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It is a fundamental axiom of the standard model (SM) that the 
couplings of the electroweak gauge bosons (W, Z) to charged lep-
tons, gℓ (ℓ = electron (e), muon (μ), tau (τ)), are independent of 

the mass of the leptons. This fundamental assumption is referred 
to as ‘lepton-flavour universality’ and is tested in this Article by 
comparing the relative decay rates, or branching ratios (B), of 
on-shell W bosons to τ leptons and muons, by measuring the ratio 
R(τ/μ) = B(W → τντ)/B(W → μνμ).

The measurement exploits the large number of top and anti-top 
quark pair (tt) events produced in proton–proton (pp) collisions at 
the Large Hadron Collider (LHC). Given that B(t → Wq) is close to 
100%, this gives a very large sample of W-boson pairs. These are 
used to obtain a large sample of clean and unbiased W-boson decays 
to muons and τ leptons. The τ leptons are identified through their 
decay to muons. The τ lepton has a significant lifetime1,2 compared 
to the W boson and undergoes a multi-body decay to a muon and 
neutrinos. This leaves two distinctive signatures in the detector, the 
displacement of the τ decay vertex and, on average, a lower muon 
transverse momentum (pT). These features are used to distinguish 
between muons from the W → τντ → μνμντντ and W → μνμ processes, 
to extract R(τ/μ). The precision of the measurement relies on the 
highly accurate reconstruction of muon tracks obtainable by the 
ATLAS experiment.

Previously, R(τ/μ) has been measured at the Large Electron–
Positron Collider (LEP), yielding a combined value of 1.070 ± 0.026 
(ref. 3). The SM expectation of R(τ/μ) is unity (neglecting very 
small phase space effects due to the masses of the decay products, 
~5 × 10−4)4, which differs from the measured value, motivating a 
precise measurement of this ratio at the LHC. Other experimen-
tal measurements of the ratio B(W → τντ)/B(W → ℓνℓ), where ℓ is 
either an electron or a muon, have not yet reached the precision of 
the LEP results5–9. The equivalent ratio for the two light generations, 
B(W → μνμ)/B(W → eνe), has been accurately measured by the LEP3, 
LHCb10 and ATLAS11 experiments, and is found to be consistent 
with the SM prediction at the 1% level. Additionally, although most 
low-energy experiments12 show good agreement, to very high preci-
sion, with the hypothesis of universality of lepton couplings, recent 

results from LHCb13–16, Belle17–19 and BaBar20,21 show some tension 
with the SM, further motivating this analysis.

This measurement relies on precise knowledge of the branch-
ing ratio of τ leptons decaying to muons to extrapolate to the full 
W → τντ branching ratio. The value of (17.39 ± 0.04)%, measured by 
the LEP experiments4,22–25, is used in the analysis.

Experimental set-up
The ATLAS experiment26–28 at the LHC is a multipurpose particle 
detector with nearly hermetic coverage for recording particles pro-
duced in LHC collisions through a combination of particle posi-
tion and energy measurements. ATLAS has a forward–backward 
symmetric cylindrical geometry and a near 4π coverage in solid 
angle. More details of the ATLAS coordinate system are provided 
in the Methods. ATLAS consists of an inner tracking detector sur-
rounded by a thin superconducting solenoid providing an axial 
magnetic field of 2 T, electromagnetic and hadron calorimeters, 
and a muon spectrometer. The inner tracking detector covers the 
pseudorapidity range ∣η∣ < 2.5. It consists of silicon pixel, silicon 
microstrip, and transition radiation tracking detectors, and the 
innermost layer of the pixel detector is at a radius of 33 mm from 
the beamline, providing a precise measurement of track impact 
parameters. Lead/liquid-argon (LAr) sampling calorimeters pro-
vide electromagnetic energy measurements with high granular-
ity. A steel/scintillator-tile hadron calorimeter covers the central 
pseudorapidity range (∣η∣ < 1.7). The endcap and forward regions 
of the detector are instrumented with LAr calorimeters for both 
electromagnetic and hadronic energy measurements up to ∣η∣ = 4.9. 
The muon spectrometer surrounds the calorimeters and is based 
on three large air-core toroidal superconducting magnets with 
eight coils each. The field integral of the toroids ranges between 
2.0 and 6.0 T m across most of the detector. The muon spectrom-
eter includes a system of precision tracking chambers and fast 
detectors for triggering. A two-level trigger system is used to select 
events. The first-level trigger is implemented in hardware and uses 
a subset of the detector information to accept events at a rate of 
100 kHz. This is followed by a software-based trigger that reduces 
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the accepted event rate to 1 kHz, on average, depending on the 
data-taking conditions.

The analysed pp collision data were recorded with the 
ATLAS detector from 2015 to 2018 at a centre-of-mass energy of �

�T� ���� �5�F�7�� Owing to the conditions required to achieve high 
instantaneous luminosity, in these data there are additional col-
lisions in the same and neighbouring LHC proton bunch cross-
ings (pile-up). This resulted in an average of 34 collisions per  
bunch crossing.

Events in this measurement were selected by single-lepton trig-
gers29–31 requiring a single high-pT isolated electron or muon. After 
the application of data-quality requirements32, the data sample cor-
responds to an integrated luminosity of 139 fb−1 with an uncertainty 
of 1.7%33, obtained using the LUCID-2 detector34 for the primary 
luminosity measurements.

Samples of simulated events were produced using Monte Carlo 
techniques to model the different SM processes. After event genera-
tion of the process of interest for each sample, the detector response 
was modelled using a simulation based on GEANT435. The data and 
Monte Carlo simulated events were passed through the same recon-
struction and analysis procedures. Samples were simulated for the 

signal processes, the production of �U�U and single top quarks in asso-
ciation with a W boson (Wt), as well as the different backgrounds. 
Precise details of the theoretical predictions and event generators 
used to create the simulated events are provided in the Methods.

Selecting a pure and unbiased sample of W bosons
Collisions are selected to obtain a high-purity sample of �U�U events 
in which the top quarks decay into a W boson and a b quark, 
and the two W bosons then decay to leptons. This is referred to 
as di-leptonic �U�U. The two leptonic W-boson decays are exploited 
in a tag and probe approach: in each event, tag leptons (electrons 
or muons) are used to select the event, after which a test is per-
formed to determine, in an unbiased way, whether the probe muon 
was directly produced by a W boson, W → μνμ, or via an intermedi-
ate τ lepton, W → τντ → μνμντντ. Events are categorized into signal 
regions, used to extract R(τ/μ), and additional control regions, used 
to constrain the normalization of the major backgrounds.

The selections rely on reconstructed muons, electrons and 
hadronic jets. Details of the physics object reconstruction defini-
tions used are provided in the Methods. Events entering the signal 
region are required to contain either one electron and one muon 
of opposite electric charge (e–μ channel) or two muons of opposite 
electric charge (μ–μ channel). In the e–μ channel, the electron is 
required to pass the trigger, and in the μ–μ channel, the tag muon is 
required to pass the trigger. This ensures that the probe muons have 
no trigger bias. If both leptons in the μ–μ channel satisfy the tag 
and probe criteria, both muons in turn are used as probes. Events 
with more than two leptons are rejected. In addition, events must 
have at least two reconstructed hadronic jets that are identified as 
containing a b hadron. Finally, to reduce the backgrounds from Z 
bosons and hadron decays, events where the invariant mass of the 
two muons, mμμ, satisfies 85 < mμμ < 95 GeV are excluded in the μ–μ 
channel, and events with di-lepton mass mℓℓ < 15 GeV are excluded 
in both channels.

This selection results in a sample of approximately half a million 
collision events, with a di-leptonic �U�U purity of over 95% in the e–μ 
channel and 85% in the μ–μ channel. This sample is used to test the 
origin of the probe muons and extract the measurement of R(τ/μ). 
This is extracted from the ratio of the number of events in which the 
probe muon orginates from the process W → τντ → μνμντντ, referred 
to as μτ(→μ), to those that come from the process W → μνμ, referred 
to as μprompt. A fit is performed that exploits the difference in shape 
between these two components and the backgrounds of the distri-
butions of the probe muon’s transverse impact parameter ��E�
�� � and its 
transverse momentum �Q�
�5.

Muon transverse impact parameter distribution calibration
The muon’s transverse impact parameter ��E�
�� � has particular impor-
tance for this analysis and requires careful treatment. It is measured 
in the x–y plane as the closest distance of approach of the track to 
the beamline. The shape of the ��E�
�� � distribution of prompt muons 
is determined using a Z → μμ calibration region to create templates 
that are used to predict the distribution in the signal region.

The calibration region is defined by requiring that two muons 
satisfying the same kinematic criteria as in the signal region, but 
with the di-muon mass requirement changed to 85 < mμμ < 100 GeV. 
No requirements on hadronic jets are applied. This gives a sample of 
~95 million prompt muons with a purity of >99.9%.

Templates of the shape of the ��E�
�� � distribution are then taken 
from this data sample after subtracting the expected contributions 
from the simulation of processes with significant muon parent life-
times, primarily Z → ττ. These ��E�
�� � templates are extracted in 33 bins 
in �Q�
�5 and ∣ημ∣ to capture the dependence of the distribution on these 
variables. Separate templates are used for 2015 + 2016, 2017 and 
2018 data to account for differences in the beam conditions and in 
the alignment of the inner detector.
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Fig. 1 | Z → μμ background normalization. A region enriched in Z → μμ 
events is defined by selecting events with two muons. This control region 
is used to extract the Z → μμ normalization, which is applied in the signal 
region. A histogram with a fixed bin width of 2.5 GeV of the di-muon 
invariant mass (mμμ) distribution is shown in the figure. The data are shown 
by black markers and the different components contributing to this region, 
taken from simulation, are shown by stacked histograms. The different 
contributions are the primary process of interest (Z → μμ), along with the 
main backgrounds from events involving top quarks (Top), a pair of W and/
or Z bosons (Di-boson processes) and the grouping of all remaining SM 
processes (Other SM processes). The bottom panel shows the ratio of the 
data to the predicted expectation after the fit. The uncertainties on the 
data are the Poisson errors due to the limited size of the data sample. Blue 
bands indicate the ±1σ systematic uncertainties on the prediction, with the 
constraints from the analysis fit applied.
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Additionally, using this calibration region, the Gaussian part of 
the ��E�
�� � resolution is estimated in data and simulation by fitting the 
��E�
�� � distribution in the range ��E�
�� � �� �������� �N�N�� For �Q�
�5 � ���� �(�F�7�
 
the resolution is ~14 μm. Corrections to account for differences 
in the resolution of the detector between the data and simulation 
are applied to the muons from τ decays and hadron decays. For the 
range of ��E�
�� � values considered in this analysis, ��E�
�� � �� ������ �N�N�
 the 
resolution measured from prompt muons is applicable to those with 
significant displacement.

Background normalization estimation
The two largest backgrounds are Z(→μμ) + jets and events in which 
the probe muon does not originate from a W-boson decay. Three 
dedicated control regions are used to extract the normalization of 
these backgrounds.

The Z(→μμ) + jets background is important at small values of 
��E�
�� �. The normalization of the Z(→μμ) + jets background in the μ–μ 
channel is extracted from the data in a control region where the 
same event selection is applied, including the hadronic jet require-
ments, but without the mμμ criterion, and is then extrapolated to 
the signal region using simulation. In the control region, the peak 
of the invariant mass distribution of the di-muon system is fitted 
over the range 50 < mμμ < 140 GeV. A Voigt profile36 is used for the 
Z → μμ resonance and a third-order Chebychev polynomial for all 
non-resonant processes, which provides a good description of the 
data. Other functions were tested to provide a systematic uncer-
tainty, which is combined with the statistical uncertainties. The 
normalization factor required to scale the simulated sample to data 
is found to be 1.36 ± 0.01. The di-muon invariant mass in the con-
trol region is shown in Fig. 1 after this normalization is applied. 

This normalization factor is also applied to the small Z(→ττ) + jets 
background.

The most important background at large values of ��E�
�� � is from 
events in which the probe muon originates from the decay of b or 
c hadrons, or more rarely from in-flight decays of π± and K±. This 
occurs primarily in �U�U events where one W boson decays leptoni-
cally and the other hadronically, referred to as semi-leptonic �U�U. 
These muons are referred to as μhad. A data-driven method is used to 
determine the normalization of this background from two control 
regions, one each for the e–μ and μ–μ channels. The control regions 
have the same event selection as the signal regions, but the two lep-
tons are required to have same-sign electric charge. This results in a 
sample with a high purity of this μhad background.The largest source 
of μhad is from decays of b hadrons, and this contributes equally to 
same-sign and opposite-sign selections, while the other substantial 
source, c hadrons, has a component in both selections, but they 
are not equal. The extrapolation from same-sign control region to 
opposite-sign signal region is estimated from simulation. In the 
same-sign control region there are two backgrounds to μhad at high 
�Q�
�5: �U�U� �7, and �U�U, which occurs through electron charge misiden-
tification in the e–μ channel. A normalization correction factor is 
applied to these processes based on the number of events observed 
with a probe muon with �Q�
�5 �� ���� �(�F�7�� This is done before extract-
ing the normalization of the μhad background. The normalization 
factors to scale the simulation to data for the μhad background are 
found to be 1.39 and 1.37 in the e–μ and μ–μ, channels, respectively. 
Figure 2 shows that the simulation and data are consistent within 
uncertainties in the μ–μ channel same-sign control region, provid-
ing confidence that the differential distributions of �Q�
�5 and ��E�
�� � are 
well-modelled.
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Fig. 2 | μhad background normalization. A region enriched in μhad events is defined by selecting events with two same-sign muons. This control region 
is used to extract normalization factors to correct the μhad prediction to match the data. The probe muon tranverse impact parameter (left, ��E�
�� �) and 
transverse momentum (right, �Q�
�5) distributions in this region are shown. The data are shown by black markers and the different components contributing 
to this region, taken from simulation, are shown by stacked histograms. The different contributions are the primary process of interest, μhad (μ (hadron 
decay)), along with the main backgrounds from events involving a top quark pair produced in association with a W or Z boson (�U�U� �7 processes), a pair 
of W and/or Z bosons (Di-boson processes) and the grouping of all remaining SM processes (Other SM processes). The y-axis label includes the value 
that defines the scaling of the variable bin width histogram. The extracted normalization factor is applied to the μhad prediction, along with the effect of any 
constraints and pulls on the systematic uncertainties from the fit to the signal region data. The bottom panels show the ratio of the data to the predicted 
expectation after the fit. The uncertainties on the data are the Poisson errors due to the limited size of the data sample. Blue bands indicate the ±1σ 
systematic uncertainties on the prediction with the constraints from the analysis fit applied. The open blue arrowheads in the ratio panel indicate points 
where the ratio values lie outside the y-axis range shown.
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�� � distributions for each signal region (left, e–μ channel; right, μ–μ channel) and probe muon �Q�
�5 bin (top, �� � � � Q�
�5 �� ���� �(�F�7; middle, 
���� � � � Q�
�5 �� ���� �(�F�7; bottom, ���� � � � Q�
�5 �� ������ �(�F�7) used in the analysis are shown. The data are represented by black markers and the different components 
contributing to this region, taken from simulation, are shown by stacked histograms. The different contributions are the two primary processes of interest 
used to extract R(τ/μ), μprompt from top quark decays (Prompt μ (top)) and μτ(→μ) from top decays (τ → μ(top)). The main backgrounds are also shown: 
events with a μhad (μ (hadron decay)), events with a Z boson decaying to a di-muon pair (Z → μμ), events with a Z boson decaying to a di-τ pair (Z → ττ) 
and the grouping of all remaining SM processes (Other SM processes). Distributions are shown after the fit has been performed. The y-axis label includes 
the value that defines the scaling of the variable bin width histogram. The bottom panels show the ratio of the data to the predicted expectation after the 
fit. The uncertainties on the data are the Poisson errors due to the limited size of the data sample. Blue bands indicate the ±1σ systematic uncertainties 
on the prediction with the constraints from the analysis fit applied. The contribution from ‘Other SM processes’ is dominated by di-boson and �U�U� �7 
production. The chi-squared statistic values range from 3.5 to 10.2 for eight degrees of freedom for the distributions.
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Fit configuration and systematic uncertainties
A two-dimensional profile likelihood fit37 is performed in the ��E�
�� � 
and �Q�
�5 distributions. The bin boundaries were chosen to provide 
the best separation between the different μprompt, μτ(→μ) and μhad pro-
cesses given the available data. This resulted in three bins in �Q�
�5 
(boundaries of 5, 10, 20 and 250 GeV) and eight bins in the trans-
verse impact parameter ��E�
�� � (boundaries of 0, 0.01, 0.02, 0.03, 0.04, 
0.06, 0.09, 0.15 and 0.5 mm), of the probe muon for both the e–μ 
and μ–μ channels, making 48 bins in total.

The ratio of the number of μτ(→μ) events to the number μprompt is 
fitted by minimizing the negative log-likelihood, to measure R(τ/μ). 
More than 100 (nuisance) parameter values representing the sta-
tistical and systematic uncertainties, which can be modified by the 
fit, are included. The relative uncertainty of 0.23% in the τ → μνμντ 
branching ratio is also included in the measured value of R(τ/μ) and 
is a subdominant component of the overall uncertainty. As both 
the �U�U and Wt processes contain two W bosons, both are treated 
as signal. Two fit parameters are allowed to float freely: R(τ/μ) and 
�L� �U�U� . The �L� �U�U�  parameter is a constant scaling factor applied to the 
normalization of both the μprompt and μτ(→μ) components of the signal, 
whereas R(τ/μ) only affects the μτ(→μ) components. Both are applied 
across all bins and in both channels. R(τ/μ) is the parameter of inter-
est and is not affected by the overall normalization scaling factors 
of the �U�U and Wt processes. The fit is performed after applying the 
normalization scaling factors derived in the control regions. Other 
processes are normalized to their theoretical cross-sections, taking 
into account the uncertainty in these predictions.

Because many systematic uncertainties are correlated between 
the μprompt and μτ(→μ) templates, they cancel out in the R(τ/μ) ratio, 
minimizing their impact on the precision of the result. These 
include uncertainties related to jet reconstruction, flavour tagging 
and trigger efficiencies. The remaining dominant uncertainties 
are the uncertainties in the data-driven methods, the theoretical  
modelling uncertainties and the reconstruction uncertainties; these 

are described in the following and further details are provided in 
the Methods.

An uncertainty associated with the data-driven templates for the 
��E�
�� � distribution of μprompt is derived to account for the differences 
between the Z → μμ calibration region where they were derived and 
the signal region.

Uncertainties in the data-driven normalization of the μhad back-
ground due to the size of the same-sign dataset, the choice of Monte 
Carlo generators used and the uncertainty in the subtraction of 
the other processes in the same-sign control region are included 
in the fit. The uncertainties associated with the Z + jets normal-
ization derived from data are also applied. Uncertainties on the 
cross-section calculations and the integrated luminosity are applied 
to all other backgrounds estimated from simulation, but have a 
minor impact on the result.

Uncertainties in the shape of the μprompt, μτ(→μ) and μhad distribu-
tions due to the modelling of the simulated �U�U samples are derived. 
The combined yield of the μprompt and μτ(→μ) templates is allowed to 
float in the fit, but changes in generator configuration choices can 
result in modifications to the muon �Q�
�5 and subsequently the ��E�
�� � 
distribution, such that there can be relative changes in the μprompt 
and μτ(→μ) template yields in each bin, leading to an uncertainty in 
R(τ/μ). For the μhad background, in addition to the uncertainties in 
the normalization, there can be changes to the muon �Q�
�5 modelling 
and the relative fractions of muons from different sources, both 
of which can change the shape of the ��E�
�� � distribution. The most 
important of these variations is in the parton shower and hadroni-
zation model.

The muon reconstruction and isolation efficiencies are deter-
mined in di-muon (Z → μμ and J/ψ → μμ) data and simulation using 
a tag and probe method38. Corrections are applied to the simulated 
samples to account for the differences between data and simulation, 
and the uncertainties on these correction factors are included in 
the analysis. Additionally, an uncertainty due to the modelling of 
pile-up is obtained by reweighting the simulated events39.

Extraction of R(τ/μ)
Figure 3 shows the differential distributions of ��E�
�� � in the six signal 
regions for the data and the expectation after the fit to data. Good 
agreement is observed between the corrected simulation samples 
and the data. The global goodness of fit when fitting the expec-
tation from simulation, defined as twice the change in negative 
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Fig. 4 | Summary of ATLAS and LEP results. The new ATLAS measurement 
of R(τ/μ) and the previous LEP result3 of the same quantity. The new 
measurement from ATLAS is shown by the black filled circle and the LEP 
result by a red filled square. For the ATLAS result the statistical (yellow 
box) and systematic (blue box) errors are shown separately, along with the 
total error of the measurement (black bars). The total uncertainty on the 
LEP result is indicated by the red bars. The vertical dashed line indicates 
the prediction lepton-flavour universality of the SM, with equal W-boson 
branching ratios to different lepton flavours.

Table 1 | Sources of uncertainty

Source Impact on R(τ/μ)

Prompt �E�
�� templates 0.0038

μprompt and μτ(→μ) parton shower variations 0.0036

Muon isolation efficiency 0.0033

Muon identification and reconstruction 0.0030

μhad normalization 0.0028

�U�U scale and matching variations 0.0027

Top pT spectrum variation 0.0026

μhad parton shower variations 0.0021

Monte Carlo statistics 0.0018

Pile-up 0.0017

μτ(→μ) and μhad �E�
�� shape 0.0017

Other detector systematic uncertainties 0.0016

Z + jet normalization 0.0009

Other sources 0.0004

B(τ → μντνμ) 0.0023

Total systematic uncertainty 0.0109

Data statistics 0.0072

Total 0.013

The main sources of uncertainty on the measured value of R(τ/μ) are shown. The size of the 
impact each uncertainty has on R(τ/μ) is assessed by fixing the relevant fit parameters for a given 
uncertainty and refitting to data. The reduction in the total uncertainty in this modified fit gives the 
quoted impact. Different individual components used in the fit are combined into categories.
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