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Model-independent determination of the dipole response of 66Zn
using quasimonoenergetic and linearly polarized photon beams
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Background: Photon strength functions are an important ingredient in calculations relevant for the nucleosynthesis of heavy elements.
The relation to the photoabsorption cross section allows to experimentally constrain photon strength functions by investigating the
photoresponse of atomic nuclei.

Purpose: We determine the photoresponse of 66Zn in the energy region of 5.6 MeV to 9.9 MeV and analyze the contribution of the
’elastic’ decay channel back to the ground state. In addition, for the elastic channel electric and magnetic dipole transitions were separated.

Methods: Nuclear resonance fluorescence experiments were performed using a linearly polarized quasi-monoenergetic photon beam at
the High Intensity γ -ray Source. Photon beam energies from 5.6 to 9.9 MeV with an energy spread of about 3% were selected in steps
of 200–300 keV. Two high purity germanium detectors were used for the subsequent γ -ray spectroscopy.

Results: Full photoabsorption cross sections are extracted from the data making use of the monoenergetic character of the photon beam.
For the ground-state decay channel, the average contribution of electric and magnetic dipole strengths is disentangled. The average
branching ratio back to the ground state is determined as well.

Conclusions: The new results indicate lower cross sections when compared to the values extracted from a former experiment using
bremsstrahlung on 66Zn. In the latter, the average branching ratio to the ground state is estimated from statistical-model calculations in
order to analyze the data. Corresponding estimates from statistical-model calculations underestimate this branching ratio compared to the
values extracted from the present analysis, which would partly explain the high cross sections determined from the bremsstrahlung data.

DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevC.106.044324

I. INTRODUCTION

The modeling of the nucleosynthesis of heavy elements
depends on input from nuclear structure and nuclear reaction
studies. Statistical model calculations within the Hauser-
Feshbach formalism [1] are needed for estimating the relevant
reaction rates. One of the important quantities usually used for
such calculations is photon strength functions (PSF). These
characterize the average probability for the emission and ab-
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sorption of photons by atomic nuclei. Experimentally, PSF
are studied using a variety of reactions, see Refs. [2,3] for
an overview. Among the methods, photon-induced reactions
offer the possibility to study PSF via their connection to the
photoabsorption cross sections σγ .

Photonuclear reactions are a common tool to study a
variety of nuclear structure phenomena [4]. Due to the well-
understood interaction, properties of excited nuclear states
can be determined in a model independent way. Below the
particle-emission threshold, nuclear resonance fluorescence
(NRF) experiments are one of the work horses to provide a
broad experimental database.
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An interesting region in excitation energy to study the
photoresponse of nuclei is from 5 to 10 MeV. In this energy
region, the so-called pygmy dipole resonance (PDR) is found
in a number of nuclei [5,6]. In the medium mass range, a
number of NRF experiments have been performed in order to
study the PDR, e.g., in the Z = 28 [7–9] isotopes or the N =
50 [10–13] isotones. Recent findings on the neutron-number
dependence of the low-energy dipole strength near the shell
closure N = 28 [14–18] indicate its sensitivity to the valence
shell and, thus, to single-particle effects [18]. In particular,
the Ni and Zn isotopic chains offer the possibility to study the
PDR over a broad range of neutron-to-proton ratios in medium
mass nuclei.

In order to study the photoresponse of 66Zn in the en-
ergy region up to its neutron separation energy (Sn = 11.06
MeV), nuclear resonance fluorescence (NRF) experiments
were performed at the γ ELBE facility [19] using broad-
band bremsstrahlung as well as at the High Intensity γ -ray
Source (HIγ S) facility [20] making use of a horizontally lin-
early polarized, quasi-monoenergetic photon beam produced
via laser-Compton backscattering (LCB). In the analysis
presented in Ref. [21], the excitation strength of isolated
resonances as well as the photoabsorption cross section in
bins of 100 keV were extracted from the data taken with
bremsstrahlung. The method to determine the latter requires
an accurate description of the decay behavior of the photoex-
cited states within statistical model calculations as described,
e.g., in Refs. [12,13,22–26]. The parity-quantum numbers of
isolated excited states were determined exploiting the linear
polarization of the LCB photon beam produced at HIγ S.
Furthermore, as shown for other cases [27–32], the monoener-
getic character of the LCB photon beam allows to determine
the full photoabsorption cross section averaged over the en-
ergy profile of the photon beam. At the same time, the average
branching ratio needed in the analysis of the bremsstrahlung
data can be extracted from the LCB data as well, which allows
to verify the accuracy of the calculations within the statistical
model. In the present paper, we show the analysis of the LCB
data and compare the results with the data presented in [21].

II. EXPERIMENT

An extensive description of the setup and relevant de-
tails of the experiments are already given in [21]. Therefore,
only a brief summary is provided here. The experiment was
performed at the HIγ S facility of the Triangle Universities
Nuclear Laboratory at Duke University in Durham, NC, USA
[20]. At the time of the experiment, two NRF setups were
available, the γ 3 setup [33] and a second one located down-
stream, which was used for the measurement on 66Zn. Two
large-volume high purity germanium (HPGe) detectors were
positioned at polar angles of 90◦ with respect to the incom-
ing LCB beam. One HPGe of 100% relative efficiency was
placed in the polarization plane (hereafter referred to as hor-
izontal detector) and another one of 80% relative efficiency
was located perpendicular to the polarization plane (hereafter
referred to as vertical detector). This geometry is ideal to
separate electric dipole (E1) from magnetic dipole (M1) tran-
sitions in an even-even nucleus [34]. The target consisted of

1.4993 g of zinc enriched to 98% in 66Zn, and was formed
to a disk with a diameter of 20 mm, which is about the size
of the photon beam. For the present analysis, data taken at
beam energies of 5.6, 5.75, 5.9, 6.1, 6.3, 6.5, 6.7, 6.9, 7.1,
7.3, 7.5, 7.7, 7.9, 8.15, 8.4, 8.65, 8.9, 9.15, 9.4, 9.65, and 9.9
MeV are considered. For the determination of full energy peak
detection efficiencies, a set of calibration measurements have
been taken before and after the experiments using standard
radioactive sources such as 56Co, 60Co, and 152Eu.

III. ANALYSIS

The present analysis focuses on the extraction of the pho-
toabsorption cross section averaged over the beam energy
profiles of the single measurements. For this purpose, we
follow mostly the formalism outlined in [32].

The photoabsorption cross section σγ can be expressed by
the sum of the so-called “elastic” part σγγ and the “inelastic”
σγγ ′ :

σγ = σγγ + σγγ ′

= Y0→x→0

NT Nγ

+ Y0→x→i

NT Nγ

(1)

with NT and Nγ being the number of target nuclei and inte-
grated number of impinging photons, respectively. The first
part Y0→x→0 is the sum over the reaction yields of all pho-
toexcited states x decaying back to the ground state (elastic
channel), while Y0→x→i represents the sum of all reactions
with decays via lower-lying excited states (inelastic channel).
The monoenergetic character of the LCB photon beam allows
to separately extract both quantities from the measured spec-
tra. The number of target nuclei is calculated from the mass
of the NRF target, and the photon intensity can be calibrated
via known excitation cross sections of isolated single states
determined in the experiment using bremsstrahlung [21].

A. Photon flux

In NRF experiments with bremsstrahlung, absolute exci-
tation cross sections for single excitations can be determined
relative to a well-known calibration standard, usually 11B or
27Al. For experiments using quasi-monoenergetic LCB pho-
ton beams, this is not possible, since these standards do not
have excited states in all the required excitation-energy re-
gions. Moreover, the excitations from the calibration standard
might overlap with transitions from the nucleus of interest in
the measured γ -ray spectra. However, since energy-integrated
cross sections for isolated states of 66Zn have been already
determined relative to the calibration standard 11B from NRF
measurements with bremsstrahlung [21], these known transi-
tions can be used to calibrate the photon flux in the present
case. This is one of the reasons combined experiments using
bremsstrahlung and LCB photon beams are so powerful.

In our analysis, we applied the method first presented in
[35] and later applied in Ref. [36] as well. Instead of normal-
izing the measurements for each beam energy separately (as
done, e.g., in [32]), in a first step the single measurements
were normalized to each other and then normalized to all
observed states at all energies with one single parameter.
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FIG. 1. Normalized LCB beam spectral distributions fit to values
extracted from known individual excited states. The different colors
are meant to improve visual distinction of the individual data sets and
respective beam profiles. See text for details.

The first step can be done by making use of the fact, that
the low-energy part of the spectra originates from (atomic)
reactions of the photon beam in the target and, thus, is directly
proportional to the integrated photon-beam intensity. For the
relative normalization, the full geometry was implemented in
the utr simulation tool kit [37] based on GEANT4 [38–40], and
a photon beam with the corresponding energy impinging on
the target was simulated. For each beam energy, the simulated
spectrum was fitted to the low-energy part of the measured
spectrum by the intensity in the 511-keV annihilation peak.
It should be noted that this is a very similar approach to
that described in Refs. [35,36], with the difference that a
well-defined peak is used for normalization instead of a con-
tinuous energy region slightly above 511 keV. The extracted
factors are proportional to the integrated photon flux in each
measurement and were used to normalize the photon flux
distributions, which were measured at the beginning of the
experiment for each beam-energy setting using an in-beam
HPGe detector. After this procedure, the photon-flux distribu-
tions, which were normalized relative to each other, differ by
only one global scaling factor from the absolute photon-flux
intensity. This global factor was determined in the last step by
a simultaneous fit of all distributions to the energy-integrated
cross section values extracted for known single excitations
observed in the spectra. The result is shown in Fig. 1. The
values for the integrated photon flux Nγ are calculated by
integrating the single photon flux distributions.

The advantage of this procedure is a reduced statistical
uncertainty for energy settings, for which only a few known
excitations can be used as calibration points shown in Fig. 1.
The pure statistical (internal) uncertainty of the global scaling
factor in the present case is 1.9%, while the weighted (exter-
nal) uncertainty is 3.1%, which accounts for the spread of the
data about the fit. The latter we used as the uncertainty in the
calculation of the cross sections below.

B. Elastic cross section

The state-by-state analysis of isolated resonances does
have a sensitivity limit that depends on the background in
the γ -ray spectra; i.e., a particular nuclear level needs to
have a minimum NRF scattering cross section in order to be
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FIG. 2. Spectra recorded with the horizontal (upper panels) and
vertical (lower panels) detector, respectively, in 25-keV binning for a
LCB beam energy of 6.1 MeV (left) and 9.15 MeV (right). Orig-
inal spectra are displayed in black, deconvoluted spectra in blue
(top-down method) and red (fitting method). In addition, the energy
profile of the photon beam is given (dashed line).

observable. Thus, the sum of all observed individual cross
sections does not add up to the average elastic cross sec-
tion σγγ . In comparison to microscopic models, this can be
accounted for by analyzing the fragmentation of the observed
dipole strength of individual excitations as done in Ref. [41].
However, a correction of the summed experimental cross
section based on this comparison would include a model
dependency. The NRF method using an LCB photon beam
allows instead a clean determination of the average elastic
cross section: Since, in the excitation process, the photon is
always fully absorbed, the intensity of the measured γ rays
emitted in the subsequent ground-state transitions observed at
energies corresponding to the incident LCB beam is directly
proportional to the number of elastic NRF reactions Y0→x→0:

A0→x→0 = Y0→x→0

∫
��

ε(Ex,�)W0→x→0d� (2)

with A0→x→0 being the integrated intensity of the spectrum
at Ex after correcting for the detector response. The integral
in Eq. (2) includes the angular distribution W0→x→0 of the
NRF reaction and the energy and angle-dependent efficiency
ε(Ex,�), which is simulated using GEANT4 as described
above. The same simulation is used to determine the energy-
dependent detector response, which is used to deconvolute
the measured γ -ray spectra, and extract the original intensity.
In the present analysis, we used two different deconvolution
methods, the top-down method (see, e.g., [24]), and the fit-
ting procedure described in Refs. [42–44]. Figure 2 shows
the original spectra for two beam energies for both detectors
together with the results of the deconvolution. Parameters
within the deconvolution procedures are the used bin size, the
low and high energy cut-off and the detector response itself.
The parameters were varied as well as the geometry used for
the response simulation within reasonable values in order to
calculate the systematic uncertainties, which are given in the
next section together with the results.
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As can be seen in Fig. 2, the intensity in the horizontal de-
tector is much smaller compared to that in the vertical detector
(both have about the same efficiency), which indicates that
E1 is the dominant multipolarity of the elastic photoresponse
of 66Zn. However, making use of the angular distribution, the
relative contribution of E1 and M1 can be disentangled by
rewriting Eq. (2) as

Ai
0→x→0 =Y0→1−→0

∫
��

εi(Ex,�)W i
0→1−→0d�

+ Y0→1+→0

∫
��

εi(Ex,�)W i
0→1+→0d�, (3)

where the index i stands for the two detectors. Thus, mea-
suring the intensities Ai at two different angles is sufficient
to separate E1 and M1 reaction yields; see also Ref. [32].
For the given geometry, E2 and M1 transitions have the same
angular distribution and, thus, cannot be distinguished. How-
ever, a considerable contribution of E2 at the given excitation
energies seems very unlikely and we, thus, neglect this in the
following.

C. Inelastic cross section

The determination of the inelastic reaction yield Y0→x→i

from the primary decay of the initially excited states is dif-
ficult, since in most cases the average decay branchings are
small [31,42]. However, most of the decay cascades will, at
some point, reach the first or one of the other low excited
states. Schematically, this is illustrated in Fig. 3: The narrow
bandwidth ensures an excitation into a small excitation energy
region at Ex, which enables a determination of the full elastic
contribution as outlined above. Decay paths going via inter-
mediate excited states will end up in most cases in one of the
lowest excited states. Therefore, the intensity of the decay of
these excited states is a good approximation of the number of
inelastic reactions.

Using this method to measure σγγ ′ has first been proposed
by Tonchev et al. [27], and was applied in a number of cases,
see, e.g., Refs. [8,13,28–30,32].

In the present case of 66Zn, the decay of the first excited
2+

1 state at 1039 keV is hardly visible above the background
at the lowest beam energies, see Fig. 4. With increasing beam
energy, the feeding of the 2+

1 state becomes increasingly pro-
nounced and, thus, the inelastic part of the photoabsorption
cross section more important. At energies above 7.5 MeV,
two additional peaks appear, that originate from decays of
higher-lying states which do not entirely decay via the 2+

1
state, namely the 2+

3 at 2780.2 keV and the 1−
1 state at 3380.9

keV (case 2 in Fig. 3). The intensities of the ground-state de-
cays of these two states are also included in the determination
of σγγ ′ , but contribute only about 10% even at the highest
beam energies. This demonstrates, that cascades completely
bypassing the first excited states (case 3 in Fig. 3) will only
have a small impact on the measured inelastic cross section.
This is the only contribution of σγγ ′ missed in the present
analysis.

FIG. 3. Illustration of the different decay paths and contributions
to the total photoabsorption cross sections σγ . After exciting the
nucleus to the energy region around Ex defined by the energy profile
of the photon beam the primary excited levels can either elastically
decay back to the ground state (σγγ in green) or inelastically via in-
termediate states (σγγ ′ in red). Most of the latter intensity is collected
by the first excited 2+ state (case 1). At higher excitation ener-
gies ground-state transitions of higher-lying states become visible
(case 2), which are added to the σγγ ′ contributions. Possible tran-
sition bypassing completely the first excited states stay unobserved
(case 3).

IV. RESULTS

In order to determine the integrated intensities Ai
0→x→0

for the two detectors positioned vertically (i = ver) and
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FIG. 4. Measured spectra in the region of the decay energy of
the first excited 2+

1 state at 1039 keV (marked with an arrow). At the
lowest beam energy of 5.6 MeV, the peak is hardly visible above the
background, while at the highest energy of 9.9 MeV a strong feeding
of the state is observed. The structure left to the peak is background
resulting from the sum of two 511-keV annihilation γ rays.
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under investigation. The numerical data displayed can be found in
Ref. [47].

horizontally (i = hor) with respect to the polarization plane,
the corresponding unfolded spectra were integrated in the re-
gion where the beam intensity is above 10% of its maximum.
This region has been varied together with parameters within
the unfolding procedure (as mentioned before) in order to
derive systematic errors for the extracted cross sections. By
this integration, resolved peaks as well as so-called unresolved
contributions are included.

The average asymmetry ε is defined by

ε = Ahor
0→x→0 − Aver

0→x→0

Ahor
0→x→0 + Aver

0→x→0

(4)

and is presented in the upper panel of Fig. 5, together with
the expected values of the angular distributions for E1 and
M1 ground-state transitions, respectively. The latter are deter-
mined via simulations and are also used in Eq. (2). The results
for the elastic cross section separated by E1 and M1 contri-
bution are given in the lower panel of Fig. 5. As mentioned
before, the E1 cross section is dominant at all excitation
energies. The separation into E1 and M1 contributions is
only possible for the elastic part of the cross section. With
the method to extract the inelastic cross section one cannot
discriminate between the two contributions and there is no
reason to assume that the branching of the initially populated
Jπ = 1− and Jπ = 1+ states is the same.
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tions determined within the present analysis (numerical values can
be found in Ref. [47]) compared to the results obtained from
bremsstrahlung data taken at γ ELBE [21]. For our new results
systematic uncertainties are plotted. Upper panel: Mean branching
ratios 〈b0〉 determined from the present results (black data points)
and extracted from statistical model calculations (red solid line) with
its 1σ uncertainty band (red dotted lines) taken from [21].

The results for the elastic, inelastic and total cross sec-
tions are shown in the lower panel of Fig. 6. At low excitation
energy, σγγ ′ hardly contributes to the total photoabsorption
cross section, while it continuously increases towards 10 MeV.
As in other cases, the inelastic cross section exhibits fewer
structures when compared to the elastic cross section, which
is probably mostly driven by strong single excitations. The
present results are compared to those from Ref. [21] which
have been obtained by using the data from NRF experiments
with bremsstrahlung. It is obvious that, towards 10 MeV, there
is an increasing discrepancy between the two data sets. At
10 MeV, the present value for the total photoabsorption cross
section is only about half of that reported in [21].

An important quantity needed within the analysis in [21]
is the decay pattern of the excited states involved. In [21],
this is modeled by simulations of statistical γ -ray cascades
using the code γ DEX [24,45]. With the present data, the
average ground-state branching ratio 〈b0〉 = σγγ /σγ can be
determined experimentally as a function of the excitation
energy. The upper panel of Fig. 6 compares the data to the
corresponding values of the cascade simulations used in [21].
While the shapes roughly agree, the absolute simulated values
amount on average to about 60% of the experimental ones.
This difference explains a large fraction of the discrepancy
between the cross sections extracted in the present analy-
sis and in the statistical analysis of the bremsstrahlung data

044324-5



D. SAVRAN et al. PHYSICAL REVIEW C 106, 044324 (2022)

TABLE I. Total photoabsorption cross section σγ , average
ground-state branching ratio 〈b0〉 and the ratio of M1 to E1 elastic
cross section deduced within the present analysis. For σγ , statistical
and systematic uncertainties are given separately.

Ex[MeV] σγ [mb] (± stat.) (± syst.) 〈b0〉 M1/E1

5.60 0.61(5)(2) 0.74(4) 0.18(4)
5.75 1.64(6)(6) 0.81(3) 0.07(1)
5.90 1.86(9)(7) 0.86(3) 0.03(1)
6.10 0.93(5)(3) 0.74(4) 0.12(2)
6.30 0.53(4)(5) 0.65(6) 0.14(6)
6.50 0.77(6)(6) 0.58(8) 0.11(4)
6.70 1.51(7)(10) 0.70(6) 0.10(2)
6.90 2.27(10)(10) 0.75(4) 0.10(2)
7.10 2.35(11)(6) 0.74(3) 0.09(2)
7.30 3.28(11)(17) 0.77(5) 0.08(2)
7.50 3.49(15)(12) 0.72(3) 0.11(1)
7.70 3.86(13)(17) 0.70(4) 0.11(1)
7.90 3.53(12)(16) 0.64(4) 0.24(4)
8.15 3.78(13)(17) 0.55(4) 0.21(3)
8.40 4.72(17)(16) 0.53(3) 0.23(3)
8.65 5.42(18)(29) 0.59(4) 0.14(3)
8.90 6.92(22)(36) 0.57(4) 0.19(4)
9.15 6.71(22)(15) 0.54(2) 0.20(2)
9.40 5.96(20)(22) 0.49(3) 0.13(2)
9.65 6.40(21)(23) 0.53(3) 0.09(2)
9.90 5.82(19)(16) 0.62(2) 0.11(2)

taken at γ ELBE. Moreover, this demonstrates the importance
of the determination of model-independent branching ratios
and, hence, photoabsorption cross sections below the neutron-
separation energy. However, the region above 10 MeV was
not covered in the experiment at HIγ S. The experimental
results for σγ , 〈b0〉, and the ratio of the M1 to E1 elastic cross
sections are summarized in Table I.

V. CONCLUSIONS

We have determined the photoabsorption cross sections of
66Zn in the energy range between 5.6 and 10 MeV using NRF
data taken with a quasi-monoenergetic and linearly polarized
photon beam at HIγ S. While the monoenergetic character of
the beam allows to extract the full elastic as well as inelastic
cross sections, the high degree of linear polarization enables
for a separation of the E1 and M1 contributions to the elastic
cross sections.

Above about 8 MeV, the determined total photoabsorp-
tion cross sections are considerably smaller than the ones
obtained from statistical-model calculations applied to the
interpretation of NRF experiments using continuous-energy
bremsstrahlung, only. The discrepancy is increasing with ex-
citation energy to about a factor of two at 10 MeV. One of
the important ingredients in the analysis of the bremsstrahlung

data is the decay behavior of the photoexcited states, which in
that case is estimated through simulations of statistical γ -ray
cascades. Within the present analysis, the average ground-
state branching ratios 〈b0〉 are deduced from experimental
intensities, and are larger than the simulated ones by about
60%. This partly explains the differences between the present
cross sections and the ones from the bremsstrahlung experi-
ment. However, a small amount of the intensity of inelastic
transitions bypassing the low-energy excited states states may
be missing in the present analysis.

These differences may indicate that certain inputs to the
statistical model, such as nuclear level densities, are not
well described in nuclei around A = 60. For heavier nuclei,
there are examples of better agreement between simulated
and experimental branching ratios and cross sections [24,46],
but discrepancies have also been reported before [28,29].
Altogether, as shown here for 66Zn, combined experiments
provide the possibility to determine scattering cross sec-
tions of resolved transitions over a wide energy range using
bremsstrahlung and to determine model-independent continu-
ous photoabsorption cross sections using LCB photon beams.

VI. DATA AVAILABILITY

The datasets obtained in the experiments and used for
analysis in the current study are available from the corre-
sponding author on reasonable request. The generated results
presented in this article are openly available and published
in the TUdatalib data repository of Technische Universität
Darmstadt [47].
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