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Abstract: The impact of relative humidity (RH) on organic new particle formation (NPF) from
ozonolysis of monoterpenes remains an area of active debate. Previous reports provide contradictory
results indicating both depression and enhancement of NPF under conditions of moderate RH,
while others do not indicate a potential impact. Only several reports have suggested that the effect
may depend on absolute mixing ratio of the precursor volatile organic compound (VOC, ppbv).
Herein we report on the impact of RH on NPF from dark ozonolysis of α- and β-pinene at mixing
ratios ranging from 0.2 to 80 ppbv. We show that RH enhances NPF (by a factor of eight) at the
lowest α-pinene mixing ratio, with a very strong dependence on α-pinene mixing ratio from 4 to
22 ppbv. At higher mixing ratios, the effect of RH plateaus, with resulting modest decreases in
NPF. In the case of α- and β-pinene, NPF is enhanced at low mixing ratios due to a combination of
chemistry, accelerated kinetics, and reduced partitioning of semi-volatile oxidation products to the
particulate phase. Reduced partitioning would limit particle growth, permitting increased gas-phase
concentrations of semi- and low-volatility products, which could favor NPF.

Keywords: α-pinene; secondary organic aerosol; relative humidity; new particle formation

1. Introduction

It is well accepted that the oxidation of volatile organic compounds (VOCs) in the
atmosphere contributes significantly to secondary organic aerosol (SOA) formation. Some
estimates place the fraction of SOA mass in organic aerosol (OA) fine and ultrafine particles
in continental air masses to be greater than 70% [1]. Monoterpenes are a major contributor
to atmospheric SOA by way of oxidation with numerous atmospheric gases to form low
volatility compounds that either form new particles or partition to existing particles [1–3].
One of the most studied monoterpenes to date is α-pinene, a C-10 unsaturated VOC, emitted
by a variety of terrestrial vegetation and other sources [4,5]. Typical biogenic emissions
are in the parts-per-trillion by volume range, with episodic events (especially in warmer
months) producing as much as 50–60 ppbv of monoterpenes [5–8]. Many questions remain,
however, concerning operational oxidation mechanisms for α-pinene ozonolysis that lead
to the formation of SOA and, more specifically, new particle formation (NPF). Herein we
define SOA exclusively as the mass loading of OA, whereas NPF refers exclusively to the
particle number density. Some uncertainty in our understanding of SOA formation is likely
from conflicting studies regarding the impact of relative humidity (RH) on NPF and SOA
formation from the ozonolysis of terpenes such as α- and β-pinene.

The majority of studies to date have been conducted at fixed and uncharacteristically
low levels of RH that are not representative of the lower troposphere [9], where most NPF
and SOA formations are hypothesized to occur. A few studies have been reported to better
understand the role of RH in NPF and SOA generation from α-pinene ozonolysis. These
results have been contradictory, with some reporting an enhancement in NPF and/or SOA
as a result of higher RH [10–13], while others report a sharp reduction [11,14–19]. It remains
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unclear what might be causing discrepancies in reported results. Further exacerbating
the issue are the very different VOC and oxidant mixing ratios (ξVOC, ppbv) used in
laboratory studies, which have ranged from parts-per-trillion by volume (pptrv) to parts-
per-million by volume (ppmv), the latter predominantly in studies employing flow reactors
with short reaction times of up to a few minutes. It is unlikely that results obtained at
these high VOC/ozone mixing ratios are representative of the natural environment, and
may be providing inaccurate data and guidance to atmospheric models. For example,
preliminary, qualitative experiments in our laboratory conducted at VOC mixing ratios
similar to previous studies reported in the literature (for example, [12,20,21]) support a
decrease in SOA and NPF at high RH. However, these same experiments conducted at VOC
mixing ratios closer to atmospheric relevance suggest, instead, a potential enhancement in
NPF at high RH.

Herein, we report on the impact of RH on NPF and SOA from the dark ozonolysis of
α- and β-pinene in an environmental chamber at mixing ratios of 0.2 to 80 ppbv. We show
that RH impacts NPF in a nonlinear manner and that the correlation of NPF with RH could
be positive or negative as a function of ξVOC. Results suggest that the point of inflection,
at least for these two monoterpenes, between enhancement and suppression of NPF may
depend on the SOA-forming potential of the VOC.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Experimental Conditions

All experiments were conducted with α-pinene (Alfa Aesar, Haverhill, MA, USA, 98%,
CAS: 7785-70-8) and β-pinene (Sigma Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA, 99%, CAS: 19902-08-0)
without further purification. Ozone was generated with a commercial unit by passage of
dry, particle-free air through a corona discharge (Ozone Technologies LLC, Model 1KNT,
Jersey City, NJ, USA). Ozone was injected by diverting the output flow of the generator
to the chamber for a pre-determined time pulse to yield the desired ozone concentration.
Typical injection pulses were in the range of 10–120 s, depending on the size of the chamber
in use. Ozone concentrations in the chambers were monitored continuously (Serinus 10,
American Ecotech, Warren, RI, USA).

Two Teflon reaction chambers were utilized separately for this work and are referred
to as the 775 L Particle Genesis Chamber (PGC) and the 8 m3 University of Vermont
Environmental Chamber (UVMEC) [22]. For both types of reaction chambers, zero air
was used for flushing until background aerosol mass and number concentrations were
below 0.01 µg m−3 and 10 particles cm−3, respectively. A glass micro-syringe was used
to quantitatively transfer α-pinene aliquots into a glass three-neck flask that was placed
in a hot water bath. The liquid phase α-pinene content within the flask was visually
monitored as a 200 mL min−1 flow of zero-air carried the volatilized α-pinene into the
reaction chamber. Once all α-pinene was introduced, the zero-air flow was shut off after
10–20 min of continuous flow. All experiments were conducted under ambient temperature
and atmospheric pressure. Following each experiment, an injection of hydrogen peroxide
(30%, Fisher Scientific, CAS: 7722-84-1) was used to passivate the chamber with UV lights
overnight.

Particle metrics (number, mass, and size distributions) were measured using a scanning
mobility particle sizer (SMPS 3082, TSI Inc., Shoreview, MN, USA) operating with sheath
and aerosol flows of 10 and 1.0 L min−1, respectively. Rates of NPF were determined using
an electrical low-pressure impactor (ELPI+, Dekati Technologies Ltd., Kangasala, Finland).

Experimental details for experiments studying NPF as a function of RH and ξVOC are
summarized in Table 1. SOA mass loading (CSOA) values obtained from SMPS measure-
ments have been corrected for wall losses using ammonium sulfate in accordance with a
previously established method [23]. All experiments were conducted at least in duplicate
and with ξO3 = 500 ppbv. Experiments aP6RH0 and aP6RH60 were repeated four times each
to estimate a typical measurement error.
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Table 1. Parameters for all NPF chamber experiments reported herein pertaining to α-pinene. In all
cases, chamber temperature was 20 (±1) ◦C.

Experiment ξVOC (ppbv) RH (%)

aP4RH0/RH60 4 0/60

aP6RH0/RH60 6 0/60

aP10RH0/RH60 10 0/60

aP22RH0/RH60 22 0/60

aP50RH0/RH60 50 0/60

aP66RH0/RH60 66 0/60

aP80RH0/RH60 80 0/60

2.2. Measurement of NPF Rates

A series of varying RH experiments were carried out to probe the kinetics of NPF
enhancement under elevated RH for the ozonolysis of α-pinene at atmospherically rel-
evant ξVOC (Table 2). All NPF rate experiments were conducted in the UVMEC with
ξO3 = 500 ppbv at ambient temperature (20 ± 1 ◦C) and atmospheric pressure. For this ex-
perimental set, an optimized injection setup was used for VOC delivery [24]. In summary, a
ball valve was used on the injection setup inlet to deliver one pulse of zero air for gas-phase
injection of the VOC in its entirety. A tunable split valve was implemented on the injection
setup outlet for increased VOC injection volumes. The zero-air flow rate to the UVMEC
was 2.0 ± 0.1 L min−1. The ELPI+ data output was a summation of the particle number in
all size bins (# cm−3 s−1, 14 bins, 6 nm–15 µm). The slope of the extracted particle number
curve was normalized for rate comparison at varying RH.

Table 2. Parameters for all rate of NPF UVMEC experiments reported herein. n = 1 for each RH.

Experiment ξVOC (ppbv) RH (%)

aP10RH0 9.9 0.0

aP10RH8 9.8 8.0

aP10RH16 10.0 16.0

aP10RH30 10.1 30.0

aP10RH60 10.0 60.6

3. Results

Previous experiments in our laboratory have suggested, albeit in a qualitative manner,
that elevated RH may produce enhanced NPF and SOA from the dark ozonolysis of
terpenes, such as α- and β-pinene (Figure 1). Therefore, this report describes an extension of
these preliminary results by undertaking systematic chamber experiments to quantitatively
probe the role of RH on NPF and SOA generation from dark ozonolysis of α- and β-pinene
at ξVOC of 0.2 to 80 ppbv. Table 3 summarizes absolute particle number densities obtained
for various ξVOC at dry (0%) and high (60%) RH. As shown in Figure 2, we see general
agreement between dry and humid conditions at elevated ξVOC, but a rather dramatic
divergence in NPF as a function of RH at lower, more atmospherically relevant ξVOC.
Somewhat surprisingly, SOA mass loading was greater under elevated RH for all ξVOC
studied.
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Figure 1. Evolution of OA particle size distributions for dark ozonolysis of 6-ppbv α-pinene under 
(A) dry (<1%RH) and (B) humid (60%RH) conditions. ξO3 = 500 ppbv. 

Table 3. Parameters for all chamber experiments reported herein pertaining to α-pinene. In all cases, 
chamber temperature was 20 (±1) °C. Nmax and CSOA,max are the maximum number of particles and 
SOA mass, respectively, formed in the experiment. Note: error bounds were estimated based on 
replicate (n = 4) measurements made in experiments aP6RH0 and aP6RH60. 

Experiment Nmax  
(Dry, cm−3) 

Nmax  
(Humid, cm−3) 

ΔNmax  CSOA, max 
(µg m−3) 

ΔCSOA,max 

aP4RH0/RH60 8.51 × 103 7.51 × 104 7.8 3.97/6.41 0.61 
aP6RH0/RH60 2.57 × 104 1.44 × 105 5.7 3.5/11.5 2.3 
aP10RH0/RH60 6.10 × 104 2.13 × 105 1.8 11/17 0.55 
aP22RH0/RH60 1.05 × 105 2.20 × 105 0.51 14/27 0.93 
aP50RH0/RH60 2.10 × 105 1.69 × 105 −0.20 85/109 0.22 
aP66RH0/RH60 1.85 × 105 2.36 × 105 0.28 56/75 0.34 
aP80RH0/RH60 3.70 × 105 2.90 × 105 −0.21 124/119 −0.04 
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Figure 2. Maximum (a) number density (Nmax) and (b) SOA mass obtained from ozonolysis of α-
pinene at () <2% and (●) 60% RH as a function of ξVOC. Relative standard deviation (n = 4), 

Figure 1. Evolution of OA particle size distributions for dark ozonolysis of 6-ppbv α-pinene under
(A) dry (<1%RH) and (B) humid (60%RH) conditions. ξO3 = 500 ppbv.

Table 3. Parameters for all chamber experiments reported herein pertaining to α-pinene. In all cases,
chamber temperature was 20 (±1) ◦C. Nmax and CSOA,max are the maximum number of particles and
SOA mass, respectively, formed in the experiment. Note: error bounds were estimated based on
replicate (n = 4) measurements made in experiments aP6RH0 and aP6RH60.

Experiment Nmax
(Dry, cm−3)

Nmax
(Humid, cm−3) ∆Nmax

CSOA, max
(µg m−3) ∆CSOA,max

aP4RH0/RH60 8.51 × 103 7.51 × 104 7.8 3.97/6.41 0.61

aP6RH0/RH60 2.57 × 104 1.44 × 105 5.7 3.5/11.5 2.3

aP10RH0/RH60 6.10 × 104 2.13 × 105 1.8 11/17 0.55

aP22RH0/RH60 1.05 × 105 2.20 × 105 0.51 14/27 0.93

aP50RH0/RH60 2.10 × 105 1.69 × 105 −0.20 85/109 0.22

aP66RH0/RH60 1.85 × 105 2.36 × 105 0.28 56/75 0.34

aP80RH0/RH60 3.70 × 105 2.90 × 105 −0.21 124/119 −0.04
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Figure 2. Maximum (a) number density (Nmax) and (b) SOA mass obtained from ozonolysis of α-
pinene at () <2% and (●) 60% RH as a function of ξVOC. Relative standard deviation (n = 4), ) 60% RH as a function of ξVOC. Relative standard deviation (n = 4),

measured experimentally for experiments aP6RH0 and aP6RH60, was applied to all other experimental
measures.
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A quantitative representation of RH impacts on NPF under humid conditions is
afforded by the parameter ∆Nmax, which is calculated according to Equation (1) relative to
dry conditions:

∆Nmax =
Nmax(60RH) − Nmax(0RH)

Nmax(0RH)
(1)

∆Nmax has a minimum value of −1 for complete elimination of NPF by RH, but no
upper bound. Interestingly, we see that at low ξVOC, high RH results in increased NPF
(Figure 3) in a non-linear fashion. However, at higher ξVOC of about 50 ppbv, the trend
inverts, with high RH suppressing NPF, in accord with previous results [21]. Figure 3
highlights the absolute magnitude of the NPF enhancement, placing it in relation to the
NPF observed for those same mixing ratios under dry conditions. Furthermore, it permits
comparisons with the existing literature. For the latter cases, number data were obtained
directly from tables in the previous reports or interpolated from graphical data. Using the
absolute maximum particle number densities from the other reports in conjunction with
Equation (1) allows us to estimate their NPF enhancement as a function of RH even though
their O3 mixing ratios were somewhat lower than used in the present study, and different
environmental chambers/flow reactors were used.
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Figure 3. Change in maximum number of particles formed by ozonolysis of α-pinene at different
ξVOC. N60 and N0 are the maximum number of particles formed at RH = 60% and 0%, respectively.
∆N = −1 for the case of complete shutdown of NPF and ∆N = 0 for no change. Dashed line represents
∆N if water had no impact on NPF. UVMEC: University of Vermont Environmental Chamber (8 m3);
PGC: particle genesis chamber (0.4 m3); cHex: cyclohexane as OH scrubber added at a VOC:cHex
mole ratio of 1:100; The literature values are inferred from Jonsson et al. [12,25], Bonn et al. [21], and
Kristensen et al. [26].

A similar trend was observed for dry SOA mass (as measured with the SMPS) pro-
duced under dry and humid conditions (Figure 4). Since the recirculating sheath air in the
SMPS remained at RH < 30% for the duration of any single experiment, any liquid water
taken up by organic particles in the reaction chamber should quickly evaporate during
size measurement. We confirmed that SOA size distributions measured at high RH in the
chamber were, in fact, for dried particles by comparing particle size distributions pre- and
post-passage through a 30-cm long diffusion drier. No difference in size distribution was
measured, suggesting that the SOA particles measured with the SMPS are “fully dried”,
and that measured increases in CSOA correspond only to organic material.
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standard deviation for n = 4. The literature values are inferred from Jonsson et al. [12,25] and Bonn
et al. [21].

At high RH, a greater number of smaller particles were formed, with modest increases
in ∆CSOA, max as a function of decreasing ξVOC. While the enhanced NPF at high RH and
low ξVOC likely drives the majority of the increased SOA mass, a contribution could also
made due to enhanced partitioning of semi-volatile and low volatile organic compounds
(S- and L-VOCs) to the particle phase driven by increased SOA phase water in the reaction
chamber at high RH. Increased liquid water content will drive down the average molecular
weight of the organic matter, thereby favoring SOA condensation [27,28]. While contribu-
tion of this mechanism to SOA growth is considered modest [29], it may depend strongly
on particle phase [30].

3.1. Comparison to the Literature Reports

Studies typically indicate a negative correlation between RH and NPF. However, closer
inspection of NPF and SOA formation data at the lower range of ξVOC studied suggests that
this may not be the case. For example, Emanuelsson et al. [11] reported NPF for ozonolysis
of β-pinene as a function of RH for three VOC mixing ratios: 79, 109, and 164 ppbv. In all
cases, a decrease in NPF was measured (Figure 5a, extrapolated from data reported [11]).
Considering only RH < 30% (below which there appears to be an inverse linear relationship
between Nmax and RH), the slope from the linear regression for each data set can be plotted
as a function of ξVOC to yield a linear curve with a y-intercept of 0.56 (Figure 5b). This
suggests that, at low ξVOC, there could exist a positive correlation between Nmax and
RH. We therefore conducted analogous experiments in the UVMEC with β-pinene at two
RHs: <1% and 30%. The results are presented in Figure 6. As predicted from the data
of Emanuelsson et al. [11], we see a reduction in NPF between the dry and humid trials
at elevated ξVOC that inverts at about ξVOC = 0.5 ppbv. At ξVOC = 0.2 ppbv, while the
absolute numbers of particles under dry and humid conditions decrease, as one would
expect for the lower mixing ratio, we see a significant enhancement in NPF for the humid
trial as compared to the dry trial. Note that the ξVOC used in this work cannot be compared
directly to that of Emanuelsson et al. [11], as their experiments were conducted in a flow
tube reactor, which requires much higher reactant mixing ratios due to the short reaction
times.
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ξO3 = 500 (±10) ppbv.

Kirkby et al. [31] studied nucleation rates of pure biogenic particles from ozonolysis of
α-pinene at atmospherically relevant mixing ratios of <1 ppbv α-pinene and 30–35 ppbv
O3. They found that ion induced nucleation (IIN) rates exceeded neutral nucleation rates
by more than an order of magnitude across all humidities studied (5–80%). Furthermore,
they showed that, while IIN rates were only modestly enhanced as a function of increasing
RH (factor of 2), neutral nucleation rates exhibited a strong positive correlation (factor
of 100) with RH. Their studies were conducted under pristine conditions representative
of the pre-industrial environment, which included very low concentrations of sulfuric
acid. The importance of such sulfuric-acid-free clusters for NPF is also suggested from
field measurements [32,33]. As neutral nucleation is expected to dominate in the lower
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troposphere, the results of Kirby et al. [31] support our observation that, at low ξVOC, RH
enhances NPF. We cannot speculate whether at low ξVOC a reduced RH suppresses NPF
or high RH enhances NPF, but our results demonstrate the importance of understanding
that different RHs at particle genesis can have an effect on NPF; this information can help
better predict SOA formation behavior in the atmosphere. Based on our work, contrary to
general conclusions drawn from experiments conducted at high RH and high ξVOC, at low
ξVOC, an elevated RH results in enhanced NPF relative to dry conditions (for the case of
α- and β-pinene). It should be noted that while we were not able to quantify the sulfuric
acid concentration in our chamber, we expect it would be very low, as the air is extensively
filtered and scrubbed. It is apparent, therefore, that the impact of RH on pure organic NPF
in pristine environments depends on the absolute mixing ratios of reactants.

3.2. Rates of NPF with Varying RH

Rates of organic NPF were measured using the extracted particle number data from
the ELPI+. The ELPI+ outputs a particle distribution over 14 size bins (ranging from
6 nm–15 µm), and the total particle number (# cm−3 s−1) was used to produce a ‘particle
growth curve’ (total particle number sampled at 1 Hz for 20 min). Ozonolysis of α-pinene
(ξVOC = 10 ppbv) was performed for a series of elevated RHs (8, 16, 30, and 60% RH, n = 1
for each). For each RH, the curve (Figure 7, particle number cm−3 s−1) was normalized,
and the slope of the linear portion was used to quantitatively determine the effect of RH on
the rate of NPF at atmospherically relevant ξVOC.
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For the ozonolysis of α-pinene (ξVOC = 10 ppbv) under increasing RH, there is conse-
quently an increase in the normalized rate of NPF (JNR). Table 4 outlines the rate results
with respect to RH. At a ξVOC of 10 ppbv, there is a 31.9% increase in JNR at 60% RH
compared to JNR at 8% RH. Therefore, the presence of water yields an effect on the rate of
particle formation at particle genesis of SOA formed from atmospherically relevant ξVOC.
To probe this idea further, we also observed that NPF enhancements (∆Nmax calculated in
accord with Equation (1) for the different RH conditions studied) correlated with increased
JNR at elevated RH (Figure 8). When performing a log-log plot of the enhancement of NPF
under humid conditions with respect to JNR, the rate (slope) is 11.2, suggesting a very small
increase in JNR results in a dramatic enhancement in NPF.
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Table 4. Rate of NPF results corresponding to particle genesis at increasing levels of RH. Rate of
particle formation (cm−3 s−1) was normalized for each RH for comparison.

Experiment RH (%) Normalized Rate of NPF (s−1)

aP10RH8 8.0 4.96 × 10−3

aP10RH16 16.0 5.16 × 10−3

aP10RH30 30.0 5.72 × 10−3

aP10RH60 60.6 6.54 × 10−3
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4. Discussion

Secondary organic aerosols constitute a major fraction of the atmospheric organic
aerosol burden. Yet, our understanding of factors impacting organic NPF remains unclear.
Contradictory reports have appeared in the literature with respect to the impact of RH on
NPF, with some reporting significant reductions in NPF at elevated RH, while others report
modest enhancements. We undertook a series of experiments to study the impact of RH on
NPF from the dark ozonolysis of α-pinene at mixing ratios approaching atmospherically
relevant levels and extending to the higher levels typically used in laboratory chamber
studies. We found that the impact of RH on NPF depends on the ξVOC, with significant
enhancements observed at lower ξVOC.

In a pristine environment, the gas phase concentration of these products can grow
until supersaturation is exceeded, at which point new organic particles may form by
homogeneous nucleation. If, on the other hand, there already exists a population of seed
aerosol, then the products can partition to the condensed phase, adding to the total mass of
organic aerosol. One can, therefore, envision a dynamic competition between nucleation
and partitioning that depends on the rate of product formation, saturation vapor pressure
of oxidation products, and mass of existing seed aerosol to promote partitioning.

Partitioning of organic vapors to the condensed phase has been described extensively
in the literature [27,28,30,34,35]. Briefly, the partition coefficient (Kp) quantifies the distri-
butions of oxidation products between the gas and condensed phases. Kp depends, in part,
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directly on the weight fraction of the aerosol that comprises absorbing organic material
phase (fom) and inversely on the average molecular weight of the absorbing particle phase

(
−

MW). All other factors being equal, adding water to the organic phase uniformly reduces
−

MW, thereby increasing Kp and the corresponding CSOA. This outcome is supported quali-
tatively in Figure 4, where we measure an approximate 30% increase in CSOA at a RH = 60%
relative to dry conditions. Interestingly, however, we see a much greater increase in CSOA
at elevated RH and lower ξVOC. We hypothesize that the “additional” enhancement is
likely due to the increased rate of NPF observed under those conditions. That is, not only
do we observe greater partitioning under humid conditions, but we also generate a greater
number of particles (and hence CSOA) to which partitioning can occur.

The mechanism(s) by which NPF is enhanced under humid conditions at lower ξVOC
remain(s) unclear. According to the volatility basis set (VBS) model [36], partitioning of
gas phase products is governed by the balance between CSOA (the partition sink) and
C*(T) (the effective saturation concentration of a product at temperature T). When the
two are equal, the VBS model predicts that the product resides equally in the gas and
particle phases. For saturation concentrations 10x greater or smaller than CSOA, those
products are assumed to fully partition or remain in the gas phase, respectively. This
suggests that as CSOA increases, progressively higher volatility products will partition
effectively to the particle phase. Of course, in the absence of any seed aerosol (i.e., CSOA = 0),
no partitioning can occur, and the gas-phase concentration of an oxidation product can
increase until it exceeds C*(T), at which point nucleation of the saturated vapor phase can
occur to reestablish equilibrium. In a pristine environment, where CSOA initially is zero,
nucleation will begin once Cg > C*(T). Emanuelsson et al. [11] found that the volatility of
products generated under humid conditions was higher for experiments utilizing greater
ξVOC (164 and 109 ppbv) but inverted (i.e., humid-generated aerosol was less volatile) for
the lowest ξVOC studied (79 ppbv). If oxidation products are less volatile under humid
conditions (i.e., lower C*(T)) at low ξVOC, then one could expect that supersaturation is
more easily achieved, resulting in increased rates of NPF.

New particle formation will continue to dominate until CSOA & C*(T). At this point,
Cg will be effectively depleted and NPF disfavored relative to SOA growth. At higher ξVOC,
CSOA rapidly reaches levels approaching C*(T) of anticipated products [36] of α-pinene
oxidation, effectively maintaining Cg below levels of supersaturation and preventing
homogeneous nucleation to form new particles. Furthermore, at the higher ξVOC, products
are more volatile and therefore less likely to participate in NPF. The above hypothesis
would predict that particle size growth rates would be greater at higher ξVOC, where
partitioning is favored. On the contrary, at low ξVOC, where Cg is quickly depleted upon
NPF and CSOA < C*(T), we would predict much slower particle growth (due to decreased
partitioning). Figure 9 shows the normalized rate of change in GMD as a function of RH
in the first 5 min of aerosol formation. We see that the particle size increases almost three
times faster at 8% RH than at 60% RH. Keeping in mind that ξVOC and ξO3 were the same
for all experiments, then clearly the enhanced growth rate at 8% cannot be due to enhanced
partitioning due to water uptake in the particles. Therefore, it is likely that the greater
rate of NPF at higher RH depletes gas phase concentrations before a significant CSOA is
developed, thereby limiting partitioning and subsequent particle growth.



Atmosphere 2023, 14, 173 11 of 13Atmosphere 2023, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 13 
 

 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

0.04

0.05

0.06

0.07

0.08

0.09

0.10

0.11

N
or

m
al

iz
ed

 R
at

e 
of

 G
M

D
 G

ro
w

th
 (m

in
-1

)

RH (%)  
Figure 9. Normalized rate of GMD growth for 10-ppbv α-pinene aerosol as a function of RH. 
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Ultimately, we hypothesize that enhanced NPF is due to the combined set of cir-
cumstances of lower CSOA and greater rate of production and subsequent nucleation of
oxidized products under humid conditions. If our hypothesis is correct, then it follows that
analogous behavior would be observed for other monoterpene SOA precursors. Of course,
as the volatility distribution of oxidation products will vary with SOA precursor, the ξVOC
at which NPF enhancement is observed under humid conditions will also vary.

5. Conclusions

In the case of dark ozonolysis of α- and β-pinene, we have demonstrated that SOA
particle formation and growth depends dramatically upon RH as a function of ξVOC. When
considering ξVOCs of atmospheric relevance, elevated RH enhances NPF (nucleation) at
the expense of particle growth (partitioning). We were able to show, in confirmation
of the previous literature reports, that the effect is reversed at higher ξVOCs typical of
laboratory studies. In that case, the rapid development of a significant SOA mass loading,
in combination with uptake of water by the particles, results in particle numbers being
decreased and SOA mass being increased at high humidity. While we have not been able
to unambiguously identify the mechanisms responsible for this outcome for α-pinene,
our results suggest that this behavior will also be exhibited by other monoterpene SOA
precursors. If confirmed for other SOA precursors, these results suggest that current
model estimates underestimate NPF at atmospherically relevant conditions. In fact, the
approximate eight-fold enhancement in NPF could serve to significantly narrow the gap
between modeled and experimentally measured particle concentrations in the atmosphere.
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