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Evidence for intrinsic charm quarks in the 
proton

The NNPDF Collaboration*

The theory of the strong force, quantum chromodynamics, describes the proton in 
terms of quarks and gluons. The proton is a state of two up quarks and one down 
quark bound by gluons, but quantum theory predicts that in addition there is an 
infinite number of quark–antiquark pairs. Both light and heavy quarks, whose mass  
is respectively smaller or bigger than the mass of the proton, are revealed inside the 
proton in high-energy collisions. However, it is unclear whether heavy quarks also 
exist as a part of the proton wavefunction, which is determined by non-perturbative 
dynamics and accordingly unknown: so-called intrinsic heavy quarks1. It has been 
argued for a long time that the proton could have a sizable intrinsic component of  
the lightest heavy quark, the charm quark. Innumerable efforts to establish intrinsic 
charm in the proton2 have remained inconclusive. Here we provide evidence for 
intrinsic charm by exploiting a high-precision determination of the quark–gluon 
content of the nucleon3 based on machine learning and a large experimental dataset. 
We disentangle the intrinsic charm component from charm–anticharm pairs arising 
from high-energy radiation4. We establish the existence of intrinsic charm at the 
3-standard-deviation level, with a momentum distribution in remarkable agreement 
with model predictions1,5.We confirm these findings by comparing them to very recent 
data on Z-boson production with charm jets from the Large Hadron Collider beauty 
(LHCb) experiment6.

The foundational deep-inelastic scattering experiments at the SLAC lin-
ear collider in the late 1960s and early 1970s demonstrated the presence 
inside the proton of point-like constituents, soon identified with quarks, 
the elementary particles that interact and are bound inside the proton by 
gluons, the carriers of the strong nuclear force. It was rapidly clear, and 
confirmed in detail by subsequent studies, that these point-like constitu-
ents, collectively called partons by Feynman7, include the up and down 
quarks that carry the proton quantum numbers, but also gluons, as well as 
an infinite number of pairs of quarks and their antimatter counterparts, 
antiquarks. The description of electron–proton and proton–proton 
collisions at high momentum transfers in terms of collisions between 
partons is now rooted in the theory of quantum chromodynamics (QCD), 
and it provides the basis of modern-day precision phenomenology at 
proton accelerators such as the Large Hadron Collider (LHC) of CERN8 
as well as for future facilities including the Electron–Ion Collider9, the 
Forward Physics Facility10 and neutrino telescopes11.

Knowledge of the structure of the proton, which is necessary to 
obtain quantitative prediction for physics processes at the LHC and 
other experiments, is encoded in the distribution of momentum carried 
by partons of each type (gluons, up quarks, down quarks, up antiquarks 
and so on): parton distribution functions (PDFs). These PDFs could, in 
principle, be computed from first principles, but in practice even their 
determination from numerical simulations12 is extremely challenging. 
Consequently, the only strategy available at present for obtaining the 
reliable determination of the proton PDFs that is required to evaluate 
LHC predictions is empirical, through the global analysis of data for 

which precise theoretical predictions and experimental measurements 
are available, so that the PDFs are the only unknown8.

Although this successful framework has by now been worked through 
in great detail, several key open questions remain open. One of the 
most controversial of these concerns the treatment of so-called heavy 
quarks (that is, those whose mass is greater than that of the proton; 
mp = 0.94 GeV). Indeed, virtual quantum effects and energy–mass con-
siderations suggest that the three light quarks and antiquarks (up, down 
and strange) should all be present in the proton wavefunction. Their 
PDFs are therefore surely determined by the low-energy dynamics that 
controls the nature of the proton as a bound state. However, it is well 
known8,13–15 that in high enough energy collisions all species of quarks 
can be excited and hence observed inside the proton, so their PDFs are 
nonzero. This excitation follows from standard QCD radiation, and it 
can be computed accurately in perturbation theory.

However, then the question arises of whether heavy quarks also 
contribute to the proton wavefunction. Such a contribution is called 
intrinsic, to distinguish it from that computable in perturbation theory, 
which originates from QCD radiation. Already since the dawn of QCD, 
it was argued that all kinds of intrinsic heavy quark must be present 
in the proton wavefunction16. In particular, it was suggested1 that the 
intrinsic component could be non-negligible for the charm quark, 
whose mass (mc ≃ 1.51 GeV) is of the same order of magnitude as the 
mass of the proton.

This question has remained highly controversial, and indeed recent 
dedicated studies have resulted in disparate claims, from excluding 
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momentum fractions carried by intrinsic charm larger than 0.5% at the 
4-standard-deviation (4σ) level17 to allowing up to a 2% charm momentum 
fraction18. A particularly delicate issue in this context is that of separating 
the radiative component: finding that the charm PDF is nonzero at a low 
scale is not sufficient to argue that intrinsic charm has been identified.

Here we present a resolution of this four-decade-long conundrum 
by providing unambiguous evidence for intrinsic charm in the proton. 
This is achieved by means of a determination of the charm PDF (ref. 3) 
from an extensive hard-scattering global dataset, using state-of-the-art 
perturbative QCD calculations19, adapted to accommodate the pos-
sibility of massive quarks inside the proton4,20,21, and sophisticated 
machine learning techniques3,22,23. This determination is performed 
at next-to-next-to-leading order (NNLO) in an expansion in powers 
of the strong coupling, αs, which represents the precision frontier for 
collider phenomenology.

The charm PDF determined in this manner includes a radiative com-
ponent, and indeed it depends on the resolution scale: it is given in a 
four-flavour number scheme (4FNS), in which up, down, strange and 
charm quarks are subject to perturbative radiative corrections and 
mix with each other and the gluon as the resolution is increased. The 
intrinsic charm component can be disentangled from it as follows. 
First, we note that in the absence of an intrinsic component, the initial 
condition for the charm PDF is determined using perturbative match-
ing conditions24, computed up to NNLO in ref. 25, and recently (partly) 
extended up to next-to-next-to-next-to-leading order (N3LO; refs. 26–34). 
These matching conditions determine the charm PDF in terms of the 
PDFs of the 3FNS, in which only the three lightest quark flavours are 
radiatively corrected. Hence, this perturbative charm PDF is entirely 
determined in terms of the three light quarks and antiquarks and the 
gluon. However, the 3FNS charm quark PDF needs not vanish: in fact, 
if the charm quark PDF in the 4FNS is freely parametrized and thus 
determined from the data4, the matching conditions can be inverted. 
The 3FNS charm PDF thus obtained is then by definition the intrinsic 
charm PDF: indeed, in the absence of intrinsic charm it would vanish21. 
Thus, unlike the 4FNS charm PDF, which includes both an intrinsic 
and a radiative component, the 3FNS charm PDF is purely intrinsic. In 
this work we have performed this inversion at NNLO (ref. 25) as well as 
at N3LO (refs. 26–34), which—as we shall see—provides a handle on the 
perturbative uncertainty of the NNLO result.

Our starting point is the NNPDF4.0 global analysis3, which provides 
a determination of the sum of the charm and anticharm PDFs,  

namely c x Q c x Q c x Q( , ) ≡ ( , ) + ( , )+ , in the 4FNS. This can be viewed as a 
probability density in x, the fraction of the proton momentum carried 
by charm, in the sense that the integral over all values of 0 ≤ x ≤ 1 of 
xc+(x) is equal to the fraction of the proton momentum carried by charm 
quarks, although note that PDFs are generally not necessarily positive 
definite. Our result for the 4FNS xc+(x, Q) at the charm mass scale, Q = mc 
with mc = 1.51 GeV, is shown in Fig. 1 (left). The ensuing intrinsic charm 
is determined from it by transforming to the 3FNS using NNLO match-
ing. This result is also shown in Fig. 1 (left). The bands indicate the 68% 
confidence level interval associated with the PDF uncertainties (PDFU) 
in each case. Henceforth, we will refer to the 3FNS xc+(x, Q) PDF as the 
intrinsic charm PDF.

The intrinsic (3FNS) charm PDF exhibits a characteristic valence-like 
structure at large x peaking at x ≃ 0.4. Although intrinsic charm is found 
to be small in absolute terms (it contributes less than 1% to the proton 
total momentum), it is significantly different from zero. Note that the 
transformation to the 3FNS has little effect on the peak region, because 
there is almost no charm radiatively generated at such large values of 
x: in fact, a very similar valence-like peak is already found in the 4FNS 
calculation.

As at the charm mass scale the strong coupling αs is rather large, the 
perturbative expansion converges slowly. To estimate the effect of 
missing higher-order uncertainties (MHOU), we have also performed 
the transformation from the 4FNS NNLO charm PDF determined from 
the data to the 3FNS (intrinsic) charm PDF at one order higher, namely 
at N3LO. The result is also shown Fig. 1 (left). Reassuringly, the intrinsic 
valence-like structure is unchanged. On the other hand, it is clear that 
for x ≲ 0.2 perturbative uncertainties become very large. We can esti-
mate the total uncertainty on our determination of intrinsic charm by 
adding in quadrature the PDFU and a MHOU estimated from the shift 
between the result found using NNLO and N3LO matching.

This procedure leads to our final result for intrinsic charm and its 
total uncertainty (shown in Fig. 1, right). The intrinsic charm PDF is 
found to be compatible with zero for x ≲ 0.2: the negative trend seen 
in Fig. 1 with PDFU becomes compatible with zero only on inclusion 
of theoretical uncertainties. However, at larger x, even with theoreti-
cal uncertainties the intrinsic charm PDF differs from zero by about 
2.5σ in the peak region. This result is stable on variations of dataset, 
methodology (in particular the PDF parametrization basis) and values 
of parameters (specifically the charm mass) of the standard model, as 
demonstrated in Supplementary Sections C and D.
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Fig. 1 | The intrinsic charm PDF and comparison with models. Left, the 
purely intrinsic (3FNS) result (blue) with PDFU alone, compared to the 4FNS 
PDF, which includes both an intrinsic and a radiative component, at 
Q = mc = 1.51 GeV (orange). The purely intrinsic (3FNS) result obtained using 
N3LO matching is also shown (green). Right, the purely intrinsic (3FNS) final 

result with total uncertainty (PDFU + MHOU), with the PDFU indicated as a dark 
shaded band; the predictions from the original BHPS model1 and from the more 
recent meson/baryon cloud model5 are also shown for comparison (dotted and 
dot-dashed curves, respectively).
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Our determination of intrinsic charm can be compared to theoreti-
cal expectations. Subsequent to the original intrinsic charm model of 
ref. 1 (BHPS model), a variety of other models were proposed5,35–38 (see  
ref. 2 for a review). Irrespective of their specific details, most models 

predict a valence-like structure at large x with a maximum located 
between x ≃ 0.2 and x ≃ 0.5, and a vanishing intrinsic component for 
x ≲ 0.1. In Fig. 1 (right), we compare our result to the original BHPS 
model and to the more recent meson/baryon cloud model of ref. 5.
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Fig. 2 | Intrinsic charm and Z + charm production at LHCb. Top left, the 
LHCb measurements of Z-boson production in association with charm-tagged 
jets, j

cR , at s = 13 TeV, compared with our default prediction, which includes 
an intrinsic charm component, as well as with a variant in which we impose  
the vanishing of the intrinsic charm component. The thicker (thinner) bands  
in the LHCb data indicate the statistical (total) uncertainty, while the theory 
predictions include both PDFU and MHOU. Top right, the correlation 
coefficient between the charm PDF at Q = 100 GeV in NNPDF4.0 and the LHCb 
measurements of R j

c for the three yZ bins. The dotted horizonal line indicates 

the maximum possible correlation. Centre, the charm PDF in the 4FNS (right) 
and the intrinsic (3FNS) charm PDF (left) before and after inclusion of the LHCb 
Z + charm (c) data. Results are shown for both experimental correlation models 
discussed in the text. Bottom left, the intrinsic charm PDF before and after 
inclusion of the EMC charm structure function data. Bottom right, the 
statistical significance of the intrinsic charm PDF in our baseline analysis, 
compared to the results obtained also including the LHCb Z + charm (with 
uncorrelated systematics) or the EMC structure function data, or both. The 
dotted horizontal line indicates the 3σ threshold.



486 | Nature | Vol 608 | 18 August 2022

Article
As these models predict only the shape of the intrinsic charm dis-

tribution, but not its overall normalization, we have normalized them 
by requiring that they reproduce the same charm momentum fraction 
as our determination. We find remarkable agreement between the 
shape of our determination and the model predictions. In particular, 
we reproduce the presence and location of the large-x valence-like peak 
structure (with better agreement, of marginal statistical significance, 
with the meson/baryon cloud calculation), and the vanishing of intrin-
sic charm at small x. The fraction of the proton momentum carried by 
charm quarks that we obtain from our analysis, used in this comparison 
to models, is (0.62 ± 0.28)% including PDFU alone (see Supplementary 
Section E for details). However, the uncertainty on inclusion of MHOU 
greatly increases, and we obtain (0.62 ± 0.61)%, due to the contribution 
from the small-x region, x ≲ 0.2, where the MHOU is very large (Fig. 1, 
right). Note that in most previous analyses18 (see Supplementary Sec-
tion F) intrinsic charm models (such as the BHPS model) are fitted to 
the data, with only the momentum fraction left as a free parameter.

We emphasize that in our analysis the charm PDF is entirely deter-
mined by the experimental data included in the PDF determination. 
The data with the most impact on charm are from recently measured 
LHC processes, which are both accurate and precise. As these measure-
ments are made at high scales, the corresponding hard cross-sections 
can be reliably computed in QCD perturbation theory.

Independent evidence for intrinsic charm is provided by the very 
recent LHC beauty (LHCb) measurements of Z-boson production in 
association with charm-tagged jets in the forward region6, which were 
not included in our baseline dataset. This process, when measured in 
terms of the ratio j

cR  of charm-tagged jets normalized to flavour- 
inclusive jets, is directly sensitive to the charm PDF (ref. 39), and with 
LHCb kinematics also in the kinematic region where the intrinsic com-
ponent is relevant. Following refs. 6,39, we have evaluated R j

c at NLO 
(refs. 40,41; see Supplementary Section G for details), both with our 
default PDFs that include intrinsic charm, and also with an independ-
ent PDF determination in which intrinsic charm is constrained to vanish 
identically, so charm is determined by perturbative matching (see 
Supplementary Section B).

In Fig. 2 (top left) we compare the LHCb measurements of j
cR , provided 

in three bins of the Z-boson rapidity yZ, with the theoretical predictions 
based on both our default PDFs and the PDF set in which we impose the 
vanishing of intrinsic charm. In Fig. 2 (top right) we also show the cor-
relation coefficient between the charm PDF at Q = 100 GeV and the 
observable j

cR , demonstrating how this observable is highly correlated 
to charm in a localized x region that depends on the rapidity bin. It is 
clear that our prediction is in excellent agreement with the LHCb meas-
urements, and in particular for the highest-rapidity bin, which is highly 
correlated to the charm PDF in the region of the observed valence peak 
x ≃ 0.45, the prediction obtained by imposing the vanishing of intrinsic 
charm undershoots the data at the 3σ level. Hence, this measurement 
provides independent direct evidence in support of our result.

We have also determined the impact of these LHCb Z + charm meas-
urements on the charm PDF. As the experimental covariance matrix is 
not available, we have considered two limiting scenarios in which the 
total systematic uncertainty is either completely uncorrelated (ρsys = 0) 
or fully correlated (ρsys = 1) between rapidity bins. The charm PDF in 
the 4FNS before and after inclusion of the LHCb data (with either cor-
relation model), and the intrinsic charm PDF obtained from it, are 
shown in Fig. 2 (centre left and right, respectively). The bands account 
for both PDFU and MHOU. The results show full consistency: inclusion 
of the LHCb j

cR  data leaves the intrinsic charm PDF unchanged, while 
moderately reducing the uncertainty on it.

In the past, the main indication for intrinsic charm came from EMC 
data42 on deep-inelastic scattering with charm in the final state43. These 
data are relatively imprecise, their accuracy has often been questioned, 
and they were taken at relatively low scales for which radiative correc-
tions are large. For these reasons, we have not included them in our 

baseline analysis. However, it is interesting to assess the impact of their 
inclusion. Results are shown in Fig. 2 (bottom left), which shows the 
intrinsic charm PDF before and after inclusion of the EMC data. As in 
the case of the LHCb data, we find full consistency: unchanged shape 
and a moderate reduction of uncertainties.

We can summarize our results through their so-called local statistical 
significance (namely, the size of the intrinsic charm PDF in units of its 
total uncertainty). This is shown in Fig. 2 (bottom right) for our default 
determination of intrinsic charm, as well as after inclusion of either the 
LHCb Z + charm or the EMC data, or both. We find a local significance 
for intrinsic charm at the 2.5σ level in the region 0.3 ≲ x ≲ 0.6. This is 
increased to about 3σ by the inclusion of either the EMC or the LHCb 
data, and above if they are both included. The similarity of the impact 
of the EMC and LHCb measurements is especially remarkable in view of 
the fact that they involve very different physical processes and energies.

In summary, in this work we have presented evidence for intrinsic 
charm quarks in the proton. Our findings close a fundamental open 
question in the understanding of nucleon structure that has been 
hotly debated by particle and nuclear physicists for the past 40 years. 
By carefully disentangling the perturbative component, we obtain 
unambiguous evidence for intrinsic charm, which turns out to be in 
qualitative agreement with the expectations from model calculations. 
Our determination of the charm PDF, driven by indirect constraints 
from the latest high-precision LHC data, is perfectly consistent with 
direct constraints from both EMC charm production data taken 40 
years ago, and very recent Z + charm production data in the forward 
region from LHCb. Combining all data, we find a local significance 
for intrinsic charm in the large-x region just above the 3σ level. Our 
results motivate further dedicated studies of intrinsic charm through a 
wide range of nuclear, particle and astroparticle physics experiments, 
such as those accessible at the High-Luminosity LHC (ref. 44) and the 
fixed-target programmes of LHCb (ref. 45) and A Large Ion Collider 
Experiment (ALICE)46, to the Electron–Ion Collider, AFTER (ref. 47), the 
Forward Physics Facility48 and neutrino telescopes49.

Online content
Any methods, additional references, Nature Research reporting sum-
maries, source data, extended data, supplementary information, 
acknowledgements, peer review information; details of author contri-
butions and competing interests; and statements of data and code avail-
ability are available at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-022-04998-2.

1. Brodsky, S. J., Hoyer, P., Peterson, C. & Sakai, N. The intrinsic charm of the proton. Phys. 
Lett. B 93, 451–455 (1980).

2. Brodsky, S. J. et al. A review of the intrinsic heavy quark content of the nucleon. Adv. High 
Energy Phys. 2015, 231547 (2015).

3. Ball, R. D. et al. The path to proton structure at 1% accuracy. Eur. Phys. J. C 82, 428 (2022).
4. Ball, R. D. et al. Intrinsic charm in a matched general-mass scheme. Phys. Lett. B 754,  

49–58 (2016).
5. Hobbs, T. J., Londergan, J. T. & Melnitchouk, W. Phenomenology of nonperturbative 

charm in the nucleon. Phys. Rev. D 89, 074008 (2014).
6. Aaij, R. et al. Study of Z bosons produced in association with charm in the forward region. 

Phys. Rev. Lett. 128, 082001 (2022).
7. Feynman, R. P. The behavior of hadron collisions at extreme energies. Conf. Proc. C 

690905, 237–258 (1969).
8. Gao, J., Harland-Lang, L. & Rojo, J. The structure of the proton in the LHC precision era. 

Phys. Rep. 742, 1–121 (2018).
9. Abdul Khalek, R. et al. Science requirements and detector concepts for the electron-ion 

collider: EIC Yellow Report. Preprint at https://arXiv.org/abs/2103.05419 (2021).
10. Feng, J. L. et al. The Forward Physics Facility at the High-Luminosity LHC. Preprint at 

https://arXiv.org/abs/2103.05419 (2022).
11. Aartsen, M. G. et al. IceCube-Gen2: the window to the extreme Universe. J. Phys. G 48, 

060501 (2021).
12. Constantinou, M. et al. Parton distributions and lattice-QCD calculations: toward 3D 

structure. Prog. Part. Nucl. Phys. 121, 103908 (2021).
13. De Roeck, A. & Thorne, R. S. Structure functions. Prog. Part. Nucl. Phys. 66, 727–781  

(2011).
14. Kovařík, K., Nadolsky, P. M. & Soper, D. E. Hadronic structure in high-energy collisions. 

Rev. Mod. Phys. 92, 045003 (2020).
15. Rojo, J. The partonic content of nucleons and nuclei. Oxford Encyclopedia of Physics 

https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190871994.013.71 (2021).

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-022-04998-2
https://arXiv.org/abs/2103.05419
https://arXiv.org/abs/2103.05419
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190871994.013.71


Nature | Vol 608 | 18 August 2022 | 487

16. Brodsky, S. J., Collins, J. C., Ellis, S. D., Gunion, J. F., & Mueller, A. H. Intrinsic chevrolets at 
the SSC. In 1984 DPF Summer Study on the Design and Utilization of the Superconducting 
Super Collider (SSC) (Snowmass 84), 227. https://inspirehep.net/literature/203859 (1984).

17. Jimenez-Delgado, P., Hobbs, T., Londergan, J. & Melnitchouk, W. New limits on intrinsic 
charm in the nucleon from global analysis of parton distributions. Phys. Rev. Lett. 114, 
082002 (2015).

18. Hou, T.-J. et al. CT14 intrinsic charm parton distribution functions from CTEQ-TEA global 
analysis. J. High Energy Phys. 2018, 59 (2018).

19. Heinrich, G. Collider physics at the precision frontier. Phys. Rep. 922, 1–69 (2021).
20. Forte, S., Laenen, E., Nason, P. & Rojo, J. Heavy quarks in deep-inelastic scattering. Nucl. 

Phys. B 834, 116–162 (2010).
21. Ball, R. D., Bonvini, M. & Rottoli, L. Charm in deep-inelastic scattering. J. High Energy Phys. 

2015, 122 (2015).
22. Ball, R. D. et al. A determination of the charm content of the proton. Eur. Phys. J. C 76, 647 

(2016).
23. Ball, R. D. et al. Parton distributions from high-precision collider data. Eur. Phys. J. C 77, 

663 (2017).
24. Collins, J. C. & Tung, W.-K. Calculating heavy quark distributions. Nucl. Phys. B 278,  

934–950 (1986).
25. Buza, M., Matiounine, Y., Smith, J. & van Neerven, W. L. Charm electroproduction viewed 

in the variable-flavour number scheme versus fixed-order perturbation theory. Eur. Phys. 
J. C 1, 301–320 (1998).

26. Bierenbaum, I., Blümlein, J. & Klein, S. The gluonic operator matrix elements at O α( )s
2  for 

DIS heavy flavor production. Phys. Lett. B 672, 401–406 (2009).
27. Bierenbaum, I., Blümlein, J. & Klein, S. Mellin moments of the O α( )s

3  heavy flavor 
contributions to unpolarized deep-inelastic scattering at Q2 ≫ m2 and anomalous 
dimensions. Nucl. Phys. B 820, 417–482 (2009).

28. Ablinger, J., Blümlein, J., Klein, S., Schneider, C. & Wissbrock, F. The O α( )s
3  massive 

operator matrix elements of O(nf) for the structure function F2(x, Q2) and transversity. 
Nucl. Phys. B 844, 26–54 (2011).

29. Ablinger, J. et al. The 3-loop non-singlet heavy flavor contributions and anomalous 
dimensions for the structure function F2(x, Q2) and transversity. Nucl. Phys. B 886,  
733–823 (2014).

30. Ablinger, J. et al. The O α T( )s F
3 2  contributions to the gluonic operator matrix element. Nucl. 

Phys. B 885, 280–317 (2014).
31. Behring, A. et al. The logarithmic contributions to the O α( )s

3  asymptotic massive Wilson 
coefficients and operator matrix elements in deeply inelastic scattering. Eur. Phys. J. C 74, 
3033 (2014).

32. Ablinger, J. et al. The transition matrix element agq(n) of the variable flavor number 
scheme at o α( )s

3 . Nucl. Phys. B 882, 263–288 (2014).
33. Ablinger, J. et al. The 3-loop pure singlet heavy flavor contributions to the structure 

function F2(x, Q2) and the anomalous dimension. Nuclear Phys. B. 890, 48–151 (2015).
34. Blümlein, J. et al. Heavy flavor Wilson coefficients in deep-inelastic scattering: recent 

results. Proc. Sci. QCDEV2017, 031 (2017).
35. Hoffmann, E. & Moore, R. Subleading contributions to the intrinsic charm of the nucleon. 

Z. Phys. C 20, 71 (1983).
36. Pumplin, J. Light-cone models for intrinsic charm and bottom. Phys. Rev. D 73, 114015 

(2006).
37. Paiva, S., Nielsen, M., Navarra, F. S., Duraes, F. O. & Barz, L. L. Virtual meson cloud of the 

nucleon and intrinsic strangeness and charm. Mod. Phys. Lett. A 13, 2715–2724 (1998).
38. Steffens, F. M., Melnitchouk, W. & Thomas, A. W. Charm in the nucleon. Eur. Phys. J. C 11, 

673–683 (1999).

39. Boettcher, T., Ilten, P. & Williams, M. Direct probe of the intrinsic charm content of the 
proton. Phys. Rev. D 93, 074008 (2016).

40. Alioli, S., Nason, P., Oleari, C. & Re, E. A general framework for implementing NLO 
calculations in shower Monte Carlo programs: the POWHEG BOX. J. High Energy Phys. 
2010, 43 (2010).

41. Sjostrand, T., Mrenna, S. & Skands, P. Z. A brief introduction to PYTHIA 8.1. Comput. Phys. 
Commun. 178, 852–867 (2008).

42. Aubert, J. J. et al., Production of charmed particles in 250-GeV μ+ - iron interactions. Nucl. 
Phys. B 213, 31–64 (1983).

43. Harris, B. W., Smith, J. & Vogt, R. Reanalysis of the EMC charm production data with 
extrinsic and intrinsic charm at NLO. Nucl. Phys. B 461, 181–196 (1996).

44. Azzi, P. et al. Standard Model Physics at the HL-LHC and HE-LHC. Preprint at https://arXiv.
org/abs/1902.04070 (2019).

45. Aaij, R. et al. First measurement of charm production in its fixed-target configuration at 
the LHC. Phys. Rev. Lett. 122, 132002 (2019).

46. Dainese, A. et al. Physics beyond colliders: QCD Working Group Report. Preprint at 
https://arXiv.org/abs/1901.04482 (2019).

47. Hadjidakis, C. et al. A fixed-target programme at the LHC: physics case and projected 
performances for heavy-ion, hadron, spin and astroparticle studies. Phys. Rep. 911, 1–83 
(2021).

48. Anchordoqui, L. A. The Forward Physics Facility: sites, experiments, and physics 
potential. Phys. Rep. 968, 1–50 (2022).

49. Halzen, F. & Wille, L. Charm contribution to the atmospheric neutrino flux. Phys. Rev. D 
94, 014014 (2016).

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in 
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 
4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution 
and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate 

credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, 
and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article are 
included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your 
intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will 
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, 
visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2022

The NNPDF Collaboration

Richard D. Ball1, Alessandro Candido2, Juan Cruz-Martinez2, Stefano Forte2, Tommaso 
Giani3,4, Felix Hekhorn2, Kirill Kudashkin2, Giacomo Magni3,4 & Juan Rojo3,4 ✉

1The Higgs Centre for Theoretical Physics, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK. 2Tif Lab, 
Dipartimento di Fisica, Università di Milano and INFN, Milan, Italy. 3Department of Physics and 
Astronomy, Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam, The Netherlands. 4Nikhef Theory Group, 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands. ✉e-mail: j.rojo@vu.nl

https://inspirehep.net/literature/203859
https://arXiv.org/abs/1902.04070
https://arXiv.org/abs/1902.04070
https://arXiv.org/abs/1901.04482
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:j.rojo@vu.nl


Article
Methods

The strategy adopted in this work to determine the intrinsic charm con-
tent of the proton is based on the following observation. The assump-
tion that there is no intrinsic charm amounts to the assumption that 
all 4FNS PDFs are determined24 using perturbative matching condi-
tions25 in terms of 3FNS PDFs that do not include a charm PDF. However, 
these perturbative matching conditions are actually given by a square 
matrix that also includes a 3FNS charm PDF. Thus, the assumption of 
no intrinsic charm amounts to the assumption that if the 4FNS PDFs 
are transformed back to the 3FNS, the 3FNS charm PDF is found to 
vanish. Hence, intrinsic charm is by definition the deviation from zero 
of the 3FNS charm PDF (ref. 21). Note that whereas the 3FNS charm PDF 
is purely intrinsic, the 4FNS charm PDF includes both an intrinsic and a 
perturbative radiative component, but the 4FNS intrinsic component is 
not equal to the 3FNS charm PDF, because matching conditions reshuf-
fle all PDFs among each other.

Intrinsic charm can then be determined through the following two 
steps, summarized in Extended Data Fig. 1. First, all of the PDFs, includ-
ing the charm PDF, are parametrized in the 4FNS at an input scale Q0 
and evolved using NNLO perturbative QCD to Q ≠ Q0. These evolved 
PDFs can be used to compute physical cross-sections, also at NNLO, 
which then are compared to a global dataset of experimental measure-
ments. The result of this first step in our procedure is a Monte Carlo 
representation of the probability distribution for the 4FNS PDFs at the 
input parametrization scale Q0.

Next, this 4FNS charm PDF is transformed to the 3FNS at some match-
ing scale Qc. Note that the choice of both Q0 and Qc are immaterial—the 
former because perturbative evolution is invertible, so results for the 
PDFs do not depend on the choice of parametrization scale Q0; the latter 
because the 3FNS charm is scale independent, so it does not depend on 
the value of Qc. Both statements of course hold up to fixed perturba-
tive accuracy, and are violated by missing higher order corrections. In 
practice, we parametrize PDFs at the scale Q0 = 1.65 GeV and perform the 
inversion at a scale chosen equal to the charm mass Qc = mc = 1.51 GeV.

The scale-independent 3FNS charm PDF is then the sought-for intrin-
sic charm.

Global QCD analysis
The 4FNS charm PDF and its associated uncertainties is determined 
by means of a global QCD analysis within the NNPDF4.0 framework. 
All PDFs, including the charm PDF, are parametrized at Q0 = 1.65 GeV 
in a model-independent manner using a neural network, which is fitted 
to data using supervised machine learning techniques. The Monte 
Carlo replica method is deployed to ensure a faithful uncertainty esti-
mate. Specifically, we express the 4FNS total charm PDF (c c c= ++ ) in 
terms of the output neurons associated with the quark singlet Σ and 
non-singlet T15 distributions (see Section 3.1 of ref. 3), as

(1)xc x Q x x x x x xθθ θθ θθ( , ; ) = ( (1 − ) NN ( , ) − (1 − ) NN ( , ))/4,α β α β
T

+
0 Σ

T TΣ Σ 15 15
15

in which NNi(x, θ) is the ith output neuron of a neural network with 
input x and parameters θ, and α β( , )i i  are preprocessing exponents. A 
crucial feature of equation (1) is that no ad hoc specific model assump-
tions are used: the shape and size of xc+(x, Q0) are entirely determined 
from experimental data. Hence, our determination of the 4FNS fitted 
charm PDF, and thus of the intrinsic charm, is unbiased.

The neural network parameters θ in equation (1) are determined by 
fitting an extensive global dataset that consists of 4,618 cross-sections 
from a wide range of different processes, measured over the years in a 
variety of fixed-target and collider experiments (see ref. 3 for a complete 
list). Extended Data Fig. 2 shows the kinematic coverage in the (x, Q) 
plane covered by these cross-sections, in which Q is the scale, and x is 
the parton momentum fraction that corresponds to leading-order kin-
ematics. Many of these processes provide direct or indirect sensitivity 

to the charm content of the proton. Particularly important constraints 
come from W and Z production from ATLAS, CMS and LHCb as well as 
from neutral and charged current deep-inelastic scattering structure 
functions from HERA. The 4FNS PDFs at the input scale Q0 are related to 
experimental measurements at Q ≠ Q0 by means of NNLO QCD calcula-
tions, including the FONLL-C general-mass scheme for deep-inelastic 
scattering20 generalized to allow for fitted charm4.

We have verified (see Supplementary Section C and Section D) that 
the determination of 4FNS charm PDF equation (1) and the ensuing 
3FNS intrinsic charm PDF are stable on variations of methodology 
(PDF parametrization basis), input dataset and values of parameters 
(the charm mass) of the standard model. We have also studied the sta-
bility of our results on replacing the current NNPDF4.0 methodology3 
with the previous NNPDF3.1 methodology50. The results are perfectly 
consistent. Indeed, the old methodology leads to larger uncertain-
ties, corresponding to a moderate reduction of the local statistical 
significance for intrinsic charm, and to a central value that is within 
the smaller error band of our current result.

A determination in which the vanishing of intrinsic charm is imposed 
has also been performed. In this case, the fit quality markedly deterio-
rates: the values of the χ2 per data point of 1.162, 1.26 and 1.22 for total, 
Drell–Yan and neutral-current deep-inelastic scattering data, respec-
tively, found when fitting charm, are increased to 1.198, 1.31 and 1.28 
when the vanishing of intrinsic charm is imposed. The absolute wors-
ening of the total χ2 when the vanishing of intrinsic charm is imposed 
is therefore of 166 units, corresponding to a 2σ effect in units of 
σ n= 2χ dat2 .

Calculation of the 3FNS charm PDF
The Monte Carlo representation of the probability distribution asso-
ciated with the 4FNS charm PDF determined by the global analysis 
contains an intrinsic component mixed with a perturbatively gener-
ated contribution, with the latter becoming larger in the x ≲ 0.1 region 
as the scale Q is increased. To extract the intrinsic component, we 
transform PDFs to the 3FNS at the scale Qc = mc = 1.51 GeV using EKO, 
a Python open-source PDF evolution framework (see Supplementary 
Section A). In its current implementation, EKO performs QCD evolu-
tion of PDFs to any scale up to NNLO. For the sake of the current anal-
ysis, N3LO matching conditions have also been implemented, by using 
the results of refs. 26–34 for O α( )s

3  operator matrix elements so that the 
direct and inverse transformations from the 3FNS to the 4FNS can be 
performed at one order higher. The N3LO contributions to the match-
ing conditions are a subset of the full N3LO terms that would be required 
to perform a PDF determination to one higher perturbative order, and 
would also include N3LO contributions to QCD evolution that are 
unknown at present. Therefore, our results have NNLO accuracy, and 
we can use the N3LO contributions to the O α( )s

3  corrections to the heavy 
quark matching conditions only as a way to estimate the size of the 
missing higher orders. Indeed, these corrections have a very significant 
impact on the perturbatively generated component (see Supplemen-
tary Section B). They become large for x ≲ 0.1, which coincides with 
the region dominated by the perturbative component of the charm 
PDF, and are relatively small for the valence region where intrinsic 
charm dominates.

Z production in association with charm-tagged jets
The production of Z bosons in association with charm-tagged jets (or 
alternatively, with identified D mesons) at the LHC is directly sensitive 
to the charm content of the proton through the dominant gc → Zc  
partonic scattering process. Measurements of this process at the for-
ward rapidities covered by the LHCb acceptance provide access to the 
large-x region where the intrinsic contribution is expected to dominate. 
This is in contrast with the corresponding measurements from ATLAS 
and CMS, which become sensitive to intrinsic charm only at rather 
larger values of pZ

T  than those accessible experimentally at present.



We have obtained theoretical predictions for Z + charm produc-
tion at LHCb with NNPDF4.0, based on NLO QCD calculations using 
POWHEG-BOX interfaced to Pythia8 with the Monash 2013 tune for 
showering, hadronization and underlying event. Acceptance require-
ments and event selection follow the LHCb analysis, in which, in par-
ticular, charm jets are defined as those anti-kTR = 0.5 jets containing a 
reconstructed charmed hadron. The ratio between charm-tagged and 
untagged Z + jet events can then be compared with the LHCb measure-
ments

y
N y

N y

σ pp Z y

σ pp Z y
( ) ≡

(c−tagged jets; )

(jets; )
=

( → + charm jet; )

( → + jet; )
, (2)Z

Z

Z

Z

Z
j
cR

as a function of the Z-boson rapidity yZ (see Supplementary Section 
G for details). The more forward the rapidity yZ, the higher the values 
of the charm momentum x being probed. Furthermore, we have also 
included the LHCb measurements in the global PDF determination by 
means of Bayesian reweighting (see Supplementary Section G).

Data availability
Data are available from the corresponding author upon reasonable 
request. The experimental data used to perform the NNPDF4.0 analysis 
are available from https://docs.nnpdf.science/.

Code availability
The analysis presented in this work has been carried out using two 
open-source software frameworks, NNPDF for the global PDF deter-
mination and EKO for the calculation of the 3FNS charm. These codes 
are publicly available from https://docs.nnpdf.science/ and https://
eko.readthedocs.io/, respectively. Both the LHAPDF grids produced 

in this work and the version of EKO with the respective run cards used 
are available from http://nnpdf.mi.infn.it/nnpdf4-0-charm-study/.
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Extended Data Fig. 1 | Evaluation of the charm PDF in the 3FNS. The 4FNS charm PDF is parametrized at Q0 and evolved to all Q, where it is constrained by the 
NNPDF4.0 global dataset. Subsequently, it is transformed to the 3FNS where (if nonzero) it provides the intrinsic charm component.



Extended Data Fig. 2 | Kinematic coverage of the NNPDF4.0 determination. 
The kinematic coverage in the (x, Q) plane covered by the 4,618 cross-sections 
used for the determination of the charm PDF in the present work. These 

cross-sections have been classified into the main different types of processes 
entering the global analysis.
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