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Abstract

Laser-induced desorption of NO molecules from a NiO(100) surface is studied on an ab initio level. Based on ab initio NiO-cluster
calculations a three-dimensional potential energy surface was constructed for the electronic ground and a representative excited state.
Quantum wave packet calculations on these surfaces allow the simulation of experimental velocity distributions of the desorbed NO mol-
ecules. Analysis of the wave packet dynamics demonstrates that the experimentally observed bimodality of the velocity distributions is
caused by a bifurcation of the wave packet on the excited state potential, where the molecular motion parallel to the surface plays a
decisive role.
� 2005 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Laser-induced desorption of small molecules from sur-
faces represents the most simple model scenario of photo-
chemical reactions on surfaces. In the last decade,
sophisticated quantum state resolved experiments as well
as their corresponding theoretical interpretation [1–4] have
been reported. In particular, UV laser-induced desorption
of NO from a NiO(100) surface represents an experimen-
tally well-studied system giving rise to a theoretical debate
recently. In 1998Klüner et al. interpreted the experimentally
obtained bimodal velocity distributions (cf. Fig. 1) in this
system being due to a bifurcation of a wave packet in the
intermediate electronically excited state potential energy
surface (PES) [5]. This interpretation has recently been ques-
tioned in a semi-classical investigation on empirical PESs of
Bach et al. [6] in which no pronounced bimodality of the
final state distributions has been obtained, and a late
desorption channel was found in contrast to the aforemen-
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tioned study. In this Letter we will demonstrate, that the
application of empirical PESs is not realistic enough. Fur-
ther, we will clarify the mechanistic understanding on the
basis of quantum dynamical wave packet studies on three-
dimensional ab initio PESs for the electronic ground and a
relevant excited state, respectively, which have been calcu-
lated for the first time on a full ab initio level. Although
no perfect agreement with experimental results is achieved
in the present study, we will provide fundamental insight
into the physical mechanism of laser-induced desorption.

2. Model and theory

The NiO(100) surface is modeled by a NiO5Mg18þ13 clus-
ter which is embedded in a Madelung field of 2906 point
charges in order to simulate the correct electrostatic field
above the oxide surface. In the minimum energy geometry
of the electronic ground state the N-atom of the NO mol-
ecule is located atop of the Ni2+ cation at a distance of
1.99 Å, see Fig. 2. The NO molecule is tilted by 58� towards
the surface normal with its O-atom pointing towards the
next Ni-atom (here approximated by a Mg-atom) of the
cluster. This is in reasonable agreement with recent exper-
imental values of 59� and 1.88 ± 0.02 Å [7,8].
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Fig. 1. (a) Two-dimensional plots of the excited (top) and ground state (bottom) PES. (b) Experimental velocity distributions of rotationally (J00) excited
NO molecules after laser-induced desorption from NiO(100) [2]. For a given v00 a coupling of rotation and translation is observed for molecules desorbing
with high velocities (fast channel).

Fig. 2. Minimum energy geometry of NO on the NiO5Mg18þ13 cluster.
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Three degrees of freedom of the NO molecule were con-
sidered in our calculations (the NiO5Mg18þ13 cluster is as-
sumed rigid): (1) The desorption coordinate Z, being the
distance between the NiO surface and the center of mass
of NO, (2) the lateral coordinate X, describing the motion
of the center of mass of the NO molecule along the Ni–Ni-
surface diagonal, (3) the polar angle h between the
NO-bond and the surface normal, where for h = 0� the
NO-bond is parallel to the surface normal with the N-atom
pointing towards the surface.

Along these three degrees of freedom the PES of the ener-
getically lowest doublet state, the electronic ground state,
was obtained by single-point calculations at the CASSCF
and CASPT2 level of theory. In the CASSCF(3,3) calcula-
tions the active space included Ni 3d(z2), 3d(x2 � y2) orbi-
tals and the NO2p*(z) antibonding orbital with three
active electrons. In the following CASPT2 calculation, the
valence electrons in the Ni3d, N2sp and O2sp (surface
and NO) orbitals were correlated. For the CASSCF–
CASPT2 calculations we used the MOLCAS 5.4 package [9].

The contraction scheme of the 332 basis functions will
be published elsewhere [10]. For the minimum energy
geometry the counterpoise corrected [11] NO-cluster
adsorption energy at CASPT2 level is �0.34 eV which
underestimates the experimental bond strength of
�0.57 ± 0.04 eV [12] due to the limited cluster size, the fi-
nite one-particle basis and the approximate treatment of
electron correlation. For a detailed discussion the reader
is referred to [13]. The NO bond length was optimized to
give the lowest NO-cluster adsorption energy. Since NO
vibration has been found to be decoupled from translation
experimentally, the NO bond length was kept fixed at
RNO = 1.170 Å (2.211a0) which is in good agreement with
previous theoretical calculations [13].

The electronically excited states relevant for the DIET
process are charge transfer states where one electron is
transferred from the cluster (either from O2p or Ni3d) to
the 2p* orbitals of the NO molecule resulting in an
NO�(NiO+)-like intermediate [14]. Although more than
one electronic excited state might be involved in the DIET
process, only the lowest sextet charge-transfer state was
calculated by valence configuration interaction (VCI) with
the active space consisting of the O2sp- (first layer of O-
ions), Ni3d-, and NO3r-, 4r-, 5r-, 1p- and 2p*-orbitals
using the Bochum suite of ab initio programs [15–18].
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Fig. 3. (a) Averaged velocity distributions for a resonance lifetime
s = 48.4 fs (2000�h/Eh) and rotational quantum states J = 0, 5, 10, 15, 20.
The fast desorption channel exhibits a coupling to the rotational quantum
states J as indicated by the solid line. (b) Final velocity distributions for a
representative residence time sn = 134 fs (5520�h/Eh) for the rotational
quantum state J = 14 after turning off h- and X-gradients in the ground
state (dashed line) or in the excited state (solid line) PES.
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Previous studies imply that the consideration of only
one representative excited state turns out to be a reasonable
approximation due to the topological similarity of various
charge transfer states of the NO/NiO(100) system [19]. De-
tails on the ab initio calculation of the electronically excited
state will be described elsewhere [10]. Briefly, the minimum
of the three-dimensional excited state PES is located at a
smaller NO surface distance (Z = 2.12 Å) than the mini-
mum of the ground state potential (Z = 2.32 Å). This fact
would suggest an Antoniewicz-like desorption mechanism
[20] in a one-dimensional (i.e., Z) model, but due to the
high dimensionality of the PES the mechanism is indeed
more complex. Furthermore, the NO� species in the ex-
cited state prefers an almost horizontal position on the sur-
face (h = 88�) and its center of mass is shifted along the
lateral coordinate to X = �1.32 Å. This is in contrast to
previous studies, in which the lateral translation coordinate
X has been neglected [5].

For both electronic states a total of more than 800 sin-
gle-point calculations along the three coordinates Z, X and
h were performed. In order to obtain three-dimensional
PESs these sets of points were analytically fitted. Two-
dimensional cuts of the three-dimensional PES for the
ground and electronic excited state are presented in
Fig. 1. Details on the parameters of the analytical fits will
be published elsewhere [10]. The nuclear dynamics on the
PESs of the ground and the excited state were simulated
by three-dimensional wave packet calculations on a grid
of 128(X) · 80(h) · 256(Z) = 2621440 points. In all calcu-
lations the time evolution operator was approximated by
the second order split-operator method proposed by Feit
and Fleck [21] using time steps of 10 or 50�h/Eh for the ex-
cited and ground state potential, respectively. The initial
wave function of the simulation is the energetically lowest
rovibrational eigenfunction w0 of the electronic ground
state PES. The excitation of the NO/NiO system is mod-
eled by transferring w0 vertically onto the excited state po-
tential where it is propagated for specific residence times sn.
To simulate the desorption process, the wave packet is,
then, vertically transferred back onto the ground state,
where it is propagated under the influence of the ground
state PES until final time tf. Here tf = 10 ps was sufficient
to ensure convergence for asymptotic observables of each
quantum trajectory. The part of the wave packet in the
far asymptotic region of the ground state potential corre-
sponds to desorbed NO molecules.

State resolved velocity distributions are obtained from
momentum space probability densities in the asymptotic
region for each rotational state J. Because a single wave
function cannot describe an ensemble of molecules in a dis-
sipative scenario the incoherent average scheme for differ-
ent residence times sn of N quantum trajectories
proposed by Gadzuk [22] was applied. In this method,
the expectation values or distributions of desired observ-
ables are averaged with an exponential factor, where the
resonance lifetime s is the only semi-empirical parameter.
In order to simulate the experimentally observed velocity
distributions of the desorbing NO molecules, a resonance
lifetime s of 48.4 fs (2000�h/Eh) has been used resulting in
desorption probabilities comparable to experimental find-
ings [23]. Convergence of the Gadzuk-averaging was ob-
tained for N = 80 quantum trajectories.

3. Results

The averaged velocity distributions for selected rota-
tional quantum numbers J are presented in Fig. 3a. They
exhibit a pronounced bimodality with a slow desorption
channel at about 300–400 m/s and a fast desorption chan-
nel at 1300–1600 m/s. In comparison to the experimental
velocity distributions (Fig. 1), with a slow desorption chan-
nel in the range of about 200–500 m/s and a fast desorption
channel in the range of about 1200–1600 m/s, our theoret-
ical results are in the correct velocity range and exhibit the
observed bimodality [2]. For the fast desorption channel
our theoretical results show a coupling of rotation and
translation, yet, the correlation between the rotational
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Fig. 5. Desorption probability as a function of the residence time for the
three-dimensional (Z, h, X) (solid line), the 2D (Z, h) (dotted line), and 2D
(Z, X) (dashed line) wave packet study.
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quantum states J and the fast desorption channel are re-
versed compared to the experimental observations. Fur-
thermore, also the intensities of the fast and slow
desorption channel are reversed to the experimental find-
ings. Whether this discrepancy could be due to the omis-
sion of the azimuthal angle / which, in reality,
contributes to the rotational quantum state, is currently
investigated in 4D-studies.

To elucidate the origin of bimodal velocity distributions
we performed additional calculations in which both gradi-
ents of either the ground state or the excited state potential
are set to zero for the polar angle h and the lateral coordi-
nate X. These calculations show that a bimodal distribu-
tion is only observed if the X- and h-gradients of the
excited state PES are non-zero (see Fig. 3b). Thus, we
can conclude that the dynamics on the excited state PES
is responsible for the observed bimodality.

In order to gain further insight, an extensive analysis of
the time evolution of the initial wave packet on the excited
state PES was performed. As an example, a characteristic
quantum trajectory (residence time of sn = 134 fs) is con-
sidered. The velocity distribution and a two-dimensional
contour plot of that wave packet are shown in Fig. 4. As
can be seen in Fig. 4a, after a residence time of sn = 134 fs,
the wave packet in the excited state is moving towards the
surface and the velocity distribution exhibits bimodal char-
acteristics. Close examination of the two-dimensional con-
tour plot of the wave packet in Figs. 4b proves that the
wave packet is divided at Z � 4.15a0 into two partial wave
packets separated by the lateral coordinate X. This is
caused by the topology of the excited state PES leading
to two pathways for the wave packet. Since the two partial
wave packets differ in their molecule–surface distance Z

they will result in a bimodal velocity distribution after
relaxation to the ground state and dissociation. This is,
of course, only valid if the ground state PES has no or very
little influence on the shape of the wave packet in momen-
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Fig. 4. (a) Velocity distribution of the wave packet on the excited state
PES for a specific residence time sn = 134 fs (5520�h/Eh) and rotational
quantum number J = 0. Inset (b) shows a 2D contour plot of the wave
packet on the excited state PES after a residence time sn = 134 fs.
tum space after relaxation as can be deduced from results
presented in Fig. 3b.

Finally, we want to point out the importance of the lat-
eral coordinate X for the desorption process. Fig. 5 shows
the desorption probability as a function of the residence
time sn for the discussed three-dimensional wave packet
simulations and two two-dimensional wave packet simula-
tions including the desorption coordinate Z and either the
polar angle h or the lateral coordinate X. If only Z and h
are considered in the simulations, almost no desorption oc-
curs for residence times sn = 0–100 fs which are relevant
for the incoherent averaging scheme. Noticeable desorp-
tion is found only for residence times greater than 100 fs.
Yet, a remarkable increase of the desorption probability
is observed if the lateral coordinate X is included instead
of the polar angle h. In this case, desorption starts at a res-
idence time of about 20 fs and shows similar characteristics
as in the three-dimensional wave packet study, i.e. one
small peak at sn � 60 fs followed by a strong increase of
the desorption probability for sn > 100 fs.

4. Conclusions

In conclusion, we presented a complete three-dimen-
sional quantum simulation of the laser-induced desorption
of NO from NiO(100) on a first principles basis. In con-
trast to Bach et al. [6] the velocity distributions of the des-
orbed NO molecules are in good agreement with the
experimental results and further no �late� desorption chan-
nel was observed in our calculations even though each
quantum trajectory was propagated until its desorption
yield was converged (tf = 10 ps). This clearly points out
the necessity of reliable ab initio PESs in the simulation
of laser-induced desorption. The different results found in
the two studies are due to substantial differences in the
topology of the PESs used. The main experimental features
are reproduced. The velocity distributions are in the correct
velocity range and exhibit the experimentally observed
bimodality. Even though the intensities of the two
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desorption channels are reversed and the velocity of the
fast desorption channel is decreasing with increasing J in
contrast to experimental findings, the coupling of rotation
(h) and translation (Z) was reproduced. The origin of the
bimodality in the velocity distributions was identified to
be caused by a splitting of the wave packet in the lateral
coordinate X on the electronically excited PES into a �fast�
and a �slow� part.

Therefore, new physical insight into microscopic under-
standing of laser-induced desorption has been obtained
which lays the foundation for future four-dimensional
studies and more detailed experiments.
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