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The first search for the Z boson decay to ττμμ at the CERN LHC is presented, based on data collected
by the CMS experiment at the LHC in proton-proton collisions at a center-of-mass energy of 13 TeV
and corresponding to an integrated luminosity of 138 fb−1. The data are compatible with the predicted
background. For the first time, an upper limit at the 95% confidence level of 6.9 times the standard model
expectation is placed on the ratio of the Z → ττμμ to Z → 4μ branching fractions. Limits are also placed
on the six flavor-conserving four-lepton effective-field-theory operators involving two muons and two tau
leptons, for the first time testing all such operators.
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The large dataset collected by the CMS experiment [1]
at the CERN LHC facilitates searches for rare processes
within the standard model (SM) of particle physics. The
CMS experiment was the first to observe the rare decays
Z → J=ψll [2] and Z → lll0l0 [3] in proton-proton (pp)
collisions, where l denotes a charged lepton and l0 a
charged lepton of a possibly different flavor. At leading
order (LO), the latter process occurs via a Z → ll →
lll0l0 transition. These transitions are of particular interest
because they can receive contributions from hypothetical
new particles, such as a Z′ boson, that can modify the
branching fractions predicted by the SM. Theories predict-
ing such new particles have been reported [4–13] and
exclusive couplings to muons and tau leptons are predicted
in many models, making Z → ττμμ decays, shown in
Fig. 1, important to explore.
To derive constraints on possible beyond-the-SM (BSM)

effects, the framework of the SM effective field theory
[14,15] (SMEFT) is used in this Letter. Here, the SM
Lagrangian density LSM is extended by an infinite series of
operators of even canonical dimension six and above,
L ¼ LSM þ L6 þ # # #, where L6 ¼ 1=Λ2

P
i CiO

6
i . In this

expression, Λ is the characteristic energy scale of possible
BSM interactions, taken to be Λ ¼ 1 TeV, O6

i are the
dimension-six SMEFT operators, and Ci are the corre-
sponding dimensionless Wilson coefficients (WCs). We
exclusively consider four-lepton operators and include
only the lowest-order contributions from the dimension-
six operators to the four-lepton decays of the Z boson.

We neglect odd-dimensional operators in this Letter
because they would induce lepton- and baryon-number
violating processes. Stringent constraints on four-muon
operators have been derived from the branching fraction of
the Z → 4μ decay [16]. Throughout this Letter, the notation
Z → 4μ refers to the prompt decay of the Z boson to four
muons that do not originate from decays of tau leptons or
hadrons. However, four-lepton operators of dimension six
involving two tau leptons and two muons are currently
poorly constrained because of a lack of measurements of
processes to which they could contribute at LO. Only one
of these operators is constrained by measurements of the
tau lepton decay to muons and neutrinos via charged-
current interactions, whereas all others have never been
probed [16,17].
In this Letter, we report the first LHC search for the

Z boson decay to two tau leptons and two muons relative
to the Z boson decay to four muons. This search benefits
from a partial cancellation of experimental systematic
uncertainties that affect both decay modes. The two tau
leptons are reconstructed via their decays to muons and
neutrinos, hence the Z → ττμμ decay is studied in the final
state with four muons with a total electric charge of zero.
In this analysis, we use pp collision data recorded by the
CMS experiment in the years 2016–2018 at a center-of-
mass energy of 13 TeV that correspond to an integrated

FIG. 1. Leading-order Feynman diagram of the decay Z → ττμμ.
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luminosity of 138 fb−1 [18–20]. Measurements of four-
fermion events possibly produced by the Z boson decay
studied here have previously been reported at LEP [21–24].
Tabulated results are provided in the HEPData record for
this analysis [25].
The CMS apparatus [1] is a multipurpose, nearly hermetic

detector, designed to trigger on [26,27] and identify [28–31]
electrons, muons, photons, and hadrons. A global particle-
flow algorithm [32] aims to reconstruct all individual
particles in an event, combining information provided by
the all-silicon tracking detector and by the crystal electro-
magnetic and brass-scintillator hadron calorimeters, operat-
ing inside a 3.8 T superconducting solenoid, with data from
the gas-ionization muon detectors embedded in the flux-
return yoke outside the solenoid. The reconstructed particles
are used to identify τ leptons and jets and to measure the
missing transverse momentum [33–35].
Events of interest are selected using a two-tiered trigger

system. The first level, composed of custom hardware
processors, uses information from the calorimeters and
muon detectors to select events at a rate of around 100 kHz
within a fixed latency of about 4 μs [26]. The second level,
known as the high-level trigger, consists of a farm of
processors running a version of the full event reconstruction
software optimized for fast processing and reduces the
event rate to around 1 kHz before data storage [27]. In this
analysis, a single-muon trigger is used to record events with
at least one isolated muon candidate having transverse
momentum pT > 27ð24Þ GeV in the 2017 (2016 and 2018)
data-taking period(s).
Muons are measured in the pseudorapidity range

jηj < 2.4, with detection planes made using three tech-
nologies: drift tubes, cathode strip chambers, and resistive-
plate chambers. The efficiency to reconstruct and identify
muons is greater than 96% over the full η range. Matching
muons to tracks measured in the silicon tracker results in a
relative pT resolution, for muons with pT up to 100 GeV, of
1% in the barrel and 3% in the end caps [30]. The primary
vertex of an event is taken to be the vertex corresponding to
the most energetic scattering, evaluated using tracking
information alone, as described in Ref. [36].
In this analysis, all reconstructed muons are required to

pass a set of loose identification criteria, although the
highest-pT muon must satisfy a tighter condition. Both the
loose and the tight criteria are defined in Ref. [30].
All muons are required to be isolated from other activity
in the event, quantified by the scalar pT sum of hadrons
and photons with an angular distance from the muon
ΔR ¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ðΔηÞ2 þ ðΔϕÞ2

p
< 0.4, where ϕ is the azimuthal

angle. This sum does not include contributions from
charged particles identified as originating from pileup
vertices and is corrected for the remaining average hadronic
activity in an event due to pileup. The ratio of this corrected
sum to the muon pT is required to be smaller than 0.15 for

the muon with the highest pT and at most 0.25 for all
other muons.
Processes leading to a final state with four prompt

charged leptons via quark-initiated single or double electro-
weak gauge boson production are simulated at next-to-LO
(NLO) in quantum chromodynamics, including all lepton
flavors, using the POWHEG v2 [37–41] Monte Carlo event
generator. The invariant mass of any two generated same-
flavor leptons with opposite electric charges is required to
exceed 4 GeV. Events containing the lepton flavor combi-
nations targeted in this analysis, ττμμ and 4μ, are isolated
from this sample using generator-level information.
Events of triple vector boson (VVV) production and top

quark-antiquark (tt̄) production in association with a Z
boson are generated at NLO with MadGraph5_aMC@NLO v2.6.5

[42]. Higgs boson (H) production and its subsequent
decay to four charged leptons is simulated at NLO with
POWHEG v2 [43,44] and JHUGEN v.7.0.11 [45–47]. Small
background contributions due to combinations of prompt
and nonprompt charged leptons come from tt̄ and quark-
initiated double vector boson (VV) production. The former
process, as well as WW and ZZ production with decays to
two charged leptons and two neutrinos, are simulated at
NLO with POWHEG v2 [40,41,48]. All other VV processes
producing two or three charged leptons are generated at
NLO using MadGraph5_aMC@NLO v2.6.5. Gluon-induced VV
production is negligible compared with the corresponding
quark-initiated process and not included in the simulated
samples.
All events are generated using the NNPDF3.1 next-to-

NLO parton distribution functions [49]. The parton
shower and subsequent hadronization are simulated with
PYTHIA 8.205 [50] and the underlying event is modeled
using the CP5 tune [51]. Additional inelastic pp inter-
actions in the same or adjacent bunch crossings (pileup) are
simulated for all processes, and events are reweighted to
match the measured number of pileup interactions in the
data. The full CMS detector is simulated using Geant4 [52].
The generator-level phase space is defined by a set of

criteria imposed on events at the generator level. The
presence of exactly four muons that form two pairs with
opposite electric charges consistent with the decays
Z → 4μ and Z → ττμμ, the latter followed by two
τ → μνν decays, is required. The invariant mass of the
four muons, m4μ, must satisfy 40 < m4μ < 100 GeV. The
pair of oppositely charged muons with the highest invariant
mass is required to have 12 < mmax

μμ < 75 GeV, whereas
for all other such pairs mμμ > 4 GeV is imposed.
The same requirements are applied to both data and

simulated events at the reconstructed level as well.
Additionally, the pT-leading muon must have pT >
29ð26Þ GeV in the 2017 (2016 and 2018) data-taking
period(s), reflecting the single-muon trigger threshold.
Minimum transverse momenta of 3.5 GeV are required
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for the two muons with the second- and third-highest pT in
the event. The fourth muon must satisfy pT > 3.5 GeV for
jηj < 1.2 and pT > 2.5 GeV for 1.2 < jηj < 2.4 to ensure
it reaches the outer muon detectors, considering the CMS
magnetic field and the energy loss of the muon traversing
the detector. Finally, each muon is required to have an
angular distance of ΔR > 0.02 from any other muons, and
the four selected muons must form a valid vertex.
The background due to nonprompt muons, most

copiously produced in quantum chromodynamics multi-
jet events via decays of bottom or charm quarks, is
estimated using control samples in the data. Three addi-
tional, signal-depleted event categories are defined by
inverting the requirement on the isolation of at least one
of the three pT-subleading muon candidates, on their
total electric charge, or both. The inverted variables are
independent, and the shape of the four-muon invariant
mass distribution is consistent between any of these
control regions and the search region. The shape and
normalization of the background due to nonprompt
muons in the latter is obtained by scaling the m4μ

distribution of data in the control region with inverted
isolation criterion, from which the residual contribution
of prompt muons is subtracted using simulated events.
The scale factor is derived from the same extrapolation in
the regions with inverted charge requirement. A correc-
tion accounting for differences between the regions with
and without inverting the total electric charge criterion is
derived by repeating the extrapolation between two
subsets of events with inverted muon isolation.
A 47% uncertainty in the extrapolation factor used in the

estimation of the background from nonprompt muons is
due to the statistical uncertainty in the data in the signal-
depleted regions; it is the dominant uncertainty in this
search. Additional large sources of uncertainty are the
number of events in the measurements and the simulation
as well as the estimate of the nonprompt muon background
in the search region. Minor experimental uncertainties in
the efficiencies of different criteria imposed on the muons
affect the shape and normalization of all simulated proc-
esses. The minor effect (< 10%) of theoretical uncertainties
in the renormalization and factorization scales, parton
distribution functions, and strong coupling αSðmZÞ on
the m4μ distribution are also included. For the former, the
change in acceptance is estimated from independent var-
iations of each scale by a factor of 0.5 or 2, whereas the
uncertainty due to the latter two is estimated following
the description in Ref. [53]. The integrated luminosities
for the 2016, 2017, and 2018 data-taking years have
1.2%–2.5% individual uncertainties [18–20] that affect
only the rate of simulated processes, and the overall
luminosity uncertainty for the 2016–2018 period is
1.6%. The uncertainties in the SM cross section of the
individual simulated backgrounds amount to 5%–25%
depending on the process. The effect of all systematic

uncertainties is also propagated to the background with
nonprompt muons estimated from data via the subtraction
of simulated events with prompt muons.
The yield of Z → ττμμ events is extracted from a

binned maximum likelihood template fit of the expected
signal and background to the data in the m4μ distribution,
which is performed with the CMS statistical analysis tool
COMBINE [54]. Because of the neutrinos arising from the
tau lepton decays, Z → ττμμ events are expected to form a
broad distribution in m4μ in the region below the Z boson
mass. Each systematic uncertainty is taken into account as a
nuisance parameter in this fit. Uncertainties not affecting
the shape of the distribution are modeled with log-normal
probability distributions, whereas those affecting both
the shape and normalization are instead modeled with
Gaussian distributions.
The number of Z → 4μ events is scaled by an uncon-

strained parameter in the fit. A second unconstrained
parameter, r, is used to scale the ratio of the number
of Z → ττμμ and Z → 4μ events. Both parameters are
defined with respect to the SM expectation, which corre-
sponds to parameter values of 1. In the generator-level
phase space defined by the requirements on the dimuon
and four-muon invariant mass discussed above, the ratio
Rττμμ of the Z → ττμμ to Z → 4μ branching fractions is
given by

Rττμμ ¼
NðZ → ττμμÞ
NðZ → 4μÞ

ðAϵÞZ→4μ

ðAϵÞZ→ττμμ

1

B2ðτ → μννÞ
fτ
fμ

: ð1Þ

Here, NðZ → ττμμÞ and NðZ → 4μÞ are the event yields of
the respective processes, where only τ → μνν decays are
considered for the former. The acceptance and efficiency of
selecting events from the generator-level region are denoted
by A and ϵ, respectively. Their products are ðAϵÞZ→4μ ¼
ð6.40& 0.01Þ% and ðAϵÞZ→ττμμ ¼ ð1.32& 0.02Þ% for the
respective Z boson decay modes and are determined from
simulation. The parameters fτ and fμ are the fractions
of selected events in the simulated signal and reference
sample, respectively, that are due to the decay of a
single Z boson produced in the s channel. The remaining
events are due to VV production leading to the same
final state. The parameters, which are computed
by MadGraph5_aMC@NLO, are fτ ¼ ð83.9& 0.1Þ% and
fμ ¼ ð85.5& 0.2Þ%, where the uncertainties are statistical.
The known branching fraction of the tau lepton decay to a
muon and the corresponding neutrinos is Bðτ → μννÞ ¼
ð17.39& 0.04Þ% [55]. The SM expectation in the
generator-level phase space, derived using generator-level
information of events simulated with POWHEG v2 at NLO,
is RSM

ττμμ ¼ 0.90& 0.02, where the uncertainty includes
statistical uncertainties in the number of generated events
of each process and the uncertainties in the other factors
of Eq. (1), as stated above.
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In the combined fit of signal and background to the data,
the best fit ratio of branching fractions is extracted from the
fitted value of r,

Rττμμ ¼ rRSM
ττμμ ¼ −12.5þ6.8

−8.2 : ð2Þ

This agrees with the SM expectation within 2 standard
deviations and has a negative value due to the deficit of data
in the region 60 < m4μ < 75 GeV.
A second maximum likelihood fit of the background-

only expectation to the data is performed. The m4μ

distribution after this fit is shown in Fig. 2. The observed
data agree with the background prediction within the
uncertainties. The postfit number of Z → 4μ events is
consistent between the signal-and-background and
background-only fits with values of 1.10& 0.07 and
1.09& 0.07 times the SM expectation, respectively.
In addition, upper limits at the 95% confidence level

(CL) are placed on Rττμμ for the first time, derived using
the CLs technique [56,57] and the COMBINE tool [54]. The
observed and median expected upper limits on Rττμμ are
6.2 and 10.0, respectively, reflecting the deficit of data
discussed above. The intervals [7.3, 13.9] ([5.5, 18.8])
include 68 (95%) of the distribution of expected limits
under the background-only hypothesis. The observed and

median expected limits correspond to 6.9 and 11.1 times
the SM expectation of RSM

ττμμ ¼ 0.90, respectively.
The 95% CL upper limits are used in the SMEFT

framework to derive constraints on potential BSM con-
tributions to Rττμμ as suggested in Ref. [16]. In this Letter,
the notation CijklAB is used for the WC corresponding to the
four-lepton operator ðli

Aγμl
j
AÞðlk

Bγ
μll

BÞ contributing to
the process ll → lkljli, where the superscripts denote
the lepton generation and A and B indicate the chirality.
Constraints on the WCs are derived in terms of C=Λ2

with Λ ¼ 1 TeV.
In this analysis, all six SMEFT operators in the so-called

Warsaw basis [58] that have a canonical dimension of six
and involve two muons and two tau leptons are considered.
These operators affect only the Z → ττμμ but not the
Z → 4μ decay. The effect of each operator on Eq. (1),
relative to the SM prediction, is computed using
MadGraph5_aMC@NLO v2.7.2 with the SMEFTsim 3.0 package
[59,60]. The multiplicative BSM correction to each factor
in Eq. (1) is expressed in terms linear or quadratic in the
corresponding WC, where the linear terms are due to
interference of the BSM process with the SM and the
quadratic terms correspond to pure BSM contributions.
The total correction to RSM

ττμμ is given by the product of the
individual corrections to each factor. In what follows,
distinctions between linear and quadratic terms refer to
the order of the individual correction factors, their product
therefore also depends on higher orders of the WCs in
both cases.
When we consider one nonzero WC at a time, the

intervals allowed at the 95% CL for C=Λ2 are given in
Table I. When we consider two nonzero WCs and linear
and quadratic terms, the regions allowed and excluded at
the 95% CL are shown in Fig. 3 for four representative

FIG. 2. Distribution of m4μ after the maximum likelihood fit
of the background-only model (stacked histograms) to the data
(black points). The nuisance parameters are set to their postfit
values and the signal (black dotted line) is overlaid, scaled to the
upper limit on its cross section of 6.9 times the SM expectation.
The gray shaded areas in both panels correspond to the total
uncertainty in the background prediction. The black vertical bars
indicate the statistical uncertainty in the data.

TABLE I. Intervals allowed at the 95% CL for C=Λ2 for all 6
dimension-six Wilson coefficients conserving lepton flavor and
involving two muons and two tau leptons. The second column
shows the allowed intervals considering only terms linear in C, in
which case the lower and upper bounds originate from unphysical
negative event yields and the limit on Rττμμ, respectively. For the
third column, quadratic terms are considered as well and all
bounds are determined by the limit on Rττμμ.

95% CL allowed region for C=Λ2 [103=TeV2]

C Only linear terms Linear and quadratic terms

C2233LL ½−2.7; 15.2( ½−3.8; 3.1(
C2332LL ½−2.74; 0.01( ½−21.62; 0.01( ∪ ½0.05; 20.82(
C2233LR ½−3.0; 18.5( ½−4.3; 3.5(
C3322LR ½−3.0; 17.2( ½−4.2; 3.4(
C2332LR … ½−17.4; 17.4(
C2233RR ½−3.6; 20.0( ½−4.4; 3.6(
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combinations of WCs that exhibit characteristic features
discussed below. These are the first constraints on all
flavor-conserving four-lepton WCs involving two muons
and two tau leptons with the exception of C2332LL [16,17],
which was limited more stringently by Ref. [17].
The effect of any WC on the event yield is dominant

compared to BSM contributions to the signal acceptance
and fτ. It was verified that BSM shape distortions of the

m4μ distribution after applying the event selection are
negligible compared to changes in the overall event yield.
The expected value of Bðτ → μννÞ in Eq. (1) is only
affected by two WCs, C2332LL and C2332LR . For these WCs,
however, it has the dominant impact on the determination
of the allowed and excluded regions and leads to a larger
allowed parameter space when considering quadratic terms
as shown in Fig. 3 (upper). The limit on a combination
of WCs including neither C2332LL nor C2332LR (light blue) is
approximately 5 times more stringent than the limits on
combinations that include one or both of these WCs. For
combinations that include only C2332LR (red), which enhances
Bðτ → μννÞ, the limit is most stringent for C2332LR ¼ 0 and
relaxes for nonzero values as shown in Fig. 3 (lower).
Including only C2332LL (orange), which causes negative
interference with the SM prediction of Bðτ → μννÞ,
leads to an excluded region at small positive values of
C2332LL . Considering both C2332LR and C2332LL , their combined
effect results in a second excluded region shown in
Fig. 3 (lower, dark blue). In this analysis, external con-
straints on Bðτ → μννÞ are neglected, but produce stronger
constraints on C2332LL [17] and C2332LR than those presented
here due to the small uncertainty in the measured value
of Bðτ → μννÞ [55].
When we consider only linear terms, each factor in

Eq. (1) may take on unphysical values at sufficiently large
absolute values of the WCs, such as a negative event yield
or fτ ∉ ½0; 1(. The allowed regions given in Table I are
obtained excluding these and other unphysical scenarios.
Considering only linear terms, all lower (upper) limits
originate from negative event yields (the limit on Rττμμ).
No linear terms exist for C2332LR because the corresponding
operator cannot interfere with the SM process. When
considering both linear and quadratic terms, no unphysical
regimes are reached within the limits derived from the
upper limit on Rττμμ.
In summary, the first search for the Z boson decay to

ττμμ at the LHC has been presented. The sample of proton-
proton collision data analyzed was collected at

ffiffiffi
s

p
¼

13 TeV by the CMS experiment and corresponds to an
integrated luminosity of 138 fb−1. No excess over the
standard model background prediction was observed. For
the first time, an upper limit at 95% confidence level of 6.2
was placed on the ratio of the Z → ττμμ to Z → 4μ
branching fractions in the phase space considered, equiv-
alent to 6.9 times the standard model expectation of 0.90.
Also for the first time, constraints were placed on all flavor-
conserving four-lepton Wilson coefficients involving two
muons and two tau leptons.
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FIG. 3. Observed limits at the 95% CL on different combina-
tions of two Wilson coefficients (colors) showing the full ranges
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(lower). In the upper (lower) figure, the limit on C2233LR vs C2233LL
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expectation is indicated by a black dot. The hatches indicate the
excluded side of each limit.
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38IRFU, CEA, Université Paris-Saclay, Gif-sur-Yvette, France

39Laboratoire Leprince-Ringuet, CNRS/IN2P3, Ecole Polytechnique, Institut Polytechnique de Paris, Palaiseau, France
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71bUniversità di Bologna, Bologna, Italy

72aINFN Sezione di Catania, Catania, Italy
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