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The state-selective cross section data are useful for understanding and modeling the x-ray emission in celestial obser-
vations. In the present work, using the cold target recoil ion momentum spectroscopy, for the first time we investigated the
state-selective single electron capture processes for Sq+–He and H2 (q = 11–15) collision systems at an impact energy of
q× 20 keV and obtained the relative state-selective cross sections. The results indicate that only a few principal quantum
states of the projectile energy level are populated in a single electron capture process. In particular, the increase of the
projectile charge state leads to the population of the states with higher principal quantum numbers. It is also shown that the
experimental averaged n-shell populations are reproduced well by the over-barrier model. The database is openly available
in Science Data Bank at 10.57760/sciencedb.j00113.00091.
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1. Introduction

Since the first x-ray image of Comet C/Hyakutake 1996
B2 with the ROSAT telescope was reported,[1] the charge ex-
change investigation has become a hot topic. Solar wind ions
contain a large proportion of protons and alpha particles (more
than 99%), and a smaller proportion of highly charged heavy
ions, such as C, N, O, Si, S, Fe and so on.[2–4] Although, heavy
ions represent a small fraction in the solar wind, they are the
major contribution to the x-ray source from astrophysical ob-
jects and environments. Charge-exchange collisions between
these ions and neutral atoms/molecules can leave the ions in
highly excited states. These highly excited ions then decay to
lower energy states by spontaneous emission of photons in the
x-ray range. The interplay or understanding of the observed x-
ray spectra requires more atomic data for the charge exchange.
Most of the existing data on charge exchange reaction rates
were mainly obtained by theoretical calculations, and only a
few measurements were performed using various experimen-
tal methods.[5] With the development of the cold target recoil
ion momentum spectrometer (COLTRIMS) or reaction mi-
croscopy technique,[6,7] the state-selective capture cross sec-
tions in collisions between highly charged ions and atoms can

be easily obtained at solar wind velocities. However, theoreti-
cal calculations face a large challenge. For collisions between
highly charged ions and atoms, the captured electron always
prefers to populate into the higher states of the projectile ion,
the theoretical calculation needs to include the ground state
to higher states, and the time cost of calculation is very high
even over the ability of the computer. The review paper shows
the progress and challenges of atomic structure and collision
dynamics with highly charged ions.[8]

Sulfur ions as an important species of the solar wind were
also observed in astrophysical objects and environments.[9–12]

The mysterious 3.5 keV line observed in XMM-Newton ob-
servations of the galaxy clusters in 2014[13,14] was attributed
to the emission from the charge exchange of bare sulfur ion
with neutral component interactions by Gu et al.[15] and has
been confirmed by Shah et al. experimentally.[16]

Studies of charge exchange involving sulfur ions remain
relatively rare. Wilson et al. measured the state-selective elec-
tron capture by S3+ ions from H, H2 and He at impact en-
ergies in the range of 2.4–9.0 keV using the translational en-
ergy spectroscopy technique.[17] Labuda et al. reported a the-
oretical investigation of the state selective electron capture in
the collision of S3+ ions with atomic hydrogen and helium at
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low impact energy.[18] The theoretical description presented in
Ref. [18] is based on an ab-initio molecular calculation of the
potential energy curves and couplings combined with semi-
classical description of the collision dynamics. Wang et al.[19]

investigated theoretically the charge transfer in collisions of
ground-state S4+(3s2 1S) ions with the helium atom at energies
between 0.1 meV/u and 10 MeV/u utilizing the quantum me-
chanical molecular-orbital close-coupling (QMOCC), atomic-
orbital close-coupling (AOCC), classical trajectory Monte
Carlo (CTMC) and continuum distorted wave methods. Zhao
et al.[20] reported a comparative study of charge transfer in col-
lisions of ground-state S2+ ions with the He by fully quantum
and semiclassical molecular-orbit close-coupling approaches
at collision energies between 10 eV/u and 10 keV/u. How-
ever, for highly charged sulfur ions at solar wind velocities, no
theoretical investigation of highly charged sulfur ions with he-
lium and molecular hydrogen collisions is available, which is
due to strong Coulomb interactions, electrons are more likely
captured into highly excited states of the projectile, and the
method based on quantum mechanics is time consuming. For
example, the QMOCC calculations have difficulty to include
these important high excitation channels. So the classical
model is usually used to calculate the total cross-sections and
quantum state population of charge transfer between highly
charged ions and atoms or molecules at solar wind velocities,
such as multi-channel Landau–Zener method,[21] over-barrier
models[22] and also some scaling laws.[23,24]

Yet, the study of charge exchange of sulfur ions, which
represent important species of the solar wind, remains rare, in
particular, the state-selective electron capture process. In the
present work, we study the state-selective single electron cap-
ture (SEC) of highly charged Sq+ ions (q = 11–15) colliding
with the helium and molecular hydrogen neutral targets at an
impact energy of q×20 keV.

2. Experimental setup
The experiment is performed at the IMP EBIS-A facility

combined with cold target recoil ion momentum spectroscopy
(COLTRIMS).[6,7,25,26] The experimental details can be found
in Refs. [25,26]. Here is only a brief description. The sulfur
ions are produced in the electron beam ion source (EBIS) with
the injection gas H2S. The ion beam is extracted from EBIS
with electric fields and passes through the Wien filter. The
expected charge state of sulfur ions is selected, and then accel-
erated into a desired energy by a high-voltage platform. The
selected ion beam is collimated before the collision chamber
with four-jaw slits and then crosses the super-sonic gas jet at
the center of the collision chamber. The produced target ions
are extracted by uniform electric fields perpendicular to the
beam and gas jet direction and guided into a position-sensitive
detector with a delay line anode. The scattered projectile ions
are analyzed by a parallel plate deflector and then detected by

the position sensitive 2D detector similar to the recoil detector
as shown in Fig. 1. The inset of Fig. 1 depicts a typical result
of the recoil ion detector for a single electron capture (SEC)
in S14+–He collisions at the collision energy of 280 keV. The
separated vertical structures correspond to the electron capture
into different states of the projectile ion.

For the single electron capture in collision of Sq+ with
atoms or molecules, the reaction process is expressed as

Sq++B→ S(q−1)+ (n)+B++Q, (1)

where q is the charge state of the projectile, B is the atomic or
molecular target, and n represents the principal quantum num-
ber of the projectile populated by the captured electron.

For the pure electron capture process in the collision, ac-
cording to the energy and momentum conservation, the reac-
tion energy Q (the energy change of the active electrons before
and after the reaction) can be obtained from the longitudinal
momentum transfer to the recoil ion (Plong) according to the
following equation:

Q =−vp ·Plong−
1
2

nc · v2
p, (2)

where vp is the velocity of the projectile, and nc is the numbers
of captured electrons from the target. Note that all quantities
are given in atomic units and in laboratory frame.
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Fig. 1. The experimental scheme of COLTRIMS.

3. Results and discussion
We present the results concerning the relative n-state-

selective cross sections for single electron capture in collisions
between Sq+ and helium and molecular hydrogen. We have
converted the recoil longitudinal momentum distributions into
Q-value distributions using Eq. (2). Figure 2 shows the mea-
sured Q spectra of SEC in Sq+–He and Sq+–H2 collisions at
impact energies of q×20 keV. Also the relevant capture chan-
nels are indicated in the graphs. The left panels show the he-
lium target, and the right panels correspond to the molecular
hydrogen targets. The experimental resolution is enough to
separate the capture channels with different principal quan-
tum numbers of the projectile. Indeed, the Q-value spectra
show that only one or two n-shells are significantly populated.
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The increase in the projectile charge q will lead to the shift to
higher values of populated principal quantum numbers n. Rel-
ative partial cross sections for capture into different n-shells
are obtained by Gaussian fits of the peaks in the Q-value spec-

tra and listed in Table 1. Here, the relative cross sections were
determined from the ratio of the area under each reaction chan-
nel to the total signal, σn/σtot. The errors only consider the
statistical error.

Table 1. Measured relative state-selective cross sections for SEC in Sq+–He and H2 collisions at impact energies of q×20 keV. q is
the charge state of the projectile.

n
Relative cross sections (%)

S15+ S14+ S13+ S12+ S11+

He

8 5.0±0.7 1.4±0.3 0 0 0

7 49.0±0.9 26.7±0.4 9.4±0.2 2.1±0.4 0.6±0.1

6 45.0±1.0 64.4±0.6 69.2±0.3 51.8±0.7 17.7±0.6

5 1.±0.7 7.5±0.3 21.4±0.2 46.1±0.6 77.8±1.1

4 0 0 0 0 3.9±0.7

H2

10 2.0±1.4 1.0±0.4 0 0 0

9 29.4±3.7 12.2±0.6 4.4±1.5 0 0

8 50.1±4.4 49.0±1.0 31.2±2.8 14.3±0.2 3.7±0.3

7 18.5±3.2 35.7±0.9 57.8±3.7 61.8±0.4 38.5±0.6

6 0 2.1±0.5 6.6±2.2 23.9±0.3 54.2±0.7

5 0 0 0 0 3.6±0.4

For the n-shell population of the electron capture in slow
collisions, the simple scaling laws on the n-state population of
SEC were proposed by Otranto et al.,[23] Janev & Winter,[24]

Tawara et al.[27] and Iwai et al.[28] based on the over-barrier
model.[22] According to these models, the most probable prin-
cipal quantum number populated by the captured electron is
given by

nO =

(
IH

It

)1/2

q0.75, (3)

nJW = q
(

1+
q−1√

2q

)(
IH

It

)1/2

, (4)

nOBM =
√

2
(

q
Zt

)0.75

, (5)

where IH and It are the first ionization energies of the atomic
hydrogen and the neutral target, respectively, q is the charge
state of the projectile ion, and Zt is the effective charge of the
atomic or molecular target.

Here, a brief description of the classical over-barrier
model (OBM) is provided. For the single electron capture of
highly charged ions with the helium target, the projectile ions
are approximated by bare nuclei with an effective charge q and
the He atom is described as a single active electron with an ef-
fective charge Zt. For highly charged ions, assuming H-like
ions, the energy levels are given by 13.6 · q2/n2, where n is
the effective principal quantum number of the excited level.
Thereby, utilizing the observed energy gain Q and the known
ionization potential of target atom It, the electron capturing
level can be determined through the following relation:

Q =
13.6·q2

n2 − It, (6)

where Q and It are given in eV. Here in our case, It = 24.59 eV
and 15.42 eV for He and H2 targets, respectively.

According to the classical one-electron model, the elec-
tron transfer from the target to projectile happens when the
energy levels of the collisions system before and after colli-
sion balance each other, that is, the quasiresonance condition
is fulfilled, i.e.,

− q
R
− Z2

t

2n2
t
=− q2

2n2
p
− 1

R
, (7)

where R is the internuclear distance between projectile ion and
the target atom, and np is the principal quantum number of the
populated state of the projectile ion. In the present case, nt = 1
since the electron is in the ground state of the He atom.

The potential seen by the electron is the potential of the
approaching ion plus the target nucleus

V (r) =− q
|𝑅−𝑟|

− Zt

r
, (8)

where r is the distance between the electron and its parent nu-
cleus, 0 < r < R. The height of the potential barrier between
the ion and the atom depends on the internuclear distance. The
maximum of the barrier can be calculated by differentiating
Eq. (8) and equating the differential to zero:

dV (r)
dr

=− q

(R− r)2 −
Zt

r2 = 0, (9)

the height of this maximum barrier is

Vmax =
(
√

q+
√

Zt)
2

R
. (10)

The electron can transit from the target to the projectile ion at
a distance at which Vmax in Eq. (10) equals the potential energy
of the electron before the collision

(
√

q+
√

Zt)
2

R
=

q
R
+

Z2
t

2n2
t
. (11)
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From Eqs. (7) and (11), the populated states np of the single
electron capture can be expressed as

np =

[
q
Zt

][
Zt +2

√
q ·Zt

q+2
√

q ·Zt

]1/2

. (12)

This classical model can be used to estimate the electron
capture levels in collisions with highly charged ions.[27] For
highly charged projectile, the classical formula (5) is obtained
as an asymptotic limit q� Zt.

According to Refs. [29–32], the effective charges of the
targets are set, Zt = 1.46 and 2 for H2 and the helium target,
respectively. According to Eqs. (3) and (4), the probable prin-
cipal quantum number n depends on the first ionization energy
of the target. The larger the first ionization energy It of the
target results in a smaller n for the same charge state of the
projectile. The larger the charge state of the projectile leads to
a larger n for the same target. This tendency agrees well with
the present experiment. In order to compare with the above
scaling law predictions, we also present the experimental nexp

values for different state weights. The scaling laws predicted
n values for He and H2 target and the experimental nexp are
shown in Table 2.

For SEC in S15+–He collisions, the electron is captured
into projectile states with principal quantum numbers n = 6
and 7 with roughly equal contributions, the experimental aver-
aged n-value nexp ≈ 6.6± 0.2. The predictions of the scal-
ing laws according to Eqs. (3), (4), and (5) are nO = 5.7,
nJW = 5.9, and nOBM = 6.4. Accordingly, the experimental
n-value agrees well with the OBM model prediction. The scal-
ing law proposed by Otranto et al. underestimates the n-value
compared to the one given by Janev & Winter. Comparing the
spectra of S11+ and S15+, one notices that the dominant popu-
lated states are shifted to higher n by just two units, from n = 5
to n = 7 as shown in Fig. 2.

For SEC in S15+–H2 collisions as shown in Fig. 2(g), the
electron is captured into n = 8 with high probability. While
the captures to n = 7 and n = 9 have small contributions. The

scaling law predictions according to Eqs. (3), (4), and (5) are
nO = 7.2, nJW = 7.5, and nOBM = 8.1. The experimental aver-
aged n-value is nexp ≈ 8.1±1.0. The prediction of OBM still
agrees well with the experiment. The spectra for the molecular
target H2, right panel of Fig. 2, show that the dominant pop-
ulated states are shifted to higher principal quantum numbers
by two units: from n = 6 to n = 8 when the projectile charge
states increase from 11+ to 15+. This behavior in the molecu-
lar targets, i.e., the increase of principal quantum number with
the increase of the projectile charge, is also observed in the
case of the helium target as shown in Table 2.
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Fig. 2. Measured Q-value spectra of SEC in Sq+–He and Sq+–H2 collisions
at an impact energy of q× 20 keV. The left and right panels represent He
and H2 targets, respectively. The incident projectile charge state q runs from
11 to 15. Solid blue circles are the experimental measurements and the red
lines represent the Gaussian fits.

Table 2. The experimental n population with the prediction of scaling laws.

q
He target H2 target

nexp nO nJW nOBM nexp nO nJW nOBM

15 6.6±0.2 5.7 5.9 6.4 8.1±1.0 7.2 7.5 8.1
14 6.2±0.1 5.4 5.6 6.1 7.7±0.3 6.8 7.1 7.7
13 5.9±0.1 5.1 5.3 5.8 7.3±0.8 6.4 6.7 7.3
12 5.6±0.1 4.8 5.0 5.4 6.9±0.1 6.1 6.3 6.9
11 5.2±0.1 4.5 4.6 5.1 6.4±0.1 5.7 5.8 6.4

Comparing the Sq+–He and Sq+–H2 collision systems,
the captured electron prefers populated into the high excited
states. For the molecular hydrogen target, the most populated
principal quantum number in SEC is larger than in the helium
target, the reason lies in their different first ionizations. Also,
this behavior can be predicted from formulas (3) and (4).

4. Summary and conclusion
We have measured the state-selective cross sections for

the single electron capture in collisions of highly charged sul-
fur ions with the helium and the molecular hydrogen targets
at impact energies of q× 20 keV (q = 11–15). The experi-
mental results show that only a few states with given principal
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quantum numbers of the projectile ion can be populated by
the captured electron. By increasing the projectile charge state
q, the n-population distribution clearly shifts to higher values
of n. For the helium target, with the increase of the projectile
charge state q, the most populated states in single electron cap-
ture raise by two units from n = 5 to n = 7. A similar tendency
is also observed in molecular H2 target but from n = 6 to n = 8
when q increases from 11+ to 15+. The scaling law predic-
tions based on the over-barrier model agree with the present
experiment. The obvious discrepancy occurs with other scal-
ing law calculations. The n-channel population based on the
over-barrier model may be a potential candidate for predict-
ing n-state-selective single electron capture in other collision
systems at solar wind velocities.
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