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Double beta decay results from the CUPID-0 experiment
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A convincing observation of neutrino-less double beta decay (0νDBD) relies on the possibility of
operating high energy-resolution detectors in background-free conditions. Scintillating cryogenic
calorimeters are one of the most promising tools to fulfill the requirements for a next-generation
experiment. Several steps have been taken to demonstrate the maturity of this technique, starting
from the successful experience of CUPID-0. The CUPID-0 experiment demonstrated the complete
rejection of the dominant alpha background measuring the lowest counting rate in the region
of interest for this technique. Furthermore, the most stringent limit on the 82Se 0νDBD was
established running 26 ZnSe crystals during two years of continuous detector operation. In this
contribution we present the final results of CUPID-0 Phase I including a detailed model of the
background, the measurement of the 82Se 2νDBD half-life and the evidence that this nuclear
transition is single state dominated.
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1. Introduction

Neutrinoless double beta decay (0νDBD) is a hypothesized spontaneous nuclear transition in
which a (A,Z) nucleus decays to a more stable (A,Z+2) one emitting 2 electrons and 0 neutrinos.
Unlike the two-neutrino double beta decay (2νDBD), which is a second order transition allowed in
the framework of the Standard Model (SM) of particle physics, 0νDBD has never been measured.
The observation of this decay would imply that lepton number is not conserved and that neutrinos
are massive Majorana particles [1], pointing to new physics beyond the SM. This is why there is a
big interest in the search for this extremely rare decay. Today, the most sensitive experiments are
setting lower limits on the 0νDBD half-lives (T1/2) of about 1025 − 1026 yr [2]. In 0νDBD, the
sum of the kinetic energies of the two emitted electrons and of the recoiling nucleus is equal to the
Q-value of the transition (Qββ). Therefore, the signature of 0νDBD is a peak at Qββ in the kinetic
energy spectrum. Next generation experiments aim at increasing the sensitivity up to T1/2 of the
order of 1027 yr. To reach this goal, the detectors must be capable of monitoring O(1027) double
beta decaying nuclei for a few years, and must feature high energy resolution and background close
to zero at the ton×yr exposure scale around Qββ .

Cryogenic calorimeters are one of the most promising technology to fulfill these require-
ments [3]. They consist of dielectric and diamagnetic crystals cooled at cryogenic temperatures
(∼10mK) and equipped with thermistors to measure the temperature rise that occurs when a particle
interaction deposits energy in the crystal volume. The crystals suitable for 0νDBD searches are
those containing double beta decaying isotopes. Since the source is embedded in the detector, a
very high detection efficiency is achieved. Moreover these detectors feature an excellent energy
resolution ∆E/E ∼ 10−3, and can be scaled in mass up to 1 tonne, as proved by the CUORE
experiment, which is now taking data at the Laboratori Nazionali del Gran Sasso (LNGS, Italy) to
search for 0νDBD of 130Te [4].

CUPID (CUORE Upgrade with Particle IDentification) is a proposed 0νDBD next generation
experiment that will profit from the CUORE experience and cryogenic infrastructure to operate an
array of 1500 Li100

2 MoO4 scintillating calorimeters enriched to >95% in 100Mo [5]. Together with
the isotopic enrichment in the double beta decaying isotope, the other major upgrade with respect
to CUORE will be the particle identification capability based on the simultaneous readout of the
heat and light signal produced in scintillating crystals. This feature will be exploited to suppress the
background produced by radioactive contaminations of the experimental setup that emit α particles
degraded in energy, representing the dominant contribution to the background in CUORE [6]. The
first demonstrator experiments of the new technologies that will be implemented in CUPID are
CUPID-0, which started data taking in 2017 at LNGS, and CUPID-Mo [7], running at the Modane
Laboratory (France) since 2019.

2. The CUPID-0 experiment

CUPID-0, besides being a demonstrator for CUPID, is also a competitive 0νDBD experiment
for the study of the double decay of 82Se. The Qββ of 82Se (2997.9±0.3 keV), like the 100Mo one,
lies in the energy range above the 2615 keV line of 208Tl where the β/γ background from natural
radioactivity is significantly lower.
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Figure 1: Pictures of the CUPID-0 detector. From left to right: a ZnSe crystal, the same crystal surrounded
by the reflecting foil, the Ge light detector mounted on top, the CUPID-0 array of 26 scintillating calorimeters.

The CUPID-0 detector has been installed at LNGS in the same cryostat previously used for
the CUORE-0 experiment [8]. The detector is an array of 26 ZnSe scintillating calorimeters with
a total mass of 10.5 kg, comprising 5.17 kg of 82Se thanks to the isotopic enrichment to ∼95% of
24 crystals. To detect the light signal, each ZnSe crystal is equipped with two Ge crystals (4.4 cm
in diameter and 170 µm thick) placed in correspondence with the top and bottom crystal faces.
The Ge light detectors are operated as cryogenic calorimeters and, thanks to their small thermal
capacitance, they are suitable for measuring low-energy light pulses. Both ZnSe and Ge crystals are
equipped with neutron transmutation doped (NTD) temperature sensors to convert the heat signal
into a measurable change in voltage proportional to the particle energy deposit. All crystals are held
in position by means of PTFE clamps and are thermally coupled to a heat bath at ∼10 mK by means
of a copper holder structure. To enhance the light collection, the lateral sides of ZnSe crystals have
been surrounded with reflecting foils, later removed in the second phase of data taking. The reader
can find some pictures of the detector in Fig. 1 and more details in Ref. [9].

In the first scientific run, that lasted fromMarch 2017 until December 2018, CUPID-0 collected
an exposure of 9.95 kg×yr with an excellent duty cycle (the time fraction devoted to β β physics
and calibrations is 88%). 232Th sources were periodically deployed besides the cryostat to perform
the energy calibration of the heat pulses and the inter-calibration of light detectors. Moreover a
calibration with a 56Co source was performed to check the goodness of energy reconstruction and
evaluate the resolution at 82Se Qββ , which resulted equal to 20.05±0.34 keV after removing the
correlation between light and heat signals [10]. The physics spectrum is built after applying a series
of selection criteria aimed at improving the experimental sensitivity [11]. First, we reject pile-up
events (1 s before and 4 s after trigger) and we select only signals consistent with a proper template
waveform in order to identify real particle events. Then, we tag the events that simultaneously
trigger more than one crystal within a ±20 ms time window, assigning a multiplicity label equal to
the number of crystals hit. Indeed, according to our Monte Carlo simulations, a potential 0νDBD
event is expected to release all its energy in a single crystal with a probability of 81%, thus the
modularity of the detector allows to reduce the background due to particle interactions depositing
energy in multiple crystals. Finally, we perform the particle identification by analyzing the time-
development of light pulses. As shown in Fig. 2, the shape of light pulses produced by an α

interaction is different from that produced by β/γ particles. By exploiting this feature, we separate
>99.9% of α events from β/γ ones at energies >2 MeV.
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Figure 2: Left: shapes of the light pulses produced by α and β/γ particle interactions. Right: scatter plot
of the shape parameter as a function of energy, exploited to discriminate α particles at E>2 MeV.

3. Background analysis and physics results

To measure the background around the 82Se Qββ with significant statistics, we select a wide
energy region from 2.8 to 3.2 MeV. By applying α discrimination, the background level decreases
from (3.2±0.3)×10−2 to (1.3±0.2)×10−2 counts/(keV kg yr). To further suppress the background
in this region, we tag potential 212Bi α decays and we veto any event occurring within 7 half-lives
of its daughter 208Tl (T1/2=3.05 min) that β decays with a high Q-value (5 MeV). This technique
allows to reduce the background down to (3.5+1.0

−0.9) × 10−3 counts/(keV kg yr), at the cost of only
6% dead time. Since we find no evidence for 82Se 0νDBD, we perform an Unbinned Extended
Maximum Likelihood fit in the [2.8−3.2] MeV range to set the most stringent lower limit on the
half-life of this process: T0ν

1/2 > 3.5 × 1024 yr (90% credible interval) [12].
In order to understand the origin of the background in CUPID-0 and analyze the 2νDBD signal,

we create a model based on a tool developed in the framework of the CUORE-0 experiment [13, 14].
We divide the data according to their multiplicity and particle type and we analyze the γ and α
lines in the spectra to recognize the signatures of the background sources, i.e. contaminations of
the experimental setup by natural or anthropogenic radioisotopes. Then, we run Geant4-based
Monte Carlo (MC) simulations of the background sources to get the energy spectra produced in
the detector by each of them. Finally, we perform a Bayesian fit that stacks the MC spectra with
free normalization coefficients to reproduce the experimental data (Fig. 3a). Through this analysis
we obtain that ∼ 44% of the residual background around 82Se Qββ is produced by cosmic muon
showers, while the remaining fraction is due to radioactive contaminations of ZnSe crystals (∼ 33%),
of cryogenic setup (∼ 17%), and of reflector foils and copper holder (∼ 6%).

The CUPID-0 background model (BM) has been exploited also to measure the 2νDBD of 82Se
with unprecedented precision and accuracy: T2ν

1/2 = [8.60 ± 0.03(stat)+0.19
−0.13 (stat)] × 1019 yr [15].

In this work, we test two different nuclear models for the 2νDBD, which can be described as a
sequence of two virtual β decays going through one or more states of the (A,Z+1) intermediate
nucleus. Depending on the model, the 2νDBD is referred to as Single−State Dominated (SSD)
or Higher−States Dominated (HSD) and its energy spectrum turns out to be slightly different.
Thanks to the excellent signal to background ratio in CUPID-0 data (Fig. 3b), we have a strong
evidence that the 2νDBD of 82Se is SSD, because the counts predicted by the BM fit when using
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Figure 3: Left: background sources contributing to the spectrum of β/γ events hitting one single crystal.
The shaded area corresponds to the energy range from 2.8 to 3.2 MeV chosen to analyze the background
around the 82Se Qββ . In this plot, the time veto for the rejection of 208Tl events is not applied. Right: BM fit
with the SSD hypothesis for the 2νDBD. In the top panel, we show the bin-by-bin ratio between experimental
and reconstructed counts with the uncertainties at 1, 2, 3σ shown as colored bands centered at 1.

the HSD hypothesis is not compatible at 5.5σ with the experimental data in the 2−3 MeV range.
Furthermore, through another analysis of the CUPID-0 2νDBD spectral shape, we could set a limit
on CPT violation in the β β decay of 82Se [16].

In June 2019, we started the second scientific run of CUPID-0, accumulating 5.2 kg×yr
exposure, with the aim of better identifying background contributions in view of CUPID. For this
purpose, we installed a muon veto and we removed the reflecting foils around crystals in order to
enhance the capability of measuring their surface contaminations.

4. Conclusion

The CUPID-0 experiment demonstrated that the dual readout of heat and light allows to reach
the lowest background for cryogenic calorimeters, laying a solid foundation for CUPID.

Despite the limited mass, CUPID-0 was able to establish the best half-life limit on 82Se 0νDBD
and the most precise measurement of 82Se 2νDBD half-life, unveiling that the nuclear mechanism
mediating this process is SSD.
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