fourier components with magnitude |G|> 2Gcut which are therefore aliased to lower frequencies. A different
choice of sampling points, that is, a constant offset applied to the position of all points in the grid, would lead
to a different EXC and VXC due to a change in the sampling of aliased frequencies [24]. The calculations
therefore lose translational invariance.

This is illustrated in figure 1 which shows the change in the energy of an isolated helium atom in a
periodic box as it is moved around the unit cell [25]. The results were obtained with the CASTEP code using
the ‘on the fly’ norm-conserving pseudo-potentials generated using the descriptors in the CASTEP database.
The density and wavefunctions were converged until the change in the forces between successive iterations
was less 1× 10−8 eVÅ−1. This is excessive for most routine calculations, but was done to ensure the accuracy
of the change in forces under displacement.

A change in sampling points by adding a constant offset to the grid positions is equivalent to each atom
in the cell having the opposite shift applied while the grid remains stationary. It can be seen from figure 1
that the energy is not constant as might be expected. Figures 2 and 3 show how the energy and force on the
helium atom change as the atom is moved relative to the grid for different XC functionals. When no XC
functional is used (or the XC contribution is zeroed), then there is no change in energy, i.e. the simulations
are translationally invariant. However, when an XC functional is used, the energy changes and translational
invariance is lost. This spurious change in energy gives rise to the rather odd predicted result of an isolated
helium atom in its ground state experiencing a small, spontaneous, position-dependent force.

The results shown in figure 2 are in keeping with the investigation of Lehtola and Marques [8] into the
numerical behaviour of different functionals. The change in energy of the Perdew–Wang parametrisation of
LDA [22] is practically negligible, but for PBE [23] and r2SCAN [9], GGA and meta-GGA functionals,
respectively, the energy change is much greater. Lehtola and Marques also found the Perdew–Zunger (PZ)
parametrisation of the LDA functional [21] to have large numerical instability [8], failing to converge the
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Figure 1. Change in the total energy of an isolated helium atom as the atom is moved around a (10 Å)3 cubic unit cell. An (80)3

FFT grid was used to represent the density and a single k-point at the Gamma point was used for Brillouin zone integration. The
calculation was performed with the PBE functional [23].

Figure 2. Change in the total energy of an isolated helium atom as the atom is displaced along the (111) direction of an (10 Å)3

cubic unit cell. A 803 FFT grid to represent the density and a single k-point at the Gamma point was used for Brillouin zone
integration. Sub-figure (b) is the same plot with the force axis scaled to allow the LDA (PW) [22] result to be seen.

energy w.r.t. grid resolution below≈10 µeV. The results shown in figure 2 supports their findings as the
LDA-PZ parametrisation has the largest variation in energy of all the functionals tested and is seen to be the
most non-linear in behaviour. This ill-behaviour is attributed to the functional form of LDA-PZ, which is a
piecewise function of the density with a cusp.

There have been various methods of dealing with the consequences of the integration errors that have
developed over the years, perhaps without it always being clear why these corrective schemes are necessary.
The most obvious consequence is the violation of translational symmetry leading, as seen above, to net forces
on the system. The spurious net force is clearly of concern in both isolated systems and crystal structures.
This is often assumed to be the result of numerical noise and under-converged calculations. However, as is
shown in figure 3, even very well converged systems can still have forces on the centre of mass (CoM). This
force on the CoM is consistent with the energy change resulting from a change in sampling as the system
moves relative to the discrete grid.

Permitting forces on the CoMmean that in a geometry optimisation or a molecular dynamics (MD)
calculation, the entire system can spontaneously begin to drift which is non-physical. In most cases this is
corrected by determining the average force acting on all atoms and removing it from each individual atomic
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Figure 3. Change in the spurious force on an isolated helium atom as the atom is displaced along the (111) direction of an (10 Å)3

cubic unit cell. A 803 FFT grid to represent the density and a single k-point at the Gamma point was used for Brillouin zone
integration. Sub-figure (b) is the same plot with the force axis scaled to allow the LDA (PW) result to be seen.

force, which therefore zeros the net force on the CoM. Although this fixes the CoM position, it fails to
address the cause of the force on the CoM.

This spurious position-dependent effect is caused by the existence of preferred low-energy locations
relative to the grid for each atom. This introduces systematic errors in the energy landscape, in turn creating
systematic errors in forces and stresses, which in turn leads to complications in MD and/or geometry
optimisation calculations. For example, the preferred low-energy locations might not respect crystal
symmetry, leading to difficulties in finding the correct geometries. Enforcing the crystal symmetry for
known structures can aid in geometry optimisation, but if there is little symmetry or the symmetry is
unknown, then the systematic errors must be overcome in some other way.

When performing lattice dynamics (phonon) calculations, further issues are caused by numerical errors
in EXC. Phonon calculations are calculating the derivative of the atomic forces due to an atomic displacement
in the system, from which the dynamical matrix can be constructed and diagonalised, yielding the phonon
modes. The necessity for an acoustic sum rule (ASR) correction in almost all DFT phonon calculations to
force the acoustic modes to have zero energy at Γ, is due to the discretisation of the contributions to EXC on a
real space grid. This was noted by Gonze and Lee [26] when first suggesting their original ASR correction.

ASR corrections are similar to zeroing the CoM force, and some ASR corrections can be interpreted as
accounting for the CoM force contribution to the force derivatives. An ASR correction is useful when there is
slight numerical noise in the forces but does not adequately address the cause of the discrepancies [27].
When the error due to the XC integration is large, the energy landscape becomes very complicated, leading to
severe problems when trying to take numerical derivatives of the forces. An ASR correction can still be
applied to force the acoustic modes to zero at Γ, but the correction cannot account for the modes away from
the Γ point as seen in figure 4.

It is often found that phonon calculations require higher cut-off energies or finer grid sampling for the
density, but the reason for this is not always properly appreciated. Finite difference schemes that make use of
supercells suffer particularly from the density sampling problem as the different discretisation in different
supercells can lead to large changes in the XC integration error in each supercell, such that the overall error
no longer cancels. For example, consider a system where the ground-state of the primitive cell is found using
a particular cut-off wavevector Gcut of the wavefunction, for which the corresponding FFT grid spacing
would require a 9.2× 9.2× 9.2 grid. Since every grid must have an integer number of points, the dimensions
of the FFT grid for the wavefunction are rounded up to give a 10× 10× 10 grid. The density grid is twice the
size, so will require a 20× 20× 20 FFT grid. For a 3× 3× 3 supercell constructed from the primitive cell
using the same wavefunction cut-off Gcut, the grid spacing now corresponds to a 27.6× 27.6× 27.6 FFT
grid. This is again rounded up, this time to a 28× 28× 28 grid for the wavefunction and a 56× 56× 56 FFT
grid for the density. The rounding of the grids means the supercell’s grid is not simply three times the
original cell’s grid dimensions (which would have been 30× 30× 30), and the spacing between points will be
different between the two cases. This change in grid spacing causes all real-space energy contributions to be
altered slightly. However, because the XC energy is particularly sensitive to the real space grid used, there can
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Figure 4. Phonon spectra calculated for a silicon primitive cell using the PBE and r2SCAN functionals. Calculated via finite
displacement using the non-diagonal supercell method [28] equivalent to a 3× 3× 3 q-point sampling grid.

be a very large change in EXC. These changes can mean that the ground-state structure found for the
primitive cell may not be equivalent to the ground-state structure in the supercell. This is particularly a
problem for the non-diagonal supercell method as this method can generate supercells that involve rotations
of the lattice vectors, which can therefore produce supercells where constructing an identical grid sampling to
the primitive cell is impossible. In the case of diagonal supercells, the change in sampling can be avoided by
ensuring that the same scaling is applied to the density grid as is applied to the lattice vectors. However, this
does not avoid the systematic errors in the energy landscape that are induced by computing EXC on a discrete
grid. Displacing the atoms to perform a finite difference in the forces will mean that the finite derivative
includes the error due to the sampling of EXC. Simply increasing the cut-off energy and density grid may
mask this issue, but at the cost of making phonon calculations even more computationally expensive.

The nature of phonon calculations involves perturbing the ground state structure, which will break some
of the crystal symmetries. If symmetry has been enforced during the geometry optimisation, the structure
will have been optimised until the symmetry-constrained forces are zero, regardless of whether these
symmetries are obeyed by the underlying density grid. Turning off the symmetry-constraints may therefore
lead to non-zero forces even in the unperturbed system, meaning that the ‘relaxed’ geometry is not in fact the
ground state structure. This issue is exacerbated if the CoM force is also zeroed, which is equivalent to
enforcing continuous translational symmetry for the overall system.

Ordinarily, if the energy of the system decreases under an atomic perturbation, this indicates an
imaginary phonon frequency and that the system is mechanically unstable to this perturbation. However, if
the perturbation breaks symmetries, thus removing constraints on the energy landscape, this can allow the
perturbed energy to be lowered due to numerical artefacts from the XC energy integration, regardless of the
physical stability. This can lead to spurious imaginary phonon modes appearing in the calculated spectrum.
These consequences can be seen in figure 4 where the phonon dispersion plot has been calculated for silicon
using the PBE functional and the r2SCAN functional using the non-diagonal supercell method [28]
equivalent to a 3× 3× 3 q-point sampling grid.

These are relatively naïve calculations in terms of the basis set used, yet the PBE calculation still managed
to produce physically reasonable results. However, the r2SCAN calculation returns a phonon spectrum with
several imaginary modes (plotted as negative modes for convenience), suggesting that the FCC primitive cell
for silicon is unstable, which we know to be physically incorrect. In this case the apparently unstable modes
are not caused by structural instability, they are caused by a change in discretisation between primitive cell
and super-cell and breaking of the crystal symmetry from the perturbation. Note that the only reason the
modes are zero at the gamma point is due to the CoM force being zeroed. In this case, applying an ASR
correction has no effect on the modes.

In most cases, the errors due to the numerical integration error in EXC are small enough to be negligible,
particularly with a more simple XC functional such as the Perdew-Wang (PW) parametrisation of the LDA.
When the XC integration error is large enough to cause issues, it can be mitigated by using higher cut-off
energies or finer grids to represent the electron density. As noted in the literature [5, 6, 8], several modern
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density functionals have particular numerical pathologies. This means that it can be very difficult to
eliminate numerical errors by increasing the basis set until results converge.

It is rarely obvious that a particular combination of system, functional, and basis set will cause numerical
issues due to XC energy integration until long dynamical or after structural calculations have been run. This
is especially true when the CoM force has been zeroed and crystal symmetry enforced, which can easily hide
such problems until dynamical calculations of the system are performed or the crystal symmetry is broken by
some perturbation, as in a phonon calculation. Clearly, it would be advantageous to know the uncertainty
that might be introduced from the numerical integration error before running computationally expensive
simulations.

3. Uncertainty quantification (UQ)

In this section we present our approach to quantifying the error related to the integration of the
contributions to the XC energy. As already demonstrated, these errors have important implications for the
calculation of material properties. It would therefore be useful for the user to have an indication of the level
of error in the calculation of the total energy due to XC energy integration before completing long structural,
dynamical, or phonon calculations. Our aim is to provide an ‘on the fly’ UQ method that is; (i) highly
accurate, (ii) general to all XC functional approximations and all systems, i.e. requires little to no fine tuning,
(iii) computationally cheap enough to allow the method to be used in live MD calculations and phonon
calculations, warning a user when results may be affected.

The approach we take for our UQ method is to focus on the breaking of translation invariance,
i.e. change in EXC with the position of the FFT grid. The ground state energy of the system, E0, can be
determined as follows:

E0 = ⟨ψ|Ĥ|ψ⟩, (9)

where Ĥ is the Kohn–Sham Hamiltonian as defined in equation (4). Under some perturbation of strength λ,
the energy will change. The new energy of the system, Eλ can be expressed as,

Eλ = ⟨ψλ|Ĥλ|ψλ⟩ ≈

〈
ψ +λ

∂ψ

∂λ

∣∣∣∣∣Ĥ+λ
∂Ĥ

∂λ

∣∣∣∣∣ψ +λ
∂ψ

∂λ

〉
. (10)

At the ground state of the unperturbed system, the energy is minimised w.r.t. all possible variations of the
wavefunctions. Therefore, provided there is no explicit dependence of ψ on λ, using the same arguments as
in Hellmann–Feynman [29], we can eliminate the ∂ψ∂λ terms. This leaves us with,

Eλ = ⟨ψ|Ĥ+λ
∂Ĥ

∂λ
|ψ⟩= ⟨ψ|Ĥλ|ψ⟩. (11)

In order to determine the energy of the perturbed system, we only have to apply the perturbed Hamiltonian
to the unperturbed ground state.

The perturbation we are interested in this case is a change in the position of real-space FFT sampling
points. In plane-wave DFT, almost all the energy contributions are handled in reciprocal space. The XC
energy contribution is the only contribution that must be evaluated explicitly at the real space grid points,
and therefore is sensitive to the relative position of the grid. The energy change due to the real space position
of the FFT grid being shifted by an offset∆r can therefore be calculated by Fourier interpolating the
ground-state charge density onto an FFT grid offset by∆r and recalculating the XC energy. The change in
XC energy between the shifted grid positions will be the same as the change in total energy were all the atoms
in the system moved relative to the real space grid.

The charge density is transformed from the original FFT grid to the offset FFT grid by applying a phase
factor to the terms of the Fourier expansion of the charge density and then performing an inverse transform.
The value of the charge density at a particular point, r+∆r can be written in terms of the original FFT grid
expansion as follows:

n(r+∆r) =
∑
G

(
aGe

iG·r)eiG·∆r. (12)

In figure 5 there is a comparison of the change in energy found from rigidly shifting the atoms of various
systems by∆r and reminimising the total energy, and the change in EXC found from interpolating the
density to an FFT grid that has had a−∆r rigid shift applied (which is an equivalent transformation). It can
be clearly seen that the calculated changes in energy from both approaches are in excellent agreement across a
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Figure 5. The change in energy,∆E, calculated for various systems as the atoms are uniformly displaced by∆r along the (111)
direction the width of a grid point. In each column we look at a different system, an isolated helium atom (graphs (a) and (e)), a
primitive silicon unit cell (graphs (b) and (f)), a Benzene molecule (graphs (c) and (g)) and aluminium (graphs (d) and (h)). For
each system two XC functionals were tested, the top row shows the PBE results and the bottom row shows the r2SCAN results.
Calculations for the same systems used consistent basis-sets and the norm-conserving pseudopotentials obtained using the same
XC functional. The solid black line denotes values the change in the total energy post minimisation. The red dashed lines denotes
change in XC energy from applying the offset to the density via interpolation as shown in equation (12) and non-self consistently
recalculating the XC energy.

range of different systems. This result means that we are able to probe the precision of the XC integration
grid and provide an estimate of the uncertainty.

The interpolation method is general to all XC functionals, as all that is required is the translation of the
density (and KED if necessary) to an offset FFT grid, from which any gradient terms can be calculated and
EXC re-evaluated. The interpolation method comes at the cost of a few additional Fourier transforms and the
evaluation of the XC energy over the grid, but this is significantly cheaper than reminimising calculation with
the atoms at different positions. As shown in figure 5, the method has been tested on a variety of systems, and
in all cases the agreement between the methods is excellent.

So far, the methods described are not a complete UQ method. The issues from numerical errors in EXC
arise when an offset is applied to either the atoms or the real-space grid, violating translational symmetry. A
useful heuristic test would therefore be the size of this violation, i.e. an estimation of the maximum change in
energy under translation. With periodic boundary conditions, applying a grid offset that translates the grid
points exactly so that they sit on another grid point will give the same discretisation of the density and
therefore the same energy. It can be seen in figure 1 that the oscillations in energy as the grids/atoms are
moved have periodicity of the distance between grid points. Therefore, to sample the possible changes in
energy under any arbitrary translation, only translations that span the volume of a single grid point must be
considered. By sampling across the volume of the grid point using a regular grid mesh, we can sample the
oscillations in energy, i.e. the violation of translational symmetry.

In figure 6, this approach is used to estimate the maximum violation of translational symmetry found
when using UQ sampling grids of different sizes. The same test system is used as in figure 5(f), where the
difference between the peak and the trough in that graph is approximately 41 meV, which is also the value at
which the UQ test converges. It can also be seen from figure 6 that the UQ sampling grid does not have to be
very fine to give a reasonable estimate for the violation of translational symmetry and therefore the error in
EXC. Knowing the order of magnitude of the error is useful in deciding whether the error is at an acceptable
level. Although the cost of determining the energy change from a particular translation is relatively
inexpensive, using a very fine sampling for the UQ sampling grid can quickly become prohibitively expensive,
involving hundreds of FFTs and evaluations of the XC energy. In practice, a 4× 4× 4 UQ sampling grid was
found to be sufficient to obtain a useful idea for the magnitude of the violation of translational symmetry.
This allows the UQ test to remain inexpensive whilst still giving useful heuristic information.

9



Electron. Struct. 7 (2025) 025004 B Durham et al

Figure 6. The convergence of the estimated uncertainty due to the XC energy integration as the sampling of each grid point
volume is increase. The test system was a primitive unit cell of silicon using the r2SCAN functional with a cut-off energy of
350 eV, a k-point spacing of 0.04 and density grid scale of 2.

4. Correcting the XC energy error

The UQ test described in the previous section can be used to provide the user of a plane-wave DFT software
with information on how large the violation of translation symmetry is for the given calculation. The
advantage of the UQ test is that the user now has a single metric from a relatively cheap test, which can then
be used to tune their choice of basis set and XC functional without needing to run expensive calculations,
which may eventually fail and need to be repeated. Different material properties of interest may require
different levels of accuracy, and it is not always obvious whether that level of accuracy can be achieved. For
example, the magnetic anisotropy energy is oftenO(10−6) eV for weakly anisotropic magnetic materials, and
we have already seen (e.g. figure 6) that the errors due to the egg-box effect can be four orders of magnitude
greater than this. This UQ can inform the user if such a level of accuracy has been achieved, and if not, then
the user can then take action to address the cause of the error in the XC energy integral and thus reduce the
violation of translational invariance.

Since in this work we focus on plane-wave approaches, and therefore periodic boundary conditions, the
XC energy integral is performed by Fourier-expanding the XC energy density, and the integral over the
simulation cell is simply the zeroth order term of this Fourier expansion. Increasing the order of the
expansion simply requires increasing the number of points in the Fourier-space sampling grid, which is
equivalent to using a finer real-space sampling. As finer and finer sampling is used, the numerical evaluation
of the integral, and hence the value of EXC, approaches the exact result. Moreover, VXC(r) at each point will
be more accurate and better represent the change in energy with respect to the density, as more
high-frequency components of VXC(r) will be correctly sampled, with correspondingly reduced aliasing in
lower frequencies. The combination of these effects should lead to improved representation of the ground
state and the physics of the system. It will reduce the magnitude of symmetry violations, including both
crystal symmetry and translational symmetry, generating more accurate results.

In plane-wave codes, there are a couple of common approaches that one can take to increase the
sampling resolution of EXC, neither of which is ideal, as we will explain. The first common approach is to
increase the plane-wave cut-off energy, i.e. increase the number of basis functions in the Fourier expansion of
the wavefunction. This has the side effect of significantly increasing the computational cost of every
operation in the Hamiltonian, increasing the memory requirements for the calculation, and adding
additional Fourier components to the density, and therefore to the XC integral. These extra components will
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Figure 7. The change in the estimated uncertainty of the XC energy integration as the grid is altered in different ways. The base
system is the primitive unit cell of silicon using; a cut-off energy of 350 eV, a density grid scale of 2 and a XC grid scale of 2. In each
of the subplots we show the change in estimated uncertainty as; (a) the cut-off energy is increased; (b) the density grid scale is
increased; (c) the XC grid scale is increased. In each case the other parameters have been fixed at those used for the first data point.

add higher frequency terms, which should reduce in magnitude, but may also make the reduction of
numerical artefacts more difficult.

The other common approach is to increase the fineness of the grid used for the density, leaving the basis
functions for the wavefunctions untouched. This only increases the cost of operations involving the density
and the construction of local potentials, which is computationally cheaper in both number of operations and
the memory required. The caveat is that, although this will improve the XC terms, it costs a considerable
amount of wasted effort/memory for many of the other terms in the Hamiltonian. There are also issues with
this approach arising from using pseudo-potentials. Both the projector augmented wave method (PAW) [30]
and ultrasoft pseudo-potential method (USP) [31] add additional ‘augmentation charge’ terms to the
valence density which can require the density grid to be more than twice as fine as the wavefunction basis in
order to be accurately represented (traditional norm-conserving pseudo-potentials [32] do not have these
augmentation terms). Many pseudo-potentials also make use of nonlinear core corrections (NLCCs) [33]
when computing the XC energy integral for a better representation of the XC interaction between the core
charges and the electrons treated as valence. The core charges are interpolated from a spherically symmetric
radial function onto the density grid. Both of these pseudo-potential features can mean that increasing the
scale of the density grid will have a similar effect to increasing the cut-off energy, i.e. increasing the number
of terms in the density expansion and therefore the XC energy, making the reduction of numerical artefacts
harder.

The alternative approach we propose here, is to increase only the fineness of the grid for the XC part of
the calculation. Every other term in the Hamiltonian can be handled on a grid which will accurately
represent the density (including any augmentation from the PAW/USP methods). When computing the XC
terms, the NLCC terms should be interpolated onto the density grid, and then we can use Fourier
extrapolation to move the real-space density to a much finer grid, i.e. Fourier transform the density to
reciprocal space, pad the Fourier expansion with extra zeros up to the highest frequency we want to use in
the EXC computation, and then back transform the density to real space on a much finer grid. We then
compute the contributions to EXC and VXC on this finer grid in real-space, transform to Fourier space to
truncate the potential beyond the highest frequency components representable on the original density grid,
and then back transform it to real space on the original density grid. This truncation has no effect on the XC
energy integral computed by multiplying the density and the potential compared to when they are computed
on the finer XC grid, but it removes any aliasing of high-frequency components represented on the XC grid
into the potential on the original density grid.

A comparison of these approaches is shown in figure 7 where we show how the error estimated by the
UQ test,∆EUQ, changes with the fineness of the grid by the methods described above. For the UQ tests we
use a 4× 4× 4 UQ sampling grid to estimate the error. All approaches were found to be effective in reducing
the estimated uncertainty. The approaches of increasing the density grid scale and the XC grid scale are
equally and highly effective in reducing the estimated uncertainty. Increasing the cut-off energy does cause a
reduction in the estimated error; however, figure 7(a) shows that the cut-off energy must be quadrupled to
reduce the error by one order of magnitude. The cut-off wave vector for the plane-waves, Gcut, scales as the
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Figure 8. Phonon spectrum calculated for a silicon primitive cell with the r2SCAN functional. Calculated via finite displacement
using the non-diagonal supercell method [28] equivalent to a 3× 3× 3 q-point sampling grid. All other parameters are the same
as those used in figure 4.

root of the cut-off energy, Ecut, therefore quadrupling the cut-off energy doubles the size of the density grid.
The calculation with a cut-off energy of 1400 eV with a density grid scale of 2 will use the same actual density
grid for the XC calculation as that used with a cut-off energy of 350 eV but with a density grid scale or XC
grid scale of 4. The estimated uncertainty in these calculations is very similar, but increasing the cut-off
energy by a factor of 4 causes the calculation to take∼8 times as long to complete. Increasing the density grid
or the XC grid scale by an extra factor of 2 only increased the cost by a factor of∼40% and∼20%
respectively, and so clearly these are much more efficient approaches at reducing the uncertainty compared
to the cut-off energy. Figure 7(a) only shows the estimated uncertainty for cut-off energies in the range of
350–1400 eV. Further increases in the cut-off energy would further reduce the uncertainty; however, the
additional computational cost is dramatic and unjustified.

Increasing the density grid scale compared to increasing the XC grid scale has a comparable effect in
terms of accuracy but also comes with additional computational cost. We have already shown in section 3
figure 6 that the effect of the violation of translation symmetry was≈41 meV in the original calculation
without a change in the grid scaling. In figure 7, it can be seen that a grid scale of 8 reduces the error to
O(10−5) eV for both the density grid scale calculation and the XC grid scale. Increasing the scale of the
density grid to 8 increased the time required for the energy minimisation calculation by a factor of∼5.5×,
whilst increasing the scale of the XC grid to 8 increased the time required by only a factor of∼2.4×.

Increasing either the cut-off energy, the density grid scale or the XC grid scale leads to the total energy,
forces and stresses converging to different values. Initially, this might seem worrying, but it is to be expected.
As explained above, increasing the XC grid scale only improves the representation of the XC energy
contributions and the XC potential. Increasing the density grid scale improves the representation of all the
density and potential terms in the calculation, including the NLCC and augmentation charge terms, which
will include additional contributions to the energy. Increasing the cut-off energy introduces additional
plane-waves into the wavefunction and the density, waves which were previously assumed to have zero
weighting. This will add extra contributions to every term in the Hamiltonian and will therefore change the
total energy calculated.

To illustrate the benefit of using a separate XC grid, we have repeated the calculation of the phonon
dispersion presented in section 2, using a density grid scale of 6 and also with an XC grid scale of 6. Without
either correction, r2SCAN with the same parameters gives imaginary phonon modes with maximum energy
of∼−40 meV, which is the same magnitude as the energy error the UQ test estimates. Increasing the grid
scales to 6 can be seen in figure 7 to reduce the estimated error of the energy to be below 10−4 eV, i.e. an order
of magnitude smaller than the tolerance in the energies of the phonon modes. With either of the corrections,
these imaginary modes are now real, and the difference between the phonon dispersion calculated with either
approach is negligible; see figure 8. The UQ test allows an informed decision to be made on how fine a grid is
needed, in order to reduce the numerical XC integration artefacts enough for accurate phonon calculations.

It is worth noting again that the UQ test relies only on the ground-state density for a particular atomic
configuration. Thus, it can be used to tune the fineness of the XC grid for the desired accuracy before before
performing any dynamical or structural calculations. This step requires multiple energy minimisation
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calculations, with the atoms in a specific configuration, to get the ground state at different XC grid scales, but
this is no worse than the convergence calculations required for the choice of cut-off energy and k-point
sampling.

It is clear from the uncertainty estimates presented in figure 6 that the use of the finer grid, only to
calculate EXC and VXC is an effective method to improve the numerical accuracy of calculations while
minimising the additional computational cost. We have also shown that when comparing the phonon
dispersion curves presented in figure 8, there is no noticeable difference in the physical predictions compared
to the existing approach of increasing the grid scale of the density grid for every energy contribution, while
the XC grid method is cheaper to compute.

5. Conclusions

We have developed and presented a new UQ approach for plane-wave DFT calculations that allows an
estimation of the violation of translational symmetry due to the numerical integration of the XC energy,
sometimes referred to as the egg-box effect. Our novel UQ method fulfils all the desired requirements of
being an accurate, efficient, and general-purpose metric for all systems and XC functionals. This is done by
Fourier interpolating the ground state density to a set of shifted grid positions and re-evaluating the change
in XC energy at these grid offsets. This is found to be in very close agreement with the change in total energy
from an equivalent displacement of the entire system.

The results of using our UQ approach are in keeping with those seen elsewhere in the literature, i.e. the
size of the integration error is highly dependent on the system of interest, the choice and size of the basis set,
and the choice of XC functional. Performing this analysis at an early stage of a workflow can inform the user
of the expected accuracy of subsequent calculations.

In addition, we suggest a slightly different approach to improve the EXC calculation. By selectively
computing the contributions to EXC and its corresponding potential VXC on a finer grid (via Fourier
extrapolation), the integration error can be reduced to a level deemed appropriate by the user, without the
additional overhead of increasing the cut-off energy and/or the fineness of the density grid. Coupled with the
uncertainty quantification method, the inaccuracies related to the XC integration error (a.k.a. the egg-box
effect) can confidently be avoided with a minor additional computational cost. This work offers a promising
pathway towards improving accuracy in a diverse range of materials modelling applications.
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