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The production of prompt charged particles in proton-lead collisions and in proton-proton collisions at
the nucleon-nucleon center-of-mass energy

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 5 TeV is studied at LHCb as a function of

pseudorapidity (η) and transverse momentum (pT ) with respect to the proton beam direction. The nuclear
modification factor for charged particles is determined as a function of η between −4.8 < η < −2.5
(backward region) and 2.0 < η < 4.8 (forward region), and pT between 0.2 < pT < 8.0 GeV=c. The
results show a suppression of charged particle production in proton-lead collisions relative to proton-proton
collisions in the forward region and an enhancement in the backward region for pT larger than 1.5 GeV=c.
This measurement constrains nuclear PDFs and saturation models at previously unexplored values of the
parton momentum fraction down to 10−6.
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Charged particle production in hadronic collisions is a
fundamental observable for studying the properties of the
strong interaction governed by quantum chromodynamics
(QCD). In high-energy collisions at the Large Hadron
Collider (LHC), charged particles can be produced in soft
and hard interactions which correspond to small and large
momentum exchanges between the interacting partons of
the hadrons, respectively. While hard interactions can be
described by perturbative QCD (PQCD), the soft regime is
less well understood and predictions currently rely on
phenomenological considerations [1,2]. Even at LHC
energies, charged particles from soft interactions dominate
over those from hard interactions. For this reason, exper-
imental input is crucial to improve models and generators
for hadron collider and cosmic ray physics [3–5].
The study of the hard regime, which corresponds to

charged particles of high transverse momentum (pT) with
respect to the axis of the colliding hadrons, provides
valuable information on the physics of heavy-ion collisions
[6]. Modifications of the charged particle production rate in
proton-lead (p-Pb) collisions relative to proton-proton (pp)
collisions can be modeled assuming a variety of cold
nuclear matter (CNM) effects [7,8]. Recent indications
of collective fluidlike phenomena in small systems suggest
the presence of dynamics not generally classified as CNM
effects but as signatures of a quark gluon plasma [9].

For charged particles, these modifications are generally
associated with initial-state effects, parameterized in
nuclear parton distribution functions (NPDFs) [10–12].
Other nuclear effects are related to initial- or final-state
multiple scatterings of incoming and outgoing partons
[13,14], and could manifest in a Cronin enhancement
[15]. Another approach considers models based on parton
saturation, an effect arising at low values of the parton
momentum fraction, x, and heavy nuclei [16]. In this
regime, the QCD dynamics can be described by the color
glass condensate (CGC) effective field theory [17]. Pion
production at central rapidity [18] is well described by
modified NPDFs, energy loss, and CGC calculations
[10,11,19,20]. Low values of x, where saturation effects
are most likely to occur, can be probed with high-energy
collisions at the most forward rapidities.
Previous studies at the LHC [21–23] have measured

prompt charged particle production in p-Pb collisions at
the center-of-mass energy in the nucleon-nucleon system
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 5 TeV in the central pseudorapidity region. At the
Relativistic Heavy Ion Collider (RHIC), measurements with
deuteron-gold and proton-gold (p-Au) collisions at more
forward rapidities but lower energy (

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 200 GeV)

have been performed [24–26]. The LHCb experiment can
uniquely probe the lowest x ranges currently accessible,
given its forward rapidity coverage and higher collision
energy.
This Letter presents the measurement of the prompt

charged particle spectra in p-Pb and pp collisions at
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 5 TeV in the 0.2 < pT < 8.0 GeV=c range, thus
covering the soft and hard production regimes. The p-Pb
measurement covers the backward pseudorapidity range of
−5.2 < η < −2.5, where the lead beam enters the LHCb
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spectrometer at the interaction point, and the forward
pseudorapidity range of 1.6 < η < 4.3, where the proton
beam enters the LHCb spectrometer at the interaction point.
The pp measurement spans over 2.0 < η < 4.8, and
complements the recent measurement of prompt charged
particle production at

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 13 TeV [27]. Throughout

the text η is expressed in the nucleon-nucleon center-of-
mass system, and is related with the pseudorapidity in the
laboratory frame ηlab by η ¼ ηlab − 0.465 for p-Pb and
η ¼ ηlab for pp collisions.
The double-differential production cross section for

prompt charged particles is measured as

d2σchðη; pTÞ
dpTdη

≡ 1

L
Nchðη; pTÞ
ΔpTΔη

: ð1Þ

Here, Nch is the number of prompt charged particles
produced in a given interval of η and pT , Δη, and ΔpT ,
respectively, and L is the integrated luminosity of the
corresponding data sample. In this study a prompt charged
particle is any charged hadron or lepton with a mean
lifetime above 0.3 × 10−10 s produced directly in the
collision or from decays of shorter-lifetime particles
[28]. The nuclear modification factor, RpPb, is defined as

RpPbðη; pTÞ≡ 1

A

d2σchpPbðη; pTÞ=dpTdη

d2σchppðη; pTÞ=dpTdη
; ð2Þ

where A ¼ 208 is the number of nucleons in the lead ion
and d2σchp-Pb;ppðη; pTÞ=dpTdη is the double-differential
cross section in p-Pb and pp collisions, respectively.
The LHCb detector is a single-arm forward spectrometer

described in Refs. [29,30]. The detector elements that are
particularly relevant to this analysis are a silicon-strip
vertex detector (VELO) surrounding the interaction region
that allows the determination of the position of the collision
point, known as the primary vertex (PV), a tracking system
that provides a measurement of the momentum, p, of
charged particles and two ring-imaging Cherenkov detec-
tors that are able to discriminate between different species
of charged particles.
The corresponding integrated luminosity for the

forward (backward) p-Pb data sample is 42.7� 1.0 μb−1

(38.7� 1.0 μb−1) [31], where the uncertainties are uncor-
related between the two data samples. Events are required
to pass a minimum-bias trigger which requires at least one
reconstructed track in the VELO detector. Additionally,
only events with one reconstructed PV within 3 standard
deviations from the mean PV position of the full sample are
considered.
The pp data correspond to an integrated luminosity of

3.49� 0.07 nb−1. An unbiased trigger for pp events is
used to select every leading bunch crossing that occurred

during the data taking period, thus avoiding potential
contamination between neighboring bunches.
Simulation is used to model the reconstruction effi-

ciency, the effects of the selection requirements, and the
contribution from background tracks. In the simulation,
p-Pb collisions are generated using EPOS LHC [32], while
pp collisions are generated using PYTHIA [33] with a
specific LHCb configuration [34]. Particle decays are
described by EVTGEN [35], while the interaction of particles
with the detector, and its response in simulation, are
implemented using the GEANT4 toolkit [36,37] as described
in Ref. [38].
Prompt charged particle candidates are defined as tracks

with hits in the VELO and the tracking stations after the
LHCb detector dipole. This last condition requires the
measured particle to have p > 2 GeV=c. Background
contributions due to fake tracks and secondary particles
are considered in this study. Fake tracks are reconstruction
artifacts that do not correspond to actual charged particles,
which are particularly relevant for large detector occupan-
cies and in the high-pT region. Secondary particles are
tracks produced by charged particles that do not meet the
prompt particle definition and originate from interactions of
particles with the detector material or from decays of
prompt particles.
A selection is applied to reduce these background

contributions. Fake tracks are suppressed with a tight
requirement on the output of a neural-net based algorithm
(ghost probability) [39]. To suppress further the fake track
background, when two or more candidates from the same
event share a segment reconstructed in the VELO, only the
candidate with the best track fit quality is retained.
Secondary particles are reduced by requiring small impact
parameters with respect to the mean of the PV distribution
in the full sample. This criterion is particularly effective at
removing hadrons produced in decays of prompt K0

S and Λ
particles and in interactions of hadrons with the detector
material without inducing a bias by requiring a PV.
The prompt charged particle yield, Nch, for the p-Pb and

pp samples is obtained from the number of candidates,
which is corrected with the reconstruction efficiency,
the selection efficiency, and the signal purity. The
reconstruction efficiency accounts for detector inefficiencies
or acceptance effects. The track-finding efficiency from
simulation is corrected with a tag-and-probemethod applied
to data and simulation in two-dimensional intervals of ηlab
and pT using J=ψ → μþμ− decays in the range 5 < p <
200 GeV=c [40]. Since the reconstruction efficiency
depends on the detector occupancy, the simulated samples
are weighted to reproduce the occupancy distributions from
different LHCb subdetectors in data. Additionally, the
reconstruction efficiency depends on the particle type.
The relative abundance of particles determined from sim-
ulation are validated with data from the ALICE [41–44] and
LHCb [45] experiments. The LHCb PYTHIA tune for pp
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collisions does not reproduce the kaon and prompt hyperons
relative abundance at highpT in data. Therefore, a dedicated
simulated sample generated with EPOS-LHC [32] is used to
parameterize the particle composition in pp collisions. The
relative abundances produced with the EPOS-LHC gener-
ator are in agreement with the data within 30% in pp and
p-Pb collisions. As a cross-check, the relative abundances
from EPOS-LHC in the LHCb acceptance are found to be
compatible with those produced with PYTHIA using the rope
hadronization model [46,47]. The use of the uncorrected
LHCb PYTHIA tune would imply an overestimation of the
reconstruction efficiency up to a 7% at high pT .
The selection efficiency accounts for the fraction of

prompt charged particles removed from the candidate
sample by the selection. The efficiency is estimated using
simulation and a dedicated calibration procedure using a
tag-and-probe technique applied to ϕð1020Þ → KþK−

decays in data and simulation.
The signal purity is determined in simulation and

corrected with background-enriched samples of data.
Two independent samples dominated by fake tracks are
constructed: using tracks with high ghost probability, and
tracks which share their reconstructed VELO segment with
a better fit-quality track. For secondary particles, the
contributions from hadrons and electrons are studied
separately. An enriched sample of hadrons from prompt-
particle decays, such as Λ baryons and K0

S mesons, and
hadrons produced in material interactions, is obtained using
tracks with a large estimated effective impact parameter
with respect to the mean of the PV distribution. The
abundance of electrons from γ conversions, which is
considerable at low pT, is validated using particle identi-
fication detectors.
Additionally, bin migration effects due to the resolution

of the detector are found to have a negligible contribution
to the measured yields. A minor correction is made since
the mass of the particle is ignored in the expression

η ¼ ηlab − 0.465 which is used to translate the pseudor-
apidity in the laboratory system to the center-of-mass
system of the nucleon-nucleon collision in p-Pb collisions.
Several sources of systematic uncertainty are considered.

For candidates in the range 5 < p < 200 GeV=c the track-
finding efficiency carries an uncertainty due to the limited
size of the calibration samples and the difference between
hadron and muon material interactions. For candidates
outside this range, a conservative 5% uncertainty is
assigned based on the efficiency variation in adjacent
intervals. An uncertainty is assigned accounting for the
detector occupancy description, which is estimated con-
sidering alternative weights. The uncertainty due to imper-
fect knowledge of the relative particle composition is
determined from a 30% variation in the relative abundances
of particles obtained from simulation. The uncertainty on
the selection efficiency originates primarily from the
limited size of the calibration sample. For the purity, the
systematic uncertainty is estimated from the background
abundance in the background-enriched samples and the
data-simulation discrepancy in the background fraction
from the independent samples. This uncertainty has a large
η and pT dependence: while negligible in regions with a
small background level, it is the dominant contribution for
intervals with large background contributions. These inter-
vals correspond to high pT for fake tracks in p-Pb
collisions in the backward region. See the Supplemental
Material [48] for a summary table of the uncertainties.
The measured prompt charged particle cross sections for

pp and p-Pb are presented in Fig. 1. The total uncertainty is
the sum in quadrature of statistical, systematic, and
luminosity uncertainties. On average 0.1035� 0.0029
charged particles (with 0.961 < pT < 1.249 GeV=c and
3.0 < η < 3.5) are produced in pp collisions, when scaled
by the total inelastic nucleon-nucleon cross section of
67.6� 0.6 mb at

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 5 TeV [49]. This is 2 orders

of magnitude smaller than for p-Pb collisions, assuming the
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FIG. 1. Differential cross section of prompt charged particle production as a function of pT in different η intervals in (left) pp, (middle)
forward p-Pb, and (right) backward p-Pb collisions. The cross section values for pp are scaled by the lead mass number (A ¼ 208) for
comparison with the p-Pb cross sections.
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same total inelastic nucleon-nucleon cross section. The
cross section for pp collisions at

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 5 TeV is

compared with the result at
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 13 TeV [27]. Both

results are consistent, showing an increase in the cross
section at 13 TeV of a factor 1 to 3, depending on pT .
The result for RpPb in different ðη; pTÞ intervals is

presented in Fig. 2, where the uncertainties arise from
statistical, systematic, and luminosity sources. In the
forward region, the measurement indicates a suppression
of charged particle production in p-Pb collisions relative to
that in pp collisions, which increases towards forward
pseudorapidities. In the low pT regime, RpPb reaches values
of about 0.3 in the most forward pseudorapidities. In the
backward region, a significant enhancement of RpPb is
observed for pT > 1.5 GeV=c. This can be interpreted as
Cronin enhancement [15]. The enhancement reaches a
maximum at different pT values depending on η, followed
by a decreasing trend towards unity. This decrease is more
pronounced in the most backward pseudorapidities. The
maximum value of RpPb is found to be ∼1.3 and depends
slightly on η.
The RpPb measurement is compared in Fig. 2 with

predictions from phenomenological models covering the
pT ≳ 1.5 GeV=c region. The prediction in Ref. [50]
(shaded green) is based on the NPDF set EPPS16 [10]
for the lead nucleus and the PDF set CT14 [52] for the
proton. The calculation also employs the parton-to-hadron
fragmentation functions set DSS [53]. The prediction
reproduces the data in the forward region although with
large uncertainties. However, it fails to reproduce the RpPb

enhancement in the backward region for pT > 2 GeV=c.
The second prediction (violet) is based on the CGC

effective field theory [20]. The model is only applicable to

the saturation region at low x and thus to forward rapidities.
The predicted gradual decrease of RpPb with η is observed
in the data, although the prediction overestimates RpPb in
the lower pT intervals. The prediction does not include an
uncertainty estimation.
The third prediction (shaded orange) is a PQCD calcu-

lation within the high-twist factorization formalism in the
backward region [13,51]. The calculation shows an
enhancement due to incoherent multiple scattering inside
the nucleus before and after the hard scattering, and
reproduces the enhancement seen in p-Au collisions in
the backward region by the PHENIX experiment at
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 200 GeV [25]. The prediction shows a pT trend
similar to data for pT > 3 GeV=c in the most backward η
interval, although it does not reproduce the data for the
other intervals in the backward configuration.
Understanding the evolution of RpPb with x and the

momentum transfer Q2, is a critical point for the study of
CNM effects. However, x and Q2 are partonic quantities
and cannot be directly measured. Instead, experimental
proxies for x and Q2 [54], defined as

Q2
exp ≡m2 þ pT

2 and xexp ≡ Qexp
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p e−η; ð3Þ

are considered to compare the RpPb results among different
LHC experiments. Here, m is the mass of the produced
particle and is taken as m ¼ 256 MeV=c2, the average
charged particle mass in p-Pb collisions determined with
EPOS-LHC. The variable xexp is approximately x for a two
body scattering, and Qexp is the transverse mass of the
produced particle.
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FIG. 2. Nuclear modification factor as a function of pT in different η intervals for the (top) forward and (bottom) backward regions,
compared with the predictions from Refs. [13,20,50,51]. Vertical error bars correspond to statistical uncertainties, open boxes to
uncorrelated systematic uncertainty, and the filled box at RpPb ¼ 1 to the correlated uncertainty from the luminosity.
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Figure 3 shows the RpPb evolution with xexp for fourQ2
exp

intervals from this study and the results from the ALICE
[21] and CMS [22] Collaborations. Since the pT binning is
different among the three experiments, the Q2

exp ranges are
selected to contain at least one pT interval from each
experiment. A consistent trend between this measurement
in the forward region, the measurements in the central
region from ALICE and CMS, and the result in the
backward region, is observed for the four Q2

exp intervals.
The evolution of RpPb with xexp is Q2

exp dependent.
In summary, the differential production cross sections

have been measured in pT and η intervals for prompt
charged particles produced in pp and p-Pb collisions at
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 5 TeV. The measurement corresponds to p >
2 GeV=c and 0.2 < pT < 8.0 GeV=c prompt charged
particles with 2.0 < η < 4.8 in pp and −5.2 < η < −2.5
and 1.5 < η < 4.3 in p-Pb collisions. This is the first
determination of such cross sections in p-Pb collisions in
the forward and backward regions at the LHC, and the first
measurement in pp collisions at

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 5 TeV. The total

uncertainty is around 3% for most kinematic intervals both
in pp and p-Pb collisions. As a result, the data place
stringent constraints on nonperturbative QCD models in
high-energy nuclear collisions.
The nuclear modification factor RpPb is also determined

and is one of the most precise to date. The total uncertainty,
including the normalization contribution, is below 5% for
most of the ðη; pTÞ intervals. In the forward region, a
suppression of the charged particle production is observed,
especially for low pT and the most forward η. In the
backward region, the production of charged particles with
pT > 1.5 GeV=c is significantly enhanced. The RpPb shape

exhibits a clear pseudorapidity dependence. These data
cannot be simultaneously described across the entire
measured η range by NPDFs alone. Contrary to what is
observed at central rapidity [18], the forward data are
inconsistent with CGC calculations at the lowest pT .
Multiple scattering calculations, which successfully repro-
duce PHENIX results [25], fail to describe the backward
region. These measurements provide strong constraints on
nuclear PDFs at the lowest accessible x ranges, and show
that additional, previously unconsidered mechanisms are
required to provide a consistent description of particle
production in nuclear collisions at the LHC.

We would like to thank to Hannu Paukkunen, Ilka
Helenius, Heikki Mäntysaari, and Zhong-Bo Kang, for
providing LHCb specific theoretical predictions. We
express our gratitude to our colleagues in the CERN
accelerator departments for the excellent performance of
the LHC. We thank the technical and administrative staff at
the LHCb institutes. We acknowledge support from CERN
and from the national agencies: CAPES, CNPq, FAPERJ
and FINEP (Brazil); MOST and NSFC (China); CNRS/
IN2P3 (France); BMBF, DFG and MPG (Germany); INFN
(Italy); NWO (Netherlands); MNiSW and NCN (Poland);
MEN/IFA (Romania); MSHE (Russia); MICINN (Spain);
SNSF and SER (Switzerland); NASU (Ukraine); STFC
(United Kingdom); DOE NP and NSF (USA). We
acknowledge the computing resources that are provided
by CERN, IN2P3 (France), KIT, and DESY (Germany),
INFN (Italy), SURF (Netherlands), PIC (Spain), GridPP
(United Kingdom), RRCKI and Yandex LLC (Russia),
CSCS (Switzerland), IFIN-HH (Romania), CBPF (Brazil),
PL-GRID (Poland) and OSC (USA). We are indebted to the
communities behind the multiple open-source software
packages on which we depend. Individual groups or
members have received support from AvH Foundation
(Germany); EPLANET, Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions
and ERC (European Union); A*MIDEX, ANR, Labex
P2IO and OCEVU, and Région Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes
(France); Key Research Program of Frontier Sciences of
CAS, CAS PIFI, Thousand Talents Program, and Sci. &
Tech. Program of Guangzhou (China); RFBR, RSF and
Yandex LLC (Russia); GVA, XuntaGal and GENCAT
(Spain); the Royal Society and the Leverhulme Trust
(United Kingdom).

[1] A. B. Kaidalov and K. A. Ter-Martirosyan, Multihadron
production at high energies in the model of quark gluon
strings, Sov. J. Nucl. Phys. 40, 135 (1984), https://
inspirehep.net/literature/198183.

[2] A. Capella, U. Sukhatme, C.-I. Tan, and J. Tran Thanh Van,
Dual parton model, Phys. Rep. 236, 225 (1994).

[3] A. Buckley et al., General-purpose event generators for
LHC physics, Phys. Rep. 504, 145 (2011).

0.2
0.4
0.6
0.8

1
1.2
1.4
1.6

2c/2<0.85 GeV
exp
2Q0.75<

6−10 5−10 4−10 3−10 2−10 1−10
0

0.2
0.4
0.6
0.8

1
1.2
1.4
1.6

2c/2<10 GeV
exp
2Q7<

2c/2<4 GeV
exp
2Q3<

LHCb
=5 TeVNNs

Prompt charged particles

5−10 4−10 3−10 2−10 1−10

2c/2<50 GeV
exp
2Q45<

Pb
p

R
Pb

p
R

expx expx

2.5−<η3.0<−LHCb, <3.0η2.5<−LHCb,

3.0−<η3.5<−LHCb, <3.5η3.0<−LHCb,

3.5−<η4.0<−LHCb, <4.0η3.5<−LHCb,

4.0−<η4.5<−LHCb, <4.3η4.0<−LHCb,

4.5−<η4.8<−LHCb, <2.5η2.0<−LHCb,

0.3−<η1.3<−ALICE, <1.0η1.0<−CMS,

FIG. 3. Evolution of the nuclear modification factor with xexp
from this study, ALICE [21], and CMS [22], for different Q2

exp

ranges. Each plot includes all the RpPb ðη; pTÞ intervals with a pT

center within theQ2
exp range specified in the plot. Horizontal error

bars account for the minimum and maximum xexp value for a
given ðη; pTÞ interval. Vertical error bars correspond to statistical,
systematic, and luminosity (normalization) uncertainties for
LHCb (ALICE, CMS), added in quadrature.

PHYSICAL REVIEW LETTERS 128, 142004 (2022)

142004-5

https://inspirehep.net/literature/198183
https://inspirehep.net/literature/198183
https://inspirehep.net/literature/198183
https://doi.org/10.1016/0370-1573(94)90064-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physrep.2011.03.005


[4] D. d’Enterria, R. Engel, T. Pierog, S. Ostapchenko, and K.
Werner, Constraints from the first LHC data on hadronic
event generators for ultra-high energy cosmic-ray physics,
Astropart. Phys. 35, 98 (2011).

[5] J. Albrecht et al., The Muon Puzzle in cosmic-ray induced
air showers and its connection to the Large Hadron Collider,
arXiv:2105.06148.

[6] C. A. Salgado et al., Proton-nucleus collisions at the LHC:
Scientific opportunities and requirements, J. Phys. G 39,
015010 (2012).

[7] J. L. Albacete et al., Predictions for pþ Pb collisions at
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 5 TeV, Int. J. Mod. Phys. E 22, 1330007 (2013).

[8] J. L. Albacete et al., Predictions for cold nuclear matter
effects in pþ Pb collisions at

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

sNN
p ¼ 8.16 TeV, Nucl.

Phys. A972, 18 (2018).
[9] J. L. Nagle and W. A. Zajc, Small system collectivity in

relativistic hadronic and nuclear collisions, Annu. Rev.
Nucl. Part. Sci. 68, 211 (2018).

[10] K. J. Eskola, P. Paakkinen, H. Paukkunen, and C. A.
Salgado, EPPS16: Nuclear parton distributions with LHC
data, Eur. Phys. J. C 77, 163 (2017).
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sAlso at Università di Firenze, Firenze, Italy.
tAlso at Hanoi University of Science, Hanoi, Vietnam.
uAlso at P.N. Lebedev Physical Institute, Russian Academy of Science (LPI RAS), Moscow, Russia.
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