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Asymptotic eigenvalue estimates for a Robin
problem with a large parameter

Pavel Exner, Alexander Minakov, and Leonid Parnovski*

Abstract. Robin problem for the Laplacian in a bounded planar domain with a smooth
boundary and a large parameter in the boundary condition is considered. We prove
a two-sided three-term asymptotic estimate for the negative eigenvalues. Furthermore,
improving the upper bound we get a two term asymptotics in terms of the coupling
constant and the maximum of the boundary curvature.
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1. Introduction and the main result

Asymptotic properties of eigenvalues belong among the most often studied prob-
lems in the spectral theory. In this paper we are going to discuss an asymptotics of
the “attractive” Robin problem for the Laplacian in a bounded domain of R? in the
situation when the parameter 8 in the boundary condition assumes large values.
The problem has a physical motivation; it naturally arises in the study of reaction-
diffusion equation where a distributed absorbtion competes with a boundary source
— see [5], [6] for details. At the same the question is of mathematical interest. In
a recent paper, Levitin and Parnovski [7] investigated the asymptotic behavior of
the principal eigenvalue and showed that its leading term is —c3? where ¢ = 1 if
the domain boundary is smooth and ¢ > 1 if it has angles. The same one-term
asymptotics is known to hold in the former case also for higher eigenvalues [1].

A related asymptotic problem is encountered in the theory of leaky quantum
graphs [2] where the dynamics is not constrained to a bounded region, instead
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it is governed by a singular Schrodinger operator with an attractive interaction
supported by a manifold or complex of a lower dimension. A particularly close
analogy occurs in the two-dimensional situation when the interaction support is
closed smooth loop; using a combination of bracketing and estimates with sepa-
rated variables, one is able to derive an asymptotic expansion of negative eigen-
values [4] in which the absolute term with respect to the coupling parameter is
given by a one-dimensional Schrodinger operator with a potential determined by
the geometry of the problem, specifically the curvature of the loop.

This inspires the question whether the technique used for the singular Schro-
dinger operators cannot be used also for Robin “billiards” with a smooth boundary.
This is the main topic of the present paper. We are going to show first that in
distinction to the Schrodinger case the method of [4] does not yield an asymptotic
expansion, but two-sided asymptotic estimates only, which squeeze only when the
domain is a circular disc. On the other hand, these estimates hold true not only
for the principal eigenvalue, and moreover, they have three terms in the powers of
B which improves, in particular, the result obtained in [7] for smooth boundaries.
On the other hand, the result admits an improvement. Replacing the upper bound
by a variational estimate similar to that employed recently by Pankrashkin [8] for
the principal eigenvalue, we obtain a bound in which only the maximum of the
boundary curvature appears, and as a result, a two-term asymptotic expansion.

Let us now state the problem properly. We suppose that €2 be an open, simply
connected set in R? with a closed C* Jordan boundary 9Q =T : [0,L] > s ~
(I'1,T2) € R? which is parametrized by its arc length; for definiteness we choose
the clockwise orientation of the boundary. Let v : [0,L] — R be the signed
curvature of ', i.e. v(s) = I'{(s)I'5(s) — T'5(s)I"(s). We investigate the spectral
boundary-value problem

—Af=Af in Q
of _
on

with a parameter 5 > 0, which will be in the following assumed to be large; the

symbol % in (1) denotes the outward normal derivative. It is straightforward to
check that the quadratic form

(1)
Bf on T

4olf) = [V F 2oy — B / () ds 2)

with Dom(gs) = H' () is closed and below bounded; we denote by Hg the unique
self-adjoint operator associated with it. Our main goal is to study the asymptotic
behavior of the negative eigenvalues of Hg as parameter 5 tends to infinity. To
state the result, we introduce the one-dimensional Schrodinger operator

2 1,

S = 3z 1 (s) in L3(0,L) (3)
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with the domain

P={feH*0,L): f(0)=f(L), f'(0)=f(L)}. (4)

We use the symbol p1; for the j-th eigenvalue of S counted with the multiplicity,
j € N, and furthermore, we denote y* = 1{113)}(7(5) and v, = fnir%'y(s).
0,L 0,L

) )

Our main result reads then as follows.

Theorem 1.1. Under the stated assumptions, to any fized integer n there exists
a B(n) > 0 such that the number of negative eigenvalues of Hg is not smaller
than n. For 3 > B(n) we denote by A, (B) the n-th eigenvalue of Hg counted with
the multiplicity. Then A, (B) satisfies for 8 — oo the asymptotic estimates

(Y e c0 (158 < a sy < — (54 2) YA A.
9 M+ 3 = n(ﬁ)_ <ﬁ+ 2) + pn + 3 . ()

Remarks 1.2. (a) It will be clear from the proof that the assumption about
simple connectedness of () is done mostly for the sake of simplicity. The result
extends easily to multiply connected domains, in general with different parameters
at different components of the boundary; each of the components then gives rise
to a series of negative eigenvalues tending to —oo in the limit.

(b) In the light of the following result the upper bound in (5) is not of much use. We
include it primarily to illustrate the significant difference between the “two-sided”
situation discussed in [4] and the “one-sided” one treated here.

As we have indicated, the upper bound can be improved:

Theorem 1.3. In the asymptotic regime 3 — +oo the inequality

M(B) < =2 =778+ O(8*?)

s valid for any fixed n. Consequently, the j-th eigenvalue behaves asymptotically
as

A(B) = =B — 7B+ O(B*3).

Thus we obtain a two-term asymptotics which, in contrast to the Schrodinger
operator case treated in [4], is not precise enough to distinguish between individual
eigenvalues whose mutual distances are expected to be of order of O(1).

2. Proof of Theorem 1.1

Let us first introduce some quadratic forms and operators which we shall need in
the argument. To begin with, we need the following result, which is a straightfor-
ward modification of Lemma 2.1 of [4], hence we skip the proof.
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Lemma 2.1. Let ® be the map
[0,L) x (0,a) > (s,u) — (T'1(s) +ul'y(s),[a(s) — ul'}(s)) € R%

Then there exists an a3 > 0 such that the map ® is injective for any a € (0,a1].

Choose an a satisfying 0 < a < aq, to be specified later, and let 3, be the strip
neighborhood of I' of width a,

¥, = ®([0,L) x [0,a)).

Then Q\ X, = A, is a compact simply connected domain with the boundary
Iy, :=®([0,L) x {a}). We define

2ol = IVFI%, — 8 / F@)Pds for fe{feH (S flr, =0},
T

@Sl = IV, — 8 / f@)Pds  for fe H'(S.),
IN

and denote by L{Z 5 and fo 5 the self-adjoint operators associated with the forms
qg 5 and qfl\{ g, respectively. The first key component of the proof is to use the
Dirichlet-Neumann bracketing — see [9, Sec. XIII.15, Prop. 4] — imposing additional
boundary condition at I',. This yields

(—ARX,) ® Ly's < Hp < (=A%) & Ly (6)

in L2(Q) = L?(A,) ® L*(X,) where the inequality should be understood, of course,
in the variational sense. Since the estimating operators have the direct-sum struc-
ture and the first terms in the inequalities (6) referring to the part of € separated
from the boundary are positive, in order to estimate the negative eigenvalues of
Hp it is sufficient to estimate those of L2 5, LY 5.

To this aim we use the second main trick, introducing a “straightening” trans-
formation in the spirit of [3], to produce a pair of operators in L?((0, L) x (0,a))
that are unitarily equivalent to L£ 5 and fo 3> respectively. Specifically, we intro-
duce the following change of variables,

1
W o(s,u);

f(z1,22) = 0=

then it is straightforward to check that for any function f € H?(X,) we have also
¢ € H*((0,L) x (0,a)) and

ool* log)? ~
IEENTAE [m el v 5] + P
uy'(s) Dp  _ Op v(s) Dp  _ Op
20— w1 () (*” os ¥ a) 31— un(s) (“” ou ¥ auﬂ
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with

N O uw(y'(s))?
V(S,U) - 4(1 _ uv(s))z + 4(1 - UV(S))4

where we employ the usual shorthands, f,, = 887’2_, and furthermore

// (s ? + 1 fon2) sl — / Pds
a L
/1—uv s du +//

00
O/L< . ) ©(s,0)] d5+0/2(11(;i(s))|<,0(8,a)| ds,

90

dsdu+/ V(s,u) o> dsdu

where

(w0 ()
Visu)=Visu) as( (1—uv(8))> 9 (2(1—uv(8))>

) w5 ut(y(s)?

M—w@F -w@P 10-nE"

Armed with these formulae we can now introduce the two operators in L?((0, L) x
(0, a)) unitarily equivalent to L” wp and Ly 5> Tespectively. On the domains

QL? = {<p € H'((0,L) x (0,a)) : ¢(L,.) = ¢(0,.) on (0,a), ¢(.,a) =0 on (O,L)}
and
Qév = {4,0 € Hl((O,L) X (O,Cl)) : QO(LP) = 410(0’ ) on (O,CL)},

we define the quadratic forms

2
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and

a

/ 1—uv

2 a L 2
dyp
dsd
S u+// B
00 00
L

L
+ V(s,u |g0| dsdu — /<+B> lo(s,0)]2ds
0

00

¢

S

dsdu

S|

v(s)

"] 30— a)

(s, a)|*ds,

T~

respectively. It is easy to check the following claim analogous to Lemma 2.2 of [4].
Lemma 2.2. The operators B{’Bﬁ and B{Jxﬁ associated with above quadratic forms

are unitarily equivalent to Lfﬁ and Lfl\{ﬁ, respectively.

In the next step we estimate BY; and BJ; just introduced by operators with
separated variables. We put!

A/+—max|7()|a 74 = max|y'(1)], 24 = max|y"()],

fo.L] 0,Z] 0,Z]
2 7
—7°(s) vt
Vi(s) = .
)= w0 T - e
O W C) M 5 _a’(v})?

A1-avy)?  201—ayy)®  4(1—ay)*

For an a satisfying 0 < a < 7y, /2 and ¢ belonging to QF and QX , respectively, we

define

al )
b slel =1 —avy)” //’ dsdu+// gtp dsdu
00
L
+// Vi (s) || ds du — (%+6)/|Lp(s,0)\2ds
00 0
and

IThere is a typo in [4]; the second term in the definition of V. there has to be deleted.
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Then we have

bislel <BLsly]  for feQP, (8)
balsle] > basle]  for fe Qb (9)
Let H 5 5 and H év 5 be the self-adjoint operators associated with the forms gaD 5 and

’5{1\’ 5, respectively. By Tzf,@ we denote the self-adjoint operator associated with the

form
ol = [ I wPdu = (% +8) le(O)P
0

defined on {¢ € H*(0,a) : ¢(a) = 0}. Similarly, TU% is the self-adjoint operator
associated with the form

Wstoe) = [0 @Pdu— (T +5) kO, ¢ € 10,0
0

Furthermore, we introduce the operators

U2 = -y (- 55 ) 4V O = (e (= 45 ) + V20

in L2(0, L), the domain of both of them being P given by (4). Then we have
HP =UP®I+I1®TP;,  HY,=UN®I+I®T), (10)

and we can estimate contributions from the longitudinal and transverse variables
separately. What concerns the former, we denote by u? (a), uf (a) the j-th eigen-
value of UP | UXN | respectively, counted with the multiplicity, and use Proposi-
tion 2.3 of [4] which contains the following claim:

Lemma 2.3. There exists a constant C' > 0 such that the estimates

|17 (a) = | < Cag® (11)
and

| (a) = py| < Caj® (12)
hold for any j € N and 0 < a < 1/(2v4). where C is independent on j, a.

We stress that the constant C' here is independent of j and a. As for the transverse
part, let us estimate first the principal eigenvalue of Tfﬁ.

4
Lemma 2.4. Assume that a (ﬁ + 77) > 3" Then Tfﬂ has only one negative eigen-

value which we denote by CaDﬂ. It satisfies the inequalities

Sr3) s (0 3 (o B
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Proof. Notice that the domain of the operator is
Y
D(TPs) = {¢ e B 0,0): ¢(0) = = (5 +8) ¢(0), @) =0}.

Assume that —k? with k& > 0 is an eigenvalue of Tfﬂ, and let a nonzero ¢ be the
corresponding eigenfunction, then we have

(1) —¢"(u) = —k>p(u);
(2) ¢'(0) = — (% + B8) ¢(0);
(3) ¢la) =0.
In view of the first property, the eigenfunction ¢ is of the form

o(u) = AeF* 4 Be=kv,

Furthermore, the requirements (2) and (3) yield kA — kB = (-4 — ) (A + B)
and Ae*® + Be=k® = 0, respectively. Thus the coefficients A, B have to satisfy the

equation
eka efka A 0
g8 —k-%-p) B) 7"

Since (A4, B) # (0,0), we get

d ek:a efka
et =0
<k+”5+/3 —(k—”g—ﬂ))

which is equivalent to gq (k) := 2ak + log (8 + % — k) —log (8 + % + k) = 0.
It is easy to see that also the converse is true: if g, (k) = 0, then —k?* is an
eigenvalue of Ta’:’)ﬁ. Let us now show that g, g(.) has a unique zero in (O7 8+ "’7)
By definition we have g, 3(0) = 0, and since

dgas(k) 20(B+2%)° —2(B+ %) — 2ak?

dk (8+%) -k

w1 o
we can claim that g, g is monotonically increasing in (0, B+ % — ) and it is
a

* 1 *
monotonically decreasing in (ﬂ + % ——, B+ 72> . Moreover, we have
a
lim = —00;
k— B+ 2 Ja.p

this implies that the function g, g has a unique zero in (0, B+ %) . Moreover, since

1

T)> 2 weh Te 1)1 . |
a(5+2)>3awe ave\/(ﬁ—f— 2)(ﬁ+ 5 a)>2(5+ 2) Consequently,
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the solution k has the form & = § + % -5 0<s< %(6+ “’7) Taking into

account the relation g, g(k) = 0, we get
logs =10g(28 + v« — $) — 2a (BJr % 75> <log(28+v+) —a (BJr %)

Hence we obtain s < (28 + 7.)e~*(#+7+/2) which concludes the proof. O

Next we estimate the first eigenvalue of T,

Lemma 2.5. Assume that (6 + 77) > max{ﬁ, 213a } Then T g has a

unique negative eigenvalue C{Jxﬁ, and moreover, we have

2 2 2
7" 45 YN\ —a(B+y 7"
—(ﬁ+2) —4(6+2> ol )Sdhé—(ﬁ+2>.

Proof. The operator domain in this case looks as follows,

D(TYN,) = H2(0,0): ¢(0) = — (L 0), ¢'(a) = — 1 .
1) ={v e 20.0: 0=~ (5 +5) 0, (@) = 5725wl
Assume again that —k? with & > 0 is an eigenvalue of T 5 corresponding to a

nonzero elgenfunctlon ©. As in the proof of Lemma 2.4 we infer that —k? is an
eigenvalue of T, if and only if>

e2ka:k+%+ﬁ ) k+2(1 a7+)

k—% -8 k-

. (13)
2(1—a"/+)

Since the left-hand side of the last equation is strictly increasing, and the right-
hand side is strictly decreasing for k > 0, then the equation (13) has a unique

positive solution which lies in fact in the subinterval (6 + 3
Next we will show that (13) has no solutions in the interval k > 3 (5 + %) .

Suppose that the opposite is true. As 5 5 < B+ %, we have

la'y

* 2
77 +5 . k+2(1 avt) k+5+8
—F -8 ks k-5 -8

However, since we assume k > % (ﬂ + 77) , this would imply

2

(B+%)+%+8
B+E)-%F -8

e?ke < = 25.

roleo| NIW

2There is a misplaced exponential in the analogous proof in [4] which does not affect the claim.
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On the other hand, we have e?#® > e3a(ﬂ+%) > 25, so we come to a contradiction.
Hence the solution k of (13) is of the form k = 5—1—’*2—*—1—5 with0 < s < 1 (5 + 77) ,

and using (13) once again we get

2

- S

. 2 5 ol
k42X * 2 *(5+*>
e2k“<< +72*+ﬂ> <<2B+7 +s> e 2

which further implies
5 ,-Y* —ka 5 ,.Y* 7(1(,34»7* )7801 5 ,Y* 7a(ﬂ+"’*
< — _— = — —_— 2 < — R 2 ).
5_2(64—2)(3 2(64—2 e <3 b+ e

This completes the proof of Lemma 2.5. O

Now we are finally in position to prove Theorem 1.1. We use first the bracketing
to squeeze the eigenvalues in question between those of the operators (10). Since
the latter have separated variables, their eigenvalues are sums of eigenvalues of the
longitudinal and transverse component which we have estimated in Lemmata 2.3
and 2.4, 2.5, respectively, and it is sufficient to choose a = %logﬁ to get (5). O

Note that while the argument is pretty much the same as in the proof of The-
orem 1 of [4], with Propositions 2.3-2.5 there replaced by the above mentioned
lemmata, the result is much weaker due to the presence of the last term in the
form bﬁ 5 and its counterpart in bé\f - In particular, the estimates of Theorem 1.1
squeeze to produce an exact asymptotic expansion if and only if the curvature is
constant, v* = .. Let us now look at this case in more detail:

Example 2.6. Let Q) be a disc of radius R centered at the origin. In this case we
have

Ys)=y= & (14)

and the eigenvalues p; of the comparison operator S given by (3) can be computed

explicitly,
1 1% e
M]' = - Z + 5 R 5 (15)

where [y] denotes the maximum integer which less or equal to y. We introduce the
usual polar coordinates,

{5”:“3059 0<r<R,0<6<2r,

y=rsinf
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writing with an abuse of notation f(x,y) = f(r,6). Equations (1) with A\ = —k?
now read

82f+1g 1 0%f

),z - 97 42
or2  ror  r?2 002 T
(16)
of
2 =pr
or r=R
Solution to the first equation in (16) is conventionally sought in the form
Fr,0) = > conlm(kr)e™. (17)
meZ

Furthermore, the Hamiltonian commutes with the angular momentum operator,
—i% with periodic boundary conditions, hence the two operators have common
eigenspaces, and we can consider sequence {c,,} with nonzero ¢, corresponding
to a single values of |m|; it goes without saying that the discrete spectrum has
multiplicity two except the eigenvalue corresponding to m = 0 which is simple.
The boundary condition in (16) can be then rewritten as

kI' (kR) — BI,,(kR) = 0. (18)
for a fixed m € Z. To find its solutions, let us change the variables to X = kR,
«a = BR, in which case the condition (18) reads

XI' (X

I (X)

The function at the left-hand side of (19) is strictly increasing for k& > 0, hence
(19) has a unique solution for any fixed o and m. As o« — +00, so does X in (19),
and using the well-known asymptotics of modified Bessel functions, we find

XI' (X) 1 4m? -1
T X ——— 4 O(X 2 X .
T (X) st —ex T (X7, — +00
In combination with the spectral condition (19) this yields
1 4m? -1
X:oﬂrffmiJrO(a*z)7 o — +00.

2 8a

This, in turn, implies the asymptotics for X2, and returning to the original vari-
ables 8, k we find

2
—k?=— (6 + 2;) + <m2 - i) R2+0(87Y, B — +oo.

This agrees, of course, with the conclusion of Theorem 1.1 according to (14) and
(15). At the same time it shows that there is not much room for improving the
error term in the theorem, because it differs from the one in this explicitly solvable
example by the logarithmic factor only.
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3. Proof of Theorem 1.3

The idea is to replace the crude estimate of BP 5 from Lemma 2.2 by the first
operator in (10) by a finer one. Consider first the principal eigenvalue which
satisfies A1 (8) < bﬁ slp] for any ¢ € QP and choose the following family of trial
functions,

@(S,U) = Xs(s) (e—au - e—2aa+ua) s
where x. is a smooth function on [0, L] with the support located in an e-neighborhood
of a point s* in which the curvature reaches its maximum, v(s*) = ~v*, and ¢ is
a parameter to be determined later. In view of the boundary compactness and
smoothness, at least one such point exists; without loss of generality we may as-
sume that (s* —e,s* +¢) C (0, L). We shall consider functions of the form

() s—s"+e¢
s) = _—
Xe X % s

where x(z) is a fixed smooth function on R with the support in the interval (0, 1);
then we have

-1
”XEH%Z(O,L) = 25||X||%2(0,1)» HX/5||%2(0,L) = (2e) ||X/H%2(o,1)~ (20)

We also note that on the support of x., i.e. for any s € (s* — ¢, s* + &) we have

[7(8) = 7| < Yils — 87 < Aie.

Computing the terms of the form b ;[¢] we get for the longitudinal kinetic con-

tribution the estimate
2 a s*+e )
dsdus [ [ (e + O (e o)’
0 s*—e

a L

x(x'(s))%ds du [(21a + O(a2> )+ Ce <412 + 0(a3> )} Ix1172(0,1)»

where C' > 0 is a generic constant independent of 3, a, and e. Similarly,

i

holds for the transverse kinetic term,

a L a s'+4e
wy(s*)  5ut(y/(s")?
/O/V el deu</ / ( 1—uv ) 20 —wy) 4 (1)t +O€>

0 s*—¢

9¢
0s

dsdu = % (1+ (9(046_2&&)) ||X||2L2(0,L)

2
—Qau —2aatua - * 1
x (oo — o0t fu@&mm:( ﬁ)+c) (1+0(™)) IXlRso.n
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for the potential one, and

L
- [ (25 4 8) et oras = = (54 T55) (1= ) Il
0

for the boundary one. Finally, the trial function norm satisfies

a L
- 1 —2ax
] 16660 dsdu= 5 (14 O(ae%)) o
00
Putting these expressions together and and taking (20) into account we get

b2 [ 1 X3 1
7Aa’2ﬁ[w} < — 7;2(0’1) (1 + O(a_l) + Ce ( + a_2)>
6200~ 2% oo %

+a? (14 O(ae2*)) + <_ (Z*)z + C€> (1+0(a™))

20 (6 + 7*2_ 5) (1+O(ae™202)).

Now we choose o = 5+ % in which case the right-hand side of the last inequality

becomes
LIV 1)( 1 2
— 2 14087 + Ce (+62>> - (5+)
4e? ”XH%2(0,1) ( ) 28 2
7 - () 1
te|B+5 )+ T tCe (1+0(a™)),
and to optimize the last formula with respect to € we take e = 3~'/3, which yields

the estimate 4D B )
ol < (54 0) o) (21)
)

181220

proving the result. The argument for the higher eigenfunctions proceeds in the
same way. We employ trial functions of the form

—au 72aa+ua)
3

pj(s,u) = Xej(s) (7" —e
where the longitudinal part is constructed from a shifted function y, for instance

s—s 4+ (25— 1)
2e '

Xe.i(8) ==X (



14 Abbreviated author(s)’s name(s)

The above estimate of the form remains essentially the same, up to the values of
the constants involved. By construction, the functions x. ; with different values
of j have disjoint supports, hence ¢; is orthogonal to ¢;, i =1,...,j — 1, and by
the min-max principle [9, Sec. XIIL.1] the eigenvalue A;(5) has again the upper
bound given by the right-hand side of (21). O
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