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3.7: The Microscopic Model for Reversible Change
Now let us return to the closed (constant- ) system to develop another perspective on the dependence of its macroscopic
thermodynamic properties on the molecular energy levels and their probabilities. We undertake to describe the system using
volume and temperature as the independent variables. In thinking about the energy-level probabilities, we stipulate that any
parameters that affect the state of the system remain constant. Specifically, we mean that any parameters that appear in the
Schrödinger equation remain constant. For example, the energy levels of a particle in a box depend on the mass of the particle and
the length of the box. Any such parameter is called an exogenous variable. If we change an exogenous variable (say the length of
the box) by a small amount, all of the energy levels change by a small amount, and all of the probabilities change by a small
amount. The energy levels and their probabilities are smooth functions of the exogenous variable. If  is the exogenous variable, we
have

A change in the exogenous variable corresponds to a reversible macroscopic process.

For a particle in a box, the successive  are functions that depend on the quantum number, , and the length of the box, . When
we change the length of the box, the wavefunction and its associated energy both change. Both are continuous functions of the
length of the box. The energy is

Changing the length of the box is analogous to changing the volume of a system. A reversible volume change entails work. We see
that changing the length of the box does work on the particle-in-a-box, just as changing the volume of a three-dimensional system
does work on the system.

Temperature plays a central role in the description of equilibrium from the macroscopic perspective. We can see that temperature
enters the description of equilibrium from the microscopic perspective through its effect on the probability factors. When we
increase the temperature of a system, its energy increases. The average energy of its molecules increases. The probability of an
energy level must depend on temperature. Evidently, the probabilities of energy levels that are higher than the original average
energy increase when the temperature increases. The probabilities of energy levels that are lower than the original average energy
decrease when the temperature increases. The effects of heat and work on the energy levels and their equilibrium populations are
diagrammed in Figure .

Figure : The effects of heat and work on energy levels and their populations.

If our theory is to be useful, the energy we measure for a macroscopic system must be indistinguishably close to the expected value
of the system energy as calculated from our microscopic model:

We can use this equation to relate the probabilities, , to other thermodynamic functions. Dropping the distinction between the
experimental and expected energies, and assuming that the  and the  are continuous variables, we find the total differential
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This equation is important because it describes a reversible macroscopic process in terms of the microscopic variables  and .

Let us consider the first term. Since  is a constant, we have from  that . Substituting, we have

This asserts that the energy of the system changes if we redistribute the molecules among the various energy levels. If the
redistribution takes molecules out of lower energy levels and puts them into higher energy levels, the energy of the system
increases. This is our statistical-mechanical picture of the shift in the equilibrium position that occurs when we heat a system of
independent molecules; the allocation of molecules among the available energy levels shifts to put more molecules in higher energy
levels and fewer in lower ones. This corresponds to an increase in the temperature of the macroscopic system.

In terms of the macroscopic system, the first term represents an increment of heat added to the system in a reversible process; that
is,

The second term, , is a contribution to the change in the energy of the system from reversible changes in the energy
of the various quantum states, while the number of molecules in each quantum state remains constant. This term corresponds to a
process in which the quantum states (and their energies) evolve in a continuous way as the state of the system changes. The second
term represents an increment of work done on the system in a reversible process; that is

Evidently, the total differential expression for  is the fundamental equation of thermodynamics expressed in terms of the
variables we use to characterize the molecular system. It enables us to relate the variables that characterize our microscopic model
of the molecular system to the variables that characterize the macroscopic system.

For a system in which the reversible work is pressure–volume work, the energy levels depend on the volume. At constant
temperature we have

so that the system pressure, , is related to the energy-level probabilities, , as

To evaluate the pressure, we must know how the energy levels depend on the volume of the system.

The first term relates the entropy to the energy-level probabilities. Since , we have

From the Boltzmann distribution function we have

, or

Substituting into our expression for , we find
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Since , we have , and the last term vanishes. Also,

so that

At any temperature, the probability ratio for any two successive energy levels is

In the limit as the temperature goes to zero,

It follows that  and  for . Integrating from  to , the entropy of the system goes from 
to , and the energy-level probabilities go from  to . We have

so that

Since ,  vanishes. The entropy change becomes

We have . If , the lowest energy level is non-degenerate, and ; then we have

This is the entropy of an -molecule, constant-volume, constant-temperature system that is in thermal contact with its
surroundings at the same temperature. We obtain this same result in Sections 20.10 and 20.14 by arguments in which we assume
that the system is isolated. In all of these arguments, we assume that the constant-temperature system and its isolated counterpart
are functionally equivalent; that is, a group of population sets that accounts for nearly all of the probability in one system also
accounts for nearly all of the probability in the other.

Because we obtain this result by assuming that the system is composed of , independent, non-interacting, distinguishable
molecules, the entropy of this is system is  times the entropy contribution of an individual molecule. We can write
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