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We investigate charged-current neutrino-nucleus deep inelastic scattering with particular interest in the
relationship of short-range correlation (SRC) and the EMC effect. The structure functions FA

2 ðx;Q2Þ,
xFA

3 ðx;Q2Þ and ratios of differential cross sections are presented where the nuclei A are chosen to be
carbon, iron, and lead. We propose a kind of universal modification function which would provide a
nontrivial test of SRC universality on the platform of neutrino-nucleus scattering and improve our
understanding of nucleon structure substantially.
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I. INTRODUCTION

As elementary particles in the standard model with no
electric charge, neutrinos interact only via the weak
interaction, which can be categorized by neutrino energies.
Elastic scattering has been used to measure the nuclear
charge distribution. Quasielastic scattering (QES) can serve
as a normalization cross section when experimentalists are
measuring the cross section ratios of neutrino scattering [1].
Resonance pion production (RES) is of critical importance
to current and future neutrino oscillation experiments [2].
Neutrino-nucleus deep inelastic scattering (DIS) is sensi-
tive to the nuclear quark distributions [3]. As the energy of
neutrinos increases, the DIS process becomes dominant in
neutrino-nucleus interactions.
One cannot determine the individual parton distribution

functions (PDFs) through electron DIS experiments alone;
information on the flavor decomposition of PDFs can be
obtained by neutrino DIS experiments, which are crucial
for global fits of PDFs, especially for the strange quark

distribution. A good knowledge of neutrino DIS is also a
key factor for long-baseline experiments aiming at meas-
uring the mixing angle and CP-violating phase. In this
process, a neutrino scatters with a quark inside a nucleon
“deeply” (high-momentum transfer Q2) at high energy,
which destroys the nucleon. Because of the weak nature of
neutrino interactions, the use of heavy nuclear targets is
unavoidable; this brings complications, since correlations
between nucleons, dubbed as nuclear effects, can affect
observables in neutrino interaction. Nuclear effects are
still not well understood in neutrino physics, and there
has been renewed interest in investigating the nuclear
effects in neutrino DIS processes for the following
reasons: First, the data of current neutrino DIS measure-
ments are valuable because the F3 structure function can
directly probe valence quark distributions. But these data
contain non-negligible nuclear effects, since heavy
nuclear targets such as iron and lead are used. Second,
there is the issue of the NuTeV anomaly, which opens
the question of factorization assumption in the nuclear
environment—whether the neutrino DIS data could be
combined with the charged-lepton DIS data to get better
nuclear PDFs (NPDFs) [4–8]. This issue has attracted a lot
of interest—Ref. [9] pointed out that this anomaly might
be due to differences between the proton and the neutron
caused by mean-field effects, and a nucleon-nucleon
short-range correlation (SRC) explanation is also pre-
sented [10]. Third, nuclear effects are important in the
analysis of high-energy neutrinos interacting with Earth
matter—the total cross section is dominated by DIS off the
partons from matter nucleons; therefore, the nuclear
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effects have significant impact on the predictions for the
neutrino attenuation rates [11–16].
With such importance, neutrino DIS and nuclear

effects have been explored worldwide—e.g., NuTeV [4],
CHORUS [17], MINOS [18], and MINERνA [19] in recent
years. They have analyzed neutrino DIS off different
nuclear targets to measure structure functions, as well as
differential and total cross sections. Reconciled with the
charged-lepton DIS data and Drell-Yan (DY) dilepton
production data, etc., the NPDFs can be extracted through
global fitting [20,21]. One can resort to the global analysis
of NPDFs with uncertainties in the CTEQ framework [22],
the recent NPDF analyses [23], and EPPS16 [24] for more
details.
The original idea of having nuclear effects in PDFs

was driven by data in DIS measurements performed
by the European Muon Collaboration (EMC) [25]. The
initial expectation was that physics at the GeV scale would
be insensitive to the nuclear binding effects, which are
typically on the order of the several-MeV scale. However,
the collaboration discovered that the per-nucleon deep
inelastic structure function in iron is smaller than that of
deuterium in the region 0.3 < x < 0.7, where x is the
Bjorken variable. This phenomenon is known as the EMC
effect and has been observed for a wide range of nuclei
[26–30]. The EMC effect indicates that quark PDFs in
nucleons are modified, breaking down the scale separation
between nucleon structure and nuclear structure. Although
the understanding of how the quark-gluon structure of a
nucleon is modified by the surrounding nucleons has been
brought to a whole new level, one should note that there is
still no consensus as to the underlying dynamics that drives
this effect even after more than three decades.
Currently, one of the leading approaches for describing

the EMC effect is that nucleons bound in nuclei are
unmodified, the same as “free” nucleons most of the time,
but they are modified substantially when they fluctuate into
SRC pairs. The SRC describes the probability that two
nucleons are close in coordinate space, as a result of
nontrivial nucleon-nucleon interactions in the nucleus. The
connection between SRC and EMC effects has been
extensively investigated in nuclear structure function mea-
surements [31–34]. A linear relation between the magni-
tude of the EMC effect measured in electron DIS at
0.3 < x < 0.7 and the SRC scale factor obtained from
electron inelastic scattering at x > 1.5 was proposed [35];
this striking linear relation suggests that the EMC effect and
SRC correlation both stem from the same underlying
physics, such as high local density and high-momentum
nucleons in nuclei. This relation, if finally established, shall
provide a unique method to study nuclear structure physics;
see some of the recent developments in Refs. [36–39]. One
of the key aspects of SRC is the universality, where the
partonic structure from the correlated nucleon-nucleon pair
is the same for all kinds of nuclei, and thus a universal

modification function can be deduced. This function
will be useful for testing QCD symmetry-breaking mech-
anisms and for distinguishing nuclear physics effects from
beyond the standard-model effects in neutrino scattering
experiments.
The robust linear correlation between the strength of the

EMC and the SRC scale factor in nuclei indicates that
possible modifications of the quark PDFs occur in nucleons
which are inside SRC pairs. As illustrated above, the
neutrino-nucleus DIS process is another ideal platform
for testing nucleon structures and SRC interpretation of the
EMC effect: it is sensitive to the quark distributions,
especially for u and d quarks (antiquarks), and they contain
crucial information on nuclear effects which should be
distinguished from beyond-the-standard-model effects
[40–46]. These can be studied by measuring three structure
functions: F1ðx;Q2Þ, F2ðx;Q2Þ, and F3ðx;Q2Þ [47,48]. In
this work, we will study charged-current neutrino-nucleus
deep inelastic scattering where the nuclei A are chosen to be
12C, 56Fe, and 208Pb. The structure functions FA

2 ðx;Q2Þ and
xFA

3 ðx;Q2Þ are calculated with the consideration of NPDFs
by using EPPS16 parametrization [24], and our free
nucleon baseline is CT14NLO [49]. The ratios of structure
functions for nuclei and free nucleons as well as ratios of
differential cross sections d2σ=dxdy are also presented for a
better view of the EMC effect. A kind of universal
modification functions were deduced in neutrino-nucleus
DIS; these functions would provide a nontrivial test of SRC
universality on the platform of neutrino-nucleus scattering.
The rest of this paper is organized as follows: The

formalism and results of structure functions in neutrino-
nucleus DIS are presented in Sec. II. Differential cross
sections ðd2σ=dxdyÞνA and ðd2σ=dxdyÞν̄A are analyzed in
Sec. III. Section IV is devoted to the discussion of universal
modification functions. Finally, we summarize our paper
and comment on future developments in Sec. V.

II. FORMALISM FOR STRUCTURE FUNCTIONS
IN NEUTRINO-NUCLEUS DIS

Neutrino charged-current DIS depicts the process in
which a neutrino scatters off a quark in the nucleon via the
exchange of aW� boson whose momentum is q, producing
a corresponding lepton and hadron in the final state, which
can be written as

νlðkÞ þ NðpÞ → lðk0Þ þ Xðp0Þ;
ν̄lðkÞ þ NðpÞ → l̄ðk0Þ þ Xðp0Þ: ð1Þ

Here, k is the momentum of the incoming neutrino
(antineutrino), and k0 indicates the momentum of the
outgoing lepton (antilepton). The momenta of the initial
nucleon and produced hadron are p and p0, respectively.
These processes can be analyzed by the following Lorentz
invariants: the Bjorken scaling variable x≡Q2=ð2p · qÞ,
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the inelasticity y≡ ð2p · kÞ=ð2p · qÞ, and the negative
squared four-momentum transfer Q2 ≡ −q2. A schematic

diagram of the neutrino charged-current DIS process is
shown in Fig. 1.
The amplitude for neutrino charged-current interactions

with the nucleon is described by the matrix element

M¼ GF=
ffiffiffi
2

p

1þQ2=M2
W
ūðk0Þγμð1− γ5ÞuðkÞhXjJCCμ ð0Þjpi; ð2Þ

where GF is the Fermi coupling constant and JCCμ ð0Þ is the
weak charged current of the nucleon. The leptonic part can
be calculated perturbatively, and the hadronic part becomes
the hadron tensor WCC

μν , which is then expressed by three
structure functions in the expression of neutrino double
differential cross sections [50]:

�
dσ
dxdy

�
νA

¼ G2
FMNEν

πð1þQ2=M2
WÞ2

�
FνA
1 ðx;Q2Þxy2 þ FνA

2 ðx;Q2Þð1 − yÞ þ FνA
3 ðx;Q2Þxy

�
1 −

y
2

��
;

�
dσ
dxdy

�
ν̄A

¼ G2
FMNEν̄

πð1þQ2=M2
WÞ2

�
Fν̄A
1 ðx;Q2Þxy2 þ Fν̄A

2 ðx;Q2Þð1 − yÞ − Fν̄A
3 ðx;Q2Þxy

�
1 −

y
2

��
: ð3Þ

Here Eνðν̄Þ is the energy of the incoming neutrino (antineutrino), andMN is the nucleon mass. The expressions above can be
further simplified by using the Callan-Gross relation FνA

2 ¼ 2xFνA
1 , Fν̄A

2 ¼ 2xFν̄A
1 [51]:

�
dσ
dxdy

�
νA

¼ G2
FMNEν

πð1þQ2=M2
WÞ2

��
1 − yþ y2

2

�
FνA
2 þ xy

�
1 −

y
2

�
FνA
3

�
;

�
dσ
dxdy

�
ν̄A

¼ G2
FMNEν̄

πð1þQ2=M2
WÞ2

��
1 − yþ y2

2

�
Fν̄A
2 − xy

�
1 −

y
2

�
Fν̄A
3

�
; ð4Þ

with (
FνA
2 ¼ Z

A F
νp=A
2 þ A−Z

A Fνn=A
2 ;

Fν̄A
2 ¼ Z

A F
ν̄p=A
2 þ A−Z

A Fν̄n=A
2 :

Here the explicit dependence on x and Q2 is omitted for brevity. We would like to discuss what kind of combinations of
NPDFs can be constrained by the neutrino-nucleus DIS data; in the parton model, the structure functions for a nucleus with
atomic mass A and atomic number Z can be expressed in terms of NPDFs (also suppressing the dependence on x and Q2):

FA
2 ¼ FνA

2 þ Fν̄A
2 ¼ Z

A
ðFνp=A

2 þ Fν̄p=A
2 Þ þ A − Z

A
ðFνn=A

2 þ Fν̄n=A
2 Þ

¼ 2x
Z
A
ðfp=Au þ fp=Aū þ fp=Ad þ fp=A

d̄
Þ þ 2x

A − Z
A

ðfn=Au þ fn=Aū þ fn=Ad þ fn=A
d̄

Þ; ð5Þ

where fp=Ai represents the NPDFs of parton i in a proton
bound in nucleus A, and fn=Ai corresponds to a neutron. The
NPDFs of strange and charm quarks are not considered
here, since the contributions are very small in the EMC and
kinematic regions where this work focuses.
Assuming isospin symmetry between bound neutrons

and protons, one has

fn=Au;ū ¼fp=A
d;d̄

; fn=A
d;d̄

¼fp=Au;ū ; fn=Ai0 ¼fp=Ai0 for other flavors:

ð6Þ

Thus, the expression of the structure function in Eq. (5) can
be further simplified as

FA
2 ¼ 2xðfp=Au þ fp=Ad þ fp=Aū þ fp=A

d̄
Þ; ð7Þ

and similarly,

FA
3 ¼ 2ðfp=Au þ fp=Ad − fp=Aū − fp=A

d̄
Þ: ð8Þ

FIG. 1. Neutrino charged-current DIS process.
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The NPDF fp=Ai ðx;Q2Þ can be defined relative to the free
proton PDF fpi ðx;Q2Þ as [24]

fp=Ai ðx;Q2Þ ¼ RA
i ðx;Q2Þfpi ðx;Q2Þ; ð9Þ

where RA
i ðx;Q2Þ is known as the nuclear modification

factor. The free proton baseline is CT14NLO [49]. Figure 2

presents the structure functions FA
2 ðx;Q2Þ and xFA

3 ðx;Q2Þ
with respect to x, with Q2 fixed to 5 GeV2, which
is reachable in many neutrino-nucleus scattering experi-
ments, and the uncertainties in this figure are caused
by NPDFs. One can see that the lines in Fig. 2 are very
close to each other; for a better illustration of the EMC
effect, the ratios

RðFA
2 ; x;Q

2Þ ¼ fp=Au ðx;Q2Þ þ fp=Ad ðx;Q2Þ þ fp=Aū ðx;Q2Þ þ fp=A
d̄

ðx;Q2Þ
fpuðx;Q2Þ þ fpdðx;Q2Þ þ fpūðx;Q2Þ þ fp

d̄
ðx;Q2Þ ;

RðFA
3 ; x;Q

2Þ ¼ fp=Au ðx;Q2Þ þ fp=Ad ðx;Q2Þ − fp=Aū ðx;Q2Þ − fp=A
d̄

ðx;Q2Þ
fpuðx;Q2Þ þ fpdðx;Q2Þ − fpūðx;Q2Þ − fp

d̄
ðx;Q2Þ ð10Þ

are presented in Fig. 3.

III. MODIFICATION FACTORS FOR d2σ=dxdy

Absolute neutrino flux is never known to be better than
20%–30%, which makes total cross sections hard to

measure accurately, so experimentalists like to measure
cross section ratios as well as the differential cross section,
which is one of the least model-dependent measurements
[52]. In the previous section, we have analyzed the structure
functions of neutrino-nucleus DIS. In this section, we will
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FIG. 2. Structure functions with EPPS16 parametrization of nuclear corrections for C, Fe, and Pb as functions of xwithQ2 ¼ 5 GeV2.
F2ðx;Q2Þ and xF3ðx;Q2Þ are presented in plots (a) and (b), respectively. The shaded regions are uncertainties caused by NPDFs.
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correspond to C, Fe, and Pb, respectively. As in Fig. 2, the shaded regions are uncertainties caused by NPDFs.
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compare differential cross sections of neutrino-nucleus DIS
and neutrino-free nucleon DIS:

RðσνA; x;Q2Þ ¼
�

d2σ
dxdy

�
νA
��

d2σ
dxdy

�
ν nucleon=A

;

Rðσν̄A; x;Q2Þ ¼
�

d2σ
dxdy

�
ν̄A
��

d2σ
dxdy

�
ν̄ nucleon=A

; ð11Þ

where RðσνAðν̄AÞ; x;Q2Þ are called nuclear correction fac-
tors. The numerator in Eq. (11) can be derived from Eq. (4),
and for the denominator we have used

�
dσ
dxdy

�
ν nucleon=A

¼ G2
FMNEν

πð1þQ2=M2
WÞ2

��
1 − yþ y2

2

�
Fν nucleon=A
2

þ xy

�
1 −

y
2

�
Fν nucleon=A
3

�
;

�
dσ
dxdy

�
ν̄ nucleon=A

¼ G2
FMNEν̄

πð1þQ2=M2
WÞ2

��
1 − yþ y2

2

�
Fν̄ nucleon=A
2

− xy

�
1 −

y
2

�
Fν̄ nucleon=A
3

�
;

with

(
Fνðν̄Þ nucleon=A
2 ¼ Z

A F
νðν̄Þp
2 þ A−Z

A Fνðν̄Þn
2 ;

Fνðν̄Þ nucleon=A
3 ¼ Z

A F
νðν̄Þp
3 þ A−Z

A Fνðν̄Þn
3 :

Our results are presented in Fig. 4 for Q2 ¼ 5 GeV2. The
solid lines correspond to neutrinos, and the dashed lines to
antineutrinos.

IV. UNIVERSALITY OF SRC

The neutrino-nucleus DIS process is an ideal platform
for testing the SRC interpretation of the EMC effect.

Motivated by the correlation between the EMC effect
and the SRC scale factor and according to the universality
of the SRC, we parametrize the u and d quark distributions
in the EMC region as those for the structure function in
Refs. [53,54] by assuming that all nuclear modifications
originate from the nucleon-nucleon SRCs,

fp=AuVðdVÞðx;Q2Þ ¼ 1

Z
½ZfpuVðdVÞðx;Q2Þ þ nAsrcδf

p
uVðdVÞðx;Q2Þ�;

ð12Þ

where nAsrc represents the number of np pairs in nucleus A,
notably the subscript V in fuV , and fdV means distributions
of valence quarks, since experimental results pointed to the
EMC effect being due to a change in the valence quark
distributions. δfpuVðdV Þ represents the difference between

uðdÞ valence quark distribution in the SRC pair and in the
free proton. Substituting Eq. (12) into Eq. (9), we have

δfpuV ðdV Þðx;Q2Þ
fpuVðdVÞðx;Q2Þ ¼

RA
uVðdVÞðx;Q2Þ − 1

nAsrc=ZA
: ð13Þ

The left-hand side of the equation above is assumed to be
nucleus-independent, meaning that the right-hand side
should be a universal function which does not depend
on the type of nucleus. Therefore, we can parametrize the
quark distribution in A in terms of that in B:

RA
uVðdV Þðx;Q2Þ ¼ nAsrc=ZA

nBsrc=ZB
ðRB

uVðdVÞðx;Q2Þ − 1Þ þ 1

¼ aA2
aB2

ZB

ZA

AA

AB
ðRB

uV ðdVÞðx;Q2Þ − 1Þ þ 1: ð14Þ

Here, aA2 ¼ ðnAsrc=AÞ=ðndsrc=2Þ is the SRC ratio of nucleus
A with respect to that of a deuteron. This ratio can be
measured through the nuclear structure functions at the x >
1.5 region [35,55,56].
Based on the EPPS16 parametrization of quark NPDFs

for carbon and Eq. (14), one can get quark NPDFs for iron
and lead. With these distributions, the universality of SRC
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FIG. 4. Nuclear correction factor RðσνAðν̄AÞ; x;Q2Þ according to Eq. (11) in charged-current (a) νðν̄Þ C, (b) νðν̄Þ Fe, and (c) νðν̄Þ Pb
scattering. Here the shaded regions are presented as uncertainties.
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can be illustrated more specifically by introducing one kind
of universal modification functions whose functionality is
normalizing the ratios defined in Eq. (10) by the respective
SRC factors

R�
MðFA

2 ; x;Q
2Þ ¼ 2ZA

AA

R�ðFA
2 ; x;Q

2Þ − 1

aA2
;

R�
MðFA

3 ; x;Q
2Þ ¼ 2ZA

AA

R�ðFA
3 ; x;Q

2Þ − 1

aA2
; ð15Þ

where the R� marked with an asterisk is used to indicate
that it is derived from Eq. (14)—i.e., from the assumption
that all nuclear modifications originate from the SRCs in
the EMC region. R�

MðFA
2 ; x;Q

2Þ and R�
MðFA

3 ; x;Q
2Þ are

plotted in Fig. 5; the shaded regions are uncertainties which
are mainly caused by the scaling factor a2, whose con-
tributions are introduced through Eq. (15). We can clearly
see that the three curves of normalized ratios shrink almost
into one single line at 0.3 < x < 0.7; this is a remarkable

prediction from the universality of the SRC contributions.
Besides, Fig. 3 already shows the ratios RðFA

2 ; x;Q
2Þ and

RðFA
3 ; x;Q

2Þ, and they can also be normalized by Eq. (15),
denoted as RM. The results of RMðFA

2 ; x;Q
2Þ and

RMðFA
3 ; x;Q

2Þ are shown in Fig. 6.
The predicted nucleus-independent universal behavior

by the SRC-driven EMC model can be illustrated more
clearly if we put these results together. The ratios R defined
in Eq. (10), the universal modification function RM with
EPPS16 parametrization, and the universal modification
function R�

M with the theoretical assumption have been
presented in Fig. 7. One can clearly find that after they are
normalized by the respective SRC factors, the ratios of
different nuclei tend to shrink substantially; this observa-
tion is applicable to both RM and R�

M. Besides this, the
shapes of RM are consistent with R�

M. This consistency
supports the theoretical assumption in our paper and
indicates that the EMC effect is mainly caused by SRC
pairs in the EMC region. Figure 7 shows a nontrivial test of
SRC universality.
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FIG. 5. Universality of EMC effects shown in the structure functions with the theoretical assumption in Eq. (14), here Q2 ¼ 5 GeV2.
The nucleus-independent (universal) behavior of the SRC modification is clearly observed. The shaded regions are uncertainties caused
by NPDFs and the scaling factor a2.
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FIG. 6. Universality of EMC effects shown in the structure functions with EPPS16 parametrization, here Q2 ¼ 5 GeV2. As in Fig. 5,
the shaded regions are uncertainties caused by NPDFs and the scaling factor a2.
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V. CONCLUSION

In summary, we have studied charged-current neutrino-
nucleus deep inelastic scattering with particular interests in
the relationship of SRC and the EMC effect. The ratios of
structure functions FA

2 ðx;Q2Þ, xFA
3 ðx;Q2Þ and differential

cross sections are presented. We also show the consistency
of EMC data and the SRC interpretation of the EMC effect
based on the assumption of SRC universality. From these
results, one can come to the conclusion that the EMC effect
in different nuclei can be described by the abundance of
SRC pairs and the proposed modification functions are in
fact universal. These universal modification functions
presented here provide a new clue to understand the
fundamental aspects of QCD.
We would like to emphasize that the data used

in EPPS16 include not only neutrino-nucleus DIS,

but also charged-lepton-nucleus DIS, Drell-Yan dilepton
production, and inclusive pion production, etc. To purely
test the universality of SRC through neutrino-nucleus DIS,
more data and new observables were called for. These new
data will improve our understanding of nucleon structure
substantially.
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FIG. 7. Results of RðFA
2 ðFA

3 Þ; x;Q2Þ (the first row), RMðFA
2 ðFA

3 Þ; x;Q2Þ (the second row), and R�
MðFA

2 ðFA
3 Þ; x;Q2Þ (the third row) are

presented together in this figure for convenience of comparison.
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