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Neutrinos 101: What are neutrinos?
• Fundamental particles

• Extremely abundant (1011 ν/cm2/s 
from the Sun @ Earth surface) 

• Tiny (unknown) mass  

• 3 “flavors” defined by partner 
lepton                

• Weakly interacting: very hard to 
detect!

• But not dark matter 

• May hold keys to the question of 
matter-antimatter asymmetry in 
the universe

Figure: CERN
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1956: Reines and Cowan

Anti-neutrinos detected at 
Savannah River nuclear reactor

1956 

Fred Reines & Clyde Cowan 
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Standard Model

Force carriers: 
Bosons (spin 0)

Massive Leptons:
Fermions (spin 1/2)
Charged (-1)
Interact weakly / EM
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Standard Model

νe - The Sun, nuclear 
reactors

νμ - Cosmic rays, man-
made

ντ - Man-made beams
First observation in 

2000

Neutrino properties:

1.  Interact weakly

2.  Massless

3.  Three flavours
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Neutrino Masses

Current best limits:

νe    : m<2.2 eV
     (Maintz, Troitsk)
νμ  : m<170 keV
ντ  : m<15.5 MeV
     (CLEO)

Cosmological limits:

Σm < 0.3 eV 
      (WMAP, 2dF, Planck)
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Neutrino Detectors
• Problem: neutrino interaction cross section is 

small

! Iff 2mEν>ml2, i.e. if charged current reaction is 
allowed kinematically 

" E.g. for solar neutrinos (Eν≈10 MeV), interaction cross 
section is 9⋅10−44 cm2 (9⋅10−20 barn) !

" Mean free path in lead: 1/(𝜎n)~3×1015 km ~ 0.1 parsec
" Detection requires large detectors, low backgrounds
!Underground

⇤(�⇥e
� � ⌅��e) � ⇤(�⇥n� ⌅�p) � ⇤(�̄⇥p� ⌅+n)

=
GF s

⇥
=

GF

⇥
2mE� � 10�41 E�

GeV
cm2 = 10�17 E�

GeV
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Solar Neutrinos 
low energies

Atmospheric Neutrinos 
high energies

First evidence of neutrino oscillation

Evidence For Neutrino Oscillations
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Quantum oscillations on a macroscopic scale!
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Reactor neutrinos:
KamLAND Reactor neutrinos:

Daya Bay

Phys. Rev. Lett. 115 (2015) 111802

Terrestrial Measurements

Long baseline:
K2K, T2K

Phys. Rev. D91 (2015) 072010
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Nuclear fusion reactions in 
the core produce:

Helium 

Energy (heat, light)

Neutrinos (νe)

Look for these

How Does the Sun Shine?
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1968 First Solar Neutrino Experiment (Homestake)

Pioneers in Solar Neutrino Physics

37Cl + νe → 37Ar + e



Gallium Experiment-Gallium Neutrino Observatory

Homestake Ga Experiment

37Cl + νe → 37Ar + e
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Pioneer Solar Neutrino Experiments



Solar Neutrino Problem



“Most likely, the solar neutrino problem has nothing 
to do with particle physics.  It is a great triumph that 
astrophysicists are able to predict the number of 8B 
neutrinos to within a factor of 2 or 3”...

--H. Georgi & M. Luke, Nucl. Phys. B347, 1 (1990)

Solar Neutrino Problem
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2002 Nobel Prize (1/2)
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Sudbury Neutrino Observatory

12m

Charged Current (CC)

Neutral Current (NC)
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Solar Neutrino Problem



Solar Neutrino Problem Resolved



Standard Solar 
Model confirmed

Solar Neutrino Problem Resolved
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Atmospheric Neutrinos: SuperK
26

32 13. Neutrino mixing

13.5. Measurements of |∆m2
A| and θA

13.5.1. Atmospheric neutrino results :

0
50

100
150
200
250
300
350
400
450

-1 -0.5 0 0.5 1
cosΘ

Nu
mb

er
 of

 E
ve

nt
s Sub-GeV e-like

0
100
200
300
400
500

-1 -0.5 0 0.5 1
cosΘ

Nu
mb

er
 of

 E
ve

nt
s Sub-GeV μ-like

0
20
40
60
80

100
120
140

-1 -0.5 0 0.5 1
cosΘ

Nu
mb

er
 of

 E
ve

nt
s Multi-GeV e-like

0
50

100
150
200
250
300
350

-1 -0.5 0 0.5 1
cosΘ

Nu
mb

er
 of

 E
ve

nt
s Multi-GeV μ-like + PC

Figure 13.6: The zenith angle distributions for fully contained 1-ring e-like
and µ-like events with visible energy < 1.33 GeV (sub-GeV) and > 1.33 GeV
(multi-GeV). For multi-GeV µ-like events, a combined distribution with partially
contained (PC) events is shown. The dotted histograms show the non-oscillated
Monte Carlo events, and the solid histograms show the best-fit expectations for
νµ ↔ ντ oscillations. (This figure is provided by the Super-Kamiokande Collab.)
Color version at end of book.

The first compelling evidence for the neutrino oscillation was presented by the Super-
Kamiokande Collaboration in 1998 [13] from the observation of atmospheric neutrinos
produced by cosmic-ray interactions in the atmosphere. The zenith-angle distributions
of the µ-like events which are mostly muon-neutrino and muon antineutrino initiated
charged-current interactions, showed a clear deficit compared to the no-oscillation
expectation. Note that a water Cherenkov detector cannot measure the charge of the
final-state leptons, and therefore neutrino and antineutrino induced events cannot be
discriminated. Neutrino events having their vertex in the 22.5 kton fiducial volume in

July 30, 2010 14:36

2004 Detailed analysis of dependence of 
event rate and Length/Energy 
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13. Neutrino mixing 35
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Figure 13.8: Results of the L/E analysis of SK-I atmospheric neutrino data. The
points show the ratio of the data to the Monte Carlo prediction without oscillations,
as a function of the reconstructed L/E. The error bars are statistical only. The solid
line shows the best fit with 2-flavour νµ ↔ ντ oscillations. The dashed and dotted
lines show the best fit expectations for neutrino decay and neutrino decoherence
hypotheses, respectively. (From Ref. 14.)

multiplicity, etc.) found candidate events in the upward-going direction as expected [103].
However, the significance of the signal is yet marginal; no ντ appearance hypothesis is
disfavored at only 2.4σ.

13.5.2. Results from accelerator experiments :
The ∆m2 ≥ 2 × 10−3 eV2 region can be explored by accelerator-based long-baseline

experiments with typically E ∼ 1 GeV and L ∼ several hundred km. With a fixed
baseline distance and a narrower, well understood neutrino spectrum, the value of |∆m2

A|
and, with higher statistics, also the mixing angle, are potentially better constrained in
accelerator experiments than from atmospheric neutrino observations.

The K2K (KEK-to-Kamioka) long-baseline neutrino oscillation experiment [20] is the
first accelerator-based experiment with a neutrino path length extending hundreds of
kilometers. K2K aimed at confirmation of the neutrino oscillation in νµ disappearance in
the |∆m2

A| ≥ 2×10−3 eV2 region. A horn-focused wide-band muon neutrino beam having
an average L/Eν ∼ 200 (L = 250 km, ⟨Eν⟩ ∼ 1.3 GeV), was produced by 12-GeV protons
from the KEK-PS and directed to the Super-Kamiokande detector. The spectrum and
profile of the neutrino beam were measured by a near neutrino detector system located
300 m downstream from the production target.

The construction of the K2K neutrino beam line and the near detector began before

July 30, 2010 14:36

SuperK

Atmospheric neutrino data (SuperK) consistent with oscillations 



2015 Nobel Prize in Physics

Takaaki Kajita Arthur B. McDonald

The Nobel Prize in Physics 2015 was awarded jointly to Takaaki Kajita 
and Arthur B. McDonald "for the discovery of neutrino oscillations, 

which shows that neutrinos have mass"

SNOSuperK
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KamLand

Look for anti-neutrinos 
from reactors in Japan 

(typical distance of 
~100km and energy of 

few MeV)
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KamLAND Results30 13. Neutrino mixing
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Figure 13.4: The ratio of the background and geoneutrino-subtracted ν̄e spectrum
to the predicted one without oscillations (survival probability) as a function of L0/E,
where L0=180 km. The curves show the best-fit expectations for ν̄e oscillations.
The figure is from Ref. [101].

13.4.3. KamLAND experiment : KamLAND is a 1-kton ultra-pure liquid scintillator
detector located at the old Kamiokande’s site in Japan. The primary goal of the
KamLAND experiment was a long-baseline (flux-weighted average distance of ∼ 180
km) neutrino oscillation studies using ν̄e’s emitted from nuclear power reactors. The
reaction ν̄e + p → e+ + n is used to detect reactor ν̄e’s and a delayed coincidence of the
positron with a 2.2 MeV γ-ray from neutron capture on a proton is used to reduce the
backgrounds. With the reactor ν̄e’s energy spectrum (< 8 MeV) and a prompt-energy
analysis threshold of 2.6 MeV, this experiment has a sensitive ∆m2 range down to
∼ 10−5 eV2. Therefore, if the LMA solution is the real solution of the solar neutrino
problem, KamLAND should observe reactor ν̄e disappearance, assuming CPT invariance.

The first KamLAND results [15] with 162 ton·yr exposure were reported in December
2002. The ratio of observed to expected (assuming no ν̄e oscillations) number of events
was

Nobs − NBG

NNoOsc
= 0.611 ± 0.085 ± 0.041 (13.74)

with obvious notation. This result showed clear evidence of an event deficit expected
from neutrino oscillations. The 95% CL allowed regions are obtained from the oscillation
analysis with the observed event rates and positron spectrum shape. A combined global
solar + KamLAND analysis showed that the LMA is a unique solution to the solar
neutrino problem with > 5σ CL [100]. With increased statistics [16,101], KamLAND
observed not only the distortion of the ν̄e spectrum, but also the periodic feature of

July 30, 2010 14:36
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All Oscillation 
Data

31 38 13. Neutrino mixing

Figure 13.10: The regions of squared-mass splitting and mixing angle favored or
excluded by various experiments. The figure was contributed by H. Murayama (Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, and IPMU, University of Tokyo). References to the
data used in the figure can be found at http://hitoshi.berkeley.edu/neutrino.
Color version at end of book.

July 30, 2010 14:36
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rinos. These neutrinos interact with atomic nuclei in the
water to produce electrons, muons or tau leptons that travel
faster than the speed of light in water to produce a shock wave
of light called Cerenkov radiation. This radiation can be
detected by sensitive photomultiplier tubes surrounding the
water tank.

From these signals, the SuperKamiokande team could also
determine the directions from which the neutrinos came.
Since the Earth is essentially transparent to neutrinos, those
produced high in the atmosphere on the opposite side of the
planet can reach the detector without any problems. The
team discovered that about half of the atmospheric neutrinos
from the other side of the Earth were lost, while those from
above were not. The most likely interpretation of this result is
that the muon neutrinos converted or “oscillated” to tau neut-
rinos as they passed through the Earth. SuperKamiokande is
unable to identify tau neutrinos. The particles coming from
the other side of the Earth have more opportunity to oscillate
than those coming from above. Moreover, if neutrinos con-
vert to something else by their own accord, we conclude that
they must be travelling slower than the speed of light and
therefore must have a mass.

SuperKamiokande was also used to monitor solar neut-
rinos. The fusion reactions that take place in the Sun only
produce electron neutrinos, but these can subsequently oscil-
late into both muon and tau neutrinos. Though the experi-
ment was able to detect the solar neutrinos, it was unable 
to distinguish between the different neutrino types. In con-
trast, the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory (SNO) in Canada
can identify the electron neutrinos because it is filled with
“heavy water”, which contains hydrogen nuclei with an extra
neutron. Small numbers of electron neutrinos react with the
heavy-hydrogen nuclei to produce fast electrons that create
Cerenkov radiation (figure 1).

By combining the data from SuperKamiokande and its own
experiment, the SNO collaboration determined how many
muon neutrinos or tau neutrinos were incident at the Japan-
ese detector. The SNO results also provided further evidence
for neutrino mass and confirmed that the total number of
neutrinos from the Sun agreed with theoretical calculations.

The implications of neutrino mass are so great that it is 
not surprising that particle physicists had been searching 
for direct evidence of its existence for over four decades. In
retrospect, it is easy to understand why these searches were
unsuccessful (figure 3). Since neutrinos travel at relativistic
speeds, the effect of their mass is so tiny that it cannot be
determined kinematically. Rather than search for neutrino
mass directly, experiments such as SuperKamiokande and
SNO have searched for effects that depend on the difference in
mass between one type of neutrino and another.

In some respects these experiments are analogous to inter-
ferometers, which are sensitive to tiny differences in frequency
between two interfering waves. Since a quantum particle can
be thought of as a wave with a frequency given by its energy
divided by Planck’s constant, interferometry can detect tiny
mass differences because the energy and frequency of the
particles depend on their mass.

Interferometry works in the case of neutrinos thanks to the
fact that the neutrinos created in nuclear reactions are actu-
ally mixtures of two different “mass eigenstates”. This means,
for example, that electron neutrinos slowly transform into 
tau neutrinos and back again. The amount of this “mixing” is

quantified by a mixing angle, θ. We can only detect interfer-
ence between two eigenstates with small mass differences if
the mixing angle is large enough. Although current experi-
ments have been unable to pin down the mass difference and
mixing angle, they have narrowed down the range of possi-
bilities (figure 4).

Implications of neutrino mass
Now that neutrinos do appear to have mass, we have to solve
two problems. The first is to overcome the contradiction be-
tween left-handedness and mass. The second is to understand
why the neutrino mass is so small compared with other parti-
cle masses – indeed, direct measurements indicate that elec-
trons are at least 500 000 times more massive than neutrinos.
When we thought that neutrinos did not have mass, these
problems were not an issue. But the tiny mass is a puzzle, and
there must be some deep reason why this is the case.

Basically, there are two ways to extend the Standard Model
in order to make neutrinos massive. One approach involves
new particles called Dirac neutrinos, while the other ap-
proach involves a completely different type of particle called
the Majorana neutrino.

The Dirac neutrino is a simple idea with a serious flaw. Ac-
cording to this approach, the reason that right-handed neut-
rinos have escaped detection so far is that their interactions are
at least 26 orders of magnitude weaker than ordinary neut-
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(a) According to the Higgs mechanism in the Standard Model, particles in the
vacuum acquire mass as they collide with the Higgs boson. Photons (γ) are
massless because they do not interact with the Higgs boson. All particles,
including electrons (e), muons (µ) and top quarks (t), change handedness
when they collide with the Higgs boson; left-handed particles become 
right-handed and vice versa. Experiments have shown that neutrinos (ν) are
always left-handed. Since right-handed neutrinos do not exist in the Standard
Model, the theory predicts that neutrinos can never acquire mass. (b) In one
extension to the Standard Model, left- and right-handed neutrinos exist.
These Dirac neutrinos acquire mass via the Higgs mechanism but 
right-handed neutrinos interact much more weakly than any other particles.
(c) According to another extension of the Standard Model, extremely heavy
right-handed neutrinos are created for a brief moment before they collide with
the Higgs boson to produce light left-handed Majorana neutrinos.
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rinos. These neutrinos interact with atomic nuclei in the
water to produce electrons, muons or tau leptons that travel
faster than the speed of light in water to produce a shock wave
of light called Cerenkov radiation. This radiation can be
detected by sensitive photomultiplier tubes surrounding the
water tank.

From these signals, the SuperKamiokande team could also
determine the directions from which the neutrinos came.
Since the Earth is essentially transparent to neutrinos, those
produced high in the atmosphere on the opposite side of the
planet can reach the detector without any problems. The
team discovered that about half of the atmospheric neutrinos
from the other side of the Earth were lost, while those from
above were not. The most likely interpretation of this result is
that the muon neutrinos converted or “oscillated” to tau neut-
rinos as they passed through the Earth. SuperKamiokande is
unable to identify tau neutrinos. The particles coming from
the other side of the Earth have more opportunity to oscillate
than those coming from above. Moreover, if neutrinos con-
vert to something else by their own accord, we conclude that
they must be travelling slower than the speed of light and
therefore must have a mass.

SuperKamiokande was also used to monitor solar neut-
rinos. The fusion reactions that take place in the Sun only
produce electron neutrinos, but these can subsequently oscil-
late into both muon and tau neutrinos. Though the experi-
ment was able to detect the solar neutrinos, it was unable 
to distinguish between the different neutrino types. In con-
trast, the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory (SNO) in Canada
can identify the electron neutrinos because it is filled with
“heavy water”, which contains hydrogen nuclei with an extra
neutron. Small numbers of electron neutrinos react with the
heavy-hydrogen nuclei to produce fast electrons that create
Cerenkov radiation (figure 1).

By combining the data from SuperKamiokande and its own
experiment, the SNO collaboration determined how many
muon neutrinos or tau neutrinos were incident at the Japan-
ese detector. The SNO results also provided further evidence
for neutrino mass and confirmed that the total number of
neutrinos from the Sun agreed with theoretical calculations.

The implications of neutrino mass are so great that it is 
not surprising that particle physicists had been searching 
for direct evidence of its existence for over four decades. In
retrospect, it is easy to understand why these searches were
unsuccessful (figure 3). Since neutrinos travel at relativistic
speeds, the effect of their mass is so tiny that it cannot be
determined kinematically. Rather than search for neutrino
mass directly, experiments such as SuperKamiokande and
SNO have searched for effects that depend on the difference in
mass between one type of neutrino and another.

In some respects these experiments are analogous to inter-
ferometers, which are sensitive to tiny differences in frequency
between two interfering waves. Since a quantum particle can
be thought of as a wave with a frequency given by its energy
divided by Planck’s constant, interferometry can detect tiny
mass differences because the energy and frequency of the
particles depend on their mass.

Interferometry works in the case of neutrinos thanks to the
fact that the neutrinos created in nuclear reactions are actu-
ally mixtures of two different “mass eigenstates”. This means,
for example, that electron neutrinos slowly transform into 
tau neutrinos and back again. The amount of this “mixing” is

quantified by a mixing angle, θ. We can only detect interfer-
ence between two eigenstates with small mass differences if
the mixing angle is large enough. Although current experi-
ments have been unable to pin down the mass difference and
mixing angle, they have narrowed down the range of possi-
bilities (figure 4).

Implications of neutrino mass
Now that neutrinos do appear to have mass, we have to solve
two problems. The first is to overcome the contradiction be-
tween left-handedness and mass. The second is to understand
why the neutrino mass is so small compared with other parti-
cle masses – indeed, direct measurements indicate that elec-
trons are at least 500 000 times more massive than neutrinos.
When we thought that neutrinos did not have mass, these
problems were not an issue. But the tiny mass is a puzzle, and
there must be some deep reason why this is the case.

Basically, there are two ways to extend the Standard Model
in order to make neutrinos massive. One approach involves
new particles called Dirac neutrinos, while the other ap-
proach involves a completely different type of particle called
the Majorana neutrino.

The Dirac neutrino is a simple idea with a serious flaw. Ac-
cording to this approach, the reason that right-handed neut-
rinos have escaped detection so far is that their interactions are
at least 26 orders of magnitude weaker than ordinary neut-
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(a) According to the Higgs mechanism in the Standard Model, particles in the
vacuum acquire mass as they collide with the Higgs boson. Photons (γ) are
massless because they do not interact with the Higgs boson. All particles,
including electrons (e), muons (µ) and top quarks (t), change handedness
when they collide with the Higgs boson; left-handed particles become 
right-handed and vice versa. Experiments have shown that neutrinos (ν) are
always left-handed. Since right-handed neutrinos do not exist in the Standard
Model, the theory predicts that neutrinos can never acquire mass. (b) In one
extension to the Standard Model, left- and right-handed neutrinos exist.
These Dirac neutrinos acquire mass via the Higgs mechanism but 
right-handed neutrinos interact much more weakly than any other particles.
(c) According to another extension of the Standard Model, extremely heavy
right-handed neutrinos are created for a brief moment before they collide with
the Higgs boson to produce light left-handed Majorana neutrinos.

a

b

c

P H Y S I C S W O R L D M A Y 2 0 0 2p h y s i c s w e b . o r g38

rinos. The idea of the Dirac neutrino works in the sense that
we can generate neutrino masses via the Higgs mechanism
(figure 2b). However, it also suggests that neutrinos should have
similar masses to the other particles in the Standard Model. To
avoid this problem, we have to make the strength of neutrino
interactions with the Higgs boson at least 1012 times weaker
than that of the top quark. Few physicists accept such a tiny
number as a fundamental constant of nature.

An alternative way to make right-handed neutrinos ex-
tremely weakly interacting was proposed in 1998 by Nima
Arkani-Hamed at the Stanford Linear Accelerator Center,
Savas Dimopoulous of Stanford University, Gia Dvali of the
International Centre for Theoretical Physics in Trieste and
John March-Russell of CERN. They exploited an idea from
superstring theory in which the three dimensions of space
with which we are familiar are embedded in 10- or 11-dimen-
sional space–time. Like us, all the particles of the Standard
Model – electrons, quarks, left-handed neutrinos, the Higgs
boson and so on – are stuck on a three-dimensional “sheet”
called a three-brane.

One special property of right-handed neutrinos is that they
do not feel the electromagnetic force, or the strong and weak
forces. Arkani-Hamed and collaborators argued that right-
handed neutrinos are not trapped on the three-brane in the
same way that we are, rather they can move in the extra
dimensions. This mechanism explains why we have never
observed a right-handed neutrino and why their interactions
with other particles in the Standard Model are extremely
weak. The upshot of this approach is that neutrino masses
can be very small.

The second way to extend the Standard Model involves
particles that are called Majorana neutrinos. One advantage
of this approach is that we no longer have to invoke right-
handed neutrinos with extremely weak interactions. How-
ever, we do have to give up the fundamental distinction
between matter and antimatter. Although this sounds bizarre,
neutrinos and antineutrinos can be identical because they
have no electric charge.

Massive neutrinos sit naturally within this framework.
Recall the observer travelling at the speed of light who over-
takes a left-handed neutrino and sees a right-handed neut-
rino. Earlier we argued that the absence of right-handed
neutrinos means that neutrinos are massless. But if neutrinos
and antineutrinos are the same particle, then we can argue
that the observer really sees a right-handed antineutrino and
that the massive-neutrino hypothesis is therefore sound.

So how is neutrino mass generated? In this scheme, it is
possible for right-handed neutrinos to have a mass of their
own without relying on the Higgs boson. Unlike other quarks
and leptons, the mass of the right-handed neutrino, M, is not
tied to the mass scale of the Higgs boson. Rather, it can be
much heavier than other particles.

When a left-handed neutrino collides with the Higgs boson,
it acquires a mass, m, which is comparable to the mass of
other quarks and leptons. At the same time it transforms into
a right-handed neutrino, which is much heavier than energy
conservation would normally allow (figure 2c). However, the
Heisenberg uncertainty principle allows this state to exist for a
short time interval, ∆t, given by ∆t ~ h!/Mc2, after which the
particle transforms back into a left-handed neutrino with
mass m by colliding with the Higgs boson again. Put simply,
we can think of the neutrino as having an average mass of
m2/M over time.

This so-called seesaw mechanism can naturally give rise to
light neutrinos with normal-strength interactions. Normally
we would worry that neutrinos with a mass, m, that is similar
to the masses of quarks and leptons would be too heavy. How-
ever, we can still obtain light neutrinos if M is much larger
than the typical masses of quarks and leptons. Right-handed
neutrinos must therefore be very heavy, as predicted by grand-
unified theories that aim to combine electromagnetism with
the strong and weak interactions.

Current experiments suggest that these forces were unified
when the universe was about 10–32 m across. Due to the un-
certainty principle, the particles that were produced in such
small confines had a high momentum and thus a large mass.
It turns out that the distance scale of unification gives right-
handed neutrinos sufficient mass to produce light neutrinos
via the seesaw mechanism. In this way, the light neutrinos that
we observe in experiments can therefore probe new physics at
extremely short distances. Among the physics that neutrinos
could put on a firm footing is the theory of supersymmetry,
which theorists believe is needed to make unification happen
and to make the Higgs mechanism consistent down to such
short distance scales.

Why do we exist?
Abandoning the fundamental distinction between matter and
antimatter means that the two states can convert to each
other. It may also solve one of the biggest mysteries of our uni-
verse: where has all the antimatter gone? After the Big Bang,
the universe was filled with equal amounts of matter and anti-
matter, which annihilated as the universe cooled. However,
roughly one in every 10 billion particles of matter survived
and went on to create stars, galaxies and life on Earth. What
created this tiny excess of matter over antimatter so that we
can exist?

With Majorana neutrinos it is possible to explain what
caused the excess matter. The hot Big Bang produced heavy
right-handed neutrinos that eventually decayed into their
lighter left-handed counterparts. As the universe cooled, there
was insufficient energy to produce further massive neutrinos.
Being an antiparticle in its own right, these Majorana neut-
rinos decayed into left-handed neutrinos or right-handed
antineutrinos together with Higgs bosons, which underwent
further decays into heavy quarks. Even slight differences in the
probabilities of the decays into matter and antimatter would
have left the universe with an excess of matter.

3 Fermions weigh in

ν2ν1 ν3

d s b

u c t

e µ τ

meVµeV eV keV MeV GeV TeV

fermion masses

A comparison of the masses of all the fundamental fermions, particles with
spin h!/2. Other than the neutrino, the lightest fermion is the electron, with a
mass of 0.5 MeV c–2. Neutrino-oscillation experiments do not measure the
mass of neutrinos directly, rather the mass difference between the different
types of neutrino. But by assuming that neutrino masses are similar to this
mass difference, we can place upper limits on the mass of a few hundred
millielectron-volts.

Standard Model 
masses

← the anomalous ν mass scale

Mysterious Neutrinos
34

H.Murayama



08/31/2016 290E: Neutrinos 

Missing solar neutrinos were 
traced to the phenomenon of 

neutrino oscillations: 
Neutrinos spontaneous change 
from one type (electron) to 
another (muon) before they 

arrive on earth.

This phenomenon requires 
neutrinos to have a mass,

though our “standard model” of 
particle physics says neutrinos 

must be massless.

The mass requires either the 
existence of new neutrino 
states or new interactions.

p h y s i c s w e b . o r gP H Y S I C S W O R L D M A Y 2 0 0 2 37

rinos. These neutrinos interact with atomic nuclei in the
water to produce electrons, muons or tau leptons that travel
faster than the speed of light in water to produce a shock wave
of light called Cerenkov radiation. This radiation can be
detected by sensitive photomultiplier tubes surrounding the
water tank.

From these signals, the SuperKamiokande team could also
determine the directions from which the neutrinos came.
Since the Earth is essentially transparent to neutrinos, those
produced high in the atmosphere on the opposite side of the
planet can reach the detector without any problems. The
team discovered that about half of the atmospheric neutrinos
from the other side of the Earth were lost, while those from
above were not. The most likely interpretation of this result is
that the muon neutrinos converted or “oscillated” to tau neut-
rinos as they passed through the Earth. SuperKamiokande is
unable to identify tau neutrinos. The particles coming from
the other side of the Earth have more opportunity to oscillate
than those coming from above. Moreover, if neutrinos con-
vert to something else by their own accord, we conclude that
they must be travelling slower than the speed of light and
therefore must have a mass.

SuperKamiokande was also used to monitor solar neut-
rinos. The fusion reactions that take place in the Sun only
produce electron neutrinos, but these can subsequently oscil-
late into both muon and tau neutrinos. Though the experi-
ment was able to detect the solar neutrinos, it was unable 
to distinguish between the different neutrino types. In con-
trast, the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory (SNO) in Canada
can identify the electron neutrinos because it is filled with
“heavy water”, which contains hydrogen nuclei with an extra
neutron. Small numbers of electron neutrinos react with the
heavy-hydrogen nuclei to produce fast electrons that create
Cerenkov radiation (figure 1).

By combining the data from SuperKamiokande and its own
experiment, the SNO collaboration determined how many
muon neutrinos or tau neutrinos were incident at the Japan-
ese detector. The SNO results also provided further evidence
for neutrino mass and confirmed that the total number of
neutrinos from the Sun agreed with theoretical calculations.

The implications of neutrino mass are so great that it is 
not surprising that particle physicists had been searching 
for direct evidence of its existence for over four decades. In
retrospect, it is easy to understand why these searches were
unsuccessful (figure 3). Since neutrinos travel at relativistic
speeds, the effect of their mass is so tiny that it cannot be
determined kinematically. Rather than search for neutrino
mass directly, experiments such as SuperKamiokande and
SNO have searched for effects that depend on the difference in
mass between one type of neutrino and another.

In some respects these experiments are analogous to inter-
ferometers, which are sensitive to tiny differences in frequency
between two interfering waves. Since a quantum particle can
be thought of as a wave with a frequency given by its energy
divided by Planck’s constant, interferometry can detect tiny
mass differences because the energy and frequency of the
particles depend on their mass.

Interferometry works in the case of neutrinos thanks to the
fact that the neutrinos created in nuclear reactions are actu-
ally mixtures of two different “mass eigenstates”. This means,
for example, that electron neutrinos slowly transform into 
tau neutrinos and back again. The amount of this “mixing” is

quantified by a mixing angle, θ. We can only detect interfer-
ence between two eigenstates with small mass differences if
the mixing angle is large enough. Although current experi-
ments have been unable to pin down the mass difference and
mixing angle, they have narrowed down the range of possi-
bilities (figure 4).

Implications of neutrino mass
Now that neutrinos do appear to have mass, we have to solve
two problems. The first is to overcome the contradiction be-
tween left-handedness and mass. The second is to understand
why the neutrino mass is so small compared with other parti-
cle masses – indeed, direct measurements indicate that elec-
trons are at least 500 000 times more massive than neutrinos.
When we thought that neutrinos did not have mass, these
problems were not an issue. But the tiny mass is a puzzle, and
there must be some deep reason why this is the case.

Basically, there are two ways to extend the Standard Model
in order to make neutrinos massive. One approach involves
new particles called Dirac neutrinos, while the other ap-
proach involves a completely different type of particle called
the Majorana neutrino.

The Dirac neutrino is a simple idea with a serious flaw. Ac-
cording to this approach, the reason that right-handed neut-
rinos have escaped detection so far is that their interactions are
at least 26 orders of magnitude weaker than ordinary neut-
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(a) According to the Higgs mechanism in the Standard Model, particles in the
vacuum acquire mass as they collide with the Higgs boson. Photons (γ) are
massless because they do not interact with the Higgs boson. All particles,
including electrons (e), muons (µ) and top quarks (t), change handedness
when they collide with the Higgs boson; left-handed particles become 
right-handed and vice versa. Experiments have shown that neutrinos (ν) are
always left-handed. Since right-handed neutrinos do not exist in the Standard
Model, the theory predicts that neutrinos can never acquire mass. (b) In one
extension to the Standard Model, left- and right-handed neutrinos exist.
These Dirac neutrinos acquire mass via the Higgs mechanism but 
right-handed neutrinos interact much more weakly than any other particles.
(c) According to another extension of the Standard Model, extremely heavy
right-handed neutrinos are created for a brief moment before they collide with
the Higgs boson to produce light left-handed Majorana neutrinos.
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rinos. These neutrinos interact with atomic nuclei in the
water to produce electrons, muons or tau leptons that travel
faster than the speed of light in water to produce a shock wave
of light called Cerenkov radiation. This radiation can be
detected by sensitive photomultiplier tubes surrounding the
water tank.

From these signals, the SuperKamiokande team could also
determine the directions from which the neutrinos came.
Since the Earth is essentially transparent to neutrinos, those
produced high in the atmosphere on the opposite side of the
planet can reach the detector without any problems. The
team discovered that about half of the atmospheric neutrinos
from the other side of the Earth were lost, while those from
above were not. The most likely interpretation of this result is
that the muon neutrinos converted or “oscillated” to tau neut-
rinos as they passed through the Earth. SuperKamiokande is
unable to identify tau neutrinos. The particles coming from
the other side of the Earth have more opportunity to oscillate
than those coming from above. Moreover, if neutrinos con-
vert to something else by their own accord, we conclude that
they must be travelling slower than the speed of light and
therefore must have a mass.

SuperKamiokande was also used to monitor solar neut-
rinos. The fusion reactions that take place in the Sun only
produce electron neutrinos, but these can subsequently oscil-
late into both muon and tau neutrinos. Though the experi-
ment was able to detect the solar neutrinos, it was unable 
to distinguish between the different neutrino types. In con-
trast, the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory (SNO) in Canada
can identify the electron neutrinos because it is filled with
“heavy water”, which contains hydrogen nuclei with an extra
neutron. Small numbers of electron neutrinos react with the
heavy-hydrogen nuclei to produce fast electrons that create
Cerenkov radiation (figure 1).

By combining the data from SuperKamiokande and its own
experiment, the SNO collaboration determined how many
muon neutrinos or tau neutrinos were incident at the Japan-
ese detector. The SNO results also provided further evidence
for neutrino mass and confirmed that the total number of
neutrinos from the Sun agreed with theoretical calculations.

The implications of neutrino mass are so great that it is 
not surprising that particle physicists had been searching 
for direct evidence of its existence for over four decades. In
retrospect, it is easy to understand why these searches were
unsuccessful (figure 3). Since neutrinos travel at relativistic
speeds, the effect of their mass is so tiny that it cannot be
determined kinematically. Rather than search for neutrino
mass directly, experiments such as SuperKamiokande and
SNO have searched for effects that depend on the difference in
mass between one type of neutrino and another.

In some respects these experiments are analogous to inter-
ferometers, which are sensitive to tiny differences in frequency
between two interfering waves. Since a quantum particle can
be thought of as a wave with a frequency given by its energy
divided by Planck’s constant, interferometry can detect tiny
mass differences because the energy and frequency of the
particles depend on their mass.

Interferometry works in the case of neutrinos thanks to the
fact that the neutrinos created in nuclear reactions are actu-
ally mixtures of two different “mass eigenstates”. This means,
for example, that electron neutrinos slowly transform into 
tau neutrinos and back again. The amount of this “mixing” is

quantified by a mixing angle, θ. We can only detect interfer-
ence between two eigenstates with small mass differences if
the mixing angle is large enough. Although current experi-
ments have been unable to pin down the mass difference and
mixing angle, they have narrowed down the range of possi-
bilities (figure 4).

Implications of neutrino mass
Now that neutrinos do appear to have mass, we have to solve
two problems. The first is to overcome the contradiction be-
tween left-handedness and mass. The second is to understand
why the neutrino mass is so small compared with other parti-
cle masses – indeed, direct measurements indicate that elec-
trons are at least 500 000 times more massive than neutrinos.
When we thought that neutrinos did not have mass, these
problems were not an issue. But the tiny mass is a puzzle, and
there must be some deep reason why this is the case.

Basically, there are two ways to extend the Standard Model
in order to make neutrinos massive. One approach involves
new particles called Dirac neutrinos, while the other ap-
proach involves a completely different type of particle called
the Majorana neutrino.

The Dirac neutrino is a simple idea with a serious flaw. Ac-
cording to this approach, the reason that right-handed neut-
rinos have escaped detection so far is that their interactions are
at least 26 orders of magnitude weaker than ordinary neut-
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(a) According to the Higgs mechanism in the Standard Model, particles in the
vacuum acquire mass as they collide with the Higgs boson. Photons (γ) are
massless because they do not interact with the Higgs boson. All particles,
including electrons (e), muons (µ) and top quarks (t), change handedness
when they collide with the Higgs boson; left-handed particles become 
right-handed and vice versa. Experiments have shown that neutrinos (ν) are
always left-handed. Since right-handed neutrinos do not exist in the Standard
Model, the theory predicts that neutrinos can never acquire mass. (b) In one
extension to the Standard Model, left- and right-handed neutrinos exist.
These Dirac neutrinos acquire mass via the Higgs mechanism but 
right-handed neutrinos interact much more weakly than any other particles.
(c) According to another extension of the Standard Model, extremely heavy
right-handed neutrinos are created for a brief moment before they collide with
the Higgs boson to produce light left-handed Majorana neutrinos.
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rinos. The idea of the Dirac neutrino works in the sense that
we can generate neutrino masses via the Higgs mechanism
(figure 2b). However, it also suggests that neutrinos should have
similar masses to the other particles in the Standard Model. To
avoid this problem, we have to make the strength of neutrino
interactions with the Higgs boson at least 1012 times weaker
than that of the top quark. Few physicists accept such a tiny
number as a fundamental constant of nature.

An alternative way to make right-handed neutrinos ex-
tremely weakly interacting was proposed in 1998 by Nima
Arkani-Hamed at the Stanford Linear Accelerator Center,
Savas Dimopoulous of Stanford University, Gia Dvali of the
International Centre for Theoretical Physics in Trieste and
John March-Russell of CERN. They exploited an idea from
superstring theory in which the three dimensions of space
with which we are familiar are embedded in 10- or 11-dimen-
sional space–time. Like us, all the particles of the Standard
Model – electrons, quarks, left-handed neutrinos, the Higgs
boson and so on – are stuck on a three-dimensional “sheet”
called a three-brane.

One special property of right-handed neutrinos is that they
do not feel the electromagnetic force, or the strong and weak
forces. Arkani-Hamed and collaborators argued that right-
handed neutrinos are not trapped on the three-brane in the
same way that we are, rather they can move in the extra
dimensions. This mechanism explains why we have never
observed a right-handed neutrino and why their interactions
with other particles in the Standard Model are extremely
weak. The upshot of this approach is that neutrino masses
can be very small.

The second way to extend the Standard Model involves
particles that are called Majorana neutrinos. One advantage
of this approach is that we no longer have to invoke right-
handed neutrinos with extremely weak interactions. How-
ever, we do have to give up the fundamental distinction
between matter and antimatter. Although this sounds bizarre,
neutrinos and antineutrinos can be identical because they
have no electric charge.

Massive neutrinos sit naturally within this framework.
Recall the observer travelling at the speed of light who over-
takes a left-handed neutrino and sees a right-handed neut-
rino. Earlier we argued that the absence of right-handed
neutrinos means that neutrinos are massless. But if neutrinos
and antineutrinos are the same particle, then we can argue
that the observer really sees a right-handed antineutrino and
that the massive-neutrino hypothesis is therefore sound.

So how is neutrino mass generated? In this scheme, it is
possible for right-handed neutrinos to have a mass of their
own without relying on the Higgs boson. Unlike other quarks
and leptons, the mass of the right-handed neutrino, M, is not
tied to the mass scale of the Higgs boson. Rather, it can be
much heavier than other particles.

When a left-handed neutrino collides with the Higgs boson,
it acquires a mass, m, which is comparable to the mass of
other quarks and leptons. At the same time it transforms into
a right-handed neutrino, which is much heavier than energy
conservation would normally allow (figure 2c). However, the
Heisenberg uncertainty principle allows this state to exist for a
short time interval, ∆t, given by ∆t ~ h!/Mc2, after which the
particle transforms back into a left-handed neutrino with
mass m by colliding with the Higgs boson again. Put simply,
we can think of the neutrino as having an average mass of
m2/M over time.

This so-called seesaw mechanism can naturally give rise to
light neutrinos with normal-strength interactions. Normally
we would worry that neutrinos with a mass, m, that is similar
to the masses of quarks and leptons would be too heavy. How-
ever, we can still obtain light neutrinos if M is much larger
than the typical masses of quarks and leptons. Right-handed
neutrinos must therefore be very heavy, as predicted by grand-
unified theories that aim to combine electromagnetism with
the strong and weak interactions.

Current experiments suggest that these forces were unified
when the universe was about 10–32 m across. Due to the un-
certainty principle, the particles that were produced in such
small confines had a high momentum and thus a large mass.
It turns out that the distance scale of unification gives right-
handed neutrinos sufficient mass to produce light neutrinos
via the seesaw mechanism. In this way, the light neutrinos that
we observe in experiments can therefore probe new physics at
extremely short distances. Among the physics that neutrinos
could put on a firm footing is the theory of supersymmetry,
which theorists believe is needed to make unification happen
and to make the Higgs mechanism consistent down to such
short distance scales.

Why do we exist?
Abandoning the fundamental distinction between matter and
antimatter means that the two states can convert to each
other. It may also solve one of the biggest mysteries of our uni-
verse: where has all the antimatter gone? After the Big Bang,
the universe was filled with equal amounts of matter and anti-
matter, which annihilated as the universe cooled. However,
roughly one in every 10 billion particles of matter survived
and went on to create stars, galaxies and life on Earth. What
created this tiny excess of matter over antimatter so that we
can exist?

With Majorana neutrinos it is possible to explain what
caused the excess matter. The hot Big Bang produced heavy
right-handed neutrinos that eventually decayed into their
lighter left-handed counterparts. As the universe cooled, there
was insufficient energy to produce further massive neutrinos.
Being an antiparticle in its own right, these Majorana neut-
rinos decayed into left-handed neutrinos or right-handed
antineutrinos together with Higgs bosons, which underwent
further decays into heavy quarks. Even slight differences in the
probabilities of the decays into matter and antimatter would
have left the universe with an excess of matter.
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rinos. These neutrinos interact with atomic nuclei in the
water to produce electrons, muons or tau leptons that travel
faster than the speed of light in water to produce a shock wave
of light called Cerenkov radiation. This radiation can be
detected by sensitive photomultiplier tubes surrounding the
water tank.

From these signals, the SuperKamiokande team could also
determine the directions from which the neutrinos came.
Since the Earth is essentially transparent to neutrinos, those
produced high in the atmosphere on the opposite side of the
planet can reach the detector without any problems. The
team discovered that about half of the atmospheric neutrinos
from the other side of the Earth were lost, while those from
above were not. The most likely interpretation of this result is
that the muon neutrinos converted or “oscillated” to tau neut-
rinos as they passed through the Earth. SuperKamiokande is
unable to identify tau neutrinos. The particles coming from
the other side of the Earth have more opportunity to oscillate
than those coming from above. Moreover, if neutrinos con-
vert to something else by their own accord, we conclude that
they must be travelling slower than the speed of light and
therefore must have a mass.

SuperKamiokande was also used to monitor solar neut-
rinos. The fusion reactions that take place in the Sun only
produce electron neutrinos, but these can subsequently oscil-
late into both muon and tau neutrinos. Though the experi-
ment was able to detect the solar neutrinos, it was unable 
to distinguish between the different neutrino types. In con-
trast, the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory (SNO) in Canada
can identify the electron neutrinos because it is filled with
“heavy water”, which contains hydrogen nuclei with an extra
neutron. Small numbers of electron neutrinos react with the
heavy-hydrogen nuclei to produce fast electrons that create
Cerenkov radiation (figure 1).

By combining the data from SuperKamiokande and its own
experiment, the SNO collaboration determined how many
muon neutrinos or tau neutrinos were incident at the Japan-
ese detector. The SNO results also provided further evidence
for neutrino mass and confirmed that the total number of
neutrinos from the Sun agreed with theoretical calculations.

The implications of neutrino mass are so great that it is 
not surprising that particle physicists had been searching 
for direct evidence of its existence for over four decades. In
retrospect, it is easy to understand why these searches were
unsuccessful (figure 3). Since neutrinos travel at relativistic
speeds, the effect of their mass is so tiny that it cannot be
determined kinematically. Rather than search for neutrino
mass directly, experiments such as SuperKamiokande and
SNO have searched for effects that depend on the difference in
mass between one type of neutrino and another.

In some respects these experiments are analogous to inter-
ferometers, which are sensitive to tiny differences in frequency
between two interfering waves. Since a quantum particle can
be thought of as a wave with a frequency given by its energy
divided by Planck’s constant, interferometry can detect tiny
mass differences because the energy and frequency of the
particles depend on their mass.

Interferometry works in the case of neutrinos thanks to the
fact that the neutrinos created in nuclear reactions are actu-
ally mixtures of two different “mass eigenstates”. This means,
for example, that electron neutrinos slowly transform into 
tau neutrinos and back again. The amount of this “mixing” is

quantified by a mixing angle, θ. We can only detect interfer-
ence between two eigenstates with small mass differences if
the mixing angle is large enough. Although current experi-
ments have been unable to pin down the mass difference and
mixing angle, they have narrowed down the range of possi-
bilities (figure 4).

Implications of neutrino mass
Now that neutrinos do appear to have mass, we have to solve
two problems. The first is to overcome the contradiction be-
tween left-handedness and mass. The second is to understand
why the neutrino mass is so small compared with other parti-
cle masses – indeed, direct measurements indicate that elec-
trons are at least 500 000 times more massive than neutrinos.
When we thought that neutrinos did not have mass, these
problems were not an issue. But the tiny mass is a puzzle, and
there must be some deep reason why this is the case.

Basically, there are two ways to extend the Standard Model
in order to make neutrinos massive. One approach involves
new particles called Dirac neutrinos, while the other ap-
proach involves a completely different type of particle called
the Majorana neutrino.

The Dirac neutrino is a simple idea with a serious flaw. Ac-
cording to this approach, the reason that right-handed neut-
rinos have escaped detection so far is that their interactions are
at least 26 orders of magnitude weaker than ordinary neut-
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(a) According to the Higgs mechanism in the Standard Model, particles in the
vacuum acquire mass as they collide with the Higgs boson. Photons (γ) are
massless because they do not interact with the Higgs boson. All particles,
including electrons (e), muons (µ) and top quarks (t), change handedness
when they collide with the Higgs boson; left-handed particles become 
right-handed and vice versa. Experiments have shown that neutrinos (ν) are
always left-handed. Since right-handed neutrinos do not exist in the Standard
Model, the theory predicts that neutrinos can never acquire mass. (b) In one
extension to the Standard Model, left- and right-handed neutrinos exist.
These Dirac neutrinos acquire mass via the Higgs mechanism but 
right-handed neutrinos interact much more weakly than any other particles.
(c) According to another extension of the Standard Model, extremely heavy
right-handed neutrinos are created for a brief moment before they collide with
the Higgs boson to produce light left-handed Majorana neutrinos.
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rinos. These neutrinos interact with atomic nuclei in the
water to produce electrons, muons or tau leptons that travel
faster than the speed of light in water to produce a shock wave
of light called Cerenkov radiation. This radiation can be
detected by sensitive photomultiplier tubes surrounding the
water tank.

From these signals, the SuperKamiokande team could also
determine the directions from which the neutrinos came.
Since the Earth is essentially transparent to neutrinos, those
produced high in the atmosphere on the opposite side of the
planet can reach the detector without any problems. The
team discovered that about half of the atmospheric neutrinos
from the other side of the Earth were lost, while those from
above were not. The most likely interpretation of this result is
that the muon neutrinos converted or “oscillated” to tau neut-
rinos as they passed through the Earth. SuperKamiokande is
unable to identify tau neutrinos. The particles coming from
the other side of the Earth have more opportunity to oscillate
than those coming from above. Moreover, if neutrinos con-
vert to something else by their own accord, we conclude that
they must be travelling slower than the speed of light and
therefore must have a mass.

SuperKamiokande was also used to monitor solar neut-
rinos. The fusion reactions that take place in the Sun only
produce electron neutrinos, but these can subsequently oscil-
late into both muon and tau neutrinos. Though the experi-
ment was able to detect the solar neutrinos, it was unable 
to distinguish between the different neutrino types. In con-
trast, the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory (SNO) in Canada
can identify the electron neutrinos because it is filled with
“heavy water”, which contains hydrogen nuclei with an extra
neutron. Small numbers of electron neutrinos react with the
heavy-hydrogen nuclei to produce fast electrons that create
Cerenkov radiation (figure 1).

By combining the data from SuperKamiokande and its own
experiment, the SNO collaboration determined how many
muon neutrinos or tau neutrinos were incident at the Japan-
ese detector. The SNO results also provided further evidence
for neutrino mass and confirmed that the total number of
neutrinos from the Sun agreed with theoretical calculations.

The implications of neutrino mass are so great that it is 
not surprising that particle physicists had been searching 
for direct evidence of its existence for over four decades. In
retrospect, it is easy to understand why these searches were
unsuccessful (figure 3). Since neutrinos travel at relativistic
speeds, the effect of their mass is so tiny that it cannot be
determined kinematically. Rather than search for neutrino
mass directly, experiments such as SuperKamiokande and
SNO have searched for effects that depend on the difference in
mass between one type of neutrino and another.

In some respects these experiments are analogous to inter-
ferometers, which are sensitive to tiny differences in frequency
between two interfering waves. Since a quantum particle can
be thought of as a wave with a frequency given by its energy
divided by Planck’s constant, interferometry can detect tiny
mass differences because the energy and frequency of the
particles depend on their mass.

Interferometry works in the case of neutrinos thanks to the
fact that the neutrinos created in nuclear reactions are actu-
ally mixtures of two different “mass eigenstates”. This means,
for example, that electron neutrinos slowly transform into 
tau neutrinos and back again. The amount of this “mixing” is

quantified by a mixing angle, θ. We can only detect interfer-
ence between two eigenstates with small mass differences if
the mixing angle is large enough. Although current experi-
ments have been unable to pin down the mass difference and
mixing angle, they have narrowed down the range of possi-
bilities (figure 4).

Implications of neutrino mass
Now that neutrinos do appear to have mass, we have to solve
two problems. The first is to overcome the contradiction be-
tween left-handedness and mass. The second is to understand
why the neutrino mass is so small compared with other parti-
cle masses – indeed, direct measurements indicate that elec-
trons are at least 500 000 times more massive than neutrinos.
When we thought that neutrinos did not have mass, these
problems were not an issue. But the tiny mass is a puzzle, and
there must be some deep reason why this is the case.

Basically, there are two ways to extend the Standard Model
in order to make neutrinos massive. One approach involves
new particles called Dirac neutrinos, while the other ap-
proach involves a completely different type of particle called
the Majorana neutrino.

The Dirac neutrino is a simple idea with a serious flaw. Ac-
cording to this approach, the reason that right-handed neut-
rinos have escaped detection so far is that their interactions are
at least 26 orders of magnitude weaker than ordinary neut-
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(a) According to the Higgs mechanism in the Standard Model, particles in the
vacuum acquire mass as they collide with the Higgs boson. Photons (γ) are
massless because they do not interact with the Higgs boson. All particles,
including electrons (e), muons (µ) and top quarks (t), change handedness
when they collide with the Higgs boson; left-handed particles become 
right-handed and vice versa. Experiments have shown that neutrinos (ν) are
always left-handed. Since right-handed neutrinos do not exist in the Standard
Model, the theory predicts that neutrinos can never acquire mass. (b) In one
extension to the Standard Model, left- and right-handed neutrinos exist.
These Dirac neutrinos acquire mass via the Higgs mechanism but 
right-handed neutrinos interact much more weakly than any other particles.
(c) According to another extension of the Standard Model, extremely heavy
right-handed neutrinos are created for a brief moment before they collide with
the Higgs boson to produce light left-handed Majorana neutrinos.
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rinos. The idea of the Dirac neutrino works in the sense that
we can generate neutrino masses via the Higgs mechanism
(figure 2b). However, it also suggests that neutrinos should have
similar masses to the other particles in the Standard Model. To
avoid this problem, we have to make the strength of neutrino
interactions with the Higgs boson at least 1012 times weaker
than that of the top quark. Few physicists accept such a tiny
number as a fundamental constant of nature.

An alternative way to make right-handed neutrinos ex-
tremely weakly interacting was proposed in 1998 by Nima
Arkani-Hamed at the Stanford Linear Accelerator Center,
Savas Dimopoulous of Stanford University, Gia Dvali of the
International Centre for Theoretical Physics in Trieste and
John March-Russell of CERN. They exploited an idea from
superstring theory in which the three dimensions of space
with which we are familiar are embedded in 10- or 11-dimen-
sional space–time. Like us, all the particles of the Standard
Model – electrons, quarks, left-handed neutrinos, the Higgs
boson and so on – are stuck on a three-dimensional “sheet”
called a three-brane.

One special property of right-handed neutrinos is that they
do not feel the electromagnetic force, or the strong and weak
forces. Arkani-Hamed and collaborators argued that right-
handed neutrinos are not trapped on the three-brane in the
same way that we are, rather they can move in the extra
dimensions. This mechanism explains why we have never
observed a right-handed neutrino and why their interactions
with other particles in the Standard Model are extremely
weak. The upshot of this approach is that neutrino masses
can be very small.

The second way to extend the Standard Model involves
particles that are called Majorana neutrinos. One advantage
of this approach is that we no longer have to invoke right-
handed neutrinos with extremely weak interactions. How-
ever, we do have to give up the fundamental distinction
between matter and antimatter. Although this sounds bizarre,
neutrinos and antineutrinos can be identical because they
have no electric charge.

Massive neutrinos sit naturally within this framework.
Recall the observer travelling at the speed of light who over-
takes a left-handed neutrino and sees a right-handed neut-
rino. Earlier we argued that the absence of right-handed
neutrinos means that neutrinos are massless. But if neutrinos
and antineutrinos are the same particle, then we can argue
that the observer really sees a right-handed antineutrino and
that the massive-neutrino hypothesis is therefore sound.

So how is neutrino mass generated? In this scheme, it is
possible for right-handed neutrinos to have a mass of their
own without relying on the Higgs boson. Unlike other quarks
and leptons, the mass of the right-handed neutrino, M, is not
tied to the mass scale of the Higgs boson. Rather, it can be
much heavier than other particles.

When a left-handed neutrino collides with the Higgs boson,
it acquires a mass, m, which is comparable to the mass of
other quarks and leptons. At the same time it transforms into
a right-handed neutrino, which is much heavier than energy
conservation would normally allow (figure 2c). However, the
Heisenberg uncertainty principle allows this state to exist for a
short time interval, ∆t, given by ∆t ~ h!/Mc2, after which the
particle transforms back into a left-handed neutrino with
mass m by colliding with the Higgs boson again. Put simply,
we can think of the neutrino as having an average mass of
m2/M over time.

This so-called seesaw mechanism can naturally give rise to
light neutrinos with normal-strength interactions. Normally
we would worry that neutrinos with a mass, m, that is similar
to the masses of quarks and leptons would be too heavy. How-
ever, we can still obtain light neutrinos if M is much larger
than the typical masses of quarks and leptons. Right-handed
neutrinos must therefore be very heavy, as predicted by grand-
unified theories that aim to combine electromagnetism with
the strong and weak interactions.

Current experiments suggest that these forces were unified
when the universe was about 10–32 m across. Due to the un-
certainty principle, the particles that were produced in such
small confines had a high momentum and thus a large mass.
It turns out that the distance scale of unification gives right-
handed neutrinos sufficient mass to produce light neutrinos
via the seesaw mechanism. In this way, the light neutrinos that
we observe in experiments can therefore probe new physics at
extremely short distances. Among the physics that neutrinos
could put on a firm footing is the theory of supersymmetry,
which theorists believe is needed to make unification happen
and to make the Higgs mechanism consistent down to such
short distance scales.

Why do we exist?
Abandoning the fundamental distinction between matter and
antimatter means that the two states can convert to each
other. It may also solve one of the biggest mysteries of our uni-
verse: where has all the antimatter gone? After the Big Bang,
the universe was filled with equal amounts of matter and anti-
matter, which annihilated as the universe cooled. However,
roughly one in every 10 billion particles of matter survived
and went on to create stars, galaxies and life on Earth. What
created this tiny excess of matter over antimatter so that we
can exist?

With Majorana neutrinos it is possible to explain what
caused the excess matter. The hot Big Bang produced heavy
right-handed neutrinos that eventually decayed into their
lighter left-handed counterparts. As the universe cooled, there
was insufficient energy to produce further massive neutrinos.
Being an antiparticle in its own right, these Majorana neut-
rinos decayed into left-handed neutrinos or right-handed
antineutrinos together with Higgs bosons, which underwent
further decays into heavy quarks. Even slight differences in the
probabilities of the decays into matter and antimatter would
have left the universe with an excess of matter.
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rinos. These neutrinos interact with atomic nuclei in the
water to produce electrons, muons or tau leptons that travel
faster than the speed of light in water to produce a shock wave
of light called Cerenkov radiation. This radiation can be
detected by sensitive photomultiplier tubes surrounding the
water tank.

From these signals, the SuperKamiokande team could also
determine the directions from which the neutrinos came.
Since the Earth is essentially transparent to neutrinos, those
produced high in the atmosphere on the opposite side of the
planet can reach the detector without any problems. The
team discovered that about half of the atmospheric neutrinos
from the other side of the Earth were lost, while those from
above were not. The most likely interpretation of this result is
that the muon neutrinos converted or “oscillated” to tau neut-
rinos as they passed through the Earth. SuperKamiokande is
unable to identify tau neutrinos. The particles coming from
the other side of the Earth have more opportunity to oscillate
than those coming from above. Moreover, if neutrinos con-
vert to something else by their own accord, we conclude that
they must be travelling slower than the speed of light and
therefore must have a mass.

SuperKamiokande was also used to monitor solar neut-
rinos. The fusion reactions that take place in the Sun only
produce electron neutrinos, but these can subsequently oscil-
late into both muon and tau neutrinos. Though the experi-
ment was able to detect the solar neutrinos, it was unable 
to distinguish between the different neutrino types. In con-
trast, the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory (SNO) in Canada
can identify the electron neutrinos because it is filled with
“heavy water”, which contains hydrogen nuclei with an extra
neutron. Small numbers of electron neutrinos react with the
heavy-hydrogen nuclei to produce fast electrons that create
Cerenkov radiation (figure 1).

By combining the data from SuperKamiokande and its own
experiment, the SNO collaboration determined how many
muon neutrinos or tau neutrinos were incident at the Japan-
ese detector. The SNO results also provided further evidence
for neutrino mass and confirmed that the total number of
neutrinos from the Sun agreed with theoretical calculations.

The implications of neutrino mass are so great that it is 
not surprising that particle physicists had been searching 
for direct evidence of its existence for over four decades. In
retrospect, it is easy to understand why these searches were
unsuccessful (figure 3). Since neutrinos travel at relativistic
speeds, the effect of their mass is so tiny that it cannot be
determined kinematically. Rather than search for neutrino
mass directly, experiments such as SuperKamiokande and
SNO have searched for effects that depend on the difference in
mass between one type of neutrino and another.

In some respects these experiments are analogous to inter-
ferometers, which are sensitive to tiny differences in frequency
between two interfering waves. Since a quantum particle can
be thought of as a wave with a frequency given by its energy
divided by Planck’s constant, interferometry can detect tiny
mass differences because the energy and frequency of the
particles depend on their mass.

Interferometry works in the case of neutrinos thanks to the
fact that the neutrinos created in nuclear reactions are actu-
ally mixtures of two different “mass eigenstates”. This means,
for example, that electron neutrinos slowly transform into 
tau neutrinos and back again. The amount of this “mixing” is

quantified by a mixing angle, θ. We can only detect interfer-
ence between two eigenstates with small mass differences if
the mixing angle is large enough. Although current experi-
ments have been unable to pin down the mass difference and
mixing angle, they have narrowed down the range of possi-
bilities (figure 4).

Implications of neutrino mass
Now that neutrinos do appear to have mass, we have to solve
two problems. The first is to overcome the contradiction be-
tween left-handedness and mass. The second is to understand
why the neutrino mass is so small compared with other parti-
cle masses – indeed, direct measurements indicate that elec-
trons are at least 500 000 times more massive than neutrinos.
When we thought that neutrinos did not have mass, these
problems were not an issue. But the tiny mass is a puzzle, and
there must be some deep reason why this is the case.

Basically, there are two ways to extend the Standard Model
in order to make neutrinos massive. One approach involves
new particles called Dirac neutrinos, while the other ap-
proach involves a completely different type of particle called
the Majorana neutrino.

The Dirac neutrino is a simple idea with a serious flaw. Ac-
cording to this approach, the reason that right-handed neut-
rinos have escaped detection so far is that their interactions are
at least 26 orders of magnitude weaker than ordinary neut-
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(a) According to the Higgs mechanism in the Standard Model, particles in the
vacuum acquire mass as they collide with the Higgs boson. Photons (γ) are
massless because they do not interact with the Higgs boson. All particles,
including electrons (e), muons (µ) and top quarks (t), change handedness
when they collide with the Higgs boson; left-handed particles become 
right-handed and vice versa. Experiments have shown that neutrinos (ν) are
always left-handed. Since right-handed neutrinos do not exist in the Standard
Model, the theory predicts that neutrinos can never acquire mass. (b) In one
extension to the Standard Model, left- and right-handed neutrinos exist.
These Dirac neutrinos acquire mass via the Higgs mechanism but 
right-handed neutrinos interact much more weakly than any other particles.
(c) According to another extension of the Standard Model, extremely heavy
right-handed neutrinos are created for a brief moment before they collide with
the Higgs boson to produce light left-handed Majorana neutrinos.
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rinos. These neutrinos interact with atomic nuclei in the
water to produce electrons, muons or tau leptons that travel
faster than the speed of light in water to produce a shock wave
of light called Cerenkov radiation. This radiation can be
detected by sensitive photomultiplier tubes surrounding the
water tank.

From these signals, the SuperKamiokande team could also
determine the directions from which the neutrinos came.
Since the Earth is essentially transparent to neutrinos, those
produced high in the atmosphere on the opposite side of the
planet can reach the detector without any problems. The
team discovered that about half of the atmospheric neutrinos
from the other side of the Earth were lost, while those from
above were not. The most likely interpretation of this result is
that the muon neutrinos converted or “oscillated” to tau neut-
rinos as they passed through the Earth. SuperKamiokande is
unable to identify tau neutrinos. The particles coming from
the other side of the Earth have more opportunity to oscillate
than those coming from above. Moreover, if neutrinos con-
vert to something else by their own accord, we conclude that
they must be travelling slower than the speed of light and
therefore must have a mass.

SuperKamiokande was also used to monitor solar neut-
rinos. The fusion reactions that take place in the Sun only
produce electron neutrinos, but these can subsequently oscil-
late into both muon and tau neutrinos. Though the experi-
ment was able to detect the solar neutrinos, it was unable 
to distinguish between the different neutrino types. In con-
trast, the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory (SNO) in Canada
can identify the electron neutrinos because it is filled with
“heavy water”, which contains hydrogen nuclei with an extra
neutron. Small numbers of electron neutrinos react with the
heavy-hydrogen nuclei to produce fast electrons that create
Cerenkov radiation (figure 1).

By combining the data from SuperKamiokande and its own
experiment, the SNO collaboration determined how many
muon neutrinos or tau neutrinos were incident at the Japan-
ese detector. The SNO results also provided further evidence
for neutrino mass and confirmed that the total number of
neutrinos from the Sun agreed with theoretical calculations.

The implications of neutrino mass are so great that it is 
not surprising that particle physicists had been searching 
for direct evidence of its existence for over four decades. In
retrospect, it is easy to understand why these searches were
unsuccessful (figure 3). Since neutrinos travel at relativistic
speeds, the effect of their mass is so tiny that it cannot be
determined kinematically. Rather than search for neutrino
mass directly, experiments such as SuperKamiokande and
SNO have searched for effects that depend on the difference in
mass between one type of neutrino and another.

In some respects these experiments are analogous to inter-
ferometers, which are sensitive to tiny differences in frequency
between two interfering waves. Since a quantum particle can
be thought of as a wave with a frequency given by its energy
divided by Planck’s constant, interferometry can detect tiny
mass differences because the energy and frequency of the
particles depend on their mass.

Interferometry works in the case of neutrinos thanks to the
fact that the neutrinos created in nuclear reactions are actu-
ally mixtures of two different “mass eigenstates”. This means,
for example, that electron neutrinos slowly transform into 
tau neutrinos and back again. The amount of this “mixing” is

quantified by a mixing angle, θ. We can only detect interfer-
ence between two eigenstates with small mass differences if
the mixing angle is large enough. Although current experi-
ments have been unable to pin down the mass difference and
mixing angle, they have narrowed down the range of possi-
bilities (figure 4).

Implications of neutrino mass
Now that neutrinos do appear to have mass, we have to solve
two problems. The first is to overcome the contradiction be-
tween left-handedness and mass. The second is to understand
why the neutrino mass is so small compared with other parti-
cle masses – indeed, direct measurements indicate that elec-
trons are at least 500 000 times more massive than neutrinos.
When we thought that neutrinos did not have mass, these
problems were not an issue. But the tiny mass is a puzzle, and
there must be some deep reason why this is the case.

Basically, there are two ways to extend the Standard Model
in order to make neutrinos massive. One approach involves
new particles called Dirac neutrinos, while the other ap-
proach involves a completely different type of particle called
the Majorana neutrino.

The Dirac neutrino is a simple idea with a serious flaw. Ac-
cording to this approach, the reason that right-handed neut-
rinos have escaped detection so far is that their interactions are
at least 26 orders of magnitude weaker than ordinary neut-
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(a) According to the Higgs mechanism in the Standard Model, particles in the
vacuum acquire mass as they collide with the Higgs boson. Photons (γ) are
massless because they do not interact with the Higgs boson. All particles,
including electrons (e), muons (µ) and top quarks (t), change handedness
when they collide with the Higgs boson; left-handed particles become 
right-handed and vice versa. Experiments have shown that neutrinos (ν) are
always left-handed. Since right-handed neutrinos do not exist in the Standard
Model, the theory predicts that neutrinos can never acquire mass. (b) In one
extension to the Standard Model, left- and right-handed neutrinos exist.
These Dirac neutrinos acquire mass via the Higgs mechanism but 
right-handed neutrinos interact much more weakly than any other particles.
(c) According to another extension of the Standard Model, extremely heavy
right-handed neutrinos are created for a brief moment before they collide with
the Higgs boson to produce light left-handed Majorana neutrinos.
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rinos. The idea of the Dirac neutrino works in the sense that
we can generate neutrino masses via the Higgs mechanism
(figure 2b). However, it also suggests that neutrinos should have
similar masses to the other particles in the Standard Model. To
avoid this problem, we have to make the strength of neutrino
interactions with the Higgs boson at least 1012 times weaker
than that of the top quark. Few physicists accept such a tiny
number as a fundamental constant of nature.

An alternative way to make right-handed neutrinos ex-
tremely weakly interacting was proposed in 1998 by Nima
Arkani-Hamed at the Stanford Linear Accelerator Center,
Savas Dimopoulous of Stanford University, Gia Dvali of the
International Centre for Theoretical Physics in Trieste and
John March-Russell of CERN. They exploited an idea from
superstring theory in which the three dimensions of space
with which we are familiar are embedded in 10- or 11-dimen-
sional space–time. Like us, all the particles of the Standard
Model – electrons, quarks, left-handed neutrinos, the Higgs
boson and so on – are stuck on a three-dimensional “sheet”
called a three-brane.

One special property of right-handed neutrinos is that they
do not feel the electromagnetic force, or the strong and weak
forces. Arkani-Hamed and collaborators argued that right-
handed neutrinos are not trapped on the three-brane in the
same way that we are, rather they can move in the extra
dimensions. This mechanism explains why we have never
observed a right-handed neutrino and why their interactions
with other particles in the Standard Model are extremely
weak. The upshot of this approach is that neutrino masses
can be very small.

The second way to extend the Standard Model involves
particles that are called Majorana neutrinos. One advantage
of this approach is that we no longer have to invoke right-
handed neutrinos with extremely weak interactions. How-
ever, we do have to give up the fundamental distinction
between matter and antimatter. Although this sounds bizarre,
neutrinos and antineutrinos can be identical because they
have no electric charge.

Massive neutrinos sit naturally within this framework.
Recall the observer travelling at the speed of light who over-
takes a left-handed neutrino and sees a right-handed neut-
rino. Earlier we argued that the absence of right-handed
neutrinos means that neutrinos are massless. But if neutrinos
and antineutrinos are the same particle, then we can argue
that the observer really sees a right-handed antineutrino and
that the massive-neutrino hypothesis is therefore sound.

So how is neutrino mass generated? In this scheme, it is
possible for right-handed neutrinos to have a mass of their
own without relying on the Higgs boson. Unlike other quarks
and leptons, the mass of the right-handed neutrino, M, is not
tied to the mass scale of the Higgs boson. Rather, it can be
much heavier than other particles.

When a left-handed neutrino collides with the Higgs boson,
it acquires a mass, m, which is comparable to the mass of
other quarks and leptons. At the same time it transforms into
a right-handed neutrino, which is much heavier than energy
conservation would normally allow (figure 2c). However, the
Heisenberg uncertainty principle allows this state to exist for a
short time interval, ∆t, given by ∆t ~ h!/Mc2, after which the
particle transforms back into a left-handed neutrino with
mass m by colliding with the Higgs boson again. Put simply,
we can think of the neutrino as having an average mass of
m2/M over time.

This so-called seesaw mechanism can naturally give rise to
light neutrinos with normal-strength interactions. Normally
we would worry that neutrinos with a mass, m, that is similar
to the masses of quarks and leptons would be too heavy. How-
ever, we can still obtain light neutrinos if M is much larger
than the typical masses of quarks and leptons. Right-handed
neutrinos must therefore be very heavy, as predicted by grand-
unified theories that aim to combine electromagnetism with
the strong and weak interactions.

Current experiments suggest that these forces were unified
when the universe was about 10–32 m across. Due to the un-
certainty principle, the particles that were produced in such
small confines had a high momentum and thus a large mass.
It turns out that the distance scale of unification gives right-
handed neutrinos sufficient mass to produce light neutrinos
via the seesaw mechanism. In this way, the light neutrinos that
we observe in experiments can therefore probe new physics at
extremely short distances. Among the physics that neutrinos
could put on a firm footing is the theory of supersymmetry,
which theorists believe is needed to make unification happen
and to make the Higgs mechanism consistent down to such
short distance scales.

Why do we exist?
Abandoning the fundamental distinction between matter and
antimatter means that the two states can convert to each
other. It may also solve one of the biggest mysteries of our uni-
verse: where has all the antimatter gone? After the Big Bang,
the universe was filled with equal amounts of matter and anti-
matter, which annihilated as the universe cooled. However,
roughly one in every 10 billion particles of matter survived
and went on to create stars, galaxies and life on Earth. What
created this tiny excess of matter over antimatter so that we
can exist?

With Majorana neutrinos it is possible to explain what
caused the excess matter. The hot Big Bang produced heavy
right-handed neutrinos that eventually decayed into their
lighter left-handed counterparts. As the universe cooled, there
was insufficient energy to produce further massive neutrinos.
Being an antiparticle in its own right, these Majorana neut-
rinos decayed into left-handed neutrinos or right-handed
antineutrinos together with Higgs bosons, which underwent
further decays into heavy quarks. Even slight differences in the
probabilities of the decays into matter and antimatter would
have left the universe with an excess of matter.

3 Fermions weigh in
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fermion masses

A comparison of the masses of all the fundamental fermions, particles with
spin h!/2. Other than the neutrino, the lightest fermion is the electron, with a
mass of 0.5 MeV c–2. Neutrino-oscillation experiments do not measure the
mass of neutrinos directly, rather the mass difference between the different
types of neutrino. But by assuming that neutrino masses are similar to this
mass difference, we can place upper limits on the mass of a few hundred
millielectron-volts.

Standard Model 
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Left-Handed Majorana 
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← the anomalous ν mass scale

Mysterious Neutrinos
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Key Questions
• Is neutrino its own antiparticle ?

" Is Lepton Number conserved ? 
• How light is it ? 

" Direct measurements, astrophysical constraints, 
neutrinoless double-beta decay 

• How are the masses arranged (hierarchy)
" Long-baseline oscillation measurements, also reactor, 

atmospheric neutrino experiments and cosmology
• Is there a neutrino-antineutrino asymmetry ?
!These questions define research directions in  

neutrino physics for the next two decades 
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• Orientation of spin relative to momentum

• If a particle has mass, can always boost to a frame in which helicity 
flips

• Discovery of non-zero neutrino mass                                                   
⇒ can have a RH ν (or LH ν)

An Aside: Helicity

RH LH

ν

Thanks to J. Conrad, L. Winslow, G.D. Orebi Gann 
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Lepton Number
• Neutrino: only known fermion with 0 

charge; could be its own antiparticle
" But experimentally, ν and ν behave 

differently
!37Cl + νe ⇏ 37Ar + e–  (Ray Davis @ 

Savanna River)

• Define νe and νe by interaction with 
charged leptons (e±)

• Introduce a conserved ‘charge’                
⇒ lepton number

Lepton Lepton 
number

e- +1

e+ -1

νe +1
νe -1
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Dirac vs Majorana Neutrinos
• Neutrino: only known fermion with 0 

charge; could be its own antiparticle
" But experimentally, ν and ν behave 

differently
" Also, νLH and νRH behave differently

!Weak interactions violate parity
!Are these phenomena related ? 
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Dirac vs Majorana Neutrinos
• Neutrino: only known fermion with 0 

charge; could be its own antiparticle
" But experimentally, ν and ν behave 

differently
" Also, νLH and νRH behave differently

!Weak interactions violate parity
!Are these phenomena related ? 

Lepton Lepton 
number

e- +1

e+ -1

νe +1
νe -1

38

_

_

Majorana: 
different helicity states

W.Haxton



08/31/2016 290E: Neutrinos 

• Understand how neutrinos acquire mass is of fundamental 
importance

39

Dirac vs Majorana Neutrinos

• Dirac
" Requires new fundamental global 

symmetry U(1)lepton number 
!New physics ?
!Matter and antimatter are 

fundamentally different 

• Majorana
" Cannot be explained by “standard” 

Higgs Yukawa coupling 
!New physics ?
! Potentially sensitive to very high 

mass scales
! Can generate matter⇔antimatter 

transitions 
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• Observation of 0νββ  would mean
" Lepton number violation
" Neutrinos are Majorana particles
" Rate measures (effective) electron neutrino mass

SM 2νββ decay τ ≥ 1019 y 0νββ τ ≥ 1025 y

Neutrinoless Double-Beta Decay

The measurable quantity is the half life:
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DBD and Neutrino Mass
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The measurable quantity is the half life:
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Γ =  1/τ = GF
2Φ(Q,Z) |M0ν|2 <mββ>

2

0νββ 
rate

 Phase  
space∝ Q5 Nuclear  

matrix element
Effective  

neutrino mass

high Q candidates preferred

large phase space low background

238U  γ end at 2.4 MeV
232Th γ end at 2.6 MeV

[2039 keV (76Ge) ⇔ 4271 keV (48Ca)] 
                         

0νββ Rate and Neutrino Mass

2νββ 
continuum

0νββ peak

sum electron energy / Q
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τ0ν~1024–1026 years: large mass and extremely low backgrounds needed (underground labs, ultra 
purity materials, active rejection of backgrounds) 
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0νββ signals & sensitivity
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Experimental Sensitivity

Experimental challenge: 
# Increase Mass (200-1000 kg for current experiments): $$, R&D
# Increase Isotopic Abundance: $$ 
# Decrease Bkg (ultimately to 2νββ limit): radiopurity, active rejection 
# Decrease 𝛥E: technology choice
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0νββ Detection Techniques

28

Ionization 
Crystals:  
GERDA

MAJORANA

Tracking & Cal:  
SuperNEMO  

Scintillation  
 Liquid:  

KamLAND ZEN 
SNO+

 
CUPID (LUCIFER

LUMINEU, …)

TPC:  
EXO  

 NEXT

Phonons

Bolometer:
CUORE

J.F. Wilkerson

Source external to detector
(NEMO, SuperNEMO)

Source internal to detector
(most common)
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Near future experiments
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Exciting future ahead !


