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Searching for neutrinoless double beta decay is the only known practical method for 
trying to determine whether neutrinos are their own anitparticles. The theoretical moti­

vation for supposing that they may indeed be their own antiparticles is described. The 
reason that it is so difficult to ascertain experimentally whether they are or not is ex­

plained, as is the special sensitivity of neutrinoless double beta decay. The potential 
implications of the observation of this reaction for neutrino mass and for the physics of 

neutrinos is discussed. 
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Why search for double beta decay? For that matter, what !§ double beta decay? 

Perhaps the most interesting variety of this nuclear process is the neutrinoless variety 

(A, Z) --+ (A, Z + 2) + 2e-, in which a nucleus with A nucleons and Z protons decays 

into another nucleus with two additional protons by emitting two electrons but nothing 

else. This decay is very interesting because its observation would imply that neutrinos 

are their own antiparticles and that they have mass. 

Why should we expect that neutrinos may have nonzero masses? One reason is that 

from the standpoint of the grand unified theories which unify the strong, electromagnetic, 

and weak forces, it is more natural for neutrinos to be massive than to be massless. This 

is for a trivial reason. In any grand unified theory, one places a given neutrino in a family 

(a multiplet of some group) together with a charged lepton and with quarks of various 

charges. Now, it is known experimentally that, apart from the neutrino, every particle in 

such a family has a nonzero mass. Thus, the neutrino would have to be exceptional to be 

massless. 

Let us assume that neutrinos do have mass. Then we must understand why they are 

so light compared to the other fundamental fermions-the charged leptons and quarks. 

The most popular explanation of this fact suggests that neutrinos are their own antipar­

ticles. This possibility is not open to the other fundamental fermions because they are all 

electrically charged. Thus, neutrinos may differ in a basic way from the charged leptons 

and quarks, and perhaps this difference is the origin of their relative lightness. 

A neutrino which is its own antiparticle is referred to as a Majorana neutrino, and 

one which is not as a Dirac neutrino. Since the world is presumably CPT-invariant, but 

definitely not C-invariant, one must define a Majorana neutrino in terms of its behavior 

under CPT. A Majorana neutrino at rest goes into itself under CPT, apart from a spin 

reversal caused by the time-reversal operator T. Such a neutrino has just two states: spin 

up and spin down. By contrast, a Dirac neutrino has four states: two spin states for the 

neutrino, and an additional two for the antineutrino. 

In the popular explanation1 of the relative lightness of neutrinos, a four-state Dirac 

neutrino vD is split into a pair of two-state Majorana neutrinos, vM and NM. One of 

these Majorana neutrinos, vM, is light, and is identified as one of the familiar neutrinos. 

The other, NM, is heavy, with a mass which is generally pictured as being above 10 GeV. 
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In this scheme, it is natural for the masses M,, and MN of vM and NM to satisfy the 

so-called "�aw relation" 

(1) 

in which M1 or q is a typical charged lepton or quark mass. If we assume that MN is indeed 

large, then this relation explains why M,, is so small. 

When we say that some neutrino v differs from its antiparticle v, what we mean is 

that v and j) interact differently with matter. To determine whether a given neutrino v 
is of Dirac or of Majorana character, we must find out whether the interactions of the 

antiparticle v differ from those of v or not. In practice, this is very difficult to do. The 

reason is that the experimentally available neutrinos are always polarized, and, in par­

ticular, the "neutrinos" are polarized oppositely from the "antineutrinos". The particles 

we call "neutrinos" are always left-handed, while those we refer to as "antineutrinos" are 

always right-handed. Now, it is well-known that the left-handed neutrinos interact very 

differently from the right-handed antineutrinos. However, there is no way of knowing 

whether this difference is due to a real distinction between neutrinos and antineutrinos, 

or simply to the difference in polarization in the two cases. 

Let us examine this situation more closely. The neutral lepton emitted in the decay 

7r+ --> µ+ + vµ, which by convention we call a neutrino rather than an antineutrino, is 

always left-handed. That is, it has negative helicity, and we shall indicate this fact by 

labelling it vµ(-). By contrast, the neutral lepton emitted in the decay ?r---> µ- + vµ, 
which by convention we call an antineutrino, is always right-handed. We shall indicate 

this fact by labelling it vµ( + ). Now, it is observed that when a 11µ(-) strikes a nucleon 

N, the reaction vµ(-) + N--> µ- + X may occur, but the reaction 11µ(-) + N--> µ+ + X 
will not. By contrast, when vµ( +) strikes a nucleon, the reaction vµ{ +) + N --> µ+ + X 
may occur, but vµ(+) + N --> µ- + X will not. Unfortunately, there are two possible 

explanations of this difference in interaction patterns: (1) The difference may be due 

simply to the fact that 11µ(-) and 11µ( +) have different polarizations. (2) It may be that 

vµ andµ- are leptons, while vµ andµ+ are antileptons, and lepton number is conserved. 

To settle the issue of whether Vµ and IIµ differ, we must find out how the interactions 

of a IIµ and a IIµ of the same helicity compare. Suppose, for example, that we could 

somehow reverse the helicity of a vµ ( +) created in 7r- decay. We could then ask whether 
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the resultant left-handed particle, v,.(-) , interacts with nucleons in the same manner 

as the left-handed v,.(-) born in 71"+ decay. If the answer is yes, then v,.(+) and v,.(-) 
differ only in helicity; that is, v,. is a Majorana neutrino. If the answer is no, then v,. is 

a Dirac neutrino. Unfortunately, reversing neutrino helicity is very difficult and has not 

been done. 

When M,, = 0, the distinction between Majorana and Dirac character disappears, 

unless there are right-handed currents. The reason is that when M,, = O, it is impossible 

to flip neutrino helicity,2 and consequently meaningless to ask how a particle such as v,.(-) 
behaves. Furthermore, the approach to the M,, = 0 limit is a smooth one, so that even 

if, as we suspect, neutrinos have nonzero masses, it is nevertheless very difficult to tell 

whether they are Majorana or Dirac particles because their masses are so small compared 

to their energies and other mass scales.3 The existence of this difficulty has been referred 

to as the "practical Dirac-Majorana confusion theorem" .4 

In spite of this difficulty, there is one reaction-neutrinoless double beta decay (/3/30,,) 

- which could provide evidence that neutrinos are Majorana particles even if their masses 

are of order 1 eV or less. This reaction can arise from the diagram in Fig. 1. In this 

diagram, two neutrons in the parent nucleus emit a pair of W bosons, and then the 

W bosons exchange a neutrino mass eigenstate Vm· The amplitude is a sum over the 

contributions from all the Vm that exist. 

vm( +) + O(Mm or RHC)ilffi( -) E Vm(-) 

p 

Fig. 1. Neutrinoless double beta decay. In the figure, E denotes the energy of the 

exchanged neutrino, and "RHC" stands for right-handed current. 
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At the vertex where it is emitted, the exchanged !Im in Fig. 1 is created together 

with an C. Thus, should there be a difference between leptons and antileptons and 

lepton number be conserved, this "vm" would have to be a llm, as indicated. However, 

at the vertex where it is absorbed, this same particle creates a second e-, so it must 

be a llm. Thus, the diagram in Fig. 1 vanishes unless llm = llmi that is, unless !Im is a 

Majorana particle. Even then, it is suppressed by a helicity-mismatch at the two lepton 

vertices. At the vertex where the exchanged !Im is emitted, this particle is behaving like 

an antineutrino. Thus, if the leptonic current is purely left-handed, it will be emitted in 

a predominantly right-handed state. However, where it is absorbed, it is behaving like a 

neutrino, so the current prefers to absorb it from a left-handed state. 

If llm has a mass Mm, then, as indicated in Fig. 1, there is an amplitude of order 

Mm/[Energy of llm] for it to be emitted left-handed. If it is a Majorana particle, it can 

then be reabsorbed without further suppression. Thus, in ettect, m f:Jf:iov we actually carry 

out the type of gedanken experiment described e'f!Ilier for neutrinos from pion decay. That 

is, we produce a particle (here vm) which is identified as an antineutrino by the production 

process, but which is left-handed. We then find out whether this particle interacts as 

would a left-handed neutrino. 

If the leptonic weak current contains a small right-handed piece, then, like the !Im mass, 

this piece will lead to emission of a virtual llm ( -) in /3 f3ov· As before, if llm ( -) = llm ( -) , 

this particle can then be reabsorbed without suppression. 

Why is f3f3ov able to provide evidence that neutrinos are Majorana particles even if 

their masses are much smaller than those required by any other process that has been 

considered? The primary reason is that the decays which can in principle compete with 

f3f3ov are highly-suppressed. One will always choose a parent nucleus which is stable 

against single beta decay, so that this competing mode is totally absent. Of course, f3f3ov 
must always compete with decay by emission of two electrons and two antineutrinos, 

a mode which can occur even if neutrinos are not Majorana particles. However, the 

latter mode is phase-space suppressed, typically by six orders of magnitude, relative to 

f3f3ov· An additional advantage of f3f3ov is that in this reaction, the energy of the exchanged 

neutrino is of order 10 MeV, which is much smaller than the neutrino energies encountered 

in elementary particle processes. Hence, effects which distinguish between a Majorana 

neutrino and a Dirac one and are of order [neutrino mass]/[neutrino energy] are larger. 
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The amplitude A[/3/30,,] for /3/30,, can be  written in the form 

(2) 

where N is a very nontrivial nuclear matrix element,5 and Mell' the effective neutrino 

mass for neutrinoless double beta decay, contains the particle physics of the process. If 

there are no right-handed currents, and all neutrino masses are small compared to 10 
MeV, the typical momentum transfer in /3/30,,, then the effective mass is given by6 

(3) 

In this sum over neutrino-exchange contributions, the contribution of Vm is proportional 

to it mass, Mm, because the required emission of Vm in a state with disfavored helicity 

has an amplitude proportional to Mm. The quantity Uem in Eq. (3) is an element of a 

unitary mixing matrix describing the coupling of neutrinos to charged leptons, and Wern 

is a phase factor which is essentially Uem/U;,,.. 

Suppose that /3/30,, should actually be observed. From the observed decay rate, and a 

calculated value for the nuclear matrix element N, one could then infer an experimental 

value for Mell· Since L 1Uernl2 = 1, it follows from Eq. (3) that this experimental value m 
could not exceed the largest of the actual neutrino masses Mm. That is, the observation 

of /3/30,, would imply a lower bound on neutrino mass: at least one neutrino would have to 

have a mass no smaller than the measured M.1 I. On the other hand, the observed absence 

of f3f30,, at a given level would not imply an upper bound on the masses of any neutrinos. 

Such an absence would merely limit M01 I, and M01 I can be very small compared to the 

physical neutrino masses, or even zero, due to the possible cancellations in Eq. (3). 

Cancellations among the various contributions to M.1 I can occur even if CP is con­

served. In the CP-conserving case,6 

(4) 

where q(vm) is the intrinsic CP-parity of Vm. Thus, Wern/Wern• can be -1 as well as +1. 
If CP is violated, then wem/Wem• can be complex, and IMeJJI can differ from what is 
allowed for given neutrino masses and mixing angles when CP is conserved. Interestingly 

enough, CP-violating values of IM.nl can already occur when there are only two gener-
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ations of leptons, since Eq. (3) need only contain two terms for jM.nl to be sensitive to 

complex phase factors. This situation is in striking contrast to that encountered in the 

case of quarks, where there can be no CP-violating effects unless there are at least three 

generations. Indeed, if neutrinos are Majorana particles, then, for any given number of 

generations, there can be more CP-violating phases in the leptonic sector than in the 

quark sector.7 The reason8 is that when neutrinos are Majorana particles, the amplitudes 

for certain leptonic processes involve interferences with no analogues in the quark sec­

tor. Some of these new interferences are sensitive to phase factors in the leptonic mixing 

matrix U that would be physically irrelevant if U were mixing quarks. The interference 

which occurs in Eq. (3) when there are only two neutrinos, and which can lead to a 

CP-violating value of IM.nl through its sensitivity to w.i/w.2(= u.1u;2;u;1u.2), is an 

example of this phenomenon .9 

In the presence of right-handed currents and/or additional W bosons beyond the 

familiar one, the Vm-exchange contribution to f3f3ov can become quite complicated, and 

M.11 is no longer given by Eq. (3). In particular, the individual Vm contribution need no 

longer vanish with Mm. However, in any gauge theory whiclt does not contain doubly­

cltarged gauge bosons, it remains true that the fillfil of the Vm contributions yields a 

vanishing M.JJ (hence a vanishing /3/3ov amplitude) unless at least one Vm has a nonzero 

mass.10 Indeed, a simple argument shows that even if /3 f3ov is not engendered primarily by 

neutrino excltange but by some more exotic mecltanism, the observation of this reaction 

would still imply nonzero neutrino mass.11 

Recently, it has been shown10 that for a broad class of gauge theories, the observation 

of f3f3ov would imply an experimentally interesting lower bound on neutrino mass. This 

bound would be related to the observed /3f30v lifetime . If, for example, 76Ge should be 

seen to undergo neutrinoless double beta decay with a lifetime Ta., this observation would 

imply that at least one neutrino must have a mass M satisfying 

M�leV [1024yr] 1/2 

TGe 
(5) 

Now, the present lower bound on Tae is approximately 1024 yr.12 Thus, if 76Ge should 

be found to undergo /3f3ov with a lifetime close to the present limit, at least one neu­

trino must have a mass exceeding� leV. A mass of order leV is large enough to be 

sought in neutrino oscillation experiments, and possibly also in future tritium beta decay 

experiments . 
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As noted earlier, the amplitude for f3f3ov depends on a nontrivial nuclear matrix ele­

ment. Thus, the interpretation of f3f30v experiments relies on our ability to calculate this 

matrix element. The experimental observation 13 of the reaction 82 Se -+82 Kr + 2e- + 2ii 

has provided us with a test of the accuracy of nuclear calculations for the two-neutrino 

mode of double beta decay. It is not clear how much such a test tells us about the 

calculations for the neutrinoless mode.5 

There has been recent discussion14 of the possible occurrence of a reaction closely­

related to f3f30v; namely, the process (A,Z)--+ (A,Z + 2) + 2e- + M, where Mis a 

massless, spinless, neutral particle known as the Majoron.15 The Majoron, somewhat 

akin to a Higgs particle, occurs in several versions of a particular theoretical scheme for 

generating neutrino masses. This scheme is a very attractive and simple one. However, 

it is one of numerous possibilities, and one cannot argue that gauge theories of the weak 

interaction require the existence of a Majoron as they do that of a Higgs particle. If the 

Majoron does exist, its coupling to neutrinos would lead to (A, Z)--+ (A, Z +2)+2e-+M 

through a diagram like that in Fig. 1, but with an M emitted from the neutrino line. 

In summary, the search for neutrinoless double beta decay is the only known feasible 

way of trying to determine whether neutrinos are their own antiparticles. In addition, 

under quite general circumstances, the observation of f3f3ov would imply neutrino mass 

which is not only nonzero, but is large enough to be confirmed through other types of 

experiments. From the theoretical standpoint, it is natural to suppose that neutrinos do 

have mass and are their own antiparticles. Thus, the searcli for neutrinoless double beta 

decay may prove very fruitful. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

It is a pleasure to acknowledge the gracious hospitality of the Lawrence Berkeley 

Laboratory during the present year. 

REFERENCES 

1. M. Gell-Mann, P. Ramond, and R. Slansky, in Supergravity, edited by D. Freedman 

and P. van Nieuwenhuizen (North Holland, Amsterdam, 1979), p. 315; T. Yanagida, 

in Proceedings of the Workshop on Unified Theory and Baryon Number in the Universe, 

edited by 0. Sawada and A. Sugamoto (KEK, Tsukuba, Japan, 1979); R. Mohap-

atra and G. Senjanovic, Phys. Rev. Lett. 44, 912 (1980), and Phys. Rev. D23, 

165 (1981). 



13 

2. Note, for example, that if there are no right-handed currents and M,, = 0, a neutrino 

cannot have a magnetic dipole moment, and so cannot have its helicity reversed 

through the action of an external magnetic field. (When M,, =f 0, a Dirac neutrino 

can have a dipole moment.) See, for example, B. Kayser, Phys. Rev. 026, 1662 

(1982). 

3. For an illustration of this difficulty, see B. Kayser, "Can Neutrino-Electron Scat­

tering Tell Us Whether Neutrinos are Dirac or Majorana Particles?", in these Pro­

ceedings. 

4. B. Kayser, Ref. 2. 

5. For a discussion of the nuclear matrix element, see the talk by P. Vogel in these 

Proceedings. 

6. M. Doi et al., Phys. Lett. 102B, 323 (1981); L. Wolfenstein, Phys. Lett. 107B, 77 

(1981); B. Kayser and A.S. Goldhaber, Phys. Rev. 028, 2341 (1983); B. Kayser, 

Phys. Rev. 030, 1023 (1984); S. Bilenky, N. Nedelcheva, and S. Petcov, Nucl. 

Phys. B247, 61 (1984). 

7. S. Bilenky, J. Hosek, and S. Petcov, Phys. Lett. 94B, 495 (1980); J. Schechter and 

J. Valle, Phys. Rev. 022, 2227 (1980); M. Doi et al., Ref. 6; I. Kobzarev et al., 
Sov. J. Nucl. Phys. 32, 823 (1980). 

8. B. Kayser, Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory preprint LBL-24628, to appear in .Qr. 
Violation, edited by C. Jarlskog (World Scientific, Singapore). 

9. For a quantitative exploration of possible CP violation in the rate for {3{30,,, see C. 

Kim and H. Nishiura, Phys. Rev. 030, 1123 (1984), and H. Nishiura, Phys. Lett. 

157B, 442 (1985). 

10. B. Kayser, in Proceedings of the Seventh Moriond Workshop on New and Exotic 

Phenomena, edited by 0. Fackler and J. Tran Thanh Van (Editions Frontieres, 

Gif-sur-Yvette, France, 1987), p. 349; B. Kayser, S. Petcov, and S.P. Rosen, in 

preparation. 

11. J. Schechter and J. Valle, Phys. Rev. 025, 2951 (1982); E. Takasugi, Phys. Lett. 

149B, 372 (1984). 



14 

12. D.  Caldwell e t  al., Phys. Rev. Lett. 5 9 ,  419 (1987); D.  Caldwell, these Proceedings. 

13. S. Elliott, A .  Hahn, and M. Moe, Phys. Rev. Lett. 59, 2020 (1987); M. Moe, these 

Prodeedings. 

14. F. Avignone, III et al., in Telemark IV: Neutrino Masses and Neutrino Astrophysics, 

edited by V. Barger, F. Halzen, M. Marshak, and K. Olive (World Scientific, Singa­

pore, 1987), p. 248; D. Caldwell et al., Ref. 12; P. Fisher et al., Phys. Lett. 192B, 

460 (1987); S. Elliott, A. Hahn, and M. Moe, Phys. Rev. Lett. 59, 1649 (1987). 

15. Y. Chikashige, R. Mahapatra, and R. Peccei, Phys. Lett. 98B, 265 (1981); G. 
Gelmini and M.  Roncadelli, Phys. Lett. 99B, 411 (1981); H.  Georgi, S .  Glashow, 

and S. Nussinov, Nucl. Phys. B193, 297 (1981). 


