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1. Introduction

The electromagnetic (EM) structure of the nucleon is described by its EM form factors. They
provide a window on the strong interaction dynamics in the nucleon responsible for the EM structure
from large to small distances. At small momentum transfers, they probe the large-distance properties
of the nucleon like the charge and magnetic moment, while the quark substructure of the nucleon
determines the behavior at large momentum transfer. For recent reviews see, e.g., Refs. [1–4]. The
fundamental role of the EM form factors is underscored by their importance for the description of
physical quantities ranging from the Lamb shift in atomic physics [5–8] over the strangeness content
of the nucleon [9, 10] in hadron physics to the EM structure and reactions of atomic nuclei [11, 12].

The EM nucleon form factors and radii are determined by the matrix element of the elec-
tromagnetic current 𝑗EM

𝜇 (𝑥) in the nucleon. Denoting a nucleon state with four-momentum 𝑝 as
|𝑁 (𝑝)⟩, this matrix element can be written as

⟨𝑁 (𝑝′) | 𝑗EM
𝜇 (0) |𝑁 (𝑝)⟩ = 𝑢̄(𝑝′)

[
𝐹1(𝑡)𝛾𝜇 + 𝑖

𝐹2(𝑡)
2𝑚

𝜎𝜇𝜈𝑞
𝜈

]
𝑢(𝑝) , (1)

where 𝑚 is the nucleon mass and 𝑡 = (𝑝′ − 𝑝)2 the four-momentum transfer squared (spin indices
have been suppressed). The scalar functions 𝐹1(𝑡) and 𝐹2(𝑡) are the Dirac and Pauli form factors
of the nucleon, respectively. Their normalization at 𝑡 = 0 is determined by the charges and
anomalous magnetic moments of the nucleon, 𝐹 𝑝1 (0) = 1, 𝐹𝑛1 (0) = 0, 𝐹 𝑝2 (0) = 𝜅𝑝, 𝐹𝑛2 (0) = 𝜅𝑛 ,
with 𝜅𝑝 = 1.793 and 𝜅𝑛 = −1.913 in units of the nuclear magneton, 𝜇𝑁 = 𝑒/(2𝑚).

For the theoretical analysis, it is convenient to work in the isospin basis and to decompose the
form factors into isoscalar (𝑠) and isovector (𝑣) parts, 𝐹𝑠/𝑣

𝑖
= (𝐹 𝑝

𝑖
± 𝐹𝑛

𝑖
)/2, with 𝑖 = 1, 2. The

experimental data are usually given in terms of the Sachs form factors,

𝐺𝐸 (𝑡) = 𝐹1(𝑡) − 𝜏𝐹2(𝑡) , 𝐺𝑀 (𝑡) = 𝐹1(𝑡) + 𝐹2(𝑡) , where 𝜏 = −𝑡/(4𝑚2) , (2)

which implies 𝐺𝐸 (4𝑚2) = 𝐺𝑀 (4𝑚2).
The nucleon root mean square radii (loosely called radii), 𝑟 ≡

√︁
⟨𝑟2⟩, are defined via the

expansion of the form factors around zero momentum transfer,

𝐹 (𝑡)/𝐹 (0) = 1 + 𝑡⟨𝑟2⟩/6 + . . . , (3)

where 𝐹 (𝑡) is a generic form factor. In the case of the electric and Dirac form factors of the
neutron,𝐺𝑛

𝐸
and 𝐹𝑛1 , the expansion starts with the term linear in 𝑡 and the normalization factor 𝐹 (0)

is dropped. In the space-like momentum transfer region, 𝑡 < 0, the form factors are real valued
quantities. Here it is convenient to use the positive variable 𝑄2 = −𝑡. In the time-like region, 𝑡 > 0,
the form factors are complex valued above the two-pion threshold at 𝑡 = 4𝑀2

𝜋 .
In Fig. 1, we show the moduli of the form factors 𝐺 𝑝

𝐸
(𝑡) and 𝐺𝑛

𝐸
(𝑡) from the dispersion-

theoretical analysis of Ref. [13] to illustrate their behavior. In the space-like region, the physical
threshold is located at 𝑡 = 0, whereas the corresponding threshold in the time-like region is 𝑡 = 4𝑚2.
In between these two thresholds, various vector meson poles (plus continua) build up the spectral
function to be discussed in detail below. This region cannot be observed.
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Figure 1: The moduli of electric form factors of the proton, 𝐺 𝑝

𝐸
, (left panel) and neutron, 𝐺𝑛

𝐸
, (right-panel)

for space- and time-like momentum transfers from the dispersion-theoretical form factor analysis of Ref. [13].
The colored area extending from 𝑡 = 0 to 𝑡 = 4𝑚2 along the real axis is the unphysical region where the form
factor cannot be observed.

2. Dispersion Relations

Dispersion relations (DRs) provide a powerful tool to extract the form factors from experi-
mental data. Based on the general properties of unitarity and analyticity of a function of complex
momentum, they relate the real and imaginary parts of the form factors.

The imaginary part Im 𝐹 of a form factor 𝐹 can be constructed from a spectral decomposition
[14]. The EM current matrix element in the time-like region (𝑡 > 0) is given by

𝐽𝜇 = ⟨𝑁 (𝑝′) 𝑁̄ (𝑝′) | 𝑗EM
𝜇 (0) |0⟩ = 𝑢̄(𝑝′)

[
𝐹1(𝑡)𝛾𝜇 + 𝑖

𝐹2(𝑡)
2𝑚

𝜎𝜇𝜈 (𝑝′ + 𝑝′)𝜈
]
𝑣(𝑝′) , (4)

where 𝑝′ and 𝑝′ are the momenta of the nucleon and antinucleon created by the current 𝑗EM
𝜇 ,

respectively, and four-momentum transfer squared is 𝑡 = (𝑝′ + 𝑝′)2.
Using the LSZ reduction formalism, the imaginary part of the form factors is obtained by

inserting a complete set of intermediate states [14] as illustrated in Fig. 2,

Im 𝐽𝜇 =
𝜋

𝑍
(2𝜋)3/2N

∑︁
𝑛

⟨𝑁 (𝑝′) |𝐽𝑁 (0) |𝑛⟩⟨𝑛| 𝑗EM
𝜇 (0) |0⟩ 𝑣(𝑝′) 𝛿 (4) (𝑝′ + 𝑝′ − 𝑝𝑛) , (5)

where N is a nucleon spinor normalization factor, 𝑍 is the nucleon wave function renormalization,
and 𝐽𝑁 (𝑥) = 𝐽

†
𝑁
(𝑥)𝛾0 with 𝐽𝑁 (𝑥) a nucleon source. It relates the spectral function to on-shell

matrix elements of other processes, as detailed below. Note that the spectral decomposition has
to be carried out in the time-like region since the form factors in the space-like region (𝑡 < 0) are
real-valued.

The intermediate states |𝑛⟩ are asymptotic (observable) states of total four-momentum 𝑝𝑛.
They carry the same quantum numbers as the current 𝑗EM

𝜇 :

𝐼𝐺 (𝐽𝑃𝐶) = 0− (1−−) for the isoscalar component ,

𝐼𝐺 (𝐽𝑃𝐶) = 1+(1−−) for the isovector component , (6)

of 𝑗EM
𝜇 . Here, 𝐼 and 𝐽 denote the isospin 𝐼 = 0, 1 and the angular momentum 𝐽 = 1 of the photon,

whereas𝐺, 𝑃 and𝐶 give the𝐺-parity, parity and charge conjugation quantum numbers, respectively.
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Figure 2: Spectral decomposition of the matrix element of the electromagnetic current 𝑗EM
𝜇 in the nucleon.

The intermediate states are denoted |𝑛⟩.

Furthermore, these currents have zero net baryon number. Because of 𝐺-parity, states with an odd
number of pions only contribute to the isoscalar part, while states with an even number contribute
to the isovector part. For the isoscalar part the lowest mass states are: 3𝜋, 5𝜋, . . . , 𝐾𝐾̄, 𝐾𝐾̄𝜋, . . . ,
and for the isovector part they are: 2𝜋, 4𝜋, . . . 𝐾𝐾̄, . . . . Associated with each intermediate state
is a cut starting at the corresponding threshold in 𝑡 and running to infinity. As a consequence, the
spectral function Im 𝐹 (𝑡) is different from zero along the cut from 𝑡0 to ∞, with 𝑡0 = 4 (9) 𝑀2

𝜋 for
the isovector (isoscalar) case.

We can use Cauchy’s theorem for 𝐹 with a circular integration contour in the complex 𝑡-plane
that wraps around the cut for 𝑡 ≥ 𝑡0. Assuming the convergence of an unsubtracted dispersion
relation, the circular contour can be taken to infinity, and we only pick up the discontinuity of 𝐹
across the cut. This leads to the dispersion relation

𝐹 (𝑡) = lim
𝜖→0+

1
𝜋

∫ ∞

𝑡0

Im 𝐹 (𝑡′)
𝑡′ − 𝑡 − 𝑖𝜖 𝑑𝑡

′ , (7)

where the 𝑖𝜖 defines the integral for values of 𝑡 on the cut. For proofs of such a representation in
perturbation theory, see Ref. [14] (and references therein). One could also use a once-subtracted
dispersion relation, since the normalization of the form factors at 𝑡 = 0 is known. However, in what
follows, we will only employ the unsubtracted form given in Eq. (7). For the parametrization of the
spectral functions described below, the unsubtracted dispersion relations converge by construction.

3. Structure of the spectral functions

The spectral functions are thus the central quantities in the dispersion-theoretical approach.
Using Eqs. (4) and (5), they can in principle be reconstructed from experimental data. In practice,
however, this program can only be carried out for the lightest two-particle intermediate states.

The longest-range and therefore at low momentum transfer most important continuum contri-
bution comes from the 2𝜋 intermediate state which contributes to the isovector form factors [15]. A
new precise calculation of this contribution has recently been performed in Ref. [16] including the
state-of-the-art pion-nucleon scattering amplitudes from dispersion theory. The resulting spectral
functions exhibit the 𝜌-resonance at

√
𝑡 = 0.77 GeV as well as an enhancement on the left shoulder

of the resonance (cf. Fig. 3). This confirms that the 𝜌 is naturally generated as a resonance
in 𝜋𝜋 scattering [17] and no explicit 𝜌-meson is required in the isovector spectral function. The
enhancement on the left shoulder of the 𝜌 can be traced back to a singularity of the partial wave
amplitudes 𝑓 1

± (𝑡) on the second Riemann sheet [18] (originating from the partial wave projection

4
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Figure 3: Illustration of the isoscalar (left) and isovector (right) spectral function, showing the continua and
(effective) vector meson pole contributions. The vertical dashed line separates the well-constrained low-mass
region from the high-mass region which is parameterized by narrow and broad effective poles, indicated by
lower and upper case letters, respectively.

of the nucleon pole terms) located at 𝑡𝑐 = 4𝑀2
𝜋 − 𝑀4

𝜋/𝑚2 ≈ 3.98𝑀2
𝜋 , very close to the physical

threshold at 𝑡0 = 4𝑀2
𝜋 .

The lowest isoscalar continuum is given by three-pion exchange. An analysis based on unitarity
alone of this contribution does not exist, but it has been shown in ChPT at leading [19] and subleading
[20] orders, that there is no enhancement on the left wing of the 𝜔 resonance. Thus, in contrast
to the 𝜌, the inclusion of the 𝜔 as a vector meson pole is justified. The first significant continuum
contribution to the isoscalar spectral function is due to 𝐾𝐾̄ and 𝜌𝜋 intermediate states. The
contributions from the 𝐾𝐾̄ [21, 22] and 𝜌𝜋 [23] were first included in the dispersive analysis of the
EM form factors in Ref. [24]. A more detailed discussion of these continua can be found in Ref. [3].

The remaining contributions to the spectral function can be parameterized by vector meson
poles. On the one hand, the lower mass poles can be identified with physical vector mesons such as
the𝜔 and the 𝜙. The higher mass poles on the other hand, are simply an effective way to parameterize
higher mass strength in the spectral function. These effective poles at higher momentum transfers
appear in both the isoscalar and isovector channels. The (isoscalar and isovector) spectral functions
thus take the form

Im 𝐹𝑠𝑖 (𝑡) =
∑︁

𝐶=𝐾𝐾̄,𝜌𝜋

Im 𝐹
(𝑠,𝐶 )
𝑖

(𝑡) +
∑︁

𝑉=𝜔,𝜙,𝑠1,...

𝜋𝑎𝑉𝑖 𝛿(𝑀2
𝑉 − 𝑡) +

∑︁
𝑉=𝑆1,...

Im 𝐹
(𝑠,𝑉 )
𝑖

(𝑡) , (8)

Im 𝐹𝑣𝑖 (𝑡) = Im 𝐹
(𝑣,2𝜋 )
𝑖

(𝑡) +
∑︁

𝑉=𝑣1,...

𝜋𝑎𝑉𝑖 𝛿(𝑀2
𝑉 − 𝑡) +

∑︁
𝑉=𝑉1,...

Im 𝐹
(𝑣,𝑉 )
𝑖

(𝑡) , (9)

where 𝑖 = 1, 2 and the broad effective poles are parameterized by a Breit-Wigner form. A
cartoon of these spectral functions is shown in Fig. 3. The vertical dashed line separates the
phenomenologically well-constrained low-mass region from the effective vector meson poles at
higher masses. Here, we allow a variable nonzero width for certain effective poles to mimic the
imaginary part of the form factors in the higher-𝑡 time-like region, as was done in Ref. [24]. The
masses of all effective poles and the widths of the broad poles are fitted to the data. Moreover, all
vector meson coupling constants are fitted.

The number of parameters in the spectral function is reduced by enforcing various constraints.
The first set of constraints concerns the low-𝑡 behavior of the form factors. We enforce the
correct normalization of the form factors. The nucleon radii, however, are not included as a

5
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constraint. The squared neutron charge radius is an exception. It was constrained to the value from
low-energy neutron-atom scattering experiments [25] in previous analyses. In the fits discussed
below, we implement this constraint using the high-precision determination of the neutron charge
radius squared based on a chiral effective field theory analysis of electron-deuteron scattering [26]:
⟨𝑟2
𝑛⟩ = −0.105+0.005

−0.006 fm2 . Extracting the neutron charge radius from the form factor fit leads to
consistent results.

Another set of constraints arises at large momentum transfers. Perturbative QCD constrains the
behavior of the nucleon electromagnetic form factors for large momentum transfer. The behavior
for 𝑄2 → ∞ is [27]

𝐹𝑖 (𝑄2) → 𝑄−2(𝑖+1)
[
ln

(
𝑄2/Λ2

QCD

)]−𝛾
, 𝑖 = 1, 2 , (10)

where 𝛾 = 2 + 4/(3𝛽) is an anomalous dimension and 𝛽 = 11 − 2𝑁 𝑓 /3 the leading order QCD
𝛽-function. The anomalous dimension 𝛾 ≈ 2 depends weakly on the number of flavors, 𝑁 𝑓 . The
power behavior of the form factors at large 𝑄2 can be easily understood from perturbative gluon
exchange. In order to distribute the momentum transfer from the virtual photon to all three quarks
in the nucleon, at least two massless gluons have to be exchanged. Since each of the gluons has a
propagator ∼ 1/𝑄2, the form factor has to fall off as 1/𝑄4. In the case of 𝐹2, there is additional
suppression by 1/𝑄2 since a quark spin has to be flipped. Enforcing the power law behavior of the
form factors in the dispersion relation, Eq. (7), leads to superconvergence relations of the form∫ ∞

𝑡0

Im 𝐹𝑖 (𝑡) 𝑡𝑛𝑑𝑡 = 0 , 𝑖 = 1, 2 , (11)

with 𝑛 = 0 for 𝐹1 and 𝑛 = 0, 1 for 𝐹2. These are employed in the current analysis.

4. Data Analysis and Uncertainties

Next, we briefly describe how the fits of the spectral functions to data are performed and how
the statistical and systematic errors can be determined. We begin by noting that the fit of the free
parameters in the spectral function corresponds to an analytical continuation of the experimental
data. Thus we are effectively dealing with an ill-posed problem [28, 29]. This implies that increasing
the number of poles will not improve the description of the data from some point on. The number
of effective poles is determined by the stability criterion of [29], that is, we take the minimum
number of poles necessary to fit the data. The number of free parameters is then strongly reduced
by the various constraints (unitarity, normalizations, superconvergence relations). These constraints
can be implemented as what is called “hard constraints” or “soft constraints”, respectively. In the
former case, one solves a system of algebraic equations relating the various parameters (couplings,
masses), thus reducing the number of free parameters in the fit (for an explicit representation,
see e.g. [30]). In the latter case, the 𝜒2 is augmented by a Lagrange multiplier enforcing the
corresponding constraints. Both options are viable and have been used.

It is straightforward to enumerate the number of fit parameters, which is given by the couplings
and masses of the vector mesons, 𝑁𝑉 = 4 + 3(𝑁𝑠 + 𝑁𝑣) + 4(𝑁𝑆 + 𝑁𝑉 ), with 𝑁𝑠/𝑣 (𝑁𝑆/𝑉 ) the
number of the effective narrow (broad) isoscalar/isovector poles and the 4 represents the 𝜔 and 𝜙
couplings, minus the number of constraints, given by 𝑁𝐶 = 4 + 6 + 1, referring to the low-𝑡, the

6
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high-𝑡 constraints and the neutron charge radius squared, respectively. If the latter in not included,
𝑁𝐶 = 10. Putting pieces together, we have in total 𝑁𝐹 = 𝑁𝑉 − 𝑁𝐶 = 3(𝑁𝑠 + 𝑁𝑣) + 4(𝑁𝑆 + 𝑁𝑉 ) − 7
or 𝑁𝐹 = 3(𝑁𝑠 + 𝑁𝑣) + 4(𝑁𝑆 + 𝑁𝑉 ) − 6 fit parameters (including or excluding the (𝑟𝑛

𝐸
)2-constraint).

The quality of the fits is measured by means of two different 𝜒2 functions, 𝜒2
1 and 𝜒2

2 , which
are defined as

𝜒2
1 =

∑︁
𝑖

∑︁
𝑘

(𝑛𝑘𝐶𝑖 − 𝐶 (𝑡𝑖 , 𝜃𝑖 , ®𝑝 ))2

(𝜎𝑖 + 𝜈𝑖)2 ,

𝜒2
2 =

∑︁
𝑖, 𝑗

∑︁
𝑘

(𝑛𝑘𝐶𝑖 − 𝐶 (𝑡𝑖 , 𝜃𝑖 , ®𝑝 )) [𝑉−1]𝑖 𝑗 (𝑛𝑘𝐶 𝑗 − 𝐶 (𝑡 𝑗 , 𝜃 𝑗 , ®𝑝 )) , (12)

where the 𝐶𝑖 are the experimental data at the kinematical point 𝑡𝑖 , 𝜃𝑖 and the 𝐶 (𝑡𝑖 , 𝜃𝑖 , ®𝑝 ) are the
theoretical values for a given form factor parametrization for the parameter values contained in ®𝑝.
For total cross sections and form factor data the dependence on the scattering angles 𝜃𝑖 is dropped.
Moreover, the 𝑛𝑘 are normalization coefficients for the various data sets (labeled by the integer 𝑘 and
only used in the fits to the differential cross section data in the spacelike region), while 𝜎𝑖 and 𝜈𝑖 are
their statistical and systematical errors, respectively. The covariance matrix 𝑉𝑖 𝑗 = 𝜎𝑖𝜎𝑗𝛿𝑖 𝑗 + 𝜈𝑖𝜈 𝑗 .
𝜒2

2 is used for those experimental data where statistical and systematical errors are given separately,
otherwise 𝜒2

1 is adopted. Furthermore, the 𝜒2 of each data set is normalized by the number of
data points in order to weight the various data sets without bias. The reduced 𝜒2 is given by
𝜒2

red = 𝜒2/(𝑁𝐷 −𝑁𝐹) , with 𝑁𝐷 the number of fitted data points and 𝑁𝐹 the number of independent
fit parameters.

As noted above the various constraints on the form factors can be implemented algebraically
(hard constraints) or by modifying the 𝜒2 (soft constraints). The latter type of constraints are
implemented as additive terms to the total 𝜒2 of the form 𝜒2

add. = 𝑝 [𝑥 − ⟨𝑥⟩]2 exp
(
𝑝 [𝑥 − ⟨𝑥⟩]2) ,

where ⟨𝑥⟩ is the desired value and 𝑝 is a strength parameter, which regulates the steepness of the
exponential well and helps to stabilize the fits [24].

We now turn to the estimation of uncertainty. One method to estimate the statistical errors is
the bootstrap procedure, see e.g. Ref. [31]. One simulates a large number of data sets compared to
the number of data points by randomly varying the points in the original set within the given errors
assuming their normal distribution. For the radius extraction, e.g., one fits to each of these data sets
separately, extracts the radius from each fit, and considers the distribution of these radius values,
the so-called bootstrap distribution. The artificial data sets represent many samples. Therefore,
this radius distribution emulates the probability distribution from fits to data from many real
measurements. The precondition for using this method are independent and identically distributed
data points. This is satisfied when the 𝜒2 does not depend on the sequential order of the data points.

Another statistical tool to estimate the error intervals of our model parameters is the Bayesian
approach, see e.g. Ref. [32] and references therein. In contrast to the interpretation of probabilities
in the frequentist approach, where the probability is the frequency of an event to occur over a
large number of repeated trials, the Bayesian method uses probabilities to express the current
state of knowledge about the unknown parameters. The key ingredients in the analysis are the
prior distribution, which quantifies what is known about the model parameters prior to data being
measured, and the likelihood function, which describes information about the parameters contained
in the data. The prior distribution and likelihood can be combined to derive the posterior distribution

7
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by means of Bayes’ theorem. The posterior distribution of the model parameters given the data
contains the total knowledge about the model parameters after the data have been observed. From
a Bayesian perspective, any statistical inference of interest can be obtained through an appropriate
analysis of the posterior distribution.

The analysis in [3] demonstrated that both bootstrap sampling and Bayesian analysis yield
equivalent statistical errors for the form factors and radii. In the following, we will show results
from the bootstrap procedure, as it is easier to implement for large data sets with a greater number
of fit parameters. The extraction of the systematic uncertainties is the most difficult task. Our
strategy is similar to what was already done in Ref. [33], namely to vary the number of isoscalar
and isovector poles around the values corresponding to the best solution, where the total 𝜒2 does
not change by more than 1%.

5. Nucleon Form Factor Results

We show physics results based on a recent state-of-the-art dispersion theoretical analysis of
the world data set [13]. Specifically, we discuss fits that include the differential cross section from
the electron-proton elastic scattering, the proton form factor ratio from the polarization transfer
experiments and neutron form factor data in the space-like region, as well as the effective form
factor for both the proton and neutron, and the proton form factor ratio in the time-like region. The
best fit is found to consist of 3 narrow poles in the isoscalar channel (𝑠) and 5 narrow poles in
the isovector channel (𝑣) below the nucleon-nucleon threshold and 3𝑠 + 3𝑣 broad poles above the
threshold, that is, 𝑁𝑠 = 3, 𝑁𝑣 = 5 and 𝑁𝑆 = 𝑁𝑉 = 3. 𝜒2/d.o.f = 1.223 is obtained for this best
fit with the (𝑟𝑛

𝐸
)2-constraint included. Note that there are 33 additional normalization constants for

the MAMI and PRad data in the spacelike region. These are discussed in detail in Ref. [3]. We
remark that fits with fixed normalizations lead to comparable results but larger 𝜒2/dof.

5.1 Spacelike Form Factors

Figure 4 presents the best fit from Ref. [13] compared to experimental data for the 𝑒𝑝 cross
section. The data include measurements from PRad (top left panel) and MAMI (bottom left
panel), the proton form factor ratio 𝜇𝑝𝐺 𝑝

𝐸
/𝐺 𝑝

𝑀
from JLab (top right panel), the neutron electric

form factor (middle right panel), and the neutron magnetic form factor (bottom right panel) at
spacelike momentum transfer. Notably, in the proton case, Ref. [13] fits the 𝑒𝑝 cross section data
for 𝑄2 < 1 GeV2 and the data for the proton form factor ratio 𝜇𝑃𝐺 𝑝

𝐸
/𝐺 𝑝

𝑀
with 𝑄2 > 1 GeV2. As

in earlier fits [34, 35], the data for the proton form factor ratio at 𝑄2 < 1 GeV2, which do not
participate in the fit, are well described (see the inset in the right top panel in Fig. 4). This points
towards consistency between the two-photon corrected cross section data and the ratio data, that are
not affected by such corrections.

Moreover, a decreasing behavior of 𝐺𝑛
𝑀
/(𝜇𝑛𝐺dip) and 𝜇𝑝𝐺 𝑝

𝐸
/𝐺 𝑝

𝑀
at large |𝑡 | in the spacelike

region is explicitly enforced in order to get a good description over the full range of momentum
transfers. It turns out that a zero crossing of 𝜇𝑝𝐺 𝑝

𝐸
/𝐺 𝑝

𝑀
is disfavored by the combined analysis

of space- and timelike data, while some measurements suggest a zero crossing of this ratio around
𝑡 ≈ −10 GeV2 [36]. Thus, higher momentum transfer data are required to settle this issue. We

8
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Figure 4: Complete fit to space- and timelike data with bootstrap error (shaded band) compared to the 𝑒𝑝
cross section data from PRad (left upper panel) and MAMI (left lower panel), the JLab data for 𝜇𝑝𝐺 𝑝

𝐸
/𝐺 𝑝

𝑀

(right top panel), the neutron electric form factor data (right middle panel) and the neutron magnetic form
factor data (right bottom panel) at spacelike momentum transfer (see Ref. [13] for explicit references). Fitted
data are depicted by closed symbols. The colored bands give the uncertainty due to the bootstrap procedure.
Figure taken from Ref. [4].

further remark that as in previous fits to spacelike data only, the onset of perturbative QCD barely
sets in at the highest momentum transfers probed.

5.2 Timelike Form Factors

A comparison between the best-fit solution from Ref. [13] and the experimental data for
effective form factor

|𝐺eff | =
√︁
( |𝐺𝐸 |2 + 𝜉 |𝐺𝑀 |2)/(1 + 𝜉) , 𝜉 = 𝑡/(2𝑚2) , (13)

of the proton and the neutron is presented in Fig. 5. The fit provides a good description of the
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Figure 5: Complete fit to space- and timelike data with bootstrap error (shaded band) compared to data for
|𝐺eff | of the proton (left panel) and the neutron (right panel). Fitted data are depicted by closed symbols;
data given by open symbols are shown for comparison only (see Ref. [13] for explicit references). Figure
taken from Ref. [4].

timelike data for |𝐺eff |. With 3𝑠 + 5𝑣 below-threshold narrow poles and 3𝑠 + 3𝑣 above-threshold
broad poles, we were able to reproduce both the visible near-threshold enhancement of the proton
and the neutron timelike form factors and the prominent oscillations in |𝐺eff | between the threshold
at 𝑡 = 4𝑚2 and 𝑡 ≈ 6 GeV2. In this fit, the observed oscillatory behavior of the nucleon timelike
form factors in the intermediate 𝑡 range arises from the interference among effective vector poles
that couple to the nucleon-antinucleon pair, with their masses lying in the corresponding energy
range. These poles also generate the imaginary part of the form factors in the physical region. For
an alternative viewpoint, see Ref. [37].

5.3 Nucleon Radii

Now we move to the nucleon radii. The radii extracted from the combined fits in [13] are

𝑟
𝑝

𝐸
= 0.840+0.003

−0.002
+0.002
−0.002 fm, 𝑟

𝑝

𝑀
= 0.849+0.003

−0.003
+0.001
−0.004 fm, 𝑟𝑛𝑀 = 0.864+0.004

−0.004
+0.006
−0.001 fm, (14)

where the first error is statistical (based on the bootstrap procedure) and the second one is systematic
(based on the variations in the spectral functions). These values are in good agreement with previous
high-precision analyses of spacelike data alone [3, 35] and have comparable errors.

Alternative information on the proton charge radius can be obtained from Lamb shift mea-
surements in electronic as well as muonic hydrogen, see e.g. the reviews [38–40]. The proton
radius puzzle—marked by a striking discrepancy between the proton charge radius extracted from
muonic hydrogen spectroscopy [5, 41] and the value averaged from electron scattering and ordinary
hydrogen spectroscopy [42] has driven extensive experimental efforts in elastic electron-proton
scattering over the past decade.

It is remarkable that dispersion-theoretical analyses with the explicit two-pion continuum have
always provided a consistent and robust proton charge radius in agreement with the spectroscopic
values from muonic hydrogen [5, 41] (cf. the discussion in Ref. [4]. In Fig. 6, we list the most
recent experimental determinations of the proton electric radius. Agreement on the proton charge
radius has been achieved by the measurements from 𝑒𝑝 scattering, 𝑒𝑝 spectroscopy and the 𝜇𝑝

10
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Figure 6: Comparison of the proton charge radius extracted in Ref. [13] and other recent determinations.
The y-axis indicates the process in which the proton charge radius was extracted as well as the date and first
author of the corresponding work, see Ref. [3] for the relevant references. Figure taken from Ref. [4].

spectroscopy. As a consequence, the value collected in CODATA was updated in 2018 and the 2022
value is 0.84075(64) fm [43] which agrees quite well with the dispersion theoretical determination
of Ref. [13]. Moreover, the Zemach radius [44]

𝑟𝑍 = − 4
𝜋

∫ ∞

0

𝑑𝑄

𝑄2

[
𝐺𝐸 (𝑄2)𝐺𝑀 (𝑄2)

1 + 𝜅 − 1
]
, (15)

and the third Zemach moment ⟨𝑟3⟩(2) , are obtained as

𝑟𝑧 = 1.054+0.003
−0.002

+0.000
−0.001 fm, ⟨𝑟3⟩(2) = 2.310+0.022

−0.018
+0.014
−0.015 fm3, (16)

in good agreement with Lamb shift and hyperfine splittings in muonic hydrogen [41].
While the electric radius of the proton has attracted much attention in the last decade, this is

not true for its magnetic counterpart. The magnetic radius is not probed directly in the Lamb shift
in electronic or muonic hydrogen and thus all existing information comes from electron scattering
experiments. The 𝑒𝑝 cross section, however, is dominated by the electric form factor for small
momentum transfer. Thus the magnetic radius 𝑟𝑀 is more sensitive to larger momentum transfers,
and it is not known experimentally with the same precision as 𝑟𝐸 . The dispersion-theoretical values
of the proton magnetic radius 𝑟 𝑝

𝑀
were consistently bigger than 0.83 fm and slightly larger than

𝑟
𝑝

𝐸
. In stark contrast, the analysis of the A1 collaboration [45] yielded a significantly smaller value

of 𝑟𝑀 = 0.777(13)stat. (9)syst. (5)model(2)group fm, including in addition to statistical and systematic
uncertainties also some uncertainties from the fit model and differences between the two model
groups used in the analysis. So is there other information available that could help to clarify this
issue? Indeed, lattice QCD calculations at physical pion masses are available. The latest lattice
value for 𝑟𝑀 given in Ref. [46], 𝑟𝑀 = 0.8111(89) fm, roughly corresponds to a 4𝜎 deviation from
the dispersive value. Note, however, that the electric radius in that work also comes out rather
small, 𝑟𝐸 = 0.820(14) fm. The recent results by the PACS collaboration which include finite
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lattice spacing effects [47] also feature a small magnetic radius, but they have larger errors and
are consistent with the dispersive value. These conflicting determinations of the proton magnetic
radius appear to present a “new proton radius puzzle" [48]. Assuming that the proton electric radius
is known now, a very precise determination of the Zemach radius, Eq. (15), which also enters into
the Lamb shift, would give another independent determination of 𝑟𝑀 that could help to clarify this
issue.

6. Conclusions

These proceedings review the status of the nucleon EM form factors. In particular, we discuss
the dispersion-theoretical approach to the EM form factors as well as the radii and highlight recent
progress in the field. This approach has become a precision tool to analyze electron scattering
and form factor ratio data. We stress that DRs have consistently found a small proton charge
radius, 𝑟 𝑝

𝐸
≃ 0.84 fm, with a slightly larger proton magnetic radius, 𝑟 𝑝

𝑀
≃ 0.85 fm. Regarding the

latter, there are a number of conflicting determinations, which could be regarded as a new “proton
radius puzzle". Precise experimental information on the proton magnetic radius is required to sort
this out. In the future, the dispersion theoretical analysis should be extended to incorporate the
upcoming muon-proton scattering data from the MUSE [49] and AMBER [50] experiments, aiming
to definitively resolve the proton radius.

We have also discussed our present understanding of the physics in both the space- and time-like
regions. First, the combined analysis of space- and timelike data disfavors a zero crossing for the
proton form factor ratio 𝜇𝑝𝐺 𝑝

𝐸
/𝐺 𝑝

𝑀
at spacelike momentum transfer. Second, both the strong near-

threshold enhancement and the prominent oscillations in |𝐺eff | between the two-nucleon threshold
and 𝑡 ≈ 6 GeV2 can be described after introducing a certain number of broad poles above threshold
in the spectral functions. These poles also generate the imaginary part in the physical region.

For the neutron data basis, a thorough analysis of the existing electron-deuteron and electron-
3He scattering data based on chiral effective field theory and including two-photon corrections
should be performed. This would allow to consistently analyze the proton and neutron form factors
based on the dispersive approach applied directly to cross section data.
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