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Radiative pumping vs vibrational relaxation
of molecular polaritons: a bosonic mapping
approach

Juan B. Pérez-Sánchez & Joel Yuen-Zhou

We present a formalism to study molecular polaritons based on the bosoni-
zationofmolecular vibronic states. This formalismaccommodates an arbitrary
number of molecules N, excitations and internal vibronic structures, making it
ideal for investigating molecular polariton processes accounting for finite N
effects. We employ this formalism to rigorously derive radiative pumping and
vibrational relaxation rates. We show that radiative pumping is the emission
from incoherent excitons and divide its rate into transmitted and re-absorbed
components. On the other hand, the vibrational relaxation rate in the weak
linear vibronic coupling regime is composed of aOð1=NÞ contribution already
accounted for by radiative pumping, and a Oð1=N2Þ contribution from a
second-order process in the single-molecule light-matter coupling that we call
polariton-assisted Raman scattering. This scattering is enhanced when the
difference between fluorescence and lower polariton frequencies matches a
Raman-active excitation.

Molecular exciton-polaritons are hybrid light–matter quasiparticles
that emerge when the interaction strength between electronic matter
excitations and confined electromagnetic fields is large enough to
make Rabi oscillations faster than the molecular and cavity losses. A
large variety of polaritonic architectures have beendeveloped to reach
this strong coupling regime over the last three decades, and several
modifications of optical and molecular behavior have been
reported1–11. While single molecules can strongly couple to confined
fields of plasmonic nanocavities12–16, amore common scenario requires
an ensemble of matter excitations collectively coupled to optical
modes in microcavities, leading to the emergence of polariton states
and a dense manifold of so-called dark states1–11. Organic exciton-
polaritons are particularly interesting systems since strong coupling
between electronic and vibrational degrees of freedom (DoF) gives rise
to intricate relaxation processes that allow for population transfer
between dark and polariton states, a feature which plays a central role
in polariton-assisted remote energy transfer17–20, polariton
transport21–28, and polariton condensation29–37.

Seminal works contributed to the phenomenological under-
standing of relaxation processes by establishing semiclassical relaxa-
tion rates valid when molecules can be treated as two-level systems

weakly coupled to a vibrational bath38–40. Based on these works, two
different mechanisms have been proposed: radiative pumping, con-
sisting of emission from incoherent excitations directly into a polar-
iton mode, and vibrational relaxation, where the transfer into the
polariton mode is accompanied by the release of a high-frequency
phonon. Despite the formal derivation of vibrational relaxation from a
weak vibronic coupling model38 and the development of theories that
numerically reproduce radiative pumping41, a rigorous derivation of
vibrational relaxation and an analytical derivation of radiative pump-
ing for molecules with complex vibrational structures within a unified
framework are missing until now27.

First-principle Hamiltonians that go beyond the Holstein–
Tavis–Cummings (HTC) model have been put forward with the aim of
understanding polariton-modified chemical reactivity42,43, and recent
theoretical works suggest that relaxation from polaritons to dark
states in the N → 1 limit can be understood simply as an optical fil-
tering effect: polaritons act as windows through which vibronic states
can be optically excited44,45. This is consistent with several
theoretical46–48 and experimental49–52 works. This striking finding has
made understandingmolecular polariton dynamics in the finiteN limit
more crucial than ever for achieving nontrivial polaritonic effects in
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the collective strong coupling regime, particularly the relaxation from
dark states back to polariton states.

In this work, we re-derive an exact bosonic picture of organic
molecular polaritons from first principles to study molecular
dynamics under collective light–matter coupling for arbitrary num-
ber of molecules N, excitations Nexc, and internal vibrational struc-
ture of the molecules53–60. This mapping is analogous to the
Schwinger boson representation of spins61, and is ideal for numerical
simulations using Meyer-Miller mappings62–65, quantum cumulant
expansions66, quantum computing with bosonic devices67, and the
multi-configurational time-dependent Hartree for bosons
(MCTDHB)68,69. Next, we focus on the large (yet finite) N case and the
first excitation manifold to rigorously derive radiative pumping and
vibrational relaxation rates. We achieve this by partitioning the
bosonic Hamiltonian into fast and slow components, treating the
slow components perturbatively. Next, we unambiguously establish
the fundamental differences between these two polariton relaxation
mechanisms. Radiative pumping is the emission from incoherent
excitons that populate thepolaritons,which can either leakout of the
cavity or be reabsorbed by the material. The latter, which we call
polariton-assisted photon recycling, is a strong coupling phenom-
enon responsible for long-range energy transfer and may play an
important role in polariton transport and polariton condensation.
We alsoprovide simple analytical formulas for radiative pumping and
polariton-assisted photon recycling in terms of linear optical prop-
erties, which can be easily used by experimentalists without the need
of quantum chemistry calculations. On the other hand, vibrational
relaxation includes radiative pumping and higher-order processes in
the single-molecule coupling g. We characterize one of such pro-
cesses and call it polariton-assisted Raman scattering, which we
believe corresponds to vibrationally assisted scattering (VAS)70. We
lay down approximations to calculate polariton-assisted Raman
scattering rates, which we apply on a simple model. In Fig. 1, we

summarize the molecular polariton photophysics discussed in this
manuscript.

Results
Molecular Polariton Hamiltonian
Consider a system of N noninteracting molecules collectively coupled
to a single-cavity mode. The Tavis–Cummings Hamiltonian, extended
to include internal vibrational degrees of freedom missing from ori-
ginal models, can be written as (hereafter ℏ = 1)

Ĥ =
XN
i

Ĥ
ðiÞ
m + Ĥ

ðiÞ
I

� �
+ Ĥcav, ð1Þ

where

Ĥ
ðiÞ
mol = T̂ +Vg ðqiÞ

� �
jgiihgij+ T̂ +VeðqiÞ

� �
jeiiheij,

Ĥcav =ωcâ
yâ, Ĥ

ðiÞ
I = g jeiihgijâ+ jgiiheijây

� �
,

ð2Þ

are the Hamiltonians for the ith molecule, the cavity mode, and the
interaction between them, respectively. Here, T̂ is the kinetic energy
operator, jgii and jeii are the molecular ground and excited electronic
states, Vg/e(qi) are the ground and excited Potential Energy Surfaces
(PES), â is the photon annihilation operator, and qi is the vector of all
vibrational degrees of freedom of molecule i. Here we consider only
two electronic states per molecule and use the rotating wave, the
Born–Oppenheimer, and the Condon approximations for
convenience.

Bosonic mapping
In our previous work we have derived Collective Dynamics Using
Truncated-Equations (CUT-E), a formalism that, by exploiting the
permutational symmetries of the exact time-dependent many-body

Fig. 1 | Schematic representation of the polariton relaxation mechanisms
categorized in this work. a Radiative pumping: a first-order process in the single-
molecule light–matter coupling. An emitted photon from an incoherent exciton
can either leak out of the cavity or be reabsorbed by the molecules, enabling
polariton-assisted photon recycling. b Polariton-assisted Raman scattering: a

second-order process in the single-molecule light–matter coupling. It involves the
virtual emission of a photon from an incoherent exciton, followed by Raman
scattering by a secondmolecule. The resulting red-shiftedphoton then leaks out of
the cavity. Vibrational relaxation encompasses radiative pumping, polariton-
assisted Raman scattering, and higher-order processes.
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(many-molecule and cavity) wavefunction, yields a hierarchy of time-
scales that renders the simulation efficient for large N71. Here, we
recognize that this formalism can be easily derived my moving to a
picture where molecules are treated as bosonic particles with internal
structure. The bosonicmapping of identical-noninteracting particles is
well-known61–63, and it has been applied to ensembles of d-level sys-
tems strongly interacting with light53–60 (also see ref. 72 for a fermionic
mapping). The mapping assumes that we start from a permutationally
symmetric wavefunction at an initial time. Since the Hamiltonian in Eq.
(1) is permutationally symmetric, this symmetry is preserved for all
times, thus allowing us to focus only on the bosonic (permutationally
symmetric) subspace. We carry out this mapping by transforming the
molecular operators Ô=

PN
i ôi according to the standard recipe,

Ô!
X
i, j

hijôjjiB̂yi B̂j, ð3Þ

where ô is a single-molecule operator, and B̂i are bosonic operators
that annihilate a molecule (not an exciton) in a vibronic state jii. For
convenience, we use the vibrational eigenstates of the ground
electronic state, jφðgÞi i, as a basis for the excited electronic state. This
yields (see Supplementary Section 1 for a step-by-stepderivation of the
bosonic Hamiltonian)

Ĥ =ωcâ
yâ+

Xm
i

ωg, ib̂
y
i b̂i +

Xm
i

ωe, iB̂
y
i B̂i +

Xm
i≠j

hφðgÞi jV̂ eg jφðgÞj iB̂
y
i B̂j

+ g
Xm
i

B̂
y
i b̂iâ+ B̂ib̂

y
i â
y� �

,

ð4Þ

where â, b̂i, and B̂i annihilate a photon, amolecule in the vibronic state
jg,φðgÞi i, and a molecule in the vibronic state je,φðgÞi i, respectively.
Moreover, V̂ eg = V̂ e � V̂ g is the total vibronic coupling operator
responsible for the molecular dynamics of electronically excited
molecules, ωe, i = hφðgÞi jT̂ + V̂ ejφðgÞi i, and m is the size of the vibrational
basis. The corresponding many-body basis states,
jn1n2 � � �nm,n

0
1n
0
2 � � �n0m,Nphi, are eigenstates of the noninteracting

Hamiltonian (i.e., when Veg,ij = 0 and g = 0), with
Pm

i ni =Ng andPm
i n0i =Ne, and with Ng and Ne being the number of ground and

excited molecules, respectively.
In this framework, absorption is seen as the destruction of a

photon and a molecule in the initial vibronic state, to create a
molecule in an excited vibronic state; each vibronic state corre-
sponds to a harmonic oscillator carrying a number of excitations
equal to the number of molecules in such state (see Fig. 2). This
bosonization is exact for any values of N and Nexc, and can be
easily applied beyond the approximations to the molecular
Hamiltonian mentioned above. Finally, it is easy to check that the
number of excitations and the number of molecules are

conserved, since ½N̂exc, Ĥ�= ½N̂, Ĥ�=0, for N̂exc = â
yâ+

Pm
i B̂
y
i B̂i

and N̂ =
Pm

i b̂
y
i b̂i +

Pm
i B̂
y
i B̂i.

We now partition the bosonic Hamiltonian as Ĥ = Ĥ0 + Ĥvc + Ĥsm,
where Ĥvc contains all weak contributions to the vibronic coupling
(e.g., spin–orbit couplings), while Ĥsm contains all single-molecule
light–matter coupling terms ~g. This partitioning allows us to define
vibrational relaxation and radiative pumping rates using first-order
perturbation theory on Ĥvc and Ĥsm, respectively (see “Methods”).

Radiative pumping rate
Wecanwrite the eigenstates of Ĥ0 + Ĥvc in the first excitationmanifold
as (see Supplementary Section 3)

ðĤ0 + ĤvcÞjξ , fnjgi=ωξ , fnj gjξ , fnjgi,
jξ , fnjgi=aðξÞfnj gjn1n2 � � �nm, 00 � � �0, 1i

+
Xm
i

bðξ, iÞfnj g jðn1 � 1Þn2 � � �nm, � � � 1i � � � , 0i
ð5Þ

where jξi are polaritons anddark vibronic states, {nj} are the number of
molecules on each vibrational state of the electronic ground-state,aðξÞfnj g
are photonic Hopfield coefficients, and bðξ , iÞfnj g are the matter Hopfield
coefficients. For simplification, we will use Philpott’s notation to
represent the bosonic basis states from now on (see “Methods”)73. We
can define an initial dark state that corresponds to one excited mole-
cule in a fully Stokes-shifted configuration with negligible overlapwith
the FC state (the lowest vibrational state of the molecular excited PES,
see Fig. 3),

ðĤ0 + ĤvcÞjssi � ωssjssi, jssi=
Xm
i>1

cðiÞexcjeii: ð6Þ

This dark state is an incoherent exciton that can couple to the cavity
mode via single-molecule light–matter coupling Ĥsm (despite the
oxymoron of an emissive dark state, we will continue using this
terminology since it is widespread in the molecular polaritonics
literature), and therefore differs from the dark states of the TC model
whose couplings to the cavity mode vanish exactly74–77 (see Supple-
mentary Section 4 for a detailed comparison).

The FGR rate from jssi to all possiblefinal states jξ , fnjgi yields (see
Supplementary Section 5 for details)

Γrp =2πg
2
X
ξ

Xm
j>1

jaðξÞ1j j
2jcðjÞexcj2

γξ=π

ðωξ � ðωss � ωg, jÞÞ2 + γ2ξ
, ð7Þ

where we renamed aðξÞðN�1Þ���1j ��� � aðξÞ1j , set ωg,1 = 0, and approximated
ωξ , ðN�1Þ���1j ��� � ωξ +ωg, j , with ωξ = ωξ,(N−1)⋯0⋯ being the polariton fre-
quency and ωg,j being the frequency of the phonon created during the
emission. In the derivation, we have assumed N ≫ 1 and summed over

Fig. 2 | Bosonic mapping of molecular polaritons. A permutationally symmetric
wavefunction of the entire molecular ensemble and cavity remains in the permu-
tationally symmetric subspace throughout its evolution generated by Ĥ. Hence, a
dramatic simplificationof the simulation canbe affordedbyworking in thebosonic
subspace. In this bosonic representation, the vibronic states jg,φðgÞi i and je,φðgÞi i

are mapped to the harmonic oscillators b̂i and B̂i carrying a number of excitations
equal to the number of molecules in such states. Similarly, the vibronic coupling
Veg, ij = hφðgÞi jV̂ eg jφðgÞj i between excited vibronic states now couples
vibronic modes.
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all final eigenstates of Ĥ0 + Ĥvc, which have a finite resolution γξ due to
finite cavity lifetime κ [molecular dissipation is not needed because
every molecular interaction is in principle accounted for by Eq. (1)].
Finally, the coefficients jcðjÞexcj2 are FC factors associated with the bare
molecular emission profile78

σðoutÞem ðωÞ=
Xm
j>1

jcðjÞexcj2δðω� ðωss � ωg, jÞÞ, ð8Þ

which assumes that the sameStokes-shifted state is reached inside and
outside the cavity74–77.

From this analysis, it is clear that the radiative pumping rate in Eq.
(7) is proportional to the fluorescence of a bare molecule at fre-
quencies ωss − ωg,j into all final states jξi, weighted by their Hopfield
coefficient. This is consistent with phenomenological and experi-
mental works17,38,39,75,79.

Radiative pumping as an overlap between spectroscopic
observables
A more useful and insightful expression for Γrp can be obtained by
writing Eq. (7) in terms of the polaritonic linear spectroscopic obser-
vables in refs. 46,48,80 (see Supplementary Section 3.1):

Γrp =
Z

dωΓrpðωÞ= � 2g2
Z

dωσemðωÞIm DRðωÞ
h i

=
2g2

κ

Z
dωσemðωÞ AðωÞ+2TðωÞ½ �,

ð9Þ

where D(R)(ω), A(ω), and T(ω) are the photon–photon correlation
function, the polariton absorption spectrum, and the polariton trans-
mission spectrum, in the N → 1 limit, respectively46,48,80. Notice that
evaluating Eq. (9) does not require expensive quantum dynamics
simulations or quantum chemistry calculations, as all the information
about the excited statemoleculardynamics is encoded in thepolariton
linear response formulas, which are routinely measured. More rigor-
ously,D(R)(ω),A(ω), and T(ω) are the linear optical quantities whereone
of themolecules is vibrationally excitedwhile the remainingN − 1 are in
the global ground-state (molecules emit into polaritons with a slightly
reduced Rabi splitting g

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
N � 1
p

, an effect negligible in the large N
limit). The prefactor g2=κ / Q=Vc encodes cavity-enhancement of the
molecular emission,withQ being the cavity-quality factor andVc being
the cavity mode volume. Since Im½DRðωÞ� measures, the dissipation
rate of the emitted photon into the molecular and electromagnetic
baths, this linear optics descriptionprovides the rate of radiative decay
of jssi as the sumof transmitted and reabsorbed components. In other

words, it accounts for the rate from jssi to polariton states and also the
subsequent rates frompolaritons back to dark states (/ A(ω)) or out of
the cavity (/ T(ω)) (see Fig. 3).

A simple extension of Eq. (9) to the multimode scenario can be
justifiedowing to a crucial observation. As Engelhardt andCaorecently
showed, in the absence of vibronic coupling, coupling between dif-
ferent cavity k∣∣modes vanishes in the limitwhereN→181. If weassume
this to hold in the presence of homogeneous broadening, this implies
that k∣∣ is a good quantum number for the polaritonic eigenstates of
Ĥ0 + Ĥvc, which is the total Hamiltonian in theN→1 limit44. This allows
us to define linear optical properties DðRÞk jj

ðωÞ, Ak jj
ðωÞ, and Tkjj

ðωÞ. For
finite N, the single-molecule coupling Ĥsm that gives rise to radiative
pumping couples different cavity modes. Therefore, we can estimate
the radiative pumping rate in the multimode case to take the form

Γrp =
2g2

κ

X
kjj

Z
dωσemðωÞ Akjj

ðωÞ+2Tkjj
ðωÞ

h i
, ð10Þ

where we have ignored any k∣∣-dependence of g and κ. This expression
is consistent with the fact that radiative pumping is simply fluores-
cence from incoherent excitons, and can pump any polariton mode.
However, this argument neglects Fröhlich interactions that could
result from collective phonons. This limitation arises from the starting
point of our model whereby no intermolecular couplings are present
in the absence of the photon mode; these interactions might be more
relevant in structured solids82.

Polariton-assisted photon recycling
Using Eq. (34) from ref. 48 relating the linear spectroscopy of polar-
itons to themolecular susceptibilities, we can obtain an expression for
the ratio of the light emitted by dark states that is reabsorbed and
transmitted44,

AðωÞ
2TðωÞ =QIm χð1ÞðωÞ� �

, ð11Þ

where χ(1)(ω) is the bare absorption spectrum of the ensemble (/ Ng2).
This demonstrates that the light emitted by incoherent excitons, into
the polariton states, can be reabsorbed by other molecules inside the
cavity, a phenomenon which is enhanced by the collective coupling
and the cavity-quality factor (see Fig. 3b). This process has recently
been characterized as polariton-assisted photon recycling83, and has
also been discussed in several previous works17–20,28,84. It can signifi-
cantly impact the photoluminescenceof polaritonic systems due to re-
emission of the absorbed light.

Fig. 3 | Radiative pumping and polariton-assisted photon recycling mechan-
isms. a Radiative pumping: emission from a Stokes-shiftedmolecule jssi through a
polariton state jξi (typically the LP). b Polariton-assisted photon recycling: light
emitted fromdark states is reabsorbedbefore it leaks out of the cavity via collective

strong light–matter coupling (g
ffiffiffiffi
N
p

>κ). This excitation creates a newStokes-shifted
molecule jss0i that can subsequently re-emit. This occurs if the bare emission and
absorption spectra of the material overlap.
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Using Eqs. (9) and (11), the polariton-assisted photon recycling (or
energy transfer) rate Γrec is given by

Γrec =
4g2Q
κ

Z
dωσemðωÞTðωÞIm χð1ÞðωÞ� �

: ð12Þ

Although we derived this rate in the first excitation manifold, we
expect it to be enhanced via bosonic stimulation ifmany polaritons are
present in themode thatmediates the energy transfer process.Despite
this effect being analogous to stimulated emission outside of the
cavity, there is a unique opportunity in the strong coupling regime,
which is to use it to enhance long-range energy transfer to other
molecules of the ensemble. Finally, the competition between
polariton-assisted photon recycling and Förster resonance energy
transfer (FRET, here neglected)19, and its dependencewith the number
of polaritons, is an interesting focus of study for future works.

In Fig. 4, we perform numerical simulations of radiative pumping
rates for a chromophore described by a two-mode linear vibronic
coupling Hamiltonian (see “Methods”). We show how radiative
pumping increases when Stokes shift causes a significant overlap
between the bare molecular emission and the lower polariton band.
Due to the large Stokes shift, the lower polariton branch does not
significantly overlap with the bare molecular absorption. As we
explained above, this implies that most of the light emitted from dark
states is transmitted out of the cavity.

Vibrational relaxation in the weak vibronic coupling limit
We obtain the vibrational relaxation rate by considering Ĥvc as a per-
turbation of magnitude W ≪ g that causes transitions between eigen-
states of Ĥ0 + Ĥsm. This treatment includes all-order processes in Ĥsm.
This is a natural description when collective light–matter coupling is
reached with a few tens of molecules or less, or when the molecular
process of interest is much slower than radiative decay (e.g., reverse
intersystem crossing in organic molecules85,86). We show that this
strategy generalizes the vibrational relaxation rate in the linear vibro-
nic coupling limit originally studied by Litinskaya et al.75, and allows a
direct comparison between vibrational relaxation and radiative
pumping rates.

The Hamiltonian Ĥ0 + Ĥsm can be diagonalized exactly to obtain
polaritons and dark states (see Supplementary Section 5).We calculate
the FGR rate from a dark initial eigenstate with a single phonon in the
vibrational state k

jDki=
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
N � 1
N

r
jeki �

ffiffiffiffi
1
N

r
jgke1i: ð13Þ

Notice that this dark state differs from the incoherent excitons con-
sidered by Litinskaya and coworkers (see Eq. (6))75, mainly in the 1=

ffiffiffiffi
N
p

correction that arises due to the single-molecule coupling g. We will
show that this 1=

ffiffiffiffi
N
p

correction is crucial since it gives rise to a
nontrivial Raman scattering process60 that contributes to the vibra-
tional relaxation rate, and is not taken into account in previous
works75,87.

Assuming no detuning between cavity and exciton frequencies,
the vibrational relaxation rate yields

Γξ ± Dk
=2π

N � 1

2N2

� � Xm
i>1≠k

jVeg, ik j2
γξ ±

=π

ðωg, i � ωg, k ± g
ffiffiffiffi
N
p
Þ2 + γ2ξ ±

+ 2π
1

2N2

� � Xm
i>1≠k

jVeg, i1j2
γξ ±

=π

ðωg, i � ωg, 1 ± g
ffiffiffiffi
N
p
Þ2 + γ2ξ ±

:

ð14Þ

Here, we have ignored terms that correspond to couplings from
Stokes-shifted configurations directly into the FC region (excited
state vibrational recurrences, which are unlikely after Stokes shift
has ensued given that they involve the recoherence of a large
number of vibrationalmodes back into the FC region), and processes
in which a phonon is produced in the same vibrational mode k as the
initial dark state. This is a good approximation in the vibrational bath
limit (see Supplementary Section 5). Equation (14) reduces to the
well-known vibrational relaxation rate by Litinskaya38,75,87 upon
consideration of four additional assumptions. Two of them are: (a)
removal of the second term (not really justified) and (b) in the linear
vibronic coupling limit. This can be easily seen by noticing that the
sum over vibronic states i > 1 can be changed for a sum over
vibrational modes, given that each mode of the vibrational bath will
contribute with a single state:

Γξ ± Dk
� 2π

N � 1

2N2

� �X
i

ω2
ν, isi

γξ ±
=π

ðων, i ± g
ffiffiffiffi
N
p
Þ2 + γ2ξ ±

: ð15Þ

The other two additional assumptions are: (c) (N − 1)/N2 ≈ 1/NwhenN≫
1, (d) there are many photon modes in the cavity (given the single-
mode assumption in our derivation, we do not attempt further
comparison). Regardless, the main physics we are interested in is the
second term in Eq. (14) which has been missing in the literature
throughout.

Vibrational relaxation vs radiative pumping
We now interpret the mechanisms involved in the vibrational relaxa-
tion rate. We do so by looking at the initial and final states in the FGR
rate that generate eachof the two terms in Eq. (14) (see Supplementary
Section 6 for a more detailed analysis). We find that the first term
(/ N�1

N2 ) is a first-order process in g, and can be interpreted as single

phonon emission from an incoherent exciton followed by emission,

Fig. 4 | Radiative pumping for different values of Stokes shift (∝ s2). a, b Polar-
iton bands from the polariton absorption and transmission spectra A(ω) + 2T(ω),
bare molecular absorption profile σabs(ω), and bare molecular emission profile
σem(ω), for

ffiffiffiffiffi
s2
p

= 3:5 (a) and
ffiffiffiffiffi
s2
p

= 5:0 (b). c The frequency-resolved radiative

pumping Γrp(ω) is proportional to the overlap between the polariton bands and the
bare molecular emission. The total radiative pumping rate Γrp is the integral
of Γrp(ω).

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-025-58045-5

Nature Communications |         (2025) 16:3151 5

www.nature.com/naturecommunications


i.e., the tails of the emission spectra: jeki!
W jeii!

g jgi1i. Notice that this
mechanism is already included in the radiative pumping rate (see
Fig. 3). On the other hand, the second term of Eq. (14) (/ 1

N2) is a

second-order process in g that consists of the virtual emission from an
incoherent exciton, followed by polariton-assisted Raman scattering

into a lower energy polariton (see Fig. 5): jeki!
g jgk1i !

g
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
N�1
p
jgke1i!

W

jgkeii!
g jgkgi1i; the frequency of the actual photon emission is equal

to the emission frequencyof the firstmoleculeminus the energy of the
phonons created in the second molecule. Notice that this is just the
coherent version of polariton-assisted photon recycling in Fig. 3b. A
more interesting scenario arises when strong vibronic coupling is
present, which can play the role of theweak vibronic couplingW in the
above mechanism. This can enhance Raman scattering and allow
vibrational relaxation to include third and higher-order processes in g
(see Supplementary Section 7, and Supplementary Fig. 1). However,
based on the analysis detailed in Supplementary Section 7 and our
previouswork71, each of these scattering processeswould bepenalized
by a 1/N factor in the rate, rendering those processes relevant only for
small N, long-time dynamics, or large number of excitations.

Based on the analysis above, we can characterize each
mechanism that contributes to the vibrational relaxation rate by
taking the single-molecule coupling g as the perturbation, granted
that all orders of perturbation theory are considered (fluorescence,
Raman, hyper-Raman, etc.88). Since this approach leads to a much
more intuitive understanding of the mechanisms involve in the

relaxation between dark and polaritons states, we advise the com-
munity to stick to the radiative pumping framework. In the next
section, we derive the rate for the polariton-assisted Raman scat-
tering mechanism of Fig. 5, in the strong vibronic coupling regime,
using the aforementioned approach.

Polariton-assisted Raman scattering
We calculate the polariton-assisted Raman scattering rate using
second-order perturbation theory on the single-molecule
light–matter coupling Ĥsm. As for radiative pumping, the
Stokes-shifted state jssi is chosen as the initial dark state. This
calculation involves summing over all final states that have two
additional ground-state molecules with phonons (the first mole-
cule acquires phonons via virtual emission, and the second
molecule acquires phonons via Raman scattering),

Γscatt =2π
P

ξ 0 , fn0jg
jAξ 0 , fn0j g ssj2

γξ 0 =π

ωξ0 , fn0
j
g�ωss

� �2

+ γ2
ξ0

Aξ 0 , fn0j g ss =
P

ξ , fnjg

hξ 0 , fn0jgjĤsmjξ , fnj gihξ , fnj gjĤsm jssi
ωξ , fnj g�ωss + iγξ

:

ð16Þ

The scattering rate is fairly easy to calculate in the largeN (yet finite)
limit, even in the presence of strong vibronic coupling (see details
in Supplementary Section 8). In Fig. 6, we compute Γscatt for the
model system introduced in Eq. (19) for different values of
Stokes shift.

Besides the phonons released during the virtual emission ων,i

from the incoherent dark state jssi, the scattering mechanism also
creates phonons via Raman scattering on a secondmoleculeων,j. As a
consequence, the scattering relaxation rate does not rely on the
overlap between the bare emission and the lower polariton band.
Instead, it requires that the difference between the emission and the
lower polariton jξ 0i is compensated by the vibrational excitation
created in the Raman process, i.e., ωξ 0 =ωss � ωνi

� ωνj
(note that i

and j are vibrational states that can represent single or multiple
phonons). We illustrate this phenomenon by shifting the
lower polariton by ων,1 in Fig. 6b (blue-dashed band), although all
vibrational states coupled to the FC region (including those with
more than one phonon) contribute to the rate. Importantly, ωνi

also
produces vibronic progressions in the bare molecular emission
spectrum. This means that resonant conditions for radiative pump-
ing and Raman scattering always coexist, making it challenging to
identify which relaxation mechanism is in play. This explains why
Tichauer and coworkers found that vibrational relaxation and
radiative pumping are driven by similar vibrational modes89.

Fig. 5 | Polariton-assisted Raman scattering mechanism. Second-order process
in the single-molecule light–matter coupling g that results in the release of a
photon, and vibrational excitations ωνi

and ωνj
in two different molecules (even

when they are far apart). It is fundamentally different to radiative pumping and can
be regarded as a coherent version of the polariton-assisted photon recycling
mechanism in Fig. 3b.

Fig. 6 | Polariton Raman scattering rate for different values of Stokes shift
( ∝ s2). a, b Polariton bands from the polariton transmission spectra T(ω), bare
molecular absorption profile σabs(ω), and bare molecular emission profile σem(ω),
for

ffiffiffiffiffi
s2
p

= 2:5 (a) and
ffiffiffiffiffi
s2
p

=4:0 (b). c Decay rate from dark to lower polariton via
Raman scattering Γscatt. The rate increaseswhen the energy difference between the

emission and the lower polariton corresponds to the vibrational excitation created
in the Ramanprocess, e.g.,ων,1. Yet, Γscatt is quite lowsince the broadening γ is quite
large, there are no polaritons to resonantly scatter from due to the single-mode
nature of the model, and we do not include non-Condon effects.
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Finally, we believe polariton-assisted Raman scattering corre-
sponds to VAS70,89–92. Although our calculations in Fig. 6c show that
Γscatt is quite weak due to its 1/N2 dependence, the low valueswe obtain
are a consequence of considering only off-resonant Raman scattering
(see Fig. 6a), ignoring non-Condon effects, and more importantly,
considering a single-cavity mode. We expect Γscatt to increase for
multimode cavities since dark state (virtual) emission can be reso-
nantly and off-resonantly scattered from the entire lower polariton
branch (the sum over all intermediate states jξ , fnjgi and final states
jξ 0, fn0jgi in Eq. (16) must also include a sum over all k∣∣ and k0jj modes,
respectively). Moreover, Γscatt can be enhanced by increasing the field
confinement (reducing N), although it is not clear if this mechanism is
more convenient to measure Raman signals than conventional cavity-
enhanced Raman spectroscopy93. Yet, resonant scattering from a high-
frequency polariton mode at finite k∣∣ can assist in the energy transfer
into a lower frequency polariton at lower values of k∣∣ for which
radiative pumping is inefficient due to little overlap with the bare
emission spectrum (see Fig. 1). In conclusion, there is no reason to
believe that VAS cannot be amore efficient energy transfermechanism
than radiative pumping to pump low-frequency polaritons, despite its
1/N2 dependence. However, whether this is the case for the parameter
regimes in experiments requires further analysis that will be the focus
of future works.

Discussion
In summary, we have used an exact bosonic mapping of the gen-
eralized Holstein–Tavis-Cummings Hamiltonian based on its pro-
jection to a subspace of permutationally symmetric vibronic states.
The resulting bosonic Hamiltonian describes molecular polaritons
for arbitrary internal vibrational structure, number ofmolecules, and
number of excitations54–58. Here, we show that this formalism is ideal
to study molecular polaritons beyond the N → 1 limit numerically
and analytically. In particular, we use it to study vibrational relaxa-
tion and radiative pumping mechanisms. We find that the relaxation
mechanism in play is determined by the competition between single-
molecule light–matter coupling and weak vibronic couplings, and
characterize each mechanism based on their underlying photo-
physical processes.

We show that radiative pumping is the emission from Stokes-
shifted molecules into the polaritons, and can be divided into trans-
mitted and reabsorbed components. The latter leads to a polariton-
assisted photon recycling mechanism that allows for long-range
energy transfer. On the other hand, we show that vibrational relaxa-
tion includes radiative pumping as well as higher-order processes in
the single-molecule light–matter coupling g; up to second-order pro-
cesses in the weak linear vibronic coupling regime. We find that each
order in g is penalized by a 1/N factor in the rate, suggesting that the
main contribution to the vibrational relaxation rate comes from
radiative pumping. Finally, we classify the second-order processes in g
as polariton-assisted Raman scattering, which occurs when the fre-
quency difference between the bare emission and the polariton state
coincideswith the vibrational excitation created in the Raman process.

Our work constitutes a rigorous derivation and comparison
between these polariton relaxation rates, offering a path forward to
study molecular polaritons beyond the N →1 limit. Finally, since the
bosonic formalism already allows arbitrary number of excitations, we
believe it is ideal to study processes such as exciton-polariton
condensation.

Methods
Partitioning the molecular polariton Hamiltonian
We start by partitioning the total bosonic Hamiltonian of Eq. (4) in
terms of a zeroth-order Hamiltonian (Ĥ0), a weak vibronic coupling
Hamiltonian (Ĥvc), and a single-molecule light–matter coupling

Hamiltonian (Ĥsm):

Ĥ = Ĥ0 + Ĥvc + Ĥsm

Ĥ0 =ωcâ
yâ+

Xm
i= 1

ωg, ib̂
y
i b̂i +

Xm
i= 1

ωe, iB̂
y
i B̂i

+
Xm0
i, j = 1

Veg, ij B̂
y
i B̂j + g B̂

y
1 b̂1â+ B̂1b̂

y
1 â
y� �

Ĥvc =
Xm0
i= 1

Xm
j>m0

Veg, ij B̂
y
i B̂j +V

*
eg, jiB̂iB̂

y
j

� �
+

Xm
i, j>m0

Veg, ij B̂
y
i B̂j

Ĥsm = g
Xm
i>1

B̂
y
i b̂iâ+ B̂ib̂

y
i â
y� �

:

ð17Þ

This partitioning is based on an important observation: at zero-tem-
perature, all ground-state molecules are in the b̂1 mode, and
light–matter coupling is collectively enhanced at the FC configuration
via bosonic stimulation. Therefore, the term gðB̂y1 b̂1â+ B̂1b̂

y
1 â
yÞmust be

included in Ĥ0, while single-molecule light–matter coupling terms
(hĤsmi � g) can be considered perturbatively (see Supplementary
Section 2 for details). On the other hand, the separation of the vibronic
coupling terms into strong and weak, given by m0, is to some degree
arbitrary, and resembles the separation of a total Hamiltonian into a
system and a bath in open quantum systems. In general, vibronic
coupling terms that can lead to vibronic features in the linear response
must be included in Ĥ0, while weak vibronic couplings away from the
FC region, that are small enough to afford a perturbative treatment,
should be included in Ĥvc. Moreover, the definition of Ĥvc should be
made such that it allows for the definition of physical meaningful
relaxation rates. For example, in the problem of triplet harvesting in
the collective strong coupling regime85, defining the weak vibronic
coupling Hamiltonian Ĥvc as the spin–orbit coupling (singlets are in
the interval i= 1�m0 while triplets are in the interval i=m0 �m) allows
for the definition of RISC rates from dark to polaritons states. In
quantum optics models where the absorption spectrum showcases
only two clear polariton peaks75, considering all vibronic couplings as
weak (m0 = 1) leads to the definition of vibrational relaxation rates
between polaritons and dark states39,75,87,94. More formally, the
partitioning can be carried out using effective-mode theory95–97, chain
mappings98,99, variational polaron transformation85, among other
techniques100.

We assume that the cavity leakage is much faster than each of the
aforementioned relaxation rates. Next, we will use the partitioning of
the Hamiltonian to show that the competition between Ĥvc and Ĥsm

gives rise to two regimes described by vibrational relaxation (hĤvci≪g)
and radiative pumping (hĤvci≫g).We interpret eachof these relaxation
mechanisms into well-known photophysical processes using pertur-
bation theory. Before doing so, we restrict ourselves to the first exci-
tation manifold (the system only has one electronically excited
molecule or one photon, but arbitrary number of molecules with
phonons). This is an approximation for the linear regime on the
interaction between the cavity and the external laser101. We also sim-
plify the notation of the many-body states so that they showcase only
essential information. This is done by using the multi-particle states
introduced by Philpott73, which has been applied to the polariton
system by Herrera and Spano41, and in our CUT-E formalism71:

j1i= jN00 � � �0,00 � � �0, 1i
jeki= jðN � 1Þ00 � � �0, � � � 1k � � � , 0i
jgk1i= jðN � 1Þ � � � 1k � � � , 00 � � �0, 1i
jgkek0 i= jðN � 2Þ � � � 1k � � � , � � � 1k0 � � � , 0i
jgkgk01i= jðN � 2Þ � � � 1k � � � 1k 0 � � � , 00 � � �0, 1i
jgkgk0ek00 i= jðN � 2Þ � � � 1k � � � 1k 0 � � � , � � � 1k00 � � �0,0i:

ð18Þ

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-025-58045-5

Nature Communications |         (2025) 16:3151 7

www.nature.com/naturecommunications


This approach shares deep connections with previous works by
Herrera and Spano102,103. Their work considers only one-particle
(j1i and jeki) and two-particle (jgk1i and jgkek0 i) states, that are
either permutationally or non-permutationally symmetric. Our
formalism extends this picture by going beyond two-particle
states. Although the one- and two-particle states are enough to
account for the mechanism of radiative pumping in different
regimes of vibronic coupling and collective light–matter coupling
strengths102, accounting for three-particle states and beyond is
required in the characterization of polariton photoluminescence.
For example, here we show that inclusion of three-particle states
(jgkgk 01i and jgkgk0ek00 i) allows for the characterization of a new
mechanism we call polariton-assisted Raman scattering, which we
believe corresponds to the VAS mechanism experimentally
observed by Coles et al.70. Although we leave out non-
permutationally symmetric states in this work, we argue that
they cannot be populated if the initial state is permutationally
symmetric.

Numerical simulations
We consider a chromophore described by a two-mode linear vibronic
coupling Hamiltonian104,

Ĥm =
X2
i= 1

ων, iβ̂
y
i β̂i + ω0 +

X2
i= 1

ων, i
ffiffiffiffi
si
p

β̂
y
i + β̂i

� �" #
jeihej, ð19Þ

where β̂i annihilates a phonon in the vibrational mode ith, with fre-
quencyων,i, and vibronic couplingdeterminedby theHuang-Rhys (HR)
factor si. We choose themolecule to have strong vibronic coupling to a
high and a low-frequency modes (see Supplementary Fig. 2 for PESs).

For radiative pumping, the parameters chosen were
ων,1 = 12.5ων,2 = 0.01 a.u. In Fig. 4, we calculate the radiative pumping
rate for

ffiffiffiffi
s1
p

= 1, ωc = ω0 + ων,1s1 + ων,2s2 (cavity resonant with the
molecular vertical transition), g

ffiffiffiffi
N
p

=0:04 a.u., N = 105 molecules,
γξ = γ =0.0015 a.u., and different values of

ffiffiffiffiffi
s2
p

.
For polariton-assisted Raman scattering, we chose parameters

ων,1 = 10ων,2 = 0.01 a.u.,
ffiffiffiffi
s1
p

=0:3, ωc =ω0 + ων,1s1 + ων,2s2, g
ffiffiffiffi
N
p

=0:035
a.u.,N = 105 molecules, γξ = γ = 0.0015 a.u., and different values of

ffiffiffiffiffi
s2
p

.
Notice that the computational cost of our calculations does not

scale with the number of molecules.

Data availability
Data sharing is not applicable to this article as no datasets were gen-
erated or analyzed during the current study. The plots in Figs. 3 and 6
result from the numerical evaluation of Eqs. (9) and (16), respectively.

Code availability
The computational code used to generate the plots in the present
article is available by email upon request to the authors.
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