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Astrophysical reaction rates for 58,60Ni(n,γ ) from new neutron capture cross section measurements
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New neutron capture cross sections of 58,60Ni were measured in the energy range from 100 eV to 600 keV
using the Oak Ridge Electron Linear Accelerator. The combination of these new neutron capture data with
previous transmission data allowed a resonance analysis up to 900 keV using R-matrix theory. The theoretically
determined direct capture cross sections were included in the analyses. From these resonance parameters and the
direct capture contribution, new (n,γ ) astrophysical reaction rates were determined over the entire energy range
needed by the latest stellar models describing the so-called weak s process.
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New improved neutron capture cross section measurements
for 58,60Ni were made in response to the Nuclear Criticality
Safety Program (NCSP). Nickel, in addition to being a
constituent in stainless steel and many other alloys, is one
of the most abundant heavier elements in the universe. While
performing critical benchmark calculations, deficiencies were
identified for the nickel evaluations found in nuclear data
libraries such as ENDF/B-VII [1] and JENDL-3.3 [2]. Many of
the evaluations relied on experiments with known deficiencies,
such as poor time-of-flight (TOF) resolution, and because
of computer storage limitations, the description of some
experimental neutron cross-section data in the neutron energy
range above several tens of keV is crude. Consequently,
the number of data points may not describe the resonances
accurately enough to apply certain corrections, such as
self-shielding, multiple scattering, or Doppler broadening of
individual resonances. This impacts not only the cross section
in the resolved resonance region but also the unresolved
resonance region and could lead to problems in the correct
processing of data from data libraries and possibly to erroneous
Maxwellian average cross sections (MACS). These cross
sections are also input parameters for models that describe
nucleosynthesis in asymptotic giant branch stars via a chain of
neutron capture reactions and β decays called the s process.
From the astrophysical point of view, the nickel isotopes
are very interesting because they are at the beginning of
the s-process path. A recent study of the weak s-process
component revealed that nuclides with smaller MACS act
as bottlenecks and cause significant propagation effects of
the s-process abundances calculated with stellar models for
massive stars [3]. Also, because 58Ni is very abundant [4] it is
considered one of the most important seed nuclei for the weak
component of the s process.

The ENDF/B-VII resonance evaluations for 58,60Ni are
mainly based on the experimental work of Refs. [5,6]. Our pre-
vious measurements (see, e.g., [7–11]) revealed that sample-
dependent backgrounds sometimes were underestimated in
prior experiments made with C6F6 detectors for nuclides, such
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as 58,60Ni having resonances with large �n/�γ ratios. As shown
in Fig. 1, our new data show several resonances for which
this background was underestimated in previous experiments.
Also because the (n,γ ) measurements were performed with
rather thick samples, corrections in the resonance analysis
had to be applied for self-shielding and multiple scattering
using analysis codes like SAMMY [12]. This required accu-
rate neutron widths, which were determined by including
high-resolution transmission data from Refs. [5,6,13] in
the analysis. Over the years significant progress has been
made and confidence gained in these corrections applied by
the codes.

The experiments were performed using the Oak Ridge
Electron Linear Accelerator (ORELA) [14], which is a
high-intensity white neutron source with excellent timing
resolution in the keV neutron energy range. Over the past
30 years ORELA has served as an excellent neutron source
for many cross-section experiments. The neutron energy
was determined using the TOF technique. ORELA operated
with a repetition rate of 525 Hz, 8-ns pulse width, and an
average power of 6 kW. The neutron capture experiments
were performed using two isotopically enriched rectangular
metallic nickel samples. These were mounted in the sample
holder, so that they were completely illuminated by the
2.7 × 5.2 cm neutron beam. The sample characteristics are
compiled in Table I. The measurements were performed
using the pulse-height-weighting technique [15] with a pair
of C6D6 scintillation detectors located at a distance of 40.12 m
from the neutron production target. The energy-dependent
neutron flux was measured simultaneously by a 0.5-mm-thick
6Li-loaded glass scintillation detector which was positioned
43 cm before the sample. Additional measurements were
performed with no sample and a carbon sample to determine
the smoothly varying backgrounds. A 10B overlap filter was
placed into the neutron beam to eliminate low-energy neutrons
from the preceding pulse and a lead filter to reduce the
γ flash; these filters were located at a distance of 5 m
from the neutron target. Normalization of the cross section
was accomplished using a gold sample and the saturated
resonance technique [16]. The original capture system [15]
has undergone major changes compared to the previous nickel
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FIG. 1. (Color online) Representative comparisons of our Ni
capture data (error bars are smaller than the symbols) to SAMMY

calculations (solid curve) using the ENDF/B-VII resonance pa-
rameters. Corrections due to experimental effects, such as sample
multiple scattering and self-shielding, are included in the calculation.
This plot illustrates, for example, that the background due to
sample scattered neutrons was underestimated in prior measurements,
resulting in a capture area too large for the 62.3-keV resonance
in 58Ni.

neutron capture experiments [5,6]. The changes described
in Ref. [7] resulted in a significantly reduced sensitivity to
sample scattered neutrons [8] and have also contributed to
a simplification, improved reliability and a better method for
calculating the pulse-height-weighting function. The latter was
calculated using the Monte Carlo code MCNP [17], including
all sample-related and experimental effects such as γ -ray
attenuation in the sample and resolution broadening. As
demonstrated in cases of the (n,γ ) cross-section measurements
for 136,134Ba, 88Sr, 142,144Nd, 35,37Cl, and natural silicon [7–11],
the experimental apparatus is well suited for measuring small
neutron capture cross sections, such as those of the nickel
isotopes.

As for many nuclides with very small (n,γ ) cross sections,
the direct capture (DC) component can be a sizable part of
the reaction rates. The low-energy direct-semidirect (DSD)
capture of s-wave neutrons on 58,60Ni was computed using
the code CUPIDO [18]. The spectroscopic factors for this
computation were taken from Ref. [19], whereas the potential
for scattering states was taken to be the real part of the

TABLE I. Isotopic enrichment and dimensions for the nickel
samples.

Isotope Enrichment Weight Height Width Thickness
(%) (g) (cm) (cm) (cm) (atom/barn)

58Ni 99.9 45.4307 5.038 2.577 0.413 0.036 35
60Nia 99.6 48.5728 5.161 2.628 0.406 0.035 98

a0.34% 58Ni, 0.02% 61Ni, 0.03% 62Ni.

Koning-Delaroche global optical potential [20]. For low-
energy neutrons, the DC occurs mainly through the s-wave
channel via an electric dipole (E1) transition to a bound
state of the (target + neutron) composite nucleus. Selection
rules for E1 capture of s-wave neutrons restrict the angular
momentum of the bound states to l = 1. The potential used for
the calculation of l = 1 bound states was taken from Ref. [21].
d-wave capture to l = 1 bound states was included in the
calculations but was found to be small. The DSD calculations
were performed from thermal energy to 2.5 MeV. E1 direct
capture of p-wave neutrons into l = 0 bound states was assumed
to be negligible because l = 0 bound states lie higher in energy,
thus yielding less energetic γ rays, and hence a small cross
section, as the capture cross section is proportional to the third
power of γ -ray energy.

A significant destructive interference between the direct and
the semidirect capture components caused the DSD capture to
be about one-half of the pure direct capture, thus demonstrating
the significance of including the semidirect component for
these nuclides. This destructive interference partially explains
why our DSD capture is substantially lower than the thermal
DC cross section reported in Ref. [19]. Several bound-state
levels in Ref. [19] were listed as either spin 1/2 or 3/2, and it
was found that the choice of the spin can affect the computed
capture by as much as 10%. An additional error factor has
been introduced to account for the uncertainties inherent in
the spectroscopic factors, which were estimated to be about
20%. The thermal DSD capture cross sections on 58Ni and
60Ni were computed to be 1.5 and 0.5 b, respectively, with
∼25% relative uncertainty.

The transmission and new capture data were analyzed in
the resolved resonance region using the multilevel R-matrix
code SAMMY. The nickel data were fitted in the energy range
from 0.0254 eV to ∼900 keV, where 490 resonances were
fitted for 58Ni and 471 for 60Ni. This is slightly more than
reported in Ref. [6] for 58Ni. But for 60Ni we were able to
extend the resolved range by almost a factor of 2 compared
to Ref. [5] due to our high resolution capture data and the
high resolution transmission from Ref. [13]. Details about the
resonance analysis and evaluation, including covariances, will
be published separately [22].

We calculated the MACS for 58,60Ni(n,γ ) due to our
resonance parameters using standard techniques [23]. The
DC contributions were added to the resonance contributions
to obtain the total MACS. The new rates for 58Ni and 60Ni
are reported in separate columns for the resonance and the
DC parts and compared to the most recent evaluations in
Tables II and III. The reported uncertainties of our data, which
include statistical and experimental systematic uncertainties
as well as 25% uncertainty in the DC calculations, were
obtained from the new evaluations [22]. A closer examination
of our uncertainties for the resonance part reveals that the
3.5% systematic uncertainty from the normalization is the
dominating factor in the Maxwellian average reaction rate
uncertainties.

From our new data we find lower MACS values (resonance
and DC part) for 58Ni compared to evaluations [23–26],
ranging from 10% to 20% for kT = 30 keV. Over the entire
temperature range the reported MACS are smaller than the
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TABLE II. MACS for 58Ni compared to the most recent evaluations [23–26]. Uncertainties are reported as found in the evaluations.

kT (keV) Resonance part DC part [23] (mb) [24] [25] [26]

5 35.50 ± 1.24 3.49 ± 0.87 45.1 39.8 40.42 38.3
8 45.05 ± 1.58 2.74 ± 0.68
10 45.95 ± 1.61 2.44 ± 0.61 58.3 52.0 52.08 50.1
15 42.93 ± 1.50 1.97 ± 0.49 54.6 49.9 49.76 48.1
20 38.82 ± 1.36 1.69 ± 0.42 49.7 46.2 45.97 44.5
25 35.38 ± 1.24 1.50 ± 0.38 45.5 42.9 42.66 41.3
30 32.67 ± 1.14 1.36 ± 0.34 42.3 ± 2.8 41.0 ± 2.0 40.01 38.7 ± 1.5
35 30.51 ± 1.07 1.25 ± 0.31 37.88
40 28.75 ± 1.01 1.16 ± 0.29 37.7 36.3 36.12 35.0
50 26.03 ± 0.91 1.03 ± 0.26 34.5 33.5 33.34 30.1
60 23.97 ± 0.84 0.93 ± 0.23 32.2 31.3
70 22.33 ± 0.78 0.85 ± 0.21 29.35
80 20.98 ± 0.73 0.79 ± 0.20 28.9 28.0 27.0
100 18.87 ± 0.66 0.70 ± 0.17 26.8 25.3 25.23 24.4

evaluations and show a different temperature dependence.
In a recent experiment the MACS for 58Ni was determined
by activation and accelerator mass spectrometry [27]. This
completely different approach in determining the MACS
resulted in a much lower value, 27.2 ± 2.1 for kT =
25 keV, compared to previous experiments and evaluations.
This is a difference of almost 30%, compared to our value
at kT = 25 keV, well outside the reported uncertainties, and
cannot be explained by experimental effects such as neutron
sensitivity of the experimental setup. The two strongest s-
wave resonances in 58Ni at neutron energies of 15.07 and
62.26 keV contribute almost 5 mb to the MACS at this
temperature. Even a reduction of these contributions by
50% due to an assumed neutron sensitivity of the exper-
imental setup cannot make up the difference to the value
of Ref. [27].

Our MACS for 60Ni are lower than the evaluation of
Ref. [24]; we find a 10% smaller cross section for kT =

30 keV. Consequently our values are also lower than Ref. [26]
which are normalized to the 30-keV value of Ref. [24]. On
the other hand, the evaluation of Ref. [23] is almost 10%
lower at kT = 5 keV which uses ENDF/B-VII resonance
parameters, is 4% lower at low kT and, due to the different
energy dependence, crosses our data at 20 keV. In the
relatively new cross section determination of 60Ni [28] an
almost 10% lower MACS compared to ours is found over the
entire energy range, but the results are within the reported
uncertainties if only the resonance part is compared. To better
emphasize the differences in the reaction rates, we plotted
the MACS of the evaluations relative to our MACS. These
ratios are shown in Fig. 2 for 58Ni and Fig. 3 for 60Ni,
respectively.

In general, our new 58,60Ni(n,γ ) MACS are smaller than
previous results at weak s-process temperatures, which could
impact estimates of the s-process nucleosynthesis in massive
stars. Those stellar models operate at different neutron pulse

TABLE III. MACS for 60Ni compared to the most recent evaluations [23–26]. Uncertainties are reported as found in the evaluations.

kT (keV) Resonance part DC part [23] (mb) [24] [25] [26]

5 63.28 ± 2.21 1.26 ± 0.32 59.06 79 62.12 69.9± 4.9
8 60.21 ± 2.11 1.01 ± 0.25 66.5± 4.6
10 54.86 ± 1.92 0.91 ± 0.23 54.3 70 54.81 60.8 ± 4.1
15 43.09 ± 1.51 0.76 ± 0.19 43.06 57 43.98 48.1± 3.0
20 35.23 ± 1.23 0.66 ± 0.17 35.33 46 36.61 39.6± 2.3
25 30.05 ± 1.05 0.59 ± 0.15 30.21 41 31.68 33.8 ± 1.8
30 26.47 ± 0.93 0.54 ± 0.13 26.7 ± 1.4 30 ± 3.0 28.26 29.9± 0.7
35 23.87 ± 0.84 0.50 ± 0.12 24.18 25.78
40 21.92 ± 0.77 0.46 ± 0.12 22.29 28 23.89 24.8 ± 1.2
50 19.15 ± 0.67 0.41 ± 0.10 19.6 27 21.21 21.7 ± 1.1
60 17.29 ± 0.61 0.37 ± 0.09 17.89 24 19.5 ± 1.0
70 15.96 ± 0.56 0.34 ± 0.08 18.02
80 14.96 ± 0.52 0.32 ± 0.08 15.73 21 16.7 ± 0.8
100 13.53 ± 0.47 0.28 ± 0.07 14.47 20 15.4 14.7 ± 0.7
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FIG. 2. (Color online) 58Ni MACS from the evaluations of Refs.
[23–26] relative to our work.

temperatures kT = 25 and 90 keV, compared to models of the
main component (kT = 8 and 23 keV).

We would like to acknowledge C. Ausmus, D. Brasher,
J. White, and T. Bigelow who kept ORELA smoothly running.

FIG. 3. (Color online) 60Ni MACS from the evaluations of Refs.
[23–26] relative to our work.
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