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3.3: Transitions Induced by Time-Dependent Potential
For many time-dependent problems, most notably in spectroscopy, we can often partition the problem so that the time-dependent
Hamiltonian contains a time-independent part  that we can describe exactly, and a time-dependent potential 

The remaining degrees of freedom are discarded, and then only enter in the sense that they give rise to the interaction potential with
. This is effective if you have reason to believe that the external Hamiltonian can be treated classically, or if the influence of 

on the other degrees of freedom is negligible. From Equation , there is a straightforward approach to describing the time
evolving wavefunction for the system in terms of the eigenstates and energy eigenvalues of .

To begin, we know the complete set of eigenstates and eigenvalues for the system Hamiltonian

The state of the system can then be expressed as a superposition of these eigenstates:

The TDSE can be used to find an equation of motion for for the eigenstate coefficients for a specific target state  using

Starting with

and from Equation 

Already we see that the time evolution amounts to solving a set of coupled linear ordinary differential equations. These are rate
equations with complex rate constants, which describe the feeding of one state into another. Substituting Equation  we have:

or

Next, we define an alternative eigenstate coefficient through

which implies a definition for the wavefunction as

This defines a slightly different complex amplitude, that allows us to simplify things considerably. Notice that
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Also, . In practice what we are doing is pulling out the “trivial” part of the time evolution, the time-evolving phase
factor, which typically oscillates much faster than the changes to the amplitude of  or .

We will come back to this strategy which we discuss the interaction picture.

Now, substituting eq.  for  and  in eq. , we obtain

or

This equation is an exact solution. It is a set of coupled differential equations that describe how probability amplitude moves
through eigenstates due to a time-dependent potential. Except in simple cases, these equations cannot be solved analytically, but it
is often straightforward to integrate numerically.

When can we use the approach described here? Consider partitioning the full Hamiltonian into two components, one that we want
to study  and the remaining degrees of freedom . For each part, we have knowledge of the complete eigenstates and
eigenvalues of the Hamiltonian: . These subsystems will interact with one another through . If we are
careful to partition this in such a way that Hint is small compared  and , then it should be possible to properly describe the
state of the full system as product states in the subsystems: . Further, we can write a time-dependent Schrödinger
equation for the motion of each subsystem as:

Within these assumptions, we can write the complete time-dependent Schrödinger equation in terms of the two sub-states:

Then left operating by  and making use of Equation , we can write

This is equivalent to the TDSE for a Hamiltonian of form (Equation ) where the external interaction 
comes from integrating the 1-2 interaction over the sub-space of . So this represents a time-dependent mean field method.
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