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A B S T R A C T

Fast timing detectors are an essential element in the experimental setup for time-of-flight (ToF) mass
measurements of unstable nuclei. We have upgraded the scintillator detectors used in experiments at the
National Superconducting Cyclotron Laboratory (NSCL) by increasing the number of photomultiplier tubes
that read out their light signals to four per detector, and characterized them in a test experiment with48Ca
beam at the NSCL. The new detectors achieved a time resolution (�) of 7.5 ps. We systematically investigated
different factors that affect their timing performance. In addition, we evaluated the ability of positioning the
hitting points on the scintillator using the timing information and obtained a resolution (�) below 1 mm for
well-defined beam spots.

1. Introduction

Nuclear masses, and nuclear binding energies, play a central role
in many questions of nuclear structure and nuclear astrophysics [1,2].
Nuclear masses provide one of the main tools to understand the evo-
lution of nuclear structure away from �-stability through systematic
trends in binding energies [3,4], and are an essential input for nuclear
astrophysics models [5,6].

At present there is a variety of techniques and devices capable of
measuring the mass of isotopes at different regions across the nuclear
chart and with various degrees of precision: Penning trap spectrome-
ters [7–13], storage rings [14–17], multi-reflection time-of-flight (MR-
ToF) spectrometers [18–22], and time-of-flight measurements with
magnetic spectrometers (ToF-B� technique) [23,24]. The latter has a
relatively low mass resolving power with m∕�m ∼ 104, but can measure
with high efficiency the masses of many unstable isotopes far from �-
stability. The technique is currently used with the S800 spectrometer
at the National Superconducting Cyclotron Laboratory (NSCL) [23,25],
which is the focus of this work, and with the SHARAQ spectrometer at
RIKEN [26].

The principle of the ToF-B� technique is based on the motion law
of an ion with mass m, charge q and momentum p passing through a
beam line and magnetic spectrometer with a total flight path of length
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L. If its time-of-flight is given by T , the nuclear mass is related to these
variables by:
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where c is the speed of light, and B� = p∕q is the magnetic rigidity of
this ion with radius of curvature � for the particle trajectory.

In order to obtain masses, T must be measured with very high
precision using timing detectors at the start and end points of the
flight path. The momentum p can be obtained from measuring the ion’s
position x in a dispersive plane of the spectrometer. To first order:

p = p0

(

1 +
x

D

)

, (2)

where p0 = q(B�)0 is the momentum of the central trajectory, and D

is the dispersion function. The electric charge q of the beam ions is
evaluated with a relation based on the total kinetic energy, velocity and
magnetic rigidity combining with the �E-ToF particle-identification
technique [27].

However, L and B� usually cannot be measured with sufficient
accuracy. Therefore, in practice, we can derive the mass by expanding
m∕q in Eq. (1) as a polynomial function of the measured parameters (T ,
x, etc.), and then determine them from the information of known-mass
reference nuclides.
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At the NSCL, the experiments use the S800 spectrograph operated
in dispersion-matched mode. The ToF from the final focal plane of
the A1900 fragment separator to the S800 focal plane is measured
with two fast-timing plastic scintillation detectors. In the previous
experiments [23,25,28–30], each timing detector consists of one thin
fast plastic scintillator with two photomultiplier tubes (PMTs) coupled
to its opposite sides, as shown in Fig. 1(a). The B� at the dispersive
plane at the target position of the S800 spectrograph is measured with a
micro-channel plate (MCP) detector. The energy loss �E is measured by
a ionization chamber or silicon detectors at the final focal plane [25].
Here we present the development of an upgraded system of timing
detectors. Details of the MCP detector can be found in Refs. [25,31].

The main contributions to the mass resolution include time resolu-
tion of timing detectors and position resolution of the MCP detector.
The time resolution �T of the previous timing detectors was measured
to be ∼30 ps with primary beam tests [23,32]. For the typical flight
time of ∼500 ns and flight length of ∼60 m in the S800 experiments
the contribution of time resolution to the final mass resolution is
(�T∕T )

1−(L∕cT )2
≈ 7 × 10−5. In addition, the currently achieved position

resolution of ∼0.5 mm of the MCP detector at the dispersive plane with
the dispersion function of ∼11 cm/% results in a momentum resolution
of �p∕p ≈ 5 × 10−5 according to Eq. (2) [23,25], which contributes
to the final mass resolution as 5 × 10−5. Besides the resolution of the
beamline detectors, other factors like beam straggling in the detectors
and variations in the flight path followed by each beam particle also
affect the mass resolution.

From the above analysis, we can see that one main contribution
affecting the mass resolution is the time resolution. In order to ap-
proach the realm of mass resolution of 10−5, an important step is to
improve the timing performance of the timing detectors. In fact, similar
detectors with an intrinsic �T of ∼10 ps have been developed and tested
with ion beams [33,34]. Large plastic scintillators read out by many
PMTs have also been successfully tested and achieved picosecond reso-
lution [35,36]. Silicon photomultipliers (SiPMs) provide an alternative
to PMTs to the scintillator signal and have been shown to achieve
comparable timing resolution [37–39]. While their main advantages of
compact design and small power requirements are not decisive factors
in our application, it would be interesting to explore their use for ToF
mass measurement applications in the future. Our work can serve as
a comparison benchmark for such developments. We note that before
introducing new detector systems care has to be taken to minimize the
systematic errors at the picosecond level, which could affect the mass
measurement results.

These results motivate our design for a new detector where each
plastic scintillator is coupled to 4 PMTs as shown in Fig. 1(b). We expect
that doubling the number of PMTs will result in a significant increase
in the number of photoelectrons produced in the PMTs (Np.e.), which
is an important limiting factor for the resolution because our detectors
use thin scintillators to minimize beam straggling. An improvement of
�T by a factor of 1∕

√

2 ∼ 0.7 would be expected from the relationship
�T ∝ 1∕

√

Np.e. discussed in Ref. [36].

2. Detector design

Each timing detector consists of four photomultiplier tubes (PMTs)
attached to a thin plastic scintillator with a surface area of 4 × 4 cm2,
as shown in Fig. 1(b). This design doubles the number of PMTs and
quadruples the surface area compared to the detectors previously used
for ToF-B� experiments at the NSCL.

As the choice of scintillator material, we used BC-418 produced by
Saint-Gobain [41], which was used by previous detectors. Before testing
the detectors with a fast ion beam, the new design was characterized
offline using a table-top laser setup at Central Michigan University
(CMU). Details about it can be found in Neupane’s thesis [40]. During
this test we also studied the EJ-228 and EJ-232 scintillators from Eljen
Technology [42]. The properties of these scintillators are shown in

Table 1
Characteristics of plastic scintillators BC-418 from Saint-Gobain [41], and EJ-228 and
EJ-232 from Eljen Technology [42].

Scintillator BC-418 EJ-228 EJ-232

Light output (%Anthracene) 67 55
Efficiency (Photons/1 MeV e−) – 10 200 8400
Rise time (ns) 0.5 0.35
Decay time (ns) 1.4 1.6
Pulse width (ns) 1.2 1.3
Max. wavelength (nm) 391 370
Density (g/cm3) 1.023
Refractive index 1.58

Table 2
Characteristics of R4998 PMT within H6533 assembly
from Hamamatsu [43].

Property Value

Assembly size ⌀31 mm
PMT tube size ⌀25 mm
Anode-to-Cathode voltage −2250 V
Wavelength range 300–650 nm
Wavelength peak 420 nm
Luminous sensitivity 70 μA/lm
Quantum efficiency 13%–39%
Gain 5.7 × 106

Rise time 0.7 ns
Transit time 10 ns
Transit time spread 0.16 ns

Table 1. Their main differences are the higher light output of BC-418
and EJ-228, and the faster rise time of the signal in EJ-232 (both of
which are desirable properties for fast timing). The laser test showed
similar time resolution for the three scintillators, from 6.7 ps to 6.3 ps,
showing that the choice among them is not a dominant contribution to
the resolution of our design. To decrease the time spread of photons
transmitted from the scintillator to the PMT, a small size is preferable.
In addition, the thickness of the scintillators was chosen to be 0.5 mm
to avoid large beam straggling during mass measurement experiments.

For PMTs, the R4998 type integrated in the H6533 assembly pro-
vides adequate capabilities as shown in Table 2, including large gain
and short signal rise time [43]. The PMTs are coupled to the scintil-
lators with BC-634A silicon pads from Saint-Gobain [44] (⌀25.4 mm
× 3 mm), which have similar optical properties to the scintillator and
the photocathode of the PMT to provide good coupling between the
scintillator’s edge and the PMT.

An assembled detector is shown in Fig. 1(b).

3. Experiment

After the offline tests using laser at CMU [40], here we present
results from a test performed with a fast beam of stable isotopes at
the NSCL, which provided similar conditions to those of ToF-B� mass
measurement experiments.

3.1. Detectors setup

The experiment was performed in the S2 vault at NSCL [45]. A
primary beam of 48Ca with an energy of 140 MeV/u passed through
a beryllium target with a thickness of 1081 mg/cm2, resulting in a
48Ca beam with degraded energy of 90 MeV/u and 99% purity. This
beam energy was chosen for the energy loss in the scintillators to be
similar to a planned experiment with isotopes of Z∼40. Straggling in
the target increased the angular emittance of the beam, which helped
to steer the beam to illuminate different spots in the scintillator surface.
The 48Ca beam was delivered to the detection station at rates around
500 particles per second during most time of the test.

The detectors setup is shown in Fig. 2. The distance between two
timing detectors was 9 cm. An aluminum mask with a size of 6 × 6 × 1
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Fig. 1. (Color online). Photographs of (a) timing detector used in previous ToF-B� experiments at the NSCL [23] and (b) new timing detector studied in this work. The engineering
drawing (c) for the new detector frame shows the dimensions of its design [40].

Fig. 2. (Color online). The detection setup inside the 53-inch chamber in S2 vault
during the beam test. The inset shows the pattern of holes on the mask.

cm3 was mounted ∼8 cm in front of the first timing detector. The holes
in the mask had a diameter of 2 mm with a pattern shown in the inset of
Fig. 2. The mask performed two functions: (1) guiding the focused beam
to interact with a small area of the scintillators when passing through
one particular hole; (2) helping to obtain a position distribution for
defocused-beam settings when the ion beam could pass through several
holes. In addition, a ZnS viewer was installed above the mask in a
retractable ladder to tune the beam’s positions for different settings.

3.2. Electronics setup

The schematic diagram of electronics is shown in Fig. 3. Signals
from each PMT were split into two. One signal was delivered to a
16-channel constant-fraction discriminator (CFD), the MCFD-16 mod-
ule from Mesytec [46]. The modules provided two outputs for each
channel: the analogue outputs were connected to a charge-to-digital
converter (QDC) (MQDC-32 from Mesytec [46]) to measure the am-
plitude of the PMT signals, while the timing discrimination outputs
were connected to a time-to-digital converter (TDC) (MTDC-32 from
Mesytec [46]) to give the time information. The other split PMT signal
was fed to a timing discriminator, with different types employed during
the test: leading-edge discriminators (LEDs, Phillips Scientific 704 and
711 [47]) or constant-fraction discriminators (CFDs, Ortec 935 [48]

Fig. 3. The schematic diagram of electronics used in the experiment. Totally, there are
8 PMTs marked by i and 8 TACs marked as j and k. The start and stop inputs of each
TAC are signals from PMTs of the first (i = 1, 2, 3, 4) and second (i = 5, 6, 7, 8) timing
detectors. For these 8 TACs, the start–stop PMTs combinations are: (1) #1—#5, (2)
#2—#6, (3) #3—#7, (4) #4—#8, (5) #1—#6, (6) #2—#7, (7) #3—#8, (8) #4—#5.

and Tennelec 455 [49]). Their timing information was processed by the
MTDC-32 module, and also digitized by time-to-amplitude converters
(TACs) connected to an analog-to-digital converter (ADC). We used 8
TAC–ADC channels to measure relative time between different combi-
nations of PMTs in the first and second detector, providing redundant
information for the time-of-flight and allowing us to calculate the time
difference between any two PMTs to derive position information (see
Section 4.8). The modules of TACs and ADC were Ortec 566 [48] and
Mesytec MADC-32 [46], respectively. The trigger and gate for the data
acquisition system were the OR logic of all PMT signals supplied by
the MCFD-16. Various timing modules and techniques regarding the
electronics were systematically compared to obtain the setup with best
timing performance.

4. Data analysis and results

The goal of the test was to demonstrate the improved resolution of
the new timing detector design, and investigate its dependence on the
parameters such as type of discriminators, high voltages of PMTs and
beam intensity. In addition, the defocused beam was used to investigate
the position resolution of the plastic detectors.

4.1. Time-of-flight analysis

The target variable of our measurement was the time-of-flight (ToF)
of the beam ions across the 9-cm path between the first and second
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Fig. 4. Correlation between ToF obtained via LED+TAC+ADC setup and the amplitude difference �Q (a) without and (b) with time-walk correction. Panel (c) shows the distributions
of raw (blue) and corrected (red) ToFs fitted with Gaussian functions indicated by the corresponding dash lines. The data corresponds to setting (2) in Table 3. (For interpretation
of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

scintillator detectors. Each detector provided four signals from its
PMTs, from which we obtained different time measurements with the
digitizer modules in our electronics setup (Fig. 3). The measured times
can be combined in different ways to obtain a value for ToF.

For the signal processing with TAC+ADC combinations, the ToF is
defined as the average of four independent combinations:

T oFT a =

∑4
i=1

T ai

4
, (3)

where symbol Ta denotes the time values from TAC+ADC setup (see
Fig. 3 for the corresponding channel assignments). We can also obtain
a measurement of the time-of-flight when averaging the values of T a5
to T a8 of the other four TAC+ADC channels.

For the signal processing with TDC, the timing signals of start and
stop timing detectors are taken as the average time from four PMTs of
each scintillator and then ToF is defined as:

T oFT t =

∑8
i=5

T ti

4
−

∑4
i=1

T ti

4
, (4)

where symbol Tt denotes the timing signals from TDC setup. The reason
for averaging all the timing signals of PMTs coupled to one scintillator
in Eqs. (3) and (4) is to minimize the timing uncertainty introduced by
different hitting positions of beam on the plastic, and to obtain a better
resolution.

In order to correct the time-walk effect due to the variance in signal
amplitudes of PMTs, especially for the leading-edge discriminator (LED)
timing method, we use the following correcting equation:

T oFcorr = T oFraw +
[

T oFpivot − fT oF (Q)
]

, (5)

where T oFraw is the time measured with the TAC+ADC (T oFT a) or TDC
(T oFT t) setup. T oFpivot represents the pivot point of ToF to be realized
in the ideal case without time walk. fT oF (Q) stands for the dependence
of the measured ToF on the integrated charge (Q) of each PMT signal
recorded by the QDC. Note that here Q represents the information of
signal amplitudes for all eight PMT channels.

We find that a linear function for fT oF (Q) provides a good fit:

fT oF (Q) = c0 +

8
∑

i=1

ci ⋅Qi, (6)

Here c0 and ci are the correction parameters to be determined by fitting
the correlation between T oFraw and the charge of each PMT, Qi. Then,
T oFpivot is taken as c0+

∑8
i=1

ci ⋅Qi, where Qi means the average charge
of ith PMT for all events under the same condition.

It is worth noting that the choice of T oFpivot only leads to a
global systematic shift of the centroid of raw ToF distribution, without
impacting the time resolution. Therefore, comparisons of the measured
ToF centroids are only meaningful if the time-walk correction was done
with the same set of parameters (i.e. same choice of T oFpivot). Thus,
Eq. (5) can be rewritten as:

T oFcorr = T oFraw +

[

8
∑

i=1

ci ⋅Qi −

8
∑

i=1

ci ⋅Qi

]

. (7)

In order to more clearly show the time-walk effect, we introduce
the charge difference �Q between PMTs of each scintillator as:

�Q =

∑8
i=5

Qi

4
−

∑4
i=1

Qi

4
. (8)

Then the relationship between ToF and �Q, instead of the charge of
single PMT, provides a better visualization of the magnitude of the
time-walk effect.

As an example, Fig. 4(a) shows that there is an obvious depen-
dence of ToF on �Q, where the ToF is calculated by the time values
measured with the leading-edge discriminator combining with TAC
and ADC electronic modules. After using the above correction method,
the time-walk effect of ToF on the signal amplitude is removed as
shown in Fig. 4(b). By comparing the ToF distributions before and after
correction in Fig. 4(c), we can see there is a clear improvement in the
time resolution. It is improved from 14.2 ps to 7.5 ps (about 50%) for
the LED+TAC+ADC electronics setup. Note that throughout this paper

4



K. Wang, A. Estrade, S. Neupane et al. Nuclear Inst. and Methods in Physics Research, A 974 (2020) 164199

Table 3
ToF properties at different conditions in the present experiment.a.

Setting PMT HV↓↑b Electronics Beam position [mm, mm] ToF centroids [ps]c Time resolution (�) [ps]

Raw Corrected Raw Corrected

(1) 0 LED+TDC (0, 0) 0 0.0 16.6 11.7
(2) 0 LED+TAC+ADC (0, 0) 0 0.0 14.2 7.5
(3) 0 LED+TAC+ADC (−7, 7) 10.8 0.3 14.1 8.6
(4) 0 LED+TAC+ADC (14, 0) −25.4 2.6 14.3 8.0
(5) 0 LED+TAC+ADC (21, 0) 21.9 2.4 20.8 9.5
(6) 0 LED+TAC+ADC Defocusedd – – – 8.6
(7) 0 CFD+TAC+ADC (0, 0) 0 0.1 11.2 10.3
(8) 0 CFD+TAC+ADC (−7, 7) −5.4 −0.6 12.2 11.3
(9) 0 CFD+TAC+ADC (14, 0) −0.4 −0.3 12.6 10.2
(10) 0 CFD+TAC+ADC Defocused – – – 12.2
(11) ↓50 V CFD+TAC+ADC (0, 0) 9.1 – 11.6 10.7
(12) ↑50 V CFD+TAC+ADC (0, 0) 23.0 – 11.0 10.2
(13) ↑50 V CFD+TAC+ADC (0, 0) with 10 kHz 21.5 – 11.6 10.6
(14) ↑50 V CFD+TAC+ADC (0, 0) with >100 kHz – – 299 299

aErrors of all time values are less than 0.1 ps.
bThe changes of high voltages supplied to PMTs are relative to the values of setting (1).
cToF raw values are shifted relative to the centroid of raw ToF distribution using the same electronics and beam at position (0, 0). Values for
the corrected ToF centroids are only given for settings where the same walk correction parameters are applied (settings (2–5), and (7–9)).
dIn the defocused setting the beam covered at least four left holes at (−7, ±7) and (−11, ±11) through the mask. No ToF centroids are reported
since the spectrum is a mixture of distributions from beam ions through different mask holes.

we measure the resolution as the sigma of a Gaussian fit to the T oF

distribution.
The summary of data analysis results are displayed in Table 3. In

the following subsections, from 4.2 to 4.4, we present the results from
measurement settings with a focused beam impinging on the center of
timing detectors. Sections 4.5 and 4.8 present the discussions to study
position dependent effects in the response of the detectors, and their
position resolution. In Sections 4.6 and 4.7 we present the response to
bias voltage and beam rate.

4.2. Comparison between two- and four-PMT readouts

We begin the discussion of the ToF resolution results by comparing
the value obtained by using all four PMTs in each detector with that
using two of the PMTs, which is comparable to the detector design
used in previous mass measurement experiments. The time-walk cor-
rection for the two-PMT ToF is similar to that for the four-PMT ToF
except for using time and amplitude information of two PMTs of each
detector. The comparison between these two ToF distributions with the
LED+TAC+ADC electronics setup is illustrated in Fig. 5, which clearly
indicates the time resolution taken from 4 PMTs is better than that from
2 PMTs in agreement with our expectation. The time resolution with
4-PMT readout should be improved to 1∕

√

2 ∼ 0.7 times of that with
2-PMT readout [36], which is well supported by the values we obtain
here (from 11.2 ps to 7.5 ps).

4.3. Comparison between TAC+ADC and TDC

A time-to-digital converter (TDC) was also used during the experi-
ment. The TDC can simplify electronics setup since a single module can
replace many TACs and one ADC.

We compare the effects on the timing performances of these two
electronic setups used to digitize the time measurement. Fig. 6 shows
the distributions of ToFs obtained from TAC+ADC and TDC after time-
walk correction. It is found that the time resolution with TAC+ADC (7.5
ps, setting (2) in Table 3) is ∼35% better than that with TDC (11.7 ps,
setting (1) in Table 3).

The reason for this can be related to the difference of the time
measurement techniques used in these two electronics modules. For the
TAC+ADC, the TAC uses a high-precision analog technique to convert
the time interval to pulse amplitude, which is then converted to a
digital signal by the ADC. For the TDC, the same analog technique is
only used for the time interval smaller than the period of clock counter

Fig. 5. Comparison between the distributions of time-walk corrected ToFs obtained
from 4 PMTs (red) and 2 PMTs (blue) using the same LED+TAC+ADC electronics setup.
The distributions are fitted with Gaussian functions plotted with the responding colors.
For better comparing display, both distributions are shifted to have a mean ToF of
zero. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is
referred to the web version of this article.)

inside TDC, which measures the longer intervals. In fact, according
to the manuals of TAC (ORTEC 566 [50]) and TDC (Mesytec MTDC-
32 [51]), the time resolution (�) of the former (⩽4.3 ps for 50 ns range)
is better than that of the latter (5–10 ps). Therefore, although the TDC
leads to a simpler setup, the TAC+ADC combination provides the better
time resolution.

4.4. Comparison between LED and CFD timing techniques

Constant-fraction discriminators (CFDs) address the time-walk is-
sues and minimize the dependence of ToF on the signal amplitudes
[52]. In our measurement we used Ortec 935 and Tennelec 455 CFDs
with a 1 ns delay. Indeed, Fig. 7(a) shows a much smaller correlation
between ToF and amplitude difference �Q when compared with the
measurement using LEDs (Fig. 4(a)). After the time-walk correction
presented in Fig. 7(b) for the CFD data set, Fig. 7(c) shows that there
is a relatively small improvement in the time resolution, from 11.2 ps
to 10.3 ps (setting (7) in Table 3), when using CFDs instead of LEDs.
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Fig. 6. Comparison between the distributions of time-walk corrected ToFs recorded
from TAC+ADC (red) and TDC (blue) using the same leading-edge discriminator.
The Gaussian fitting functions are also plotted with the responding colors. For better
comparing display, both ToF distributions are shifted to the position centered at 0. The
data corresponds to settings (1) and (2) in Table 3. (For interpretation of the references
to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

Moreover, time resolution from the CFD method without the correction
is already close to 10 ps and better than that from LED method.

The ∼1 ps residual time walk when using CFD method may result
from the charge sensitivity of the zero crossover comparator inside the
CFD module [53,54]. In addition, it is difficult to adjust the settings
of CFD with detector signals produced by the ion beam, since the
experimental area is not accessible when the beam is on. A pulse
generator (Phillips Scientific 417 [47]) with signal rise time of ∼1.5 ns
and amplitude of −800 mV was used to adjust the ∼1 ns total delay and
walk setting for the CFDs. It is possible that these setting parameters are
not the optimum for beam-induced signals from the PMTs, which leads
to the remaining time walk of the CFD measurement.

4.5. Comparison between different beam positions

Up to now, the discussion concentrated on the data obtained with
the 48Ca beam focused at the center of the plastic scintillator, after
passing through the central hole of the collimator mask. In a mass
measurement experiment, however, the fragmentation beams typically
have a larger cross-sectional area of ∼1 cm2. Therefore it is necessary
to investigate the timing performances for different beam positions. We
present results for two types of settings. In one setting we still used
a focused beam but shifted it to illuminate a single off-center hole in
the collimator mask. In the other setting the beam was defocused and
simultaneously illuminated several holes of the mask.

Fig. 8 shows the ToF distributions of central and off-center focused
beam hitting positions, both measured with LED and CFD electronic
modules. Without time-walk correction the centroids of the ToF spectra
measured with the LEDs shows large variations of ±25 ps for each
position (settings (2–5) in Table 3). On the other hand, the uncorrected
ToF distributions measured with the CFDs are only shifted by ∼ 5 ps
for different positions (settings (7–9) in Table 3). This shows that the
dominant effect in the large spread of data with the LED electronics is
due to the time walk. Any effect due to the position dependence, such
as travel time of scintillation photons to the photocathode of PMTs, is
minimized by averaging the timing of signals from the four PMTs (see
discussion of Eqs. (3) and (4)), and is less than 5 ps.

The lower panels of Fig. 8 show the time-of-flight spectra after
the time-walk correction. They are obtained by combining the data of
the different beam positions into one data set and then deriving the
parameters of the time-walk correction method discussed for Eqs. (6)

and (7). Thus, we use the same T oFpivot parameter for all settings and
can compare the centroids of the corrected ToF distributions.

The time-walk correction significantly reduces the spread of the
centroids of measured ToFs, which becomes less than 3 ps for the data
taken with LEDs (settings (2–5) in Table 3) and less than 1 ps for
the CFD measurements (settings (7–9) in Table 3). This confirms the
conclusion of a small position dependence of the timing beyond any
time-walk effect. As shown in Table 3 the detector maintains a good
timing resolution even for relatively large position offsets; it is 9.5 ps
with LED electronics for a beam position of 2.1 cm off-center (setting
(5)).

Fig. 9 shows the correlation between the measured ToF and the
amplitude difference of PMT signals, �Q, for the defocused beam
setting when several mask holes were illuminated. It again illustrates
the ability of our correction algorithm to improve the ToF distributions
under a beam that illuminates a large area on the scintillator. The ToF
resolution after the time-walk correction, for the spectra including ions
going through all illuminated holes, is comparable to that with focused
beam for both the measurements with the LED (8.6 ps, setting (6) in
Table 3) and CFD (12.2 ps, setting (10) in Table 3) modules.

4.6. Effects of bias voltages on PMTs

In general, the time characteristics of PMTs improve in inverse
proportion to the square root of the supply voltage [55], which means
100 V modification of the voltage from an initial 1400 V would change
the time resolution by ∼3.6% if we assume other conditions are keep
constant. Therefore, it can be expected that the timing performance is
not very sensitive to the changes of bias voltage, which was also pointed
out by Ref. [34].

In the beginning of the experiment, we adjusted the voltage on
each PMT within the range of 1300–1500 V to generate signals with
similar amplitude of about 1400 mV, before any cable splitting, for
the centered beam setting. As shown above, these voltages provide
excellent time resolution. At the end of the beamtime short runs were
done with changing the bias voltage by ±50 V around those values. The
ToF resolution varied by 0.5 ps, or 4.6%, for a change of 100 V in bias
for the measurement with CFD and TAC+ADC (settings (11) and (12)
in Table 3). This improvement is in agreement with the aforementioned
expectation. In addition, it is observed that the ToF centroids are shifted
with varying bias voltage, as expected from the change in the electron
transit time in the PMTs.

4.7. Effects of higher beam rate

An ion beam rate between 200 to 600 particles per second was
used throughout the test experiment. In the final stages we increased
the beam rates first to 10 kHz, and then to higher than 100 kHz for
short runs, to study the timing performance under high rate conditions.
For the 10 kHz beam rate there was no significant change in the
performance of the detector (setting (13) in Table 3). For the beam rate
above 100 kHz, the shape of the ToF distributions began to be distorted
and the time resolution deteriorated to more than 100 ps (setting (14)
in Table 3). Note that the measurements were taken with a focused
beam setting, with all beam ions passing through the scintillator in
a small spot of about 2 mm of diameter (dimension of a hole in the
collimator mask).

4.8. Position distribution

In this section we present result on the capability of determining
the beam position on the scintillator from the timing signals of the four
coupled PMTs. As shown schematically in Fig. 10(a), the relationship
between the beam position (x, y) and the time (ti) from the emission

6
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Fig. 7. Correlation between ToF obtained by CFD+TAC+ADC electronics setup and the amplitude difference �Q (a) without and (b) with the time-walk correction. Panel (c)
shows the comparison between the distributions of ToFs with LED (red and blue for corrected and raw distributions, respectively) and CFD (black and green for corrected and raw
distributions, respectively) timing techniques. The Gaussian fitting functions are also plotted with the responding colors. For better comparing display, all the four ToF distributions
are normalized to the same total counts and shifted to the position centered at 0. The data corresponds to settings (2) and (7) in Table 3. (For interpretation of the references to
color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

Fig. 8. ToF distributions under different beam conditions using (a) LED and (b) CFD timing methods combined with the same TAC+ADC electronics (1) without and (2) with the
time-walk correction. The positions of focused beam are marked in the legends. For better comparing display, all the ToF distributions are normalized to the same total counts but
keep their centroids relative to the case of central focused beam for each timing technique. The data corresponds to settings (2–5), and settings (7–9) in Table 3. (For interpretation
of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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Fig. 9. (Color online). The correlations between ToF and �Q under the defocused beam condition using (a) LED and (b) CFD (1) without and (2) with the time-walk correction.
The defocused beam covers at least four left holes at x = −7 mm, y = ±7 mm and x = −11 mm, y= ±11 mm through the mask. The data corresponds to settings (6) and (10) in
Table 3.

Fig. 10. (Color online). (a) Illustration of obtaining the hitting position (x and y) on the scintillator from time information (t1, t2, t3 and t4). (b) Distribution of hitting positions
on the first scintillator from the LED+TAC+ADC electronics setup and tuning the focused and defocused beam passing through most holes of the front mask shown in Fig. 2. The
black circles represent the actual holes on mask and the blue square diamond shape represents the plastic scintillator.

of light in the scintillator until the photons reach the photocathode of
ith PMT (i = 1, 2, 3, 4) is:
(

x − xi
)2

+
(

y − yi
)2

= v2t2
i
. (9)

Making the approximation that light is collected at the center of the
photocathode of the PMTs, (xi, yi) is the position for each PMT, with
x1 = −A, y1 = A; x2 = A, y2 = A; x3 = A, y3 = −A; x4 = −A, y4 = −A

and A=14.14 mm. v denotes the speed of light in the plastic. Combining
these pieces of information, we can derive:

x =
v2

4A
⋅

(

t1 − t2
) (

t3 − t4
)

⋅

t1 − t4 + t2 − t3

t1 − t2 + t3 − t4
, (10)

y =
v2

4A
⋅

(

t1 − t4
) (

t2 − t3
)

⋅

t1 − t2 + t4 − t3

t1 − t2 + t3 − t4
. (11)

However, the timing signals measured in our test differ from ti

because of the different delays in the PMTs and cables that connect
the detectors to the electronics. Thus, we follow an empirical approach
to obtain the beam position using the pattern produced by the mask to
calibrate the real positions as the function of variables xraw and yraw,

which are defined as:

xraw = tm
1
− tm

2
+ tm

4
− tm

3
, (12)

yraw = tm
4
− tm

1
+ tm

3
− tm

2
, (13)

The superscript m indicates the measured time signals. The eight TACs
with the particular channel assignments used in the electronics setup
allow us to measure the time differences between any two PMTs of one
detector in the above equations.

The best calibration is obtained with the fitting function of quadratic
form in xraw and yraw:

xcal =a0 + a1xraw + a2yraw + a3x
2
raw + a4xrawyraw + a5y

2
raw, (14)

ycal =b0 + b1xraw + b2yraw + b3x
2
raw + b4xrawyraw + b5y

2
raw. (15)

Data from the focused and defocused beam settings, with
LED+TAC+ADC electronics, are combined to obtain enough calibration
points.

Fig. 10(b) shows the final distribution of the calibrated positions.
The results give very good position resolution of about 0.7 mm (�) for
most spots in Fig. 10(b).

8
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It is also clear that the calibration does not accurately reproduce the
holes’ pattern on the mask. In addition to limitations in the calibrating
algorithm used in Eqs. (12)–(14), another possible source of error is the
time-walk effect of the LED modules that could be reduced by using the
measured signal amplitudes.

5. Summary

In this work, we presented the results of tests from a new timing
detector system developed for ToF-B� mass measurement experiments.
Each timing detector consists of a thin square plastic scintillator and
four fast photomultiplier tubes (PMTs) coupled to its sides. A systematic
test of the detectors’ performance was conducted with a 48Ca beam with
energy of 90 MeV/u at the NSCL.

The best time resolution (�) of 7.5 ps was achieved using an
electronics setup consisting of a leading-edge discriminator (LED), and
the combination of a time-to-amplitude converter and a amplitude-to-
digital converter (TAC+ADC) modules for digitization. Achieving this
resolution required a correction to the time-walk effect using the signal
amplitude recorded for each PMT with a charge-to-digital converter
(QDC) module, and a newly developed correction method. The results
represent a significant improvement from the time resolution of ∼30 ps
of the detectors used in previous experiments [23].

The detector system was also tested using constant-fraction discrim-
inator (CFD) modules. These showed a robust response to time-walk
effect, and provided timing with a resolution of ∼11 ps without any
correction for PMT signal amplitude. Such systems represent a good
alternative for application that do not require timing resolution below
10 ps.

We evaluated the position dependence of the timing response by
illuminating different spots across the surface area of the scintillator.
The detector system showed a relatively small decrease of its resolution
(⩽ 25%) for positions more than 2 cm off-center. These settings provide
a good approximation to experiments with secondary beams when the
beam spot with a radius of ∼1 cm, so we expect that the ToF resolution
of the detectors in the mass measurement experiment will be ∼12 ps.
The performance of the new detector system represents a significant
improvement of the time resolution of the detectors used in ToF-B�
mass measurements experiments at the NSCL, and an important step to
achieve the goal of a mass resolution of 1.0 × 10−4.

In addition, we also attempted to derive the beam hitting posi-
tion from the measured time information of the four PMTs coupled
to one scintillator. We obtained a good position resolution (�) of
about 0.7 mm, albeit with systematic shifts in the absolute position
measurement that is the focus of ongoing work.
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