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Abstract: We report on the development of a photoacoustic sensor for the detection of
formaldehyde (CH2O) using a thermoelectrically cooled distributed-feedback quantum
cascade laser operating in pulsed mode at 5.6 m. A resonant photoacoustic cell, equipped
with four electret microphones, is excited in its first longitudinal mode at 1,380 Hz. The
absorption line at 1,778.9 cm-1 is selected for CH2O detection. A detection limit of 150
parts per billion in volume in nitrogen is achieved using a 10 seconds time constant and 4
mW laser power. Measurements in ambient air will require water vapour filters.
Keywords: Formaldehyde; Quantum cascade laser; Photoacoustic spectroscopy; Trace
gas sensor.

1. Introduction
Formaldehyde (CH2O) is a carcinogenic pollutant emitted as an intermediate product in the
oxidation of most biogenic and anthropogenic hydrocarbons. It is also known as a primary emission
product of incomplete hydrocarbon combustion [1]. This makes formaldehyde an ubiquitous
component of both remote and polluted urban atmospheric environments. The CH2O concentrations in
polluted urban environments are in the order of 10 – 20 ppbv (parts per billion in volume), whereas in
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non-urban locations concentrations from 0.01 to 10 ppbv have been observed [2-5]. Moreover,
formaldehyde is a chemical widely used in the manufacture of building materials and many household
products like foams, consumer paints and polymer products. Outgassing of formaldehyde from these
materials may lead to elevated CH2O concentration levels in indoor air. Even at low concentrations,
formaldehyde can lead to health risks and may be associated with various diseases, such as bronchial
asthma, atopic dermatitis and “sick building” syndrome. At concentrations of 100 – 500 ppbv irritation
of eyes, nose, and throat has been reported. At higher concentrations CH2O leads to headaches and
dizziness, and at 100 ppmv (parts per million in volume) exposure can be fatal [6]. Thus, strict
regulation and controls on CH2O emissions are required. As an example, an upper limit of 0.75 ppmv
for long-term exposure (8 h time-weighted average) and 2 ppmv for short-term exposure (15 min) has
been imposed by the US Occupational Safety and Health Administration to protect workers from
exposure to formaldehyde [7].
A number of different methods for monitoring the formaldehyde level in both the environment and
industrial exhausts have been developed and validated [8-10], e.g. gas absorption on solid or liquid
matrix, extraction by filtration and/or diffusion, specific derivatization reactions to form a detectable
compound and finally the detection by chromatographic techniques coupled with mass spectrometry.
The detection limits of the wet chemical techniques are in the ppbv range; however they suffer from
interference from the environmental conditions (temperature, humidity), are expensive and have to be
performed by highly specialized personnel. These methods also exhibit slow response times, typically
on the order of minutes, related with the chromatographic separation and this prevents application
requiring real–time and continuous gas monitoring.
To overcome these limitations several laser-based spectroscopic systems have been developed.
Among them, direct absorption and cavity enhancement spectroscopies (i.e. cavity ring down
spectroscopy) take advantage of long optical path in multi-pass cell and high finesse optical cavities,
respectively. These techniques allow high sensitivities (up to sub-ppbv), however they need
sophisticated and/or cumbersome equipments, not suitable in applications which require compact and
transportable sensors [11,12]. For example, multi-pass absorption spectroscopy requires high volume
multi-pass cell and sensitive IR detectors like thermoelectrically cooled or room-temperature
photoconductive detectors or even liquid nitrogen cooled mercury cadmium telluride detectors.
Instead, the major drawbacks of the cavity ring down spectroscopy are the requirement for highreflectivity mirrors and high-quality laser beam.
On the other hand, photoacoustic spectroscopy (PAS) has the potentiality to result in simple, robust,
cheaper and easy to maintain designs, less sensitive to the problems of interference fringes and optical
misalignments, giving PAS a competitive advantage over other sensitive techniques and the possibility
to obtain a man-portable sensor.
Moreover, while the sensitivity of direct absorption technique is independent from laser optical
power, PA spectroscopy benefits from the use of high intensity sources to reach lower detection limits,
since its sensitivity scales linearly with the laser power.
In the last few years, efficient quantum cascade laser (QCL) sources, emitting in the mid-IR
molecular fingerprint region, have become available. These lasers work at room temperature with
emitted power up to several Watts [13] and thus represent ideal sources for PA gas sensing; detection
limits of few ppbv [14-16] have been already demonstrated.
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In this work we report the development and calibration of a PA trace gas sensor for the monitoring
of formaldehyde with a detection limit of 150 ppbv, based on a resonant cell and a commercial QC
laser source emitting at 1,778.9 cm-1. The sensor easily meets the international environmental
regulations in terms of minimum detectable CH2O concentration.
2. Experimental
The experimental set-up is depicted in Figure 1. The photoacoustic spectrometer consists of a
resonant cell and a commercial distributed feedback QCL, supplied by Alpes Laser (Neuchatel,
Switzerland), with dedicated drive electronics for pulsed operation. In order to maximize the laser
power and limiting chirping effects, we worked with pulse duration of 42 ns and a duty cycle of 1.4%.
A Peltier cooled aluminium housing held the laser device at a constant temperature. The laser radiation
was collected with an AR coated ZnSe lens (2.54 cm focal length, f/1) and collimated by a beam
condenser (0.2X) to avoid reflections on the cell walls. The laser beam intensity was electronically
modulated at the first longitudinal resonance frequency of the PA cell.
Figure 1. Schematic diagram of the photoacoustic sensor. The sensor is about 0.5 m long,
0.2 m high and 0.2 m wide.

The resonant cell consists of a cylindrical stainless steel resonator of 120 mm length and 4 mm
radius, with two 60 mm (λ/4) long buffer volumes connected to its endings, in order to reduce by
destructive interference the background signal due to the heating of the two ZnSe windows sealing the
cell. The CH2O molecule is a notoriously adhesive molecule; thus a major problem is the accurate
measurement of ultrasmall concentrations. To reduce the influence of CH2O adsorption at the surfaces,
we realize a PA cell similar to that used in ref. 16, but with the inner walls of the cell gold coated. We
also optimized the buffer dimensions and inlet-outlet gas system, in order to less influence the cell
acoustic modes.
The resonator was designed to be excited in its first longitudinal mode at 1380 Hz; it was equipped
with four electret microphones (Knowles EK 3024), with a reported sensitivity of Sm = 20 mV/Pa,
placed on the antinode of the acoustic mode, to increase the signal-to-noise ratio (SNR). The electrical
signal, fed by the microphones, was pre-amplified and then measured by a digital lock-in amplifier
(EG&G Instruments), with an integration time constant int = 10 s.

Sensors 2009, 9

2700

A certified 99.8-ppmv CH2O in N2 mixture was used to obtain known concentrations of the
investigated gas in the 0.25 – 10 ppmv range via two mass flow controllers (MFC). We used a
chemical trap (Entegris mod. 35kf) to further reduce the water vapour concentration in the certified
mixture down to 0.1 ppb. The pressure in the PA cell was kept at 1 atm. The purging of the system was
accomplished by a small diaphragm vacuum pump.
3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Analysis of Spectroscopic Data
The QCL used in this paper works in single mode emission at a wavelength around 5.6 m, where
the formaldehyde C=O stretching mode (2 fundamental band) is located [17]. For highly sensitive
spectroscopic detection of CH2O, intense absorption lines and free from cross-interferences of other
gases have to be selected. Wavelength mappings of the PA spectra require accurate knowledge of the
dependence of the QCL emission wavelength on the temperature. The shift of the laser wavelength
versus the device temperature was investigated in the range 10 – 30 °C. The laser spectra were
analyzed with a Fourier-Transform infrared spectrometer (Nicolet Instruments Inc.) with a resolution
of 0.125 cm-1. Figure 2 shows a selection of the spectra measured at different temperatures. The single
lasing mode shifts linearly from 1,779.5 cm-1 at 9.5 °C to 1,776.6 cm-1 at 30 °C with a tuning
coefficient of -0.140 cm-1/°C. The lasing mode suffers from an increase in linewidth as a result of
thermal chirping which is typical of pulsed QCLs.
Figure 2. Laser spectra measured at different temperatures, recorded by Fourier-Transform
infrared spectrometer with a resolution of 0.125 cm-1. Pulse width of 42 ns and 1.4% duty
cycle were used. The related device temperatures are shown in the legend, starting from the
rightmost spectrum. The temperature-tuning coefficient is -0.140 cm-1/°C.

Since strong H2O absorptions fall in the spectral region of laser tunability, we performed an analysis
of reference spectra of CH2O (panel a of Figure 3) and H2O (panel b of Figure 3), obtained from [18]
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and the HITRAN database [19], respectively, in order to evaluate their possible interferences. In order
to choose a CH2O absorption line free from interferences and suitable for high PA response, we also
performed a study of formaldehyde PA spectrum of CH2O in the spectral region of laser tunability.
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Figure 3. a) Normalized PA spectrum of 10-ppmv formaldehyde (solid curve) recorded
1,778 – 1,779.5 cm−1 by varying the temperature of the laser in steps of 0.5 degrees. The
individual vertical lines mark the CH2O absorption lines reported in reference 18. b)
HITRAN H2O spectrum.
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The PA 10-ppmv formaldehyde spectrum was recorded in the spectral range 1,778 – 1,779.5 cm−1
by varying the temperature of the laser in steps of 0.5 degrees (panel a of Figure 3). The spectral
linewidth results from the convolution of the CH2O absorption linewidth the laser linewidth. The
intensity, related to CH2O line strengths, has been normalized to QCL optical power. The measured
CH2O spectrum shows a good agreement with the line positions reported by Perrin et al. [18]. The
normalized PA signal at the 1,778.9 cm-1 line is nearly identical to than around 1,779.1 cm-1, according
to the correlated CH2O line strengths. We select the CH2O peak at 1,778.9 cm-1 for PA detection
experiments due to its smaller overlap with water lines. According to CH2O Perrin’s data a 5.68 × 10-20
cm/molecule intense line is associated. The lasing emission has been fixed over this line by setting the
temperature of our QC laser at T = 13.7 °C.
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3.2. Calibration of PA sensor
Calibration measurements were carried out by further diluting the CH2O mixture with pure
nitrogen. The concentration was reduced from 5 to 0.25 ppmv and the magnitude of the PA signal was
measured by the lock-in amplifier with a time constant int = 10 s. The background signal, mainly due
to the periodical heating of the PA cell windows and walls, was measured by filling the cell with pure
nitrogen and results essentially constant during the calibration measurements and coherent with the PA
signal. The electronic noise, due to external acoustic and electromagnetic sources is mainly
uncorrelated with the modulation frequency and was detected with the laser beam off.
Figure 4 shows the PA signal measured as a function of CH2O concentration down to 250 ppbv and
corrected for the in-phase component of the background. These measurements were performed after an
accurate heating and purging of the cell to avoid contributions from adsorbed-desorbed molecules. The
solid line is a linear fit of the data; a strong linear relationship (r2 = 0.999) between the PA signal and
the CH2O concentration results.
Figure 4. PA signal versus CH2O concentration. The symbols represent experimental data,
solid line is a linear fit. The error bars corresponding to the uncertainty on PA signal have
the same dimensions of the symbols. The vertical arrow marks the noise equivalent (signalto-noise ratio of 1) minimum detection limit of 150 ppbv.

We evaluate the detection limit of our sensor and the interferences from the presence of water
vapour. H2O in concentration of 1,000 ppmv produced a PA signal comparable to 10 ppmv of CH2O.
Thus, concentration measurements in ambient or open air samples should require water vapour filters,
such as a compact thermoelectric cooled traps, which enable to remove a large fraction of the water
vapour (down to few hundreds of ppmv), combined with a chemical filter and/or a differential PA
technique. The use of the above water removal systems give no losses in the analyte compounds and
measurements of ambient air, with different CH2O concentrations, filtered by the above water removal
systems show that a negligible water vapour contribution to the overall PA signal is obtained. The
detection limit C for CH2O diluted in N2 was calculated considering a SNR = 1 from the following
equation:
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a

where σ is the standard deviation of the linear fit and a the slope of the calibration curve (calibration
factor). An extrapolated detection limit of 150 ppbv was found.
Since the PA signal is proportional to the optical excitation power, sensor performance can be
more efficiently described by the laser-independent value given by the minimum detectable absorption
coefficient, normalized to power and detection bandwidth. In fact, the minimum optical absorption
coefficient detectable with a PAS based sensor is determined by the condition S = N, where S is a PA
signal and N is the noise level. Usually the noise power density can be considered constant within the
detector bandwidth f. In this case the average noise magnitude N ≈ (f)1/2.
The normalized noise equivalent absorption coefficient is given by:
D

 min P0
f

where αmin is the minimum detectable absorption coefficient at a SNR = 1, P0 the average laser optical
power and f the equivalent noise detection bandwidth.
In this case, considering αmin = 6.6 × 10-7 cm-1, P0 = 4 mW and f = 0.017 Hz (τint = 10 s, 12dB/octave digital filter) we obtained a detection sensitivity of D = 2.0·10−8 W·cm−1Hz−1/2. Table 1
summarises the sensor performances. To further characterize our sensor we performed a set of
measurements for nitric oxide (NO) gas traces. The obtained results are also shown in Table 1. We
obtained better results with respect to ref. 16, mostly due to improvements in the PA cell and reduction
of electromagnetic noise sources. The lower αmin and consequently D obtained for NO with respect to
CH2O is due to the lower standard deviation of the linear fit, thanks to the higher signal-to-noise ratio
measured for NO.
Table 1. Summary of the PA sensor performances.
PA sensor performance
P0 (mW)
Sm (mV/Pa)
τint (s)
αmin (cm−1)
D (W·cm−1Hz−1/2)
Detection limit (ppbv)

CH2O
4
20
10
6.6 × 10-7
2.0 × 10-8
150

NO
2
20
10
1.3 × 10-7
2.0 × 10-9
150

Our CH2O sensor results compact (~ 0.05 m3 including a thermoelectric cooled/chemical trap water
removal system) and exhibits parameters comparable with that obtained by Horstjann et al. [20] via a
quartz-enhanced PA fork system coupled with a liquid nitrogen cooled (78 K) inter-cascade laser
(ICL) (D = 2.2 × 10−8 Wcm−1Hz−1/2 for SNR = 1) and lower than that reported by Angelmahr et al.
[21] which developed a CH2O PA sensor based on a differential resonant cell (D = 6.2 × 10−9
Wcm−1Hz−1/2 for SNR = 1) and a grazing-incidence optical parametric oscillator (GIOPO) laser source.
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However, both these sensors are based on not-commercial laser sources, which required cryogenic
cooling (as for the ICL) or rather complicated non-linear optical setup (GIOPO).
4. Conclusions
A trace level formaldehyde sensor, based on a commercial QCL working at RT and with a PA
resonant cell, has been developed and calibrated. The laser wavelength has been carefully selected in
order to achieve strong CH2O absorption, while keeping the possible interferences from water vapour
as low as possible. We report a detection limit of 150 ppbv in nitrogen, which comfortably meets
current industry and environmental regulations. CH2O measurements in ambient air require water
vapour filters due to interferences with H2O absorption lines.
Future developments to improve the obtained sensor performances will be the implementation of: i)
a QC laser operating at room temperature in continuous mode, in order to eliminate the thermal
chirping of pulsed operation, increase the sensor selectivity and significantly improve the signal-tonoise ratio thanks to the higher optical power; ii) optical microphone, based on the detection of the
vibration of a membrane using light and characterized by high Sensibility (5 V/Pa), to improve the
SNR; iii) fiber coupling with collimating system between the QC laser and the PA cell, in order to take
rid of any optical alignment issue and thus realizing a more compact, robust and portable PA sensor.
Acknowledgements
The authors gratefully acknowledge partial financial support from Regione Puglia – Project DM01
related with the Apulian Technological District on Mechatronics – MEDIS. V.S. acknowledges NATO
Science for Peace and Security Collaborative Linkage Grant n° 983316 for partial financial support.
References
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

Adewuyi, Y.G.; Cho, S.Y.; Tsay, R.P.; Carmichael, G.R. Importance of formaldehyde in cloud
chemistry. Atmos. Environ. 1984, 18, 2413-2420.
Slemr, J. Determination of volatile carbonyl compounds in clean air. Fresenius J. Anal. Chem.
1991, 340, 672-677.
Hanst, P.L.; Wong, N.W.; Bragin, J. A long path infrared study of Los Angeles smog. Atmos.
Environ. 1981, 16, 969-981.
Thomas, W.; Hegels, E.; Slijkhuis, S.; Spurr, R.; Chance, K. Detection of biomass burning
combustion products in Southeast Asia from backscatter data taken by the GOME spectrometer.
Geophys. Res. Lett. 1998, 25, 1317-1320.
Yokelson, R.J.;. Goode, J.G; Ward, D.E.; Susott, R.A. ; Babbitt, R.E.; Wade, D.D.; Bertschi, I.;
Griffith, D.W.T.; Hao, W.M. Emissions of formaldehyde, acetic acid, methanol, and other trace
gases from biomass fires in North Carolina measured by airborne Fourier transform infrared
spectroscopy. J. Geophys. Res. D 1999,104, 30109-30125.

Sensors 2009, 9
6.

7.
8.
9.
10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
15.
16.
17.

18.

19.
20

21

2705

Chance, K.; Palmer, P.I.; Spurr, R.J.D.; Martin, R.V.; Kurosu, T.P. ; Jacob, D.J. Satellite
observations of formaldehyde over North America from GOME. Geophys. Res. Lett. 2000, 27,
3461-3464.
Available online: http:// www.osha.gov / SLTC/ formaldehyde /, accessed January 2009.
Available online: http://www.epa.gov/lawsregs/, accessed January 2009.
Available online: http:/ www.epa.gov/osw/hazard/testmethods/sw846, accessed January 2009.
NIOSH Manual of Analytical methods, 4th Ed.; Eller, P.M., Cassinelli, M.E., Eds.; U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services: Washington, D.C, USA, August 1994; No. 94-113,
pp. 131-155.
Herndon, S.C.; Zahniser, M.S.; Nelson, D.D., Jr.; Shorter, J.; McManus, J.B.; Jiménez, R.;
Warneke, C.; de Gouw, J.A. Airborne measurements of HCHO and HCOOH during the New
England Air Quality Study 2004 using a pulsed quantum cascade laser spectrometer. J. Geophys.
Res. 2007, 112, D10S03-D10115.
Dahnke, K.; Von Basum, G.; Kleinermanns, K.; Hering, P.; Mürtz, M. Rapid formaldehyde
monitoring in ambient air by means of mid-infrared cavity leak-out spectroscopy. Appl. Phys. B
2002, 75, 311-316.
Bai, Y.; Darvish, S.R.; Slivken, S.; Zhang, W.; Evans, A.; Nguyen, J.; Razeghi, M. Room
temperature continuous wave operation of quantum cascade lasers with watt-level optical power.
Appl. Phys. Lett. 2008; 92, 1011051-1011053.
Kosterev, A.A.; Tittel, F. Chemical sensors based on quantum cascade lasers. IEEE J. Quantum
Electron. 2002, 38, 582-591.
Lima, J.P.; Vargas, H.; Miklos, A.; Angelmahr, M.; Hess, P. Photoacoustic detection of NO2 and
N2O using quantum cascade lasers. Appl. Phys. B 2006, 85, 279-284.
Elia, A.; Lugarà, P.M.; Giancaspro, C. Photoacoustic detection of nitric oxide by use of a quantum
cascade laser. Opt. Lett. 2005, 30, 988-990.
Perrin, A.; Keller, F.; Flaud, J.M. New analysis of the v2, v3, v4, and v6 bands of formaldehyde
H2CO line positions and intensities in the 5 – 10 µm spectral region. J. Mol. Spectrosc. 2003, 221,
192-198.
Perrin, A.; Jacquemart, D.; Tchana, F.K.; Lacome, N. Absolute line intensities measurements and
calculations for the 5.7 and 3.6 m bands of formaldehyde. JQSRT 2009, doi:10.1016/
j.jqsrt.2008.11.005, in press.
Available online: http://www.hitran.com, accessed January 2009.
Horstjann, M.; Bakhirkin, Y.A.; Kosterev, A.A.; Curl, R.F.; Tittel, F.K.; Wong, C.M.; Hill, C.J.;
Yang, R.Q. Formaldehyde sensor using interband cascade laser based quartz-enhanced
photoacoustic spectroscopy. Appl. Phys. B 2004, 79, 799-803.
Angelmahar, M.; Miklos, A.; Hess, P. Photoacoustic spectroscopy of formaldehyde with tunable
laser radiation at the parts per billion level. Appl. Phys. B 2006, 85, 285-288.

© 2009 by the authors; licensee Molecular Diversity Preservation International, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative
Commons Attribution license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/).

