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Quenching of atomic states in a low-pressure hydrogen glow discharge
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A laser perturbation method is used to determine the relaxation rates of levels n = 3, 4, 5 of atomic

hydrogen as a function of pressure and current intensity in a glow discharge. Quenching is due to
spontaneous emission of radiation towards lower levels and to inelastic collisions with H2 molecules in the

ground and quasimetastable states with thermally averaged cross sections of about 1.5 X 10 "cm'.

I. INTRODUCTION

Early studies on the dissociation of H, by elec-
tronic collisions'"' indicate that in the energy
range of gas discharge plasma electrons
(Z, -2-10 eV), the dominant process responsible
for' the formation of hydrogen atoms, is the dis-
sociation reaction

H, (X'Z;) + e -H+ H+ e

whose efficiency is greater than that of the sec-
ondary reaction

H, (X'Z')+ e -H, '+ e + e -H+ H'+ 2e . (2)

Excitation (respectively, ionization) of these
ground-state atoms is then ensured by electronic in-
elastic collisions. Under continuous electric excita-
tion, a quasistationary equilibrium sets up in
which excitation processes are on the whole
balanced by radiative and collisional depopulating
processes. These deexcitation processes may be
in the case of atomic hydrogen: diffusion toward
the walls of the discharge tube, emission or ab-
sorption of radiation, inelastic collisions with
electrons, and inelastic collisions with heavy par-
ticles (i.e., H, molecules). Except for metastable
states, diffusion does not contribute to the des-
truction of excited atomic states in low-pressure
glow discharge.

II. EXPERIMENT

Qle have studied the quenching mechanisms of
the n= 3, 4, 5 atomic hydrogen excited states in
the positive column of a l.ow-pressure glow dis-
charge by a time resolved spectroscopic analysis
of the population relaxations following a short
resonant laser pulse pumping. The experimental
apparatus is schematically shown on Fig. 1. It
has been previously described in experiments
dealing with radiative and collisional processes
in a helium glow discharge. 4 ~ A tunable dye laser
excited by a pulsed nitrogen laser SOPHA (pulse
width, 4 ns, spectral width 0.2 A, energy/pulse
-10pJ, repetition rate, 15 Hz) is used to induce

18

a selective and short perturbation on the popula-
tion of an atomic hydrogen state by resonant op-
tical pumping.

Excited states are produced in a capillary glow
discharge (inner diameter, 4 mm, length, 60 mm)
After high-vacuum cleaning (10 " Torr) the dis-
charge is created under continuous electrical pow-
er supply with a constant flow of hydrogen high-
purity gas (flow rate &1 f/h). Pressure P, mea-
sured with two Pirani probes, can be adjusted
from 0.2 to 2 Torr and current intensity i from 5
to 40 mA. For each experimental situation (P, i)
correspo-nding vilue of the electronic density n, is
measured by a high-frequency cavity perturbation
method, and value of the mean electronic kinetic en-
ergy E, is only estimated in the frame of glom dis-
charge theory. In pressure and current ranges
under study, we obtain, respectively, 5.10'&g,
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IV. INTERPRETATION

Generally, in a low-pressure hydrogen-gas
discharge, the quenching rate 1'„(P,i) of the atomic
excited states may be expanded'

1'„(P,i) = P A„.„&~„+n„g R„„+n, P S„
tB

In this expression, A.~„and A„,„represent, r'e-
spectively, the Einstein coefficient and the optical
escape factor for the n-n' radiative transition,
and R„„[vdescribing a molecular state
(v= 0, U, t)] represents the rate for the reaction

H(n)+ H, H+ H *(v)+hE, (6)

and 8 is the excitation transfer rate from state
n towards state m by electronic collisions

~ (f) = ~Z'e-""'"
n n 7

where I'„(P, i) is the quenching rate of leveln and de-
pends on the discharge pressure and current in-
tensity. As an example, the I'„(P, i) experimental.
values deduced from the relaxation curves through
Eq. (3) are shown on Fig. 4 as a function of the
total pressure I' in the discharge with i acting as
a parairieter for n =4. From these curves, it fol-
lows with a rather good approximation that in the
pressure and current ranges under study, I'„(P, i)
can be expressed in the form:

r„(P,i) =A„+a„(z)P, (4)

where A„ is a constant and B„(i) is a function of
i alone.

H(n)+e -H(m)+e + M
Finally, n„and n, are, respectively, the molecu-
lar and electronic population densities.

Under present experimental conditions, no in-
duced atomic, fluorescence was observed accord-
ing to reaction (7) with m & n. On the other hand,
transfers with m &n were only detected for low
pressure and current intensity and corresponded
only to spontaneous radiative transitions from
level n to m and not to reaction (7). These two

-

experimental results clearly indicate that excita-
tion transfer between n= 3, 4, 5, 6 atomic excited
states of hydrogen by electronic collisions are
riegligibly small, This observation agrees well
with calculated values' of the rates of reaction
(7) and with recent experimental data. ' Taking
into account these results, Eq. (6) acquires the
approximate form

1'„(P, i) =Q A„,„A„,„+ +nR„„.

Then, the observed variation of I"„(P,i) with i
can only be explained in terms of the variations
of ri„with i, that is by the variation of the dis-
sociation rate of H, with i in the discharge. In-
deed, according to the dissociation process (1),
the number density of H, molecules in the dis-
charge n„(P, i) at total pressure P, gas tempera-
ture T, and current intensity i depends on the
density and energy of electrons, so that one can
write
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TABLE I. Total radiative de-excitationrates of then = 3, 4, 5 levels of atomic hydrogen.

An~n An~n(s ')

(Thin plasma, Ref. 11)

A 'n An'n(s
n'&, n

(Thick plasma, Ref. 11)

An(s

(This work)

9.98 x10~

4.41 x 10~

(4.42~ 0.05) x107

3.02 x107

1.74 x10~

(1.72 +0.05) x10~

1.3.53 x10

0.743 x 107

(0.90 + 0.05) x107

where n'„, is the molecular population density at
total. pressure P and gas temperature T without
any dissociation (that is without electrical dis-
charge i=0, n, =0), and f(n„E,) is a function re-
lated to the dissociation rate of reaction (1) such
thatf(n, = 0, E, = 0)=1. A complete study of this
dissociation rate will be published in a forthcoming
paper, "but for the present work, one needs only
to define f (n„E,) as the ratio of dissociated mo-
leeules at pressure I' and currenti. According
to the relation n„' =P/KT~, one gets: n„(P, i)
=Pg(n„E,) with g(n„E,) =f (n„E,)/kT„and Eq.
(8) then becomes

F„(P,i) = Q A„„A~„+Pg(n„E,)Q R„„. (10)

By comparing Eq (4) and (10), one obtains

A„= Q A „A „, B„(i)=g(n„E,)QB„„. (11)

Here, A.„appears as the total radiative decay rate
and B„(i) as the total collisional rate of level n.

The experimental values of the total radiative
transition rates A„are compared to accepted val-
ues: Z„,&„A~„A„,„(Table I) for an optically thin
plasma: A.„,„=1, and for a plasma with reabsory-
tion in the resonance lines: ~„,„=1, n'&1, and

~,„=0. The A„,„are taken from Ref. 11. Com-

parison shows that in the pressure range 0.1&P
&3 Torr the n=3-n'=1, Lz, and n=4-n' =1,
L„ lines are completely trapped, whereas for
n=5, an escape of radiation in the L, line of about
40% explains the relative discrepancy with the
thick plasma case. A similar effect (escape of
resonance radiation) has been studied previously
in a He glow discharge. '

The collisional rates for reaction (6) are de-
duced from expression (10) after extrapolation
of the experimental quenching rate F„(P,i) to
zero current intensity. In these conditions,
g(n, = 0, E,= 0) = 1/k T, so that B„(0)=Z„R„„/kT,.
Details of this extrapolation procedure will be
reported in Ref. 10. B„(0)values and correspond-
ing eollisional thermally averaged cross sections
F„'„„-1.5 ~ 10 ' cm', are given in Table II and
indicate that quenching of excited H atoms by H,
moleeules is a powerful process fulfilling the
quasiresonant condition ~/kT, =O. The o„" „
values are compared in Table II to recent re-
sults obtained by I,ewis and Williams" who mea-
sured cross sections of the quenching collisions
H(n=3, 4, 5) with ground state H, after excitation
and dissociation of the molecular gas by a 40-
keV electron beam. For the three states an im-
portant disagreement is observed. In order to
give an explanation of this discrepancy, we have
looked for the molecular states (Q, v, J) for which

TABLE II. Collisional de-excitation rates B„(0)and thermally averaged collisional cross
sections OH H for the &=3,4, 5 levels of atomic hydrogen.

2

n=5

B„(0){s~ Torr ~)

2

{This work)

(15.0 ~ 0.2) x10'

156 +3

(14.2+0.4) x10'

145 +4

(14.5 +0.5) x10'

(Ref. 12)
76 +3 32 k3 8.9 ~ 0.7
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the following reactions:
(arbitrary unit)

H(n)+ H, [X' Z'(0, 4)]-H(n'= 1)+H,(Q, v, j)+hE,

(12)

are propable, as they fulfill the condition ~«kT,
and obey the usual optical selection rules. Energy
values of H, and H states have been taken from
Befs. 11, 13, and 14. Then, following Ref. 12, we
have o"„„~Z„~A„,q„„,g„with A„, the Einstein
coefficient for the n-1 transition, q„„, the
Franck-london factor for the electronic trans-
ition v(X' Z', v = 0, J)- v'(0', v', J'), and g„ the
fraction of H2 molecules in the state v. Summa-
tion is performed on all states v, v' (typically
three or four states) satisfying reaction (12).
With the Franck-london factors given in Bef. 15,
we obtain the following ratio: o'„„/o4 „ /o'„
= 1/0. 2/0. 02. Experimentally, this ratio was
found to be 1/0.9/0. 9. Results of Ref. 12 are
on the other hand in better agreement with this
elementary model. In Bef 12, H, molecules were
mainly in the ground state X'Z'(O, J) so that only
reactions (12) contributed to atomic excited-state
quenching as assumed in the model. But in our
experiment, a part of H, moleeules is also in
electronic excited states. This part is generally
small compared to the ground-state population,
except for the quasimetastable group of states
c'z„and a'Z, which then may intervene as sup-
plementary collisional deexcitation channels of
atomic states"

C
H(n)+H, " -H(n'=2)+H, (n', v', g)~ m .

a' Z+

(13)

Tables given in Ref. 13 indicate that for every
level n, at least 20 deexcitation channels with~&-,'kT, exist. On the other hand, measurement
by absorption of a cw dye laser beam at 5947.3 A
of the population density of the a'Z'(v =O, J=2)
state leads to an estimate of the total population
of quasimetastable states of about 5% of the total
molecular population depending on the discharge
conditions (P, i), We thus can expect to obtain an
important population transfer of the atomic system
towards the molecule according to reaction (13)
which can explain the discrepancy with the results
of Bef. 12. This has been experimentally verified
for the n=3 level of H in the particular transfer
reaction

H(n = 3)+ H, [a' Z'(v = 0, J= 4)]

-H(n=2)+H, (e'Z„'v=2, v=5) —,', ar, . (14)—

10 20 30 40

FIG. 5. Time resolved light intensities of the reso-
nance atomic fluorescence (II ) and collision induced
molecular fluorescence (molecular line) according to the
excitation transfer reaction (14).

Pumping the n= 3 atomic level with the pulsed dye
laser (X, = 6563 A) we observed at the same time
an increase of the induced fluorescence light
starting from the e' Z'„(v = 2, J= 5) state of

H, (X = 6568 Ac X,). Result of the time resolved
transfer experiment is shown on Fig. 5 in relative
intensity scale, and exhibits clearly the efficiency
of the quenching of H atomic states by metastable
molecular states, since a great number of reac-
tions similar to the one studied are allowed. The
relaxation times of the atomic and molecular
states deduced from Fig. 5 are of the same order
of magnitude, which indicates that the two level
populations are strongly coupled through col-
lisions.

V. CONCLUSION

One thus can ascribe the quenching of atomic
H states in a glow discharge to collisions with H,
molecules in ground and quasimetastable states.
Thermally averaged cross sections of 1.5 & 10""
cm' indicate the great efficiency of the mechan-
isms which strongly connect atomic and molecular
states. This coupling through atom-molecule ex-
citation transfers may be for the main part re-
sponsible for the anomalies observed in the mea-
surements of molecular rotational temperatures
arid atomic excitation temperatures in H, glow
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discharges. The transfer process tends to de-
populate atomic excited states for the benefit of
excited molecular states, leading to an apparent
increase of H, rotational temperature and an

apparent decrease of H excitation energy. This
is precisely the case of the discharge under study
where T" -450'K, T, -320'K and T,„,-0.1 eV, E, -5 eV,
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