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The two experimental techniques for determining the proton’s elastic form factors—unpolarized
cross section measurements and polarization asymmetries—have yielded strikingly discrepant results. One possible explanation for this discrepancy is that hard two-photon exchange, a radiative
correction that is typically neglected, contributes on the percent level to the elastic electron-proton
cross section. The OLYMPUS experiment tests this hypothesis by measuring the ratio of positronproton to electron-proton elastic scattering cross sections. Deviations in this ratio from unity are
a signature of hard two-photon exchange.
The OLYMPUS experiment took place at DESY, in Hamburg, Germany, and over 4 fb−1 of integrated luminosity were acquired by the end of data taking in 2013. 2 GeV electron and positron
beams, alternating daily, were directed through a windowless hydrogen gas target. Scattered
leptons and recoiling protons were detected in coincidence in a toroidal magnetic spectrometer simultaneously over a wide range of angles. The relative luminosity between electron and
positron modes was monitored redundantly through rates of both forward elastic and symmetric
Møller/Bhabha scattering.
The latest results from the OLYMPUS analysis will be presented.
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1. Introduction
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Figure 1: The proton’s form factors as measured by polarization asymmetries (red) are inconsistent with
those extracted from unpolarized cross sections (blue). Data are taken from [1–12].

One hypothesis for the cause of this discrepancy is that there is a non-negligible contribution to
the elastic electron-proton scattering cross section from hard two-photon exchange (TPE) [13, 14].
Hard TPE is a radiative correction that is neglected in standard radiative correction prescriptions
[15, 16]. Some theoretical predictions suggest that a hard TPE contribution of only a few percent
to the total cross section, provided that it has the correct kinematic dependence, would produce a
discrepancy consistent with that of the measurements [17, 18].
The OLYMPUS experiment [19] tested this hypothesis by determining the hard TPE contribution to the elastic electron-proton scattering cross section from a measurement of the positronproton to electron-proton elastic cross section ratio. The results indicate a smaller hard TPE contribution than several theories predicted and are mostly consistent with no hard TPE effect [20].
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Over the past few decades, a discrepancy has emerged between the proton’s form factor ratio
extracted from polarization asymmetries [1–6], and that same ratio extracted from unpolarized
elastic electron-proton cross section measurements [7–12] (shown in figure 1). The proton’s form
factors, GE (Q2 ) and GM (Q2 ), encode the distributions of electromagnetic charge and current within
the proton as functions of momentum transfer, Q2 . They should be universal properties of the
proton. A discrepancy between measurement techniques suggests that one or both of the techniques
is failing to account for some additional effect, distorting the results. Until this discrepancy is
understood, there will be lingering uncertainty about the true values of the form factors.
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However, phenomenological predictions show that a small TPE effect over the OLYMPUS kinematic range is consistent with the observed form factor discrepancy.

2. Motivation

R2γ ≡

σe+ p→e+ p
.
σe− p→e− p

(2.1)

This ratio is unity at leading order. The next-to-leading order term is an interference between oneand two-photon exchange. This interference has opposite sign between electron scattering and
positron scattering, so that the ratio amplifies this interference:
R2γ = 1 +

4Re[M2γ M1γ ]
+ O(α 4 ).
|M1γ |2

(2.2)

Phenomenological predictions suggest that in order to resolve the discrepancy R2γ must increase
to several percent above unity, i.e., the positron cross section must increase relative to the electron
Q2
2 θe −1 ,
cross section, as ε, the virtual photon polarization parameter given by ε ≡ [1+2(1+ 4m
2 ) tan 2 ]
p
decreases [24–26]. A ratio of R2γ that remains at unity indicates that there is no contribution from
hard TPE to the elastic cross section.

3. Experiment
The OLYMPUS experiment was conducted at DESY, in Hamburg, Germany, with data collection concluding in 2013. The DORIS storage ring provided a 2 GeV stored beam of either
electrons or positrons, with a switch between beam species occurring once per day. The beams
passed through a windowless hydrogen gas target that was internal to the storage ring vacuum [27].
The typical luminosity was 2 × 1033 cm−2 s−1 , and approximately 4.5 fb−1 were collected.
Surrounding the target was a large-acceptance toroidal magnetic spectrometer, which was formerly used in the BLAST experiment at MIT-Bates [28]. A schematic is shown in figure 2. The
2
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Hard two-photon exchange is a plausible explanation for the proton form factor discrepancy.
Standard radiative corrections prescriptions for elastic electron-proton scattering only account for
TPE in the soft limit, in which one of the exchanged photons carries negligible momentum. Furthermore, hard TPE would affect the two form factor measurement techniques differently. The polarization asymmetry technique is mostly insensitive to a hard TPE contribution, while the Rosenbluth separation technique for determining G2E and G2M from unpolarized cross sections would be
sensitive, especially at large Q2 .
Hard TPE is difficult to calculate, however, and no model-independent calculation has yet been
produced. The challenge comes from the off-shell hadronic propagator. The proton can propagate
as proton, but can also propagate as any excited state of the proton, as a ∆+ for instance, and each
excited state contributes to the amplitude. Several model dependent calculations have been made
using a variety of techniques. Many suggest that TPE is the cause of the form factor discrepancy
[17, 18, 21], and some do not [22, 23]. Experimental verification is needed.
The experimental signature of hard TPE is a deviation from unity in the ratio of positron-proton
to electron-proton elastic cross sections:
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Figure 2: A schematic of the OLYMPUS spectrometer is shown without the top four toroid magnet coils.
The beam enters from the upper left.

spectrometer had two identical instrumented sectors to allow the detection of a scattered lepton in
coincidence with a recoiling proton. Drift chambers were the main tracking detectors, while a wall
of scintillator bars, called the Time-of-Flight system, were used for triggering and timing.
Since the measurement of R2γ relied on an accurate determination of the relative luminosity
between the positron and electron running modes, three new systems were developed to monitor
luminosity. The “slow control” system was used to make an estimate online from measurements of
the beam current and target flow. Two forward tracking telescopes installed at the 12◦ scattering angle monitored luminosity through the rate of forward ep scattering. A pair of calorimeters installed
at 1.3◦ , monitored the rate of Møller/Bhabha scattering from atomic electrons in the hydrogen
target [29].

4. Results
The OLYMPUS results [20] are shown in figure 3. The smaller error bars indicate statistical
uncertainty, while the larger error bars indicate the quadratic sum of statistical and point-to-point
uncorrelated systematic uncertainties. The gray band below the data indicates the size of the correlated systematic uncertainty, though the correlations between data points are non-trivial and are
not well-described by a simple scale factor. The data are not inconsistent with unity, suggesting
that hard TPE has a small effect on the elastic cross section.
3
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Figure 3: The OLYMPUS results are smaller than the theory calculation of Blunden, but consistent with
the phenomenological prediction of Bernauer.

In addition to the data, the theory calculation of hard two photon exchange by P. G. Blunden
[30] is shown; the blue solid line shows the calculation of the TPE diagram assuming only a nucleon
propagator, while the blue dashed line assumes that both the nucleon and ∆-resonance contribute
to the propagator. The data sit below this theory calculation, suggesting that some additional terms
or corrections are needed to effectively describe hard TPE.
The red dotted curve shows a phenomenological prediction by J. C. Bernauer et al. [26], which
is made by fitting an ansatz for the functional form of the hard TPE contribution to both polarized
and unpolarized data. In essence, it describes how large of a TPE effect is necessary to resolve the
proton form factor discrepancy. This prediction does a reasonable job of matching the OLYMPUS
data, indicating that the TPE hypothesis is still viable.
4.1 Comparison with CLAS and VEPP-3
OLYMPUS was one of three contemporary experiments to measure R2γ . In addition to OLYMPUS, a measurement using alternating e+ and e− beams was made at the VEPP-3 storage ring in
Novosibirsk, Russia [31], and a measurement using a tertiary beam of e+ /e− pairs was made by
the CLAS Collaboration at Jefferson Lab, in the United States [32, 33]. The kinematic coverage
of the three experiments is shown in figure 4. CLAS released results with two different binning
schemes; figure 4 shows the points using their constant Q2 scheme, plus four non-overlapping bins
from their constant ε scheme at low Q2 .
4
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Figure 4: Comparing the results of the three contemporary TPE experiments is not straight-forward because
they cover slightly different kinematic points. Figure 5 shows the results as a function of ε for three different
Q2 values, shown here as shaded bands.
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Figure 5: The results of the three contemporary experiments, shown for three different Q2 ranges, are
largely consistent with each other.

Figure 5 compares the results of the three contemporary experiments. Since OLYMPUS,
CLAS, and VEPP-3 cover slightly different kinematic points, the results are shown for three different ranges in Q2 , highlighted in figure 4 by three shaded bands. The error bars are the quadratic
sum of statistical and uncorrelated point-to-point systematic errors. The published VEPP-3 results
are relative to the value of R2γ at one of two high-ε “luminosity normalization points” (LNPs).
These LNPs are at a similar kinematic point to the OLYMPUS highest ε point, and figure 5 uses
the OLYMPUS measurement at that point to normalize the VEPP-3 results. The results of the three
5
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experiments are largely consistent with each other and show that, over the covered kinematic range,
R2γ is less than 3% above unity.

5. Conclusions
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The OLYMPUS experiment has made the highest precision measurement of R2γ to date over
a wide range of ε and Q2 . OLYMPUS measured R2γ to be smaller than Blunden’s calculation,
especially at high ε and low Q2 . In fact, the results are largely consistent with unity, which would
indicate no hard TPE. This does not, however, eliminate the TPE hypothesis for the solution to
the proton form factor discrepancy. The OLYMPUS data are also consistent with the phenomenological prediction by Bernauer et al., suggesting that OLYMPUS did not probe kinematics where
significant TPE was needed to solve the discrepancy.
A more conclusive test would be a measurement at higher Q2 where the form factor discrepancy is larger and where the R2γ is predicted to be greater. Such an experiment would be difficult
because the elastic scattering cross section drops at high Q2 . However such a measurement would
be the clearest experimental verification that hard TPE is responsible for the discrepancy in the
proton’s form factors.
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