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Elastic scattering off nuclei in target detectors, involving interactions with dark matter and coherent elastic
neutrino nuclear recoil (CEνNS), results in the deposition of low energy within the nuclei, dissipating rapidly
through a combination of heat and ionization. The primary energy loss mechanism for nuclear recoil is heat,
leading to consistently smaller measurable scintillation signals compared to electron recoils of the same energy.
The nuclear recoil quenching factor (QF), representing the ratio of scintillation light yield produced by nuclear
recoil to that of electron recoil at the same energy, is a critical parameter for understanding dark matter and
neutrino interactions with nuclei. The low energy QF of NaI(Tl) crystals, commonly employed in dark matter
searches and CEνNS measurements, is of substantial importance. Previous low energy QF measurements were
constrained by contamination from photomultiplier tube (PMT)-induced noise, resulting in an observed light
yield of approximately 15 photoelectrons per keVee (kilo-electron-volt electron-equivalent energy) and nuclear
recoil energy above 5 keVnr (kilo-electron-volt nuclear recoil energy). Through enhanced crystal encapsulation,
an increased light yield of around 26 photoelectrons per keVee is achieved. This improvement enables the mea-
surement of the nuclear recoil QF for sodium nuclei at an energy of 3.8 ± 0.6 keVnr with a QF of 11.2 ± 1.7 %.
Furthermore, a re-evaluation of previously reported QF results is conducted, incorporating enhancements in low
energy events based on waveform simulation. The outcomes are generally consistent with various recent QF
measurements for sodium and iodine.

DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevC.110.014614

I. INTRODUCTION

Currently, weakly interacting massive particles (WIMPs),
deemed as one of the most promising dark matter candi-
dates [1,2], have been extensively explored by numerous
experiments, yet with no conclusive findings [3,4]. This has
prompted a shift in focus towards the low-mass dark matter
realm, driving increased interest in low energy events [5–8].
This growing interest is relevant not only to dark matter
studies but also to neutrino experiments, especially those in-
volving coherent elastic neutrino-nucleus scattering (CEνNS)
[9]. In these experiments, neutrinos interact with target mate-
rials, depositing less than a few keV nuclear recoil energies

*Contact author: kwkim@ibs.re.kr
†Contact author: hyunsulee@ibs.re.kr

Published by the American Physical Society under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license. Further
distribution of this work must maintain attribution to the author(s)
and the published article’s title, journal citation, and DOI. Funded
by SCOAP3.

(keVnr), emphasizing the importance of understanding low
energy nuclear recoils.

Scintillating detectors detect nuclear recoil by measur-
ing electron recoil energy, a process that involves distinct
scintillation phenomena different from those associated with
electron recoil energy [10]. Consequently, the quenching fac-
tor (QF), indicating the ratio of nuclear recoils to electron
recoils, plays a crucial role in searches for WIMPs and
CEνNS. Variations in the QF have substantial implications for
the interpretation of physics outcomes [11,12].

The NaI(Tl) crystal is widely used in applications such
as WIMP dark matter searches [13–17] and neutrino exper-
iments [12]. Positive signals reported by the DAMA/LIBRA
experiment [13,18,19] have attracted attention, but interpreta-
tions of these signals remain uncertain [11,20,21]. Although
the COSINE-100 data have ruled out specific interpretations
[22], model-independent data analysis is inconclusive [23].
The ANAIS-112 experiment presents inconsistent results with
DAMA/LIBRA at about 3σ level [14], but a potential differ-
ence in QFs is suggested by DAMA/LIBRA [13].

DAMA/LIBRA reported QF measurements using neutrons
from a 252Cf source [24]. The measured responses were com-
pared with the simulated neutron energy spectrum to obtain
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QF values of 0.3 for sodium and 0.09 for iodine, assuming
independence from the energy of the recoiling nuclei. Re-
cently, various QF measurements from refined methods of
NaI(Tl) crystals with monoenergetic neutron beams have been
reported [25–30]. In these measurements, the detection of an
elastically scattered neutron at a fixed angle relative to the
incoming neutron beam direction provides energy-dependent
QF values significantly lower than DAMA/LIBRA’s QF re-
sults, approximately 0.1 at 10 keVnr for sodium. Although
different methods of nuclear recoil calibration may contribute
to this discrepancy, the crystal dependence of the QF values
is not definitively excluded. Since DAMA/LIBRA reported
their annual modulation results with a 0.75 keVee energy
threshold [31] corresponding to 2.5 keVnr (assuming 0.3
sodium QF of DAMA/LIBRA [24]), understanding low en-
ergy nuclear recoil QF is essential.

The calibration of low energy nuclear recoil in NaI(Tl)
crystals is highly necessary, yet no measurements below
5 keVnr currently exist, primarily due to noise induced by
photomultiplier tubes (PMTs) contaminating a few photoelec-
tron events corresponding to about 0.5 keVee energy. We have
developed a novel crystal encapsulation technique aimed at
enhancing the light collection efficiency of NaI(Tl) crystals by
directly attaching PMTs to the crystal, resulting in nearly 50 %
increased light yield [12]. This technique has been applied
to the NEON experiment, measuring CEνNS at a reactor,
yielding a consistently high light yield above 22 photoelec-
trons per keVee (NPE/keVee) [12]. For a small-sized crystal
with dimensions of 1.8 cm × 1.8 cm × 1.4 cm, a compa-
rable crystal encapsulation method was adopted, achieving a
26 NPE/keVee high light yield. This allowed us to measure
low energy events below 0.5 keVee.

This paper presents measurements of the nuclear recoil
QFs of a NaI(Tl) crystal utilizing a high light yield NaI(Tl)
crystal detector. Simulating the scintillation waveform of
NaI(Tl) crystals [32,33], the characteristics of low energy
scintillation events are effectively investigated while mitigat-
ing PMT-induced noise events. The event selection efficiency
and the trigger efficiency are assessed through simulated sig-
nal samples, reaching a 0.2 keVee analysis threshold. This
threshold enables us to measure the low energy QF as low
as the nuclear recoil energy of 3.8 keVnr for sodium and
6.1 keVnr for iodine.

It is noteworthy that our prior measurements, conducted
with a NaI(Tl) crystal having a light yield of approximately
15 NPE/keVee [28], demonstrated similar energy-dependent
tendencies. However, the sodium QF values at 10 keVnr were
nearly 30% smaller compared to measurements by other re-
search groups [26,30]. With an enhanced understanding of
low energy scintillation events and a precise calibration of
incident neutron energy, we identified a bias toward lower QF
values in our earlier measurement. Consequently, a thorough
reexamination of the data analysis for the previously reported
data was performed. The new measurement, deploying a high
light yield NaI(Tl) detector, along with the reevaluated results
of the previous measurements, yields QF values consistent
with those reported by other research groups for both sodium
[26,29,30] and iodine [25].

II. TIME OF FLIGHT (TOF) MEASUREMENTS FOR
INCIDENT NEUTRON ENERGY CALIBRATION

Monoenergetic neutrons are produced through the
deuteron-deuteron nuclear fusion reaction using a DD109
neutron generator (Adelphi Technology, Inc.) [34]. The
generator tube was successively shielded by borated
polyethylene (40 cm thickness) and high-density polyethylene
(40 cm thickness), which complies with safety regulations.
Neutrons were emitted through a 3.5-cm-diameter hole in the
shield at a 90◦ angle relative to the deuteron beam. The entire
experimental setup was aligned in the direction of the neutron
beam.

The incident neutron energy was determined using a 3He
detector [35,36] positioned in front of the collimated hole
when the DD109 generator was initially installed, resulting
in a measured neutron beam energy of 2.43 ± 0.03 MeV at
an 85 keV deuteron energy. However, for previous QF mea-
surements, a 60 keV deuteron energy was utilized to address
higher trigger rates caused by higher neutron and x-ray fluxes
at higher deuteron energy. Given the reported near indepen-
dence of neutron energy from the deuteron energy at the 90◦
angle [37,38], the assumption was made that the neutron beam
energy remains at 2.43 ± 0.03 MeV even when the deuteron
energy is reduced to 60 keV. Nevertheless, due to the volume
of the titanium target inside the generator and the NaI(Tl)
crystal [34], there could be a certain angle distribution slightly
different from 90◦. For a systematic understanding of the
incident neutron energy, we employed the neutron energy cal-
ibration method based on time-of-flight (TOF) measurement.

Two liquid scintillator (LS) detectors were installed using
EJ-301 from Eljen Technology, previously used for neutron
tagging in QF measurements [28]. Adjacent to the collimated
hole of the neutron generator, a one-inch diameter LS detector,
named LS1, was situated. Additionally, a second LS detector
(LS2) with a three-inch diameter was placed at a 53.1 ± 0.3◦
relative to the neutron beam direction and 320.0 ± 2.0 cm
distance, as depicted in Fig. 1.

If a neutron interacts with LS1 and subsequently with LS2,
a TOF of the scattered neutron can determine the scattered
neutron energy En′ :

En′ = Mn

2

(
d

c�t

)
, (1)

where �t is the TOF between two LS detectors, d is a distance
between two LS detectors, and c is the speed of light. The
incident neutron energy En is the sum of the recoil energy Erec

in the LS1 detector and En′ ,

En = Erec + En′ , (2)

where Erec is determined as follows:

Erec = 2(1 + A − cos2 θ − cos θ
√

A2 − 1 + cos2 θ )

(1 + A)2
En. (3)

Here, A is the atomic mass number of the recoiled nuclei, and
θ is the angle between the neutron beam direction and the
scattered neutron direction.
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FIG. 1. Experimental setup of the incident neutron energy mea-
surements using the TOF method. Neutrons are coming out from
the deuteron-based generator inside the polyethylene shielding. One-
inch diameter LS detector (LS1) is placed in front of the neutron
beam direction and a three-inch diameter LS detector (LS2) is placed
far from the one-inch detector to measure the TOF of the scattered
neutrons.

The TOF with a deuteron energy of 100 keV was first
measured. To assess the TOF of the neutron and γ events,
we differentiate between the induced particles based on their
pulse shapes, taking advantage of the longer decay time
characteristic of the neutron events [39]. The pulse shape dis-
crimination (PSD) parameter is defined as a ratio of tail charge
to total charge [28,39]. As illustrated in Fig. 2, coincident neu-
tron events and γ events are effectively identified based on the

FIG. 2. The TOF (�t) of the scattered neutron in two LS detec-
tors as a function of the PSD parameter, the tail-to-total charge ratio.
Neutron and γ events are well separated with the PSD parameter
as well as TOF. One-dimensional distribution of TOF (�t) for each
particle is placed in the insets.
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FIG. 3. The measured neutron energies from the TOF measure-
ments as a function of deuteron energy (black dots) are shown
together with 3He detector measurement (red cross) from Ref. [28].
The empirically chosen linear fit to the data is represented by a blue
dashed line.

PSD parameter and different TOFs. The measured TOF values
are found to be 240.8 ± 0.3 ns and 6.8 ± 0.1 ns for neutron
and γ events, respectively. With a distance between the two
LS detectors of 320.0 ± 2.0 cm, the TOF for γ events should
be 10.7 ± 0.1 ns. Therefore, the measured TOF is corrected
by adding 3.9 ± 0.1 ns. The corrected neutron TOF is then
determined to be 244.7 ± 0.3 ns. Using Eq. (2) with hydrogen
interaction in the LS detector, the incident neutron energy
is evaluated as 2.48 ± 0.07 MeV, where the uncertainty ac-
counts for the uncertainties in the distance and angle.

The incident neutron energy was measured based on the
TOFs of two LS detectors for two more deuteron energies,
specifically at 60 keV and 80 keV. The resulting measured
neutron energies are 2.32 ± 0.06 MeV and 2.41 ± 0.06 MeV
for 60 keV and 80 keV, respectively. All results are presented
in Fig. 3. Notably, the incident neutron energies exhibit a
dependence on the deuteron energies.

III. QF MEASUREMENT WITH AN IMPROVED
CRYSTAL ENCAPSULATION

A. Experimental setup

To maximize light collection of a NaI(Tl) crystal, a small-
sized crystal with dimensions of 1.8 cm × 1.8 cm × 1.4 cm
is directly attached to two 3-in. R12669 PMTs (Hamamatsu
Photonics), as illustrated in Fig. 4(a). The crystal is grown
from the WIMPScint-III powder, produced by Alpha Spectra,
Inc., and originates from the same ingot as the COSINE-100
crystals 6 and 7 [40]. Instead of having a quartz window to
encapsulate the crystal with copper or aluminum case, only
a 1 mm thin optical pad EJ-560 (Eljen Technology) connects
the crystal to the PMTs optically. This technique has already
been proved to enhance light collection [12,41] efficiency. The
crystal-PMTs assembly is housed in an aluminum casing with
a thickness of 5 mm.
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(a)

(b)

FIG. 4. (a) Schematic design of NaI(Tl) detector encapsulation,
where the PMTs are directly attached to the crystal. (b) Experimental
setup of the QF measurement. Monoenergetic neutrons from the
DD109 neutron generator are directed towards the NaI(Tl) detector.
Various sizes of nine LS detectors are strategically positioned around
the NaI(Tl) crystal for neutron tagging purposes. The one-inch LS
detector at 10.4◦ was specifically installed for the low energy nuclear
recoil measurement below 5 keVnr.

The encapsulated crystal is oriented towards the neutron
beams in front of the collimated hole, positioned 1.8 m away
as depicted in Fig. 4(b). We positioned the detector to expose
its smallest face, measuring 1.8 cm × 1.4 cm, in the neutron
beam direction to minimize multiple scattering of the incident
neutrons. For this new measurement, a fixed deuteron energy
of 100 keV was used, maintaining stable operation conditions
of the DD109 generator. This corresponds to an incident neu-
tron energy of 2.48 ± 0.07 MeV as shown in Fig. 3. A 5 cm
thick lead shield was added outside the polyethylene shield
of the DD109 generator to mitigate radiated x-ray or other
generator-related backgrounds. Additionally, for background
reduction, a 10 cm lead layer and a 20 cm polyethylene layer
were employed to shield the NaI(Tl) crystal in the direction
of the neutron beam. A 3 mm opening was incorporated for
controlled exposure.

Nine EJ-301 LS detectors were deployed surrounding the
NaI(Tl) detector for neutron tagging. These LS detectors come
in three different sizes: four with a 1-in. diameter, three with
a 2-in. diameter, and two with a 3-in. diameter, arranged from
the beam direction to outer angles. Specifically, to measure
low energy nuclear recoils below 5 keVnr for sodium, one
of the 1-in. diameter detectors is placed in the colinear beam
direction at 10.4◦. The arrangement of the DD109 generator,
the NaI(Tl) crystals, and the nine neutron tagging detectors is
illustrated in Fig. 4(b).

A trigger is initiated when a signal from the PMTs in the
NaI(Tl) crystal, corresponding to one or more photoelectrons,
occurs in each PMT within a 200 ns time window. In addition,
hits from at least one of the neutron tagging detectors are

FIG. 5. The tail to total charge ratio of the LS neutron tagging
detectors plotted against the TOF (�t) between the NaI(Tl) and the
LS neutron detectors. Nuclear recoil events, characterized by a longer
decay time in the LS detector, exhibit higher values of the tail to
total charge ratio. The inset illustrates the one-dimensional TOF for
the neutron event, highlighting the clear coincident timing between
NaI(Tl) and neutron tagging detectors.

required for triggering. The triggered signals are then recorded
as 8 μs waveforms with a 500 MHz sampling rate, utilizing
the same data acquisition system employed in the COSINE-
100 experiment [42].

B. Analysis

1. NaI(Tl) crystal calibration and light yield

The electron-equivalent energy scale of the NaI(Tl) crystal
is linearly calibrated using a single γ line of 59.54 keV,
achieved through exposure to a 241Am radioactive source. To
estimate the light yield, we first identify a cluster of photo-
electrons [43], and then assess the light output using the ratio
between the charge of the 59.54 keV events and that of a single
photoelectron [40]. In this study, a high light yield of 26.0 ±
0.7 NPE/keVee was obtained, facilitated by the novel crystal
encapsulation technique [41]. This represents around a 70%
increase compared to the average values of 15 NPE/keVee ob-
tained from COSINE-100 detectors with the previous design
[40], enabling exploration below 0.5 keVee energy.

We routinely conducted 241Am calibration measurements
every day to monitor the stability of light yield and cor-
rect gain variations. Throughout the approximately one-month
measurement period, the detector module consistently main-
tained a stable and high light yield.

2. Nuclear recoil event selection

The discrimination of nuclear recoil events from
electron/γ background was achieved by utilizing nine
neutron tagging detectors. Two parameters were introduced
to identify nuclear recoil events: the charge ratio of the 50 to
200 ns (tail) to the 0 to 200 ns (total), a robust discrimination
parameter [39] leveraging the longer decay time of nuclear
recoil events, as depicted in Fig. 5. Additionally, neutron
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events scattered in the NaI(Tl) crystal and tagged by the LS
neutron tagging detectors showed a clear coincident timing
in TOF between the NaI(Tl) crystal and the neutron tagging
detector, as shown in Fig. 5. The combination of these two
parameters facilitates the straightforward selection of isolated
neutron candidate events.

3. Waveform simulation

In understanding the behavior of signals in low energy
regions, we implemented a waveform simulation developed
to characterize NaI(Tl) scintillation events recorded with the
COSINE-100 and NEON DAQ systems [42] as detailed in
Ref. [33]. The simulation generates scintillation signals of
the NaI(Tl) crystal, tuned with measured data to account for
characteristics ranging from single photoelectrons to the scin-
tillation properties of the NaI(Tl) crystal, including rising and
decaying times, as well as triggering and digitization aspects
from the DAQ system.

The waveform simulation was fine-tuned using the selected
nuclear recoil events discussed earlier. Extensive validation
of the simulation was conducted, covering the shape of sin-
gle photoelectrons to the reconstructed parameters of NaI(Tl)
scintillation events, as presented in Ref. [33]. An example
of the meantime parameter, shown in Fig. 6, demonstrates
excellent agreement between scintillation events in the data
and the simulation. Subsequently, the data from waveform
simulation was utilized to evaluate signal efficiencies based
on trigger and event selection criteria.

4. PMT-induced noise rejection

While coincident neutron scattering events are selected
based on the aforementioned parameters, this sample may still
contain PMT-induced noise events. These events arise from
incident neutrons scattering in PMTs or crystal encapsulation
material, and the scattered neutrons are subsequently tagged
by the neutron tagging detectors. Neutron scattering in the

PMTs or encapsulation materials can generate β/γ particles
that directly strike PMT glasses, producing Cherenkov light.
In this scenario, PMT-induced noise events in the NaI(Tl)
crystals and isolated neutron events in the LS neutron tagging
detectors are recorded.

To discriminate PMT-induced noise from NaI(Tl) crystal’s
scintillation events, we introduced a meantime parameter de-
veloped for event selections in COSINE-100 data [44]. The
meantime parameter represents the logarithm of the combined
charge-weighted mean decay time of each PMT, distin-
guishing events based on pulse shape, such as fast-decaying
PMT-induced noise events from Cherenkov radiation in the
PMT glasses. Figure 6 illustrates the meantime parameter
as a function of energy for the neutron-tagged events. PMT-
induced noise events in this data are clearly distinguishable
when compared with the waveform simulation data. It is
noteworthy that contamination of PMT-induced noise is more
critical at low energy regions. Using the selection criteria
(solid line in Fig. 6) for scintillation events, we can effi-
ciently remove PMT-induced noise events for energies above
0.2 keVee, corresponding to 5 NPE.

5. QF extraction

Events having coincidences with the neutron detectors,
passing nuclear recoil selections, and clearing noise rejection
cuts are applied to measure the QFs of the NaI(Tl) crystal. The
selected data for the fixed angle of the neutron tagging detec-
tor are compared with simulated energy spectra for various QF
values. The GEANT4-based simulation includes monoenergetic
neutron generation from the deuteron plate of the DD109 gen-
erator, the flight of neutrons to the NaI(Tl) crystal, scattering,
and tagging of the scattered neutron with the neutron tagging
detectors, with the geometry of the neutron measurement
setup shown in Fig. 4. Efficiencies from the trigger and event
selection are evaluated using waveform simulation data, as
illustrated in Fig. 7, and are applied to the simulated energy
spectra. The evaluated efficiency is about 0.3 at 0.2 keVee
(≈5 NPE) and reaches unity above 15 NPE, corresponding to
about 0.6 keVee. The nuclear recoil energy from the collinear
angle of 10.4◦ is evaluated as 3.8 ± 0.6 keVnr. Minimization
of χ2 between the measured energy spectrum and the simu-
lated spectra from various QF values is performed. The best fit
value is obtained from the minimum χ2, and the uncertainty
is derived from the �χ2 = 1 range (inset) as 11.2 ± 0.7 %
as shown in Fig. 7. The relative event rates between the data
and the simulation at each scattering angle consistently agree,
indicating no potential miscalculation of QF due to low energy
event selection [45].

We extract the QF values for both sodium and iodine
from nine neutron tagging detectors. Due to relatively low
energy nuclear recoils and low QF values, iodine QFs are
evaluated for scattering angles above 33.0◦. Table I sum-
marizes the measured QFs of sodium and iodine for nine
neutron tagging detectors at different angles. Measured QFs
strongly correlate with the nuclear recoil energy, with smaller
values for lower recoil energies. The iodine QF is consid-
erably smaller than for sodium recoils, similar to previous
reports [25,28].
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the red-solid line. An inset shows the χ 2 distribution as a function
of the QF value with ±1 σ range (orange band) representing the
uncertainty. The total efficiency (blue-dashed line) was evaluated
from the waveform simulation data and was applied to the simulated
energy spectra.

IV. RE-EXAMINE THE PREVIOUS QF MEASUREMENT

The decision to reexamine the previous QF measurement,
reported in Ref. [28], was prompted by the identification of
an incident neutron energy calibration issue, as detailed in
Sec. II. During this re-examination, we employ a methodology
similar to that used for the new measurement, incorporating
advanced event selection and efficiency evaluation based on
waveform simulation.

The incident neutron energy from the previous mea-
surement has been re-evaluated and adjusted to 2.34 ±

TABLE I. Summary of the QF measurement with the high light
yield NaI(Tl) detector. Nuclear recoil energies (Enr) at each scat-
tering angle are taken from the GEANT4 simulation, accounting the
deuteron plate structure, geometric structures of the NaI(Tl) crystals
and the neutron tagging detectors. Uncertainties from neutron ener-
gies, efficiencies, and detector geometries are included.

Scattering Na I

angle (◦) Enr (keVnr) QF (%) Enr (keVnr) QF (%)

10.4 3.8 ± 0.6 11.2 ± 1.7 − −
12.7 5.6 ± 0.8 13.8 ± 1.6 − −
24.6 19.8 ± 1.9 15.6 ± 1.1 − −
33.0 33.6 ± 2.9 19.7 ± 1.2 6.1 ± 0.5 4.9 +0.6

−1.8
39.3 48.5 ± 3.7 18.7 ± 0.8 8.9 ± 0.7 5.0 ± 0.5
47.0 67.2 ± 6.1 19.7 ± 1.2 12.3 ± 1.1 4.7 ± 0.6
50.7 76.9 ± 6.9 20.1 ± 1.2 14.1 ± 1.3 5.3 ± 0.5
58.7 100.7 ± 9.2 22.7 ± 1.2 18.2 ± 1.7 5.9 ± 0.5
74.6 151.2 ± 14.2 24.5 ± 1.5 27.5 ± 2.8 6.8 ± 0.5

0.06 MeV, differing from the initially reported value of
2.43 ± 0.03 MeV, as depicted in Fig. 3. This revision leads
to a lower neutron energy and consequently, a smaller nuclear
recoil energy in the NaI(Tl) crystals. For instance, at the low-
est scattering angle of the previous measurement (13.2◦), the
originally reported nuclear recoil energy of 5.8 ± 0.4 keVnr
has been corrected to 5.5 ± 1.1 keVnr.

The PMT-induced noise rejection cut, as detailed in
Sec. III B 4, utilizing waveform simulation data was imple-
mented. In comparison to the previous selection, this updated
criterion demonstrates approximately 20% higher efficiency
for events below 1 keVee with minimal noise contamination.
The analysis threshold is set to 5 NPE corresponding to
0.35 keVee. This enhancement enables the analysis of lower-
energy events from smaller scattering angles, which were
challenging to extract QFs in the previous measurement.

Assessing the trigger and selection efficiencies is crucial
for extracting QFs for low energy nuclear recoils. The effi-
ciency evaluation is reassessed using waveform simulation,
and the efficiency is validated with calibration data. During
this examination, it is observed that a distinctly lower trig-
ger efficiency, particularly below 2 keVee (≈30 NPE), was
employed in the previous analysis. This led to a substantial
bias toward lower QF values in the low energy nuclear recoil
region.

In the previous measurement, we evaluated the trigger ef-
ficiency using an independent setup with NaI(Tl) and LaBr3

crystals irradiated by multiple γ rays from a 22Na source [28].
The radioactive decay of 22Na emits three γ rays, including
one at 1274 keV and two at 511 keV. The 511 keV γ from
the LaBr3 crystal was tagged, and low energy events in the
NaI(Tl) crystals were identified as coincident Compton scat-
tering events from the other γ rays. The measured trigger
efficiency was estimated by comparing the total events to the
triggered events. However, our assumption that all events in
the NaI(Tl) crystals coincident with the 511 keV γ in the
LaBr3 crystal were pure scintillation events overlooked the
possibility of direct hits on the PMT glasses by γ rays, which
could generate fast-decaying Cherenkov light. Analysis of the
NaI(Tl) and LaBr3 setup data revealed a sharp increase in the
event rate below 1 keVee, even though 511 keV coincident
γ was required in the LaBr3 crystal. Because of the asym-
metric behavior of the PMT-induced noise events, the trigger
probabilities of these events were significantly lower, resulting
in a tendency toward lower trigger efficiency, as illustrated in
Fig. 8(a).

The trigger efficiency was calculated based on the wave-
form simulation and applied to the QF estimation. For
validation of the waveform simulation data, the trigger effi-
ciency was reassessed using the same 22Na calibration data
of the NaI(Tl) and LaBr3 setup. PMT-induced noise events
were eliminated from the sample, and the increased random
event rate from energetic γ source irradiation was accounted
for by excluding the contribution from random coincidence
events. As depicted in Fig. 8(a), the trigger efficiency derived
from the waveform simulation aligns well with the reevaluated
efficiency. However, the trigger efficiency applied in the previ-
ous analysis was markedly lower than that of the re-examined
analysis, as well as the waveform simulation data.
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FIG. 8. (a) Trigger efficiencies using a 22Na source with NaI(Tl)
and LaBr3 coincident measurement data, comparing the previous
analysis (red-solid line) and the re-examined analysis (points), are
presented alongside the waveform simulation data (dashed line).
The reexamined trigger efficiency aligns well with the results from
the waveform simulation data. (b) Energy distributions of the nu-
clear recoil events tagged by the 16.4◦ neutron tagging detector,
corresponding to the nuclear recoil energy of 8.7 ± 1.3 keVnr for
sodium, are shown. The selected events using the previous analysis
(red-solid line) and the re-examined analysis (blue-solid line) are
compared with energy spectra after the efficiency correction for the
previous analysis (blue-circle points) and the re-examined analysis
(red-square points). Due to the skewed trigger efficiency of the pre-
vious analysis, the efficiency-corrected spectrum shows an excess
of events at low energy, resulting in biased low QF values in the
previous analysis.

Figure 8(b) illustrates the energy spectra of nuclear recoil
events tagged by the neutron detector at 16.4◦, correspond-
ing to 8.7 ± 1.3 keVnr, selected using the previous criteria
(blue-solid line) and the re-examined criteria (red-solid line).
Additionally, the energy spectra corrected by the evaluated

TABLE II. Comparison of reexamined nuclear recoil energies
(Enr) and QFs with previously reported results. The reexamined
outcomes consider the neutron beam energy of 2.34 ± 0.06 MeV,
the application of enhanced event selections, and accurate efficiency
evaluation through waveform simulation.

Scattering Enr (keVnr) QF (%)

angle (◦) Prev. New Prev. New

Na 13.2 5.8 ± 1.0 5.5 ± 1.1 − 11.3 ± 2.2
16.4 8.7 ± 1.3 8.3 ± 1.4 9.6 ± 1.6 13.0 ± 2.2
21.3 14.8 ± 1.6 14.3 ± 1.8 11.3 ± 1.2 12.8 ± 1.6
26.6 22.7 ± 2.0 21.8 ± 2.5 14.1 ± 1.3 14.6 ± 1.7
31.0 30.1 ± 2.2 29.0 ± 2.8 17.2 ± 1.3 17.7 ± 1.7
38.2 46.1 ± 2.8 44.4 ± 3.8 17.3 ± 1.1 17.7 ± 1.7
45.0 62.6 ± 3.2 60.2 ± 4.7 18.1 ± 0.9 18.5 ± 1.5
51.3 78.9 ± 3.6 76.0 ± 5.7 21.3 ± 1.0 22.1 ± 1.7
59.0 102.7 ± 4.1 98.9 ± 7.1 22.1 ± 0.9 22.7 ± 1.6
74.7 151.6 ± 5.0 145.9 ± 10.0 22.9 ± 0.7 23.7 ± 1.6

I 45.0 11.3 ± 0.6 10.8 ± 0.9 − 5.3 ± 0.5
51.3 14.6 ± 0.7 14.1 ± 1.0 − 5.2 ± 0.4
59.0 18.9 ± 0.8 18.2 ± 1.3 4.3 ± 0.4 5.5 ± 0.4
74.7 28.7 ± 1.0 27.6 ± 1.9 4.7 ± 0.2 5.4 ± 0.4

126.9 62.2 ± 1.5 59.9 ± 3.8 5.6 ± 0.2 5.7 ± 0.4
159.4 74.9 ± 1.6 72.1 ± 4.5 5.9 ± 0.2 6.2 ± 0.4

efficiencies for both the previous analysis (blue-circle points)
and the re-examined analysis (red-square points) are pre-
sented. Due to the biased trigger efficiency in the previous
analysis, the QF value was lower, measuring at 9.6 ± 1.6%.
However, after reexamining the analysis method, the corrected
QF is 13.0 ± 2.2%.

Table II summarizes re-examined QF results in comparison
to the previous measurements. The application of advanced
event selection has led to the recovery of a few small scat-
tering angles, corresponding to lower recoil energies. Slight
increases in QFs with decreased incident neutron energy
from new calibration are observed for high scattering angles.
Re-examining the trigger efficiency at small scattering an-
gles significantly increases the measured QF values. These
updated results align with the findings from the new mea-
surement of the high light yield crystal, as well as with
measurements by other groups [25,26,29] as shown in Fig. 9.

V. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

QFs for sodium recoils, spanning a broad energy range
from 3.8 to 151.6 keVnr, and iodine recoils ranging from
6.1 to 74.9 keVnr, have been successfully obtained, extend-
ing this investigation into lower energy regions. Leveraging
the high-light-yield crystal, the achievement includes a re-
markable measurement of 3.8 keVnr, representing the lowest
nuclear recoil measurement for sodium to date. Through a
re-examination of previously reported data, involving updates
in neutron energy calibration, event selections, as well as se-
lection and trigger efficiency evaluations, the reexamined QFs
are presented alongside the new measurements, as depicted in
Fig. 9(a). These results are compared with measurements from
other research groups [25,26,46], showing consistent values.
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FIG. 9. (a) Results of the QF measurements for sodium using the high light yield NaI(Tl) crystal (red-filled triangle) and the re-examined
analysis of previously reported data (red-open triangle) exhibit consistency with recent measurements from other groups [26,29]. Similarly,
results for iodine from the new measurement (red-filled squares) and the re-examining of previous data (red-open squares) also align with
measurements from other study [25]. In this new measurement, sodium and iodine QFs were obtained for as low as 3.8 keVnr and 6.1 keVnr,
respectively. (b) The measured QFs (red-open circle for sodium and red-open squares for iodine), calibrated with 59.54 keV γ , are modeled
using modified Lindhard models (red-dotted lines) with their corresponding uncertainty bands. Taking into account the nonproportionality
(nPR) of the NaI(Tl) scintillation process, the measured points are corrected (blue-filled triangles for sodium and squares for iodine). The fitted
models are also adjusted accordingly (blue-dashed lines with uncertainty bands).

The QF values for each recoil angle obtained in this study are
detailed in Tables I and II.

The QFs presented in Fig. 9(a) from various experi-
ments have been linearly calibrated using either a 59.54 keV
γ line or a 57.6 keV γ line. However, discrepancies in
QF values arise from the utilization of different energy
calibration methods involving distinct γ energy points, as
extensively discussed in Ref. [30]. This discrepancy is pri-
marily attributed to the nonproportionality of NaI(Tl) crystals
[47,48]. To address nonproportionality and ensure an accu-
rate conversion between the measured charge (light output)
and deposited energy, it becomes imperative to implement
an energy-dependent calibration for both γ s and electrons.
Our investigation into the nonproportionality phenomenon
involved a thorough examination utilizing x rays and γ rays
sourced from external radioactive materials, as well as inter-
nal or cosmogenic contaminants present in the COSINE-100
crystals [49]. This comprehensive study yielded an energy-
dependent calibration curve, enabling the recalculation of QF
results. Figure 9(b) shows the QF values obtained in this
study, accompanied by the recalculated values considering
the nonproportionality of the NaI(Tl) crystals for both γ and
x rays. These data points are modeled using the modified
Lindhard model [50] as described in Ref. [11]. The inclusion
of nonproportionality in the QF assessment reveals a notable
increase in QF values, particularly for the low energy region,
underscoring the importance of using appropriate QF values
depending on the electron-equivalent energy calibration.

VI. CONCLUSION

Measurements of low energy QFs for NaI(Tl) crystals
were conducted using a high light yield crystal of 26.0 ±
0.7 NPE/keVee, achieved through a novel crystal encapsula-
tion technique. The precise evaluation of QFs for low energy
nuclear recoils was facilitated by an in-depth understanding
of low energy scintillation events from waveform simula-
tions. These measurements extended to sodium QFs as low
as 3.8 keVnr, marking the first measurement for sodium be-
low 5 keVnr. Furthermore, a reexamination of previously
reported data, with an enhanced comprehension of incident
neutron energy and a refined understanding of low energy
scintillation events through waveform simulation, was re-
ported. The measurements show general consistency with
recent reports from other research groups. These low en-
ergy QF measurements for NaI(Tl) crystals hold relevance
for future data analyses in the pursuit of dark matter and
coherent elastic neutrino-nucleus scattering (CEνNS) studies
with NaI(Tl) crystals, such as the COSINE-100 and NEON
experiments.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We thank the IBS Research Solution Center (RSC) for
providing high-performance computing resources. This work
is supported by the Institute for Basic Science (IBS) under
Project Code No. IBS-R016-A1.

[1] B. W. Lee and S. Weinberg, Cosmological lower bound on
heavy-neutrino masses, Phys. Rev. Lett. 39, 165 (1977).

[2] G. Jungman, A. Kamionkowski, and G. Griest, Supersymmetric
dark matter, Phys. Rep. 267, 195 (1996).

014614-8

https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.39.165
https://doi.org/10.1016/0370-1573(95)00058-5


MEASUREMENTS OF LOW-ENERGY NUCLEAR RECOIL … PHYSICAL REVIEW C 110, 014614 (2024)

[3] J. Aalbers et al. (LUX-ZEPLIN Collaboration), First dark mat-
ter search results from the LUX-ZEPLIN (LZ) experiment,
Phys. Rev. Lett. 131, 041002 (2023).

[4] E. Aprile et al. (XENON Collaboration), First dark matter
search results from the XENON1T experiment, Phys. Rev. Lett.
119, 181301 (2017).

[5] M. Kimura (DarkSide-50 Collaboration), Search for low mass
WIMP dark matter with DarkSide-50, SciPost Phys. Proc. 12,
022 (2023).

[6] R. Agnese et al. (SuperCDMS Collaboration), Low-mass dark
matter search with CDMSlite, Phys. Rev. D 97, 022002 (2018).

[7] G. Adhikari et al. (COSINE-100 Collaboration), Searching for
low-mass dark matter via the Migdal effect in COSINE-100,
Phys. Rev. D 105, 042006 (2022).

[8] E. Aprile et al. (XENON Collaboration), Search for light
dark matter interactions enhanced by the Migdal effect or
bremsstrahlung in XENON1T, Phys. Rev. Lett. 123, 241803
(2019).

[9] M. Abdullah et al., Coherent elastic neutrino-nucleus scattering:
Terrestrial and astrophysical applications, arXiv:2203.07361.

[10] G. F. Knoll, Radiation Detection and Measurement (John Wiley
and Sons, New York, 2010).

[11] Y. J. Ko et al. (COSINE-100 Collaboration), Comparison
between DAMA/LIBRA and COSINE-100 in the light of
quenching factors, J. Cosmol. Astropart. Phys. 2019, 008
(2019).

[12] J. J. Choi et al. (NEON Collaboration), Exploring coherent
elastic neutrino-nucleus scattering using reactor electron an-
tineutrinos in the NEON experiment, Eur. Phys. J. C 83, 226
(2023).

[13] R. Bernabei et al., The DAMA project: Achievements, impli-
cations and perspectives, Prog. Part. Nucl. Phys. 114, 103810
(2020).

[14] J. Amare et al., Annual modulation results from three years
exposure of ANAIS-112, Phys. Rev. D 103, 102005 (2021).

[15] G. Angloher et al., The COSINUS project - Perspectives of a
NaI scintillating calorimeter for dark matter search, Eur. Phys.
J. C 76, 441 (2016).

[16] M. Antonello et al., Characterization of SABRE crystal NaI-
33 with direct underground counting, Eur. Phys. J. C 81, 299
(2021).

[17] K. Fushimi et al. (PICO-LON Collaboration), Dark matter
search project PICO-LON, J. Phys.: Conf. Ser. 718, 042022
(2016).

[18] R. Bernabei et al. (DAMA/LIBRA Collaboration), New results
from DAMA/LIBRA, Eur. Phys. J. C 67, 39 (2010).

[19] R. Bernabei et al., First model independent results from
DAMA/LIBRA-phase2, Nucl. Phys. At. Energy 19, 307
(2018).

[20] C. Savage, G. Gelmini, P. Gondolo, and K. Freese, Compatibil-
ity of DAMA/LIBRA dark matter detection with other searches,
J. Cosmol. Astropart. Phys. 2009, 010 (2009).

[21] R. L. Workman et al. (Particle Data Group), Review of particle
physics, PTEP 2022, 083C01 (2022).

[22] G. Adhikari et al. (COSINE-100 Collaboration), Strong con-
straints from COSINE-100 on the DAMA dark matter results
using the same sodium iodide target, Sci. Adv. 7, eabk2699
(2021).

[23] G. Adhikari et al. (COSINE-100 Collaboration), Three-year
annual modulation search with COSINE-100, Phys. Rev. D 106,
052005 (2022).

[24] R. Bernabei et al. (DAMA Collaboration), New limits on WIMP
search with large-mass low-radioactivity NaI(Tl) set-up at Gran
Sasso, Phys. Lett. B 389, 757 (1996).

[25] J. I. Collar, Quenching and channeling of nuclear recoils in
NaI(Tl): Implications for dark-matter searches, Phys. Rev. C 88,
035806 (2013).

[26] J. Xu et al., Scintillation efficiency measurement of Na recoils
in NaI(Tl) below the DAMA/LIBRA energy threshold, Phys.
Rev. C 92, 015807 (2015).

[27] C. Awe, P. S. Barbeau, J. I. Collar, S. Hedges, and L. Li, Liquid
scintillator response to proton recoils in the 10–100 keV range,
Phys. Rev. C 98, 045802 (2018).

[28] H. W. Joo, H. S. Park, J. H. Kim, S. K. Kim, Y. D. Kim, H. S.
Lee, and S. H. Kim, Quenching factor measurement for NaI(Tl)
scintillation crystal, Astropart. Phys. 108, 50 (2019).

[29] L. J. Bignell et al., Quenching factor measurements of sodium
nuclear recoils in NaI:Tl determined by spectrum fitting, J. Inst.
16, P07034 (2021).

[30] D. Cintas, S. Hedges, W. G. Thompson, P. An, C. Awe, P. S.
Barbeau, E. Barbosa de Souza, J. H. Jo, L. Li, M. Martínez, R.
H. Maruyama, G. C. Rich, J. Runge, and M. L. Sarsa, preced-
ing paper, Measurement of the sodium and iodine scintillation
quenching factors across multiple NaI(Tl) detectors to identify
systematics, Phys. Rev. C 110, 014613 (2024).

[31] R. Bernabei et al., Further results from DAMA/LIBRA-phase2
and perspectives, Nucl. Phys. At. Energy 22, 329 (2021).

[32] Y. J. Ko and H. S. Lee, Sensitivities for coherent elastic scatter-
ing of solar and supernova neutrinos with future NaI(Tl) dark
matter search detectors of COSINE-200/1T, Astropart. Phys.
153, 102890 (2023).

[33] J. J. Choi et al., Waveform simulation for scintillation charac-
teristics of NaI(Tl) crystal, Nucl. Instrum. Methods Phys. Res.
A 1065, 169489 (2024).

[34] J. Vainionpaa, C. Gary, J. Harris, M. Piestrup, R. Pantell, and
G. Jones, Technology and applications of neutron generators
developed by Adelphi Technology, Inc, Phys. Procedia 60, 203
(2014).

[35] M. Manolopoulou, M. Fragopoulou, S. Stoulos, E. Vagena,
W. Westmeier, and M. Zamani, Neutron spectrometry with
He-3 proportional counters, J. Phys.: Conf. Ser. 366, 012033
(2012).

[36] D. Thomas, Neutron spectrometry, Radiat. Meas. 45, 1178
(2010).

[37] G. Csikai, Handbook of Fast Neutron Generators, Vol. I, CRC
Handbook of Fast Neutron Generators (CRC Press, Boca Raton,
FL, 1987).

[38] D. L. Chichester, J. T. Johnson, and E. H. Seabury, Mea-
surement of the neutron spectrum of a DD electronic neutron
generator, AIP Conf. Proc. 1336, 519 (2011).

[39] G. Adhikari et al. (COSINE-100 Collaboration), Study of
fast neutron detector for COSINE-100 experiment, J. Inst. 13,
T06005 (2018).

[40] G. Adhikari et al. (COSINE-100 Collaboration), Initial perfor-
mance of the COSINE-100 experiment, Eur. Phys. J. C 78, 107
(2018).

[41] J. J. Choi, B. J. Park, C. Ha, K. W. Kim, S. K. Kim, Y. D. Kim,
Y. J. Ko, H. S. Lee, S. H. Lee, and S. L. Olsen, Improving the
light collection using a new NaI(Tl) crystal encapsulation, Nucl.
Instrum. Methods Phys. Res. A 981, 164556 (2020).

[42] G. Adhikari et al. (COSINE-100 Collaboration), The COSINE-
100 data acquisition system, J. Inst. 13, P09006 (2018).

014614-9

https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.131.041002
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.119.181301
https://doi.org/10.21468/SciPostPhysProc.12.022
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.97.022002
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.105.042006
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.123.241803
https://arxiv.org/abs/2203.07361
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2019/11/008
https://doi.org/10.1140/epjc/s10052-023-11352-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ppnp.2020.103810
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.103.102005
https://doi.org/10.1140/epjc/s10052-016-4278-3
https://doi.org/10.1140/epjc/s10052-021-09098-5
https://doi.org/10.1088/1742-6596/718/4/042022
https://doi.org/10.1140/epjc/s10052-010-1303-9
https://doi.org/10.15407/jnpae2018.04.307
https://doi.org/10.1088/1475-7516/2009/04/010
https://doi.org/10.1093/ptep/ptac097
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.abk2699
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.106.052005
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0370-2693(96)80020-7
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevC.88.035806
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevC.92.015807
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevC.98.045802
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.astropartphys.2019.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-0221/16/07/P07034
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevC.110.014613
https://doi.org/10.15407/jnpae2021.04.329
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.astropartphys.2023.102890
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nima.2024.169489
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.phpro.2014.11.029
https://doi.org/10.1088/1742-6596/366/1/012033
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.radmeas.2010.04.016
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.3586154
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-0221/13/06/T06005
https://doi.org/10.1140/epjc/s10052-018-5590-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nima.2020.164556
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-0221/13/09/P09006


S. H. LEE et al. PHYSICAL REVIEW C 110, 014614 (2024)

[43] H. S. Lee et al. (KIMS Collaboration), First limit on WIMP
cross section with low background CsI(T	) crystal detector,
Phys. Lett. B 633, 201 (2006).

[44] G. Adhikari et al. (COSINE-100 Collaboration), Lowering
the energy threshold in COSINE-100 dark matter searches,
Astropart. Phys. 130, 102581 (2021).

[45] J. I. Collar, Light WIMP searches: The effect of the
uncertainty in recoil energy scale and quenching factor,
arXiv:1010.5187.

[46] T. Stiegler, C. Sofka, R. C. Webb, and J. T. White, A study
of the NaI(Tl) detector response to low energy nuclear re-
coils and a measurement of the quenching factor in NaI(Tl),
arXiv:1706.07494.

[47] P. Dorenbos, J. de Haas, and C. van Eijk, Non-proportionality in
the scintillation response and the energy resolution obtainable
with scintillation crystals, IEEE Trans. Nucl. Sci. 42, 2190
(1995).

[48] L. Swiderski, Response of doped alkali iodides measured with
gamma-ray absorption and Compton electrons, Nucl. Instrum.
Methods Phys. Res. A 705, 42 (2013).

[49] S. M. Lee et al. (COSINE-100 Collaboration), Non-
proportionality of NaI(Tl) scintillation detector for dark
matter search experiments, Eur. Phys. J. C 84, 409
(2024).

[50] J. Lindhard and M. Scharff, Energy dissipation by ions in the
kev region, Phys. Rev. 124, 128 (1961).

014614-10

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physletb.2005.12.035
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.astropartphys.2021.102581
https://arxiv.org/abs/1010.5187
https://arxiv.org/abs/1706.07494
https://doi.org/10.1109/23.489415
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nima.2012.11.188
https://doi.org/10.1140/epjc/s10052-024-12778-7
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRev.124.128

