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Abstract Measurements of t t̄ℓ+ℓ− production in the
region of high dilepton invariant mass with effective field
theory (EFT) interpretations are presented. They are per-
formed using final states with three isolated leptons (electrons
or muons) and are based on

√
s = 13 TeV proton–proton

collision data with an integrated luminosity of 140 fb−1,
recorded from 2015 to 2018 with the ATLAS detector at
the Large Hadron Collider. Measurements of the t t̄ ℓ+ℓ−

signal strength and cross-section upper-limits are performed
inclusively in lepton flavour and separately for electrons and
muons. The study also aims to probe anomalous four-fermion
interactions including to test for possible lepton flavor uni-
versality violation. No significant deviations from the Stan-
dard Model predictions are observed and the measurements
are interpreted through the EFT formalism to provide new
constraints on the relevant operators.
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1 Introduction

The top quark as the heaviest fundamental particle has a
unique role in testing the Standard Model (SM) and elec-
troweak (EW) symmetry breaking. The study of rare pro-
cesses involving the production of top quarks and heavy
bosons is interesting in its own right as a test of the SM
electroweak sector at high energy. This also offers a window
on to couplings between top quarks and bosons that cannot
be directly tested elsewhere in particle collisions. The pro-
duction of a top–antitop quark pair in association with a Z

boson, t t̄ Z , is an example of such a process. One of the clean-
est signatures of this process is where the Z boson decays
leptonically, t t̄ Z → t t̄ ℓ+ℓ−. Measurements of this process,
where the Z boson is on-shell, O(10) GeV from the Z mass,
have recently been performed at the Large Hadron Collider
(LHC) [1] by ATLAS and CMS [2–4] inclusively and at the
differential level. This process gives direct sensitivity to the
t–Z coupling, which is important as deviations from the SM
could be a sign of new physics effects in the EW symmetry
breaking mechanism. Several beyond the SM (BSM) models
predict such deviations [5–12].

Off-shell t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− production, where the opposite-sign
same-flavour lepton pair originates from the Z/γ ∗ decay, has
not yet been measured by ATLAS. This process is also highly
interesting as it gives sensitivity to the effective t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− cou-
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Fig. 1 Representative Feynman
diagrams for t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− a in the
SM and b with an effective
vertex

Table 1 Definitions are given of the relevant dimension-6 SMEFT oper-
ators. The convention for notation used follows that of Ref. [30], where
relevant SU (2)L indices are represented by k and p, r represent flavour
indices. The top flavour assumptions are used. Relevant for this mea-
surement is that each of the seven top–lepton operators have correspond-

ing three flavour-diagonal Wilson Coefficients (WCs) denoted cX,i with
i = 1, 2, 3 an index running over the lepton generations, for a given
operator, X . The handedness, left (L) and right (R), of the quarks and
leptons in the interaction vertices is given

Operator Definition Description

Ote (ēpγμer )(t̄γ
μt) R-handed leptons and R-handed quarks in the t t̄ℓ+ℓ− vertex

OQe (Q̄γμ Q)(ēpγ
μer ) R-handed leptons and L-handed quarks in the t t̄ℓ+ℓ− and bb̄ℓ+ℓ− vertices

Otl (l̄pγμlr )(t̄γ
μt) L-handed leptons and R-handed quarks in the t t̄ℓ+ℓ− vertex

O1
Ql (l̄pγμlr )(Q̄γ μ Q) L-handed leptons and L-handed quarks in the t t̄ℓ+ℓ− and bb̄ℓ+ℓ− vertices, weak-singlet

O3
Ql (l̄pσ

i γμlr )(Q̄σ i γ μ Q) L-handed leptons and L-handed quarks in the t t̄ℓ+ℓ− and bb̄ℓ+ℓ− vertices, weak-triplet

O1
leQt (l̄

j
per )ǫ jk(Q̄k t) Mixed L-/R-handed quarks and leptons in the t t̄ℓ+ℓ−, t b̄ℓ+ℓ− and bb̄ℓ+ℓ− vertices, scalar

O3
leQt (l̄

j
pσμνer )ǫ jk(Q̄kσμν t) Mixed L-/R-handed quarks and leptons in the t t̄ℓ+ℓ−, t b̄ℓν, t̄bℓν and bb̄ℓ+ℓ− vertices, tensor

pling. It is possible to more generically probe possible BSM
contributions to these kinds of couplings in the context of
effective field theories (EFTs) [13,14]. Figure 1 shows Feyn-
man diagrams for t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− production in the SM and a pos-
sible effective vertex that affects the coupling of interest.
The t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− type of coupling is poorly constrained in exist-
ing measurements probing EFT couplings relating to the top
quark [15]. High-mass t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− events are particularly sensi-
tive to such couplings, the impact of the relevant EFT opera-
tors strongly increasing with energy [14], motivating a ded-
icated measurement.

Furthermore, some of the most intriguing evidence for
new physics has come from anomalies observed in lepton
flavour universality (LFU) tests in B-hadron decays into a
D∗ and lepton-neutrino pair [16–23]. These measurements
have highlighted the importance of probing LFU in general,
and there is a commonality in couplings which means anoma-
lies in the B-sector could also be manifest in the top quark
sector [24–29].

Therefore, the target of this analysis is to make dedi-
cated measurements of t t̄ ℓ+ℓ−, (ℓ = e, μ), with a focus
on the high dilepton invariant mass region. This is achieved
by selecting events with three isolated leptons with addi-
tional requirements on jet activity to provide a region pure

in t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− production. The three-lepton selection provides
a balance between high purity, worsened with a two-lepton
selection, and reasonable data statistics, worsened by a four-
lepton selection. Many aspects of the analysis are built
upon the previous ATLAS measurement of t t̄ Z produc-
tion [2] with several extensions to deal with the relatively
larger background contributions away from the Z boson
mass peak. Measurements of the t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− signal strength,
μ(t t̄ ℓ+ℓ−) = σ(obs)/σ (SM), and cross-section upper lim-
its are made inclusively in lepton flavour and separately
for electrons and muons. These measurements are used to
search for new physics entering via four-fermion top quark–
lepton EFT operators in the SMEFT [30] formalism, with
the top flavour assumptions. The relevant operators, con-
sidering only those of dimension-6, are shown in Table 1 and
the effect of these operators is parameterised as a function of
their corresponding Wilson Coefficients (WCs) assuming a
mass scale, � = 1 TeV, that characterizes the beyond the SM
dynamics. The operators, and WCs, can be treated as flavour-
inclusive (no differentiation between lepton flavours), or
flavour-split (with individual operators per lepton flavour).
Both interpretations are considered in this measurement.
Additionally, to probe any possible LFU violation that could
be present, an analysis of the flavour-relative WCs, the dif-
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ference between the flavour-split electron and muons WCs,
is tested for the first time at the LHC. The final outcome
is measurements of the relevant WCs in flavour-inclusive,
flavour-split and flavour-relative scenarios looking for devia-
tions from the SM and setting limits on possible new physics.

The paper is structured as follows: Sect. 2 outlines the
ATLAS detector, Sect. 3 provides an overview of the data and
MC samples used in the measurements, and Sect. 4 details
the object reconstruction and selection. Section 5 describes
the signal region definitions and provides a description of the
strategy to estimate backgrounds, an overview of the system-
atic uncertainties is given in Sect. 6, the results are presented
in Sect. 7 and conclusions are given in Sect. 8.

2 ATLAS detector

The ATLAS detector [31] at the LHC covers nearly the entire
solid angle around the collision point.1 It consists of an
inner tracking detector surrounded by a thin superconducting
solenoid, electromagnetic and hadronic calorimeters, and a
muon spectrometer incorporating three large superconduct-
ing air-core toroidal magnets.

The inner-detector system (ID) is immersed in a 2 T axial
magnetic field and provides charged-particle tracking in the
range of |η| < 2.5. The high-granularity silicon pixel detec-
tor covers the vertex region and typically provides four
measurements per track, the first hit generally being in the
insertable B-layer (IBL) installed before Run 2 [32,33]. It
is followed by the SemiConductor Tracker (SCT), which
usually provides eight measurements per track. These sili-
con detectors are complemented by the transition radiation
tracker (TRT), which enables radially extended track recon-
struction up to |η| = 2.0. The TRT also provides electron
identification information based on the fraction of hits (typ-
ically 30 in total) above a higher energy-deposit threshold
corresponding to transition radiation.

The calorimeter system covers the pseudorapidity range
|η| < 4.9. Within the region |η| < 3.2, electromag-
netic calorimetry is provided by barrel and endcap high-
granularity lead/liquid-argon (LAr) calorimeters, with an
additional thin LAr presampler covering |η| < 1.8 to cor-
rect for energy loss in material upstream of the calorimeters.
Hadronic calorimetry is provided by the steel/scintillator-

1 ATLAS uses a right-handed coordinate system with its origin at the
nominal interaction point (IP) in the centre of the detector and the z-
axis along the beam pipe. The x-axis points from the IP to the centre of
the LHC ring, and the y-axis points upwards. Polar coordinates (r, φ)

are used in the transverse plane, φ being the azimuthal angle around
the z-axis. The pseudorapidity is defined in terms of the polar angle θ

as η = − ln tan(θ/2) and is equal to the rapidity y = 1
2 ln

(

E+pz

E−pz

)

in

the relativistic limit. Angular distance is measured in units of �R ≡
√

(�y)2 + (�φ)2.

tile calorimeter, segmented into three barrel structures within
|η| < 1.7, and two copper/LAr hadronic endcap calorime-
ters. The solid angle coverage is completed with forward cop-
per/LAr and tungsten/LAr calorimeter modules optimised for
electromagnetic and hadronic energy measurements respec-
tively.

The muon spectrometer (MS) comprises separate trigger
and high-precision tracking chambers measuring the deflec-
tion of muons in a magnetic field generated by the super-
conducting air-core toroidal magnets. The field integral of
the toroids ranges between 2.0 and 6.0 T m across most of
the detector. Three layers of precision chambers, each con-
sisting of layers of monitored drift tubes, cover the region
|η| < 2.7, complemented by cathode-strip chambers in the
forward region, where the background is highest. The muon
trigger system covers the range |η| < 2.4 with resistive-plate
chambers in the barrel, and thin-gap chambers in the endcap
regions.

The luminosity is measured mainly by the LUCID–2 [34]
detector that records Cherenkov light produced in the quartz
windows of photomultipliers located close to the beampipe.

Events are selected by the first-level trigger system imple-
mented in custom hardware, followed by selections made
by algorithms implemented in software in the high-level
trigger [35]. The first-level trigger accepts events from the
40 MHz bunch crossings at a rate below 100 kHz, which the
high-level trigger further reduces in order to record complete
events to disk at about 1.25 kHz.

A software suite [36] is used in data simulation, in the
reconstruction and analysis of real and simulated data, in
detector operations, and in the trigger and data acquisition
systems of the experiment.

3 Data and simulated event samples

The full Run 2 data sample, collected in pp collisions dur-
ing the years 2015–2018 and corresponding to a luminos-
ity of 140 fb−1 is used. Only events from time periods in
which LHC beams were stable and all ATLAS detectors
were operational are selected [37]. The uncertainty in the
combined 2015–2018 integrated luminosity is 0.83% [38],
obtained using the LUCID-2 detector [34] for the primary
luminosity measurements, complemented by measurements
using the inner detector and calorimeters The average num-
ber of interactions per bunch crossing, μ̂, ranges from 0.5 to
approximately 80 and has a mean of 33.7.

The data were collected using a combination of single-
electron and single-muon triggers, with requirements on the
lepton candidates to maintain high efficiency across the full
momentum range while controlling the trigger rates [35,39–
41]. For electrons the trigger thresholds were pT = 26, 60 and
140 GeV, whereas for muons the thresholds were pT = 26 and
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Table 2 The configurations
used for event generation of
signal and background
processes. The samples in black
indicate those used as the
nominal configurations, those in
grey and parentheses are used to
estimate the systematic
uncertainties

50 GeV. Isolation requirements were applied to the triggers
with the lowest pT thresholds of 26 GeV for electrons and
muons.

Samples of simulated events are produced using Monte
Carlo (MC) techniques to model the different SM processes.
The estimate of the t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− signal and most considered back-
grounds is based upon these simulations. More details of the
event generation are given in the following paragraphs and
are summarised in Table 2, with the samples in black, or in
parentheses, indicating those used as the nominal configura-
tions, or to estimate the systematic uncertainties, respectively.
Several data-driven corrections are applied to the estimated
backgrounds and detailed in Sect. 5.

After generating events for each process of interest, the
detector response was modelled by either a full simulation of
the ATLAS detector based on Geant4 [42,43] or a fast simu-
lation (AtlFast 2) relying on parameterised showers in the
calorimeter [44]. The latter was only used for the modelling
of some rare background processes and the modelling of pro-
cesses with alternative generators (see Sect. 6). Additional
simulated pp collisions, generated with Pythia8.186 [45]
using parameter values from the A3 tune [46], are overlaid to
model the effects of both the in-time and out-of-time pile-up.
Events are weighted such that the pile-up distribution reflect
the number of additional interactions observed in data. All
simulated events are processed using the same reconstruc-
tion algorithms and analysis chain as the data. Corrections
are applied so that the object reconstruction and identification

efficiencies, energy scales and energy resolutions in simula-
tion match those determined from data, with uncertainties
described in Sect. 6.

The SM signal process, associated production of a top–
antitop pair with a pair of same-flavour opposite-charge lep-
tons, is modelled using the MadGraph5_aMC@NLO 2.8.1
[47] (MG5_aMC) generator that provides matrix elements
(MEs) at next-to-leading-order (NLO) in the strong coupling
constant αs with the NNPDF3.0NLO [48] parton distribu-
tion function (PDF) set. The functional form of the renor-
malization and factorization scales (μr, μf ) is set to the

default scale 0.5×∑

i

√

m2
i + p2

T,i , where the sum runs over
all the particles generated from the matrix element calcula-
tion. Top quarks are decayed at leading-order (LO) using
MadSpin [49,50] to preserve all spin correlations. The top-
quark mass is set to 172.5 GeV, in this sample and for all
other samples involving top-quarks. The events are inter-
faced with Pythia8.244 [51] for the parton shower and its
hadronization, using the A14 set of tuned parameters [52]
and the NNPDF2.3LO PDF set. The decays of bottom
and charm hadrons are simulated using the EvtGen 1.7.0
package [53], as are all other samples in the measurement
showered using Pythia. The (on-shell) t t̄ Z cross-section
is calculated at NLO quantum chromodynamics (QCD) and
NLO EW accuracy using MadGraph5_aMC@NLO and
reported in Ref. [54]. The γ ∗ contribution and the Z/γ ∗

interference are taken into account with an off-shell (down
to m(ℓ+ℓ−) = 5 GeV) correction calculated in Ref. [55].
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The predicted value at 13 TeV is 0.88+0.09
−0.10 pb, where the

uncertainties arise from variations of renormalization and
factorization scales, PDF uncertainties, and αs variations.

For top-quark–antiquark pair production with a Wboson
(t t̄ W ), the Sherpa2.2.10 [56,57] generator and default par-
ton shower are used at NLO accuracy in QCD, with multi-leg
merging of up to one additional parton at NLO and up to two
additional partons at LO (MEPS@NLO setup [58–61] with a
merging scale of 30 GeV). The NNPDF3.1nnlo [62] PDF
set is used. Additionally a LO QCD sample is also gener-
ated with Sherpa2.2.10 but for the electroweak production
of the t t̄ W j final state. The cross-sections of these QCD and
EW t t̄ W samples are scaled separately to the predictions of
Ref. [63].

Events featuring the production of a t t̄ pair in associ-
ation with a SM Higgs boson with a mass of 125 GeV
(t t̄ H ) are simulated using NLO matrix elements in Mad-

Graph5_aMC@NLO 2.6.0 with the NNPDF3.0NLO PDF
set. The samples are showered with Pythia8.230 using the
A14 tune.

The production of single top quarks in association with
a Z/γ ∗ in the dileptonic decay mode, including off-shell
effects down to m(ℓ+ℓ−) = 5 GeV, tℓ+ℓ−q, is mod-
elled using the MadGraph5_aMC@NLO 2.9.5 generator
at NLO. The production of single top quarks in association
with a Wand a Zboson (tW Z ) is modelled using Mad-

Graph5_aMC@NLO 2.2.2 at NLO [64], both using the
NNPDF3.0NLO PDF set. The tℓ+ℓ−q events are interfaced
with Pythia8.245 and the tW Z events with Pythia8.212,
using the A14 tune and the NNPDF2.3LO PDF set. The
tℓ+ℓ−q sample is simulated in the four-flavour scheme
(therefore including an additional b-quark in the final state)
and normalised to a cross section obtained in the five-flavour
scheme.

The possible overlap between events in the t t̄ Z sample
and tW Z sample, which can occur when a NLO real emission
is included in the latter, must be removed. The tW Z sample
follows the “diagram removal 1” (DR1) scheme described in
Ref. [64] and ignores any Feynman diagrams containing two
resonant top quarks for the overlap removal.

The background production of t t̄ events is modelled
using the PowhegBox2 generator [65] at NLO with the
NNPDF3.0NLO PDF set and the damping factor hdamp set
to 1.5 times the top quark mass. The events are interfaced with
Pythia8.230 using the A14 tune and the NNPDF2.3LO

PDF set.
Diboson plus jets processes featuring the production of

three charged leptons and one neutrino or four charged lep-
tons (denoted by W Z+jets or Z Z+jets, respectively) are
simulated using the Sherpa2.2.2 generator. Multiple matrix
elements are matched and merged with the Sherpa parton
shower based on the Catani–Seymour dipole factorisation
scheme [66,67] using the MEPS@NLO prescription. The vir-

tual QCD correction for matrix elements at NLO accuracy are
provided by the OpenLoops library [68–70]. The production
of Wand Zbosons with multiple jets (V +jets) is simulated
similarly but with the Sherpa2.2.1 generator.

Smaller backgrounds featuring Higgs boson production in
association with a Wor Z(V H ), four top-quark production
(t t̄ t t̄ ), triple top-quark production (t t t̄ ), the production of
a t t̄ pair with two Wbosons (t t̄ W W ), the production of a
t t̄ pair with two neutrinos or two jets and processes with three
heavy gauge bosons (W W W , W W Z , W Z Z and Z Z Z ) are
simulated with the settings shown in Table 2.

Additional MC samples encapsulating EFT effects are
produced at LO in QCD for the t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− process, using
the MadGraph2.9.3 generator and Pythia8.245 parton
shower (with the default A14 tune settings). They include
the SMEFTsim 3.0 model [30] as the Universal Feyn-
man Output (UFO) model, in the MW electroweak input
scheme [71] with the top flavour restrictions (5FS). The
nominal events are generated according to the SM, and the
MadGraph reweighting module [72] is used to compute a
large number of alternative event weights corresponding to
the inclusion of dimension-6 EFT vertices and propagators
in the production Feynman diagrams.

4 Object identification and reconstruction

Two categories of leptons are defined in the analysis: a looser
category referred to as pre-selected leptons used for object
overlap removal, described later in this section, and to define
background-enriched regions; and a tighter category of signal

leptons used in the selection requirements for most regions,
including the signal regions.

Electron candidates are reconstructed from clusters of
energy deposits in the electromagnetic calorimeter that are
matched to a track in the ID. They are required to satisfy
pT > 7 GeV, |η| < 2.47 and a likelihood-based electron
identification [73] is required. Further requirements for pre-
selected electrons and signal electrons used in the analysis
are summarised in the following. For pre-selected electrons,
the LooseAndBLayerLH identification is used, while for
the signal electrons used in one of the analysis regions,
MediumLH is required. Electrons in the LAr transition
region (1.37 < |η| < 1.52) are rejected and requirements
on the transverse (d0) and longitudinal (z0) impact param-
eter are applied to mitigate the contribution from electrons
from reducible backgrounds and pile-up. To suppress elec-
trons with incorrect charge assignment, a boosted decision
tree (BDT) discriminant based on calorimeter and tracking
quantities is applied and finally a procedure to resolve ambi-
guities between overlapping reconstructed objects is applied.
The electron energy scale is calibrated using data [73,74].
The associated scale factors (SFs) for electron reconstruc-
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tion, identification, and isolation are applied in MC, to cor-
rect for the efficiency differences between data and simu-
lation [75]. The associated scale factors (SFs) for electron
reconstruction, identification, and isolation are applied in
MC, to correct for the efficiency differences between data and
simulation. The selection criteria above largely suppress the
contribution from non-prompt leptons arising from hadron
decays that contain bottom- or charm-quarks (referred to as
“heavy-flavour (HF) non-prompt leptons”). However, as this
measurement is particularly sensitive to such backgrounds,
signal electrons have a further selection requirement from
a non-prompt lepton BDT discriminant [76], based on iso-
lation and lifetime information about a track-based jet that
matches the selected light lepton.

Muon candidates are reconstructed from MS tracks
matched to ID tracks in the pseudorapidity range of |η| < 2.5
and are required to have pT > 7 GeV. Both the pre-selected
and signal muons are required to satisfy Medium identi-
fication requirements defined in Refs. [77,78]. Selections
on the longitudinal and transverse impact parameters are
applied as for the electrons and also, as with electrons, the
pre-selected muons have no isolation requirements, while
the signal muons selected for the analysis need to satisfy
the non-prompt lepton BDT isolation working point require-
ments. The associated SFs for identification and isolation are
applied as multiplicative factors to the MC event weight, to
correct for the efficiency differences between data and MC.

Jets are reconstructed using the anti-kt jet algorithm [79]
as implemented in the FastJet package [80] with the
distance parameter R set to 0.4. Topological clusters are
used [81] along with ID tracks as input to the particle
flow reconstruction algorithm [82]. The algorithm removes
calorimeter energy deposits due to charged hadrons and uses
more precise measurements of their momenta from tracks
instead. Jets are calibrated [83] with the EMPFlow scheme
applying the jet area pile-up corrections. The jets are kept
only if they have pT > 25 GeV and are inside a pseudorapid-
ity range of |η| < 2.5. The JetVertexTagger (JVT) [84]
is employed to mitigate pile-up effects, and specifically
rejects any selected jets after the overlap removal procedure
with pT < 60 GeV, |η| < 2.4 and for which JVT < 0.5
(Tight working point).

Jets containing a b-hadron, referred to as b-jets, are iden-
tified with the DL1r b-tagging algorithm [85]. A working
point (WP) corresponding to an 85% b-tagging efficiency
is used in most regions for pre-selections. Exclusive bins
in the b-tagging discriminant corresponding to different b-
tagged jet identification efficiencies are also used, as pseudo-
continuous b-tagging (PCBT). This allows the possible use
of different calibrated b-tagging WPs in defining regions.

The missing transverse momentum �pmiss
T (with magnitude

Emiss
T ) is defined as the negative vector sum of the pT of all

selected and calibrated objects in the event, including a term

to account for the momenta of soft particles that are not asso-
ciated with any of the selected objects [86]. This soft term is
calculated from inner-detector tracks matched to the primary
vertex, which makes it more resilient to contamination from
pile-up interactions.

After the identification, overlaps between objects are
resolved to avoid double-counting of physics objects. Pre-
selected leptons and jets are used for this procedure. The
sequence of operations that are performed to solve these
ambiguities, referred to as the overlap removal (OR) proce-
dure, is applied in the following steps. First, the lowest pT of
any electron pair found with a shared track or an overlapping
calorimeter cluster is removed. Next, any muon matched with
significant calorimeter energy deposits and found to share a
track with an electron is removed, then any subsequent elec-
tron found to share a track with a muon is removed. Any jet
found within a �R of 0.2 of an electron is removed, then
any electron found within a �R of 0.4 of a jet is removed.
Any jet with fewer than three tracks associated with it and
found within a �R of 0.2 of a muon is removed. Any jet
with fewer than three tracks associated with it that has a
muon inner-detector track ghost-associated [85,87] to it, is
removed. Finally, any muon later found within a �R of 0.4
of a jet is removed.

5 Analysis strategy

Regions enriched in the signal of t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− at high invariant
mass of the ℓ+ℓ− pair are defined to obtain sensitivity to the
targeted four-fermion EFT operators. The three-lepton final
state is utilised due to the high t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− purity that can be
obtained.

Several aspects of the analysis are built on a previous
ATLAS measurement of t t̄ Z production [2]. The main
changes are to deal with the relatively larger background con-
tributions away from the Z boson mass peak. These changes
are the use of a tighter lepton isolation requirement and the
addition of new control regions defined to target the relevant
backgrounds.

Background contamination in the signal regions (SRs) is
due to contributions from several SM processes which can
feature the same final state particles as the signal process.
These are broadly split into two categories based on the
source of the reconstructed leptons: backgrounds where the
three final state leptons are prompt (discussed in Sect. 5.3),
and those where at least one of the leptons is labelled as
fake as it originates from a non-prompt source (described in
Sect. 5.4).

Dedicated control regions (CRs) enriched in the domi-
nant backgrounds are defined to constrain these backgrounds
from data. There are in total thirteen of these CRs. In eight of
them only the overall normalisation enters into the fit: three
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Fig. 2 Schematic diagram of the signal and control regions in the fits.
Labelled are their main defining features and the signal or background
process they are primarily targetting

that target the normalisation of the events with a fake elec-
tron from photon conversions (F-e-IntConv, F-e-ExtConv);
two to constrain events with non-prompt fake electrons and
muons originating from heavy-flavour hadrons (F-e-HF, F-
m-HF); and three targeting on-shell t t̄ Z and diboson (VV)
production. There are five further CRs which are binned
in a dedicated observable: one to constrain electrons from
light-flavour hadrons (F-e-LF); and four primarily sensitive
to t t̄ W , t t̄ H and electrons with misidentified charge (charge-
flip) in addition to the previous backgrounds. The charge-flip
background is estimated by using a data-driven approach in
the 2LSS CRs and all other backgrounds are estimated purely
from simulation. An overview of the signal and CRs is pro-
vided schematically in Fig. 2 and comparisons to data are
provided in Fig. 3c.

The binned yields (templates) of some simulated pro-
cesses, namely on-shell t t̄ Z and the t t̄ W , V V , F-e-HF, F-
m-HF, F-e-LF, F-e-IntConv, F-e-ExtConv backgrounds are
adjusted via normalisation factors that are determined by per-
forming a likelihood fit to data across these dedicated CRs
simultaneously with the signal regions.

5.1 Event categorisation

In the following, simulated events are categorised according
to different criteria. If all leptons in the events are categorised
as prompt, the event is classified according to its process
(rare processes are grouped as ‘Other’, including t t̄ t t̄ , t t t̄ ,

V H , W W , V V V , t t̄ W W , t t̄qq and t t̄νν). If one lepton is
categorised as non-prompt, the event is classified according
to the type of the non-prompt lepton.

Leptons are categorised as prompt if generator-level
information, using a �R matching between generator- and
detector-level information, identifies them as electrons or
muons originating from a τ -lepton or W , Z or H boson. Oth-
erwise the leptons are categorised as fake and attributed to one
of the following categories using their generator-level infor-
mation. Heavy flavour fakes are those identified as originat-
ing from a strange, charmed or bottom hadron. Light flavour
fakes are similarly those originating from a light baryon or
meson, for example from pions. Charge-flip fakes are prompt
electrons with mis-identified charge. Conversion electrons
are those from photon conversion and are further categorised
into two sub-categories; internal photon conversions, from
γ ∗ → e+e−, and external conversions, photon conversions
in the detector material. Finally, conversion muons are those
originating from a muon internal photon conversion.

5.2 Signal selection

Events entering the signal region are required to con-
tain exactly three signal leptons with transverse momen-
tum greater than 27 GeV, 20 GeV and 15 GeV and least
one opposite-sign (charge) same-flavour (OSSF) lepton pair.
Additionally all OSSF pairs are required to have a minimal
invariant mass of 10 GeV in order to remove contributions
from low mass resonances. Finally at least three jets includ-
ing at least one b-tagged jet at the 85 % efficiency b-tagging
working point are required. The mass of the OSSF pair clos-
est to the Z mass (referred to as m(ℓ+ℓ−) in the following)
has to be above 101.2 GeV, targeting specifically the high-
mass t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− region. Additionally none of the leptons should
be flagged as conversion candidates as described in Sect. 5.4.

To increase the sensitivity to the flavour specific EFT WCs,
the SR is split into two regions corresponding to t t̄ e+e− and
t t̄ μ+μ− by requiring at least two electrons or two muons
respectively.

The resulting SRs (summarised in Table 3 and shown in
Fig. 4) with the event yields for each process detailed in
Table 4 are then binned in the m(ℓ+ℓ−) distribution. This
variable is found to give the highest sensitivity to the four-
fermion EFT operators. As the impact of these EFT opera-
tors grows with energy, an optimised binning in the highest
m(ℓ+ℓ−) bins increases the sensitivity.

5.3 Prompt backgrounds

The dominant background in the SRs is from the t t̄W process,
for which the normalisation is treated as a free floating param-
eter in the fit mainly constrained by dedicated CRs (detailed
in Table 5). These regions require events to contain exactly
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Fig. 3 Event yields as a function of the relevant kinematic variables
in a the CR-2LSS CRs, b the CR-3L-Zjets-e CR, and c inclusively in
all CRs considered in the analysis after the fit to data. The uncertainty

band includes the statistical as well as the systematical components. In
figures a and b the highest bin is inclusive and contains events above
the bin edge

two same-sign (SS) leptons that do not fulfill the conversion
criteria and satisfy pT > 27 GeV and pT > 20 GeV respec-
tively. Additionally at least three jets are required, where
at least one is b-tagged at the 85 % efficiency WP. Events
are split into 2μ, 2e, eμ and μe regions, where for the lat-
ter two regions the order defines the flavour of the leading
and subleading pT leptons respectively. For the 2e regions
events with an invariant mass of the two leptons around the Z

peak are vetoed to suppress backgrounds containing charge-

flip leptons. The 2LSS CRs are binned in leading lepton pT

as this leads to additional EFT sensitivity from high-mass
t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− events where one lepton is not reconstructed, with
the pT of the leading lepton characterising the energy of the
event well.

Additionally two CRs targeting contributions from the
t t̄ Z and the W Z+jets processes are obtained by using the
SR selection requirements, but requiring the invariant mass
of the OSSF pair within the Z peak, 81.2 GeV < m(ℓ+ℓ−) <
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Table 3 Summary of the selection criteria for the 3L SRs and CRs. The
neural network used for the splitting the t t̄ Z CR and the W Z+jets CR
is introduced in Sect. 5.3

101.2 GeV. The t t̄ Z and the W Z+jets region are split by a
requirement on a Deep Neural Network (DNN) output score,
classifying how likely it is that an event is a diboson event.
This DNN is the same as that used in the on-shell t t̄ Z analy-
sis [2]. It corresponds to a 3-class DNN discrimination among
t t̄ Z , tℓ+ℓ−q and diboson events and the requirements used
for splitting the regions were defined by optimising the sig-

nal sensitivity. In this analysis, the tℓ+ℓ−q region is dis-
regarded. As in the t t̄ Z analysis, events entering the t t̄ Z

CR are required to satisfy the DN N (tℓ+ℓ−q) < 0.43 and
DN N (V V ) < 0.22 requirements, while events entering the
W Z+jets CR need to satisfy the DN N (V V ) ≥ 0.22 require-
ment. Compared with the t t̄ Z analysis, the tighter require-
ment of a b-tagged jet at the 60 % tagging working point is
removed in the W Z+jet CR (while still requiring at least one
b-tagged jet at 85 %), in order to get a W Z+jets CR targetting
all flavour contributions instead of a specific W Z + b CR to
better match the composition in the high-mass SR. Similar to
the SR, the t t̄ Z region is split into t t̄ e+e− and t t̄ μ+μ−. All
three of these CRs only contain one bin, with the selections
summarised in Table 3.

5.4 Non-prompt backgrounds

This measurement is sensitive to events containing non-
prompt fake leptons as they constitute a reducible back-
ground in the two same-sign lepton and three-lepton regions.
Even after dedicated object selection criteria to reduce them,
the large t t̄ cross-section relative to the rare top-quark pro-

Fig. 4 Distribution of a the t t̄ e+e− and b the t t̄ μ+μ− SRs binned
in the dilepton invariant mass closest to the Z mass after the fit to data
where the ctl WC is the primary parameter of interest. The uncertainty
bands include statistical and systematical uncertainties. In both figures
the highest bin is inclusive and contains events above the bin edge. The

green dotted and dashed lines show the total expectation in the presence
of an EFT signal corresponding to ctl = 1.0 and ctl = 3.0 respectively.
The triangle symbol in the ratio panel indicates that a data point is above
the limit of the frame
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Table 4 Expected yields from MC of the different processes in the
t t̄ e+e− and t t̄ μ+μ− SRs, SR-3L-ttll(high-m)-ee and SR-3L-ttll(high-
m)-μμ, and are compared to the observed yields in data. The indicated
uncertainties include those from the limited dataset size as well as all
other systematic uncertainties, discussed in Sect. 6, before the fit to data

SR-3L-ttll(high-m)

Process ee μμ

t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− 19.4 ± 1.4 27.4 ± 1.2

t t̄ W 19.9 ± 1.9 27.5 ± 3.5

t t̄ H 8.6 ± 0.8 11.9 ± 1.1

W Z 12 ± 5 20 ± 8

Z Z 1.4 ± 0.6 2.4 ± 1.0

tℓ+ℓ−q, tW Z 4.2 ± 0.8 6.5 ± 1.2

F-e-ExtConv 1.2 ± 1.1 0.67 ± 0.04

F-e-IntConv 4.9 ± 1.1 6.2 ± 2.6

F-e-HF 2.1 ± 1.5 4.5 ± 0.7

F-e-LF 2.4 ± 0.7 2.0 ± 0.5

F-m-HF 5.8 ± 1.5 4.2 ± 0.5

Other (fakes) 4.4 ± 2.1 6 ± 4

Other (non-fakes) 4.6 ± 1.6 5.7 ± 1.9

Total 91 ± 7 124 ± 9

Data 89 128

Table 5 Summary of the selection criteria for the 2LSS CRs

cesses probed in this analysis means that this background can
be significant.

The SRs have too few MC events to use for the fake lepton
backgrounds. The default estimations, using signal leptons,
are replaced by those produced with the looser preselection
lepton criteria applied. The distribution with the preselec-
tion lepton requirement is then scaled to the integral of the
distribution with the signal selection, with the shape of the
template in m(ℓ+ℓ−) agreeing very well between both of the
distributions. This method significantly reduces uncertainty
in the fake templates due to limited MC events.

Three regions target the HF and LF fakes: the events are
required to contain exactly three leptons, two signal leptons
and one lepton that satisfies the preselection lepton definition
but fails the signal lepton definition, with transverse momen-
tum greater than 27 GeV, 20 GeV and 15 GeV and the sum
of charges of plus or minus one. Additionally, there have to
be at least three jets, with at least one of them b-tagged at

an efficiency working point of 85 %. Events are split into
three regions based on requirements on the leptons. If the
event contains an OSSF pair, has Emiss

T < 80 GeV and the
non-signal lepton is an electron it enters the CR-3L-Zjets-e
region. If the event does not have an OSSF pair, depending
on whether the non-signal lepton is an electron or muon it
enters the CR-3L-t t̄ -e or CR-3L-t t̄ -μ region respectively.
While the t t̄ -e/μ CRs only contain one bin, the Zjets-e CR
is binned in the transverse mass of the lepton–Emiss

T system,
mT(W ). The latter binning is taken from the on-shell t t̄ Z

analysis [2] and is found to give a good discrimination of the
LF electron fakes.

To create regions with relatively high event counts of con-
version fakes and high purity a Z(→ μμγ ) CR is imple-
mented. The events are required to contain three tight lep-
tons, of which two are an opposite sign muon pair and
one is an electron. The Emiss

T must be smaller than 50 GeV
and the event should contain no b-tagged jets at a WP of
85 %. Additionally the invariant mass of the two muons is
required to be above 20 GeV but outside the Z boson peak
defined as 10 GeV around the Z mass. The trileptonic invari-
ant mass is then required to lie inside this Z mass window.
Events are added to the CRs if the electron has a recon-
structed conversion vertex [73]. If the conversion radius >

and m(ℓ+ℓ−) < 100 MeV (where the mass is calculated
relative to the conversion vertex) the event enters the exter-
nal conversion CR, CR-Zγ -Ext. If the conversion radius
< 20 mm and m(ℓ+ℓ−) < 100 MeV (where the mass is
calculated relative to the primary vertex) it enters the inter-
nal conversion CR, CR-Zγ -Int. Additionally to these two
CRs selecting conversions, the prompt Zγ region is added
as a CR, where, similar to the SR and the other prompt back-
ground CRs, events with conversion like leptons are vetoed.
This prompt region emulates a selection closer to the SR
and the 2LSS CRs as it contains events that fail to satisfy
the conversion rejection criteria. All three of these conver-
sion CRs only contain one bin. As the conversion variables
cannot be computed for muons, the CRs do not include con-
version muons but only conversion electrons. As the physics
process between internal electron and muon conversions is
the same, the computed normalisation factor is applied to
electrons and muons.

Finally, a data-driven charge-flip estimate is used in the
2LSS CRs. Charge-flip rates are derived for electrons in
pT and η bins using two Z → ee regions, one with
opposite-sign electrons and one with same-sign electrons.
The regions select events with exactly two signal electrons,
at most one jet and no b-tagged jet. Additionally a Z peak
region is defined with 71 GeV < m(e+e−) < 101 GeV,
where a background subtraction is performed, assuming lin-
ear backgrounds, by subtracting the event yields from two
side-band regions (61 GeV < m(e+e−) < 71 GeV and
101 GeV < m(e+e−) < 111 GeV). The charge-flip rates are
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then obtained by maximising a likelihood function where the
charge-flip rates in each lepton pT and η bin are the param-
eters of interest. The charge-flip estimate in the 2LSS CR
are then estimated by applying these rates to a region with
identical selection except with the SS switched to an OS one.

Distributions for all the CRs considered in the analysis are
shown, after the fit to data, in Fig. 3.

6 Systematic uncertainties

The systematic uncertainties described in the following are
separated into detector systematic uncertainties, which are
related to the reconstruction and identification of physics
objects in the detector, theory uncertainties related to the
modelling of the different processes and uncertainties asso-
ciated with the estimate of the fake-lepton background.

6.1 Detector-related uncertainties

The luminosity estimate has a relative uncertainty of 0.83%,
derived following the prescriptions described in Ref. [38] and
is applied to all processes determined from MC simulations.

An uncertainty related to the SFs used for MC to account
for differences in pile-up distributions between MC and data
is applied. This uncertainty is obtained by re-scaling the μ̂

value in data by 1/0.99 and 1/1.07, around the central SF
of 1/1.03. The uncertainty in the jet energy scale (JES) is
derived combining information from test-beam data, LHC
collision data and simulation [83]. The jet energy resolution
(JER) is measured separately for data and MC using two in
situ techniques [83]. A systematic uncertainty is defined as
the quadratic difference between the jet energy resolutions
for data and simulation. To determine this the energy of jets in
the simulation is smeared by this residual difference, and the
changes in the normalisation and shape of the final discrimi-
nant are compared with the default prediction. Uncertainties
associated with the jet vertex tagging (JVT) are applied and
account for the choice of MC generator and residual contam-
ination from pile-up jets after pile-up suppression.

The effects of uncertainties in efficiencies for the heavy-
flavour identification of jets by the b-tagging algorithm were
evaluated. These efficiencies are measured from data and
depend on the jet flavour and kinematic quantities of the
jets. The SFs and their uncertainties are applied to each jet
in the simulation depending on its flavour, pT and η [85].
Additionally, flavour tagging extrapolation uncertainties for
jets with pT above the calibration range are considered.

Uncertainties associated with the electron efficiency SFs
are considered for the reconstruction and trigger uncertainties
(observed to be largely sub-dominant) and the electron iden-
tification and isolation SFs. The accuracy of the momentum
scale and resolution of electrons in simulation is checked

using reconstructed distributions of the Z → e+e− and
J/ψ → e+e− masses. Small discrepancies are observed
between data and simulation, and corrections for the energy
scale and resolution are applied. A detailed description can
be found in Ref. [73].

SFs are also applied to correct for the difference between
data and simulation in the muon identification, isolation and
trigger efficiency, as well as track-to-vertex association [78]
and associated uncertainties in these SFs are considered.
Momentum scale and resolution corrections are applied for
muons in the simulation. Uncertainties in both the momen-
tum scale and resolutions in the MS and the ID are considered
and varied separately. Additional uncertainties are consid-
ered to account for the charge-dependent scale correction
applied on data. A more detailed description can be found in
Ref. [78].

Uncertainties are applied to the scale and resolution of the
soft track component of the missing transverse energy. They
are derived from the agreement between data and MC of the
pT balance between the hard and soft Emiss

T components.

6.2 Modelling uncertainties

To obtain the uncertainties in t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− related to missing
higher-order effects, μr and μf are simultaneously varied
up and down by a factor of two and compared with the
nominal predictions. Uncertainties on the PDF are evaluated
following the recommended PDF4LHC prescription [88].
The uncertainties associated with the parton showering algo-
rithm and the underlying event model2 are evaluated by
comparing the nominal samples, generated with Mad-

Graph5_aMC@NLO interfaced to Pythia8, to equivalent
samples interfaced to Herwig7 [89,90] instead. Uncertain-
ties related to the modelling of initial-state radiation are
obtained from the up and down Var3c variations of the
Pythia A14 tune in dedicated alternative samples.

Uncertainties in t t̄ W due to missing higher-order QCD
corrections in the modelling are considered by including
simultaneous variations of μr and μf by a factor of two
up and down. Matrix element and parton shower uncertain-
ties are estimated comparing the nominal Sherpa prediction
with MadGraph5_aMC@NLO interfaced with Pythia8
using the FxFx merging prescription [91] for the QCD part
and with MadGraph5_aMC@NLO+Pythia8 for the EW
part. An additional parton shower uncertainty is considered
using the relative difference between Powheg+Pythia8 and
Powheg+Herwig7 predictions. Finally a normalisation-
only uncertainty in the relative yields of the EW sample
within the QCD+EW t t̄W templates is applied by varying
the EW fraction between the values of the Sherpa and the
MG5_aMC@NLO prediction.

2 In the following only, referred to as “parton shower uncertainty”.
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Uncertainties in the modelling of the W Z → ℓℓℓν

(W Z+jets) and Z Z → ℓℓℓℓ (Z Z+jets) processes related
to the matrix element matching scale, resummation scale
and recoil scheme are estimated by using alternative “truth-
level” samples. The μr and μf scale and PDF uncertainties
are evaluated following the same prescription as used for the
t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− sample. In addition, normalisation uncertainties are
applied to the different additional jet flavour components:
light quarks and gluons (l), charm quarks (c) and bottom
quarks (b). An uncertainty of 30% is applied to W Z + l

and W Z + c and of 50% to the W Z + b components of the
W Z+jets background. Similarly, normalisation uncertain-
ties of 10%, 30% and 50% are applied to the Z Z + l, Z Z +c

and Z Z + b components of the Z Z+jets background.
A cross-section normalisation uncertainty of 14% is

assigned to the tℓ+ℓ−q process, based on the dedicated
ATLAS measurement presented in Ref. [92]. Uncertainties
in the parton shower model, initial-state radiation, scale and
PDF variations are obtained in a similar way to the t t̄ ℓ+ℓ−

sample.
For the tW Z background process, a flat 30 % normalisa-

tion uncertainty is added. No parton shower uncertainty is
considered, but instead the difference relative to an alterna-
tive diagram removal scheme (DR2) [64] is treated as a mod-
elling uncertainty. The DR2 scheme, additionally to the nom-
inal DR scheme, considers the interference terms (at the level
of squared amplitudes) between single- and double-resonant
t t̄ production. As with the processes described above, PDF
and scale uncertainties are taken into account.

Only theory uncertainties in the normalisation of the cross-
section of the t t̄ H process are considered. These follow the
scale and PDF uncertainties prescribed in Ref. [54].

The t t̄ process is the dominant contribution to the fake
backgrounds. While the normalisation of the fake back-
grounds is obtained in the template fit, shape systematic
uncertainties are considered for t t̄ separately for each of the
fake background contributions. The parton shower uncer-
tainty is estimated by using the alternative Powheg+Herwig

7 sample. Additionally uncertainties in the value of hdamp are
covered by using an alternative sample with twice the value
of the default hdamp (set to 1.5mt ). Finally, a sample with the
Powheg-specific parameter in Pythia8 set to pT,hard = 1
(compared with the nominal sample with pT,hard = 0) is
considered for the matrix element uncertainty.

For other minor background processes, such as H V ,
V V V , t t̄ W W or multi-top-quark (t t t̄ ) production, a com-
mon conservative overall normalisation uncertainty of 50%
is applied. These background components contribute to about
2.5% of the total event yields in the signal regions. For
t t̄ t t̄ , a normalisation uncertainty of +70% −15% is applied
based on the measurement in Ref. [93]. Additionally, a par-
ton shower uncertainty is obtained similarly to the t t̄ ℓ+ℓ−

sample.

6.3 Non-prompt background uncertainties

A normalisation uncertainty of 30 % is applied to the
simulation-based charge-flip templates in the 3ℓ regions,
based on the largest uncertainties seen in the data-driven esti-
mate, and a conservative 50 % uncertainty is assigned to the
fake leptons that do not fall into the categories defined in
Sect. 5.1.

An uncertainty is applied to the estimate of the fake tem-
plates in the SRs, consisting of the difference between the
distribution of the tight and loose selection (taking half of
the difference between the event yield predicted by the tight
and the loose selection in every bin and mirroring it).

Three uncertainties are considered for the data-driven
charge-flip estimate: an uncertainty due to the limited event
numbers of the charge-flip rate extraction samples, an uncer-
tainty due to the choice of binning used to derived those
rates and an uncertainty in the extrapolation from a Z boson-
enriched region to a t t̄ -enriched region.

7 Results

Results are presented in two interpretations, one with a focus
on measurement of the SM t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− process in the signal
region, and one using the EFT formalism to probe for signs
of BSM physics. In both of these cases maximum-likelihood
fits of the signal and background predictions in the signal and
control regions to the event yields in data are performed. The
likelihood function L(�s, �λ, �θ) is constructed as a product of
Poisson probability terms over all bins considered in the mea-
surement, and depends on the signal, �s, the normalisation fac-
tors for several backgrounds (see Sect. 5), �λ, and a set of nui-
sance parameters (NP), �θ , encoding systematic uncertainties
in the signal and background expectations [94,95]. System-
atic uncertainties can impact the estimated signal and back-
ground rates, the migration of events between categories, and
the shape of the fitted distributions. Both �s and �λ are treated
as free parameters in the likelihood fit. The NPs �θ allow vari-
ations of the expectations for signal and background accord-
ing to the systematic uncertainties, subject to Gaussian-shape
constraints in the likelihood fit. Their fitted values represent
the deviations from the nominal expectations that are needed
to provide the best fit to the data. Statistical uncertainties in
each bin due to the limited size of the simulated event sam-
ples are taken into account with dedicated parameters, using
the Beeston–Barlow “lite” technique [96].

7.1 SM results

Measurements are reported of the SM t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− signal strength,
μ(t t̄ ℓ+ℓ−), inclusive in lepton flavour and split into separate
electron and muon channels. The signal strength is defined as
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Table 6 Results of the measurement of the SM t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− signal strength
and significance for the signal region with m(ℓ+ℓ−) > m Z + 10 GeV.
Also the expected and observed 95% confidence level (CL) upper

limits on a possible BSM signal for the very high mass region with
m(ℓ+ℓ−) > 550 GeV are shown

m(ℓ+ℓ−) > m Z + 10 GeV m(ℓ+ℓ−) > 550 GeV

μ(t t̄ ℓ+ℓ−) Significance Exp. 95% CL upper limit Obs. 95% CL upper limit

t t̄ e+e− 0.8+0.6
−0.6 1.4σ 25.4 ab 26.9 ab

t t̄ μ+μ− 1.1+0.5
−0.5 2.5σ 27.5 ab 26.0 ab

t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− 1.0+0.4
−0.4 2.9σ 30.5 ab 30.8 ab

the ratio of the t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− yield in the SR measured in the data
divided by the predicted yield at detector level in the same
SR. These provide a direct indication of the agreement of the
data with the SM expectation before moving on to consider an
interpretation searching for BSM contributions. The percent-
age of simulated t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− events passing the detector-level SR
selection which have generated m(ℓ+ℓ−) > m Z + 10 GeV
is approximately 60%.

However, for BSM signals that contribute primarily at
high mass the cross-section for the full invariant mass range,
m(ℓ+ℓ−) > m Z +10 GeV, has limited use, therefore model-
independent visible cross-section upper limits for a BSM
contribution on top of SM t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− are provided for the high-
est m(ℓ+ℓ−) bins (> 550 GeV) at the 95% confidence level
(CL) [94]. This is equivalent to fitting the highest bin in each
of the signal regions shown in Fig. 4. The visible cross-
section upper limit is defined by dividing the upper limit
on the number of signal events in the high mass bin by the
integrated luminosity.

The results are shown in Table 6. The measured signal
strengths are all compatible with the SM with a combined
observed (expected) t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− significance of 2.9σ (2.8σ ).
The combined observed (expected) 95% CL cross-section
upper limit for the high mass region, m(ℓ+ℓ−) > 550 GeV,
is 30.8 ab (30.5 ab). For the t t̄ e+e− channel the observed
(expected) significance is 1.4σ (1.7σ ) and the 95% CL cross-
section upper limit for the high mass region is 26.9 ab
(25.4 ab). For the t t̄ μ+μ− channel the observed (expected)
significance is 2.5σ (2.0σ ) and the 95% CL cross-section
upper limit for the high mass region is 26.0 ab (27.5 ab).

7.2 EFT interpretation fit

The focus of EFT interpretation of the analysis is the mea-
surement of the WCs of the six four-fermion EFT opera-
tors outlined in Sect. 1: Otl , Ote, OQe, O−

Ql (O1
Ql − O3

Ql ),

O1
leQt and O3

leQt . These are considered in flavour-inclusive
and flavour-split scenarios, the latter denoted by 11 and 22
indices (ℓ+ℓ− = ee, μμ = 11, 22). Fits are performed indi-
vidually to a single operator at a time (other WCs fixed to 0).
A dedicated flavour-relative fit configuration is used to test for

LFU-violating signals by testing the difference between elec-
tron and muon WCs for each operator, e.g. �(ctl(22)−ctl(11)).
The primary focus is on results relating to the single operator
fits due to a lack of sensitivity to multi-operator fits, which
is explained in more detail in Sect. 7.6.

The effect of the EFT operators on the t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− process
is parameterised bin by bin with a second order polynomial
function parameterised by the relative change in yield from
each operator due to interference with the SM at O(�−2)

(linear) and pure EFT contributions (quadratic, including
cross-terms where relevant) at O(�−4). The EFT contri-
bution approximates higher order QCD effects by scaling
the SM EFT prediction at LO in QCD to the SM prediction
at NLO in QCD bin-by-bin. Once the EFT parameterisa-
tion is obtained, a profile-likelihood fit is performed, where
the individual WCs are treated as free floating in the fit to
data. Maximum-likelihood fits are performed with the sig-
nal parameterised by EFT WCs for each of the scenarios
described.

The EFT contributions are only applied to the t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− sig-
nal process, sensitivity to tℓ+ℓ−q was also investigated but
found to be negligible and is therefore neglected. EFT contri-
butions are considered in the on-shell t t̄ Z process but these
contribute very little to the overall sensitivity. This allows the
overall t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− normalisation, λt t̄ Z , to be controlled, primar-
ily from the on-shell CRs, in the fit to data.

Figure 4 shows the signal regions after the fit to data for the
ctl WC (other WCs fixed to 0). As expected from the SM fit
results, there are no significant deviations from the expected
background predictions after the fit to data, the fitted normal-
isation factors are: λt t̄ Z = 1.09±0.10, λt t̄ W = 1.18±0.11,
λW Z = 0.92 ± 0.26, λIntCo = 1.04 ± 0.12, λExtCo =
1.22 ± 0.15, λHFμ = 1.03 ± 0.11, λHFe = 0.89 ± 0.19,
λLFe = 1.84 ± 0.82. No significant changes in the results
for the background normalisation factors are observed in the
fits to other combinations of WCs. The t t̄ W normalisation
factor is higher than unity but compatible with measurements
made previously in ATLAS in a similar phase space [97].

The data are in good agreement with the SM expectation
within the quoted uncertainty which is dominated by the lim-
ited size of the data samples. For the fit to the ctl WC (other

123



 1434 Page 14 of 36 Eur. Phys. J. C          (2025) 85:1434 

Table 7 Results of the fit to data for each WC fitted individually considering O(�−4) effects. The best fit value, 68% and 95% confidence intervals
for the asymptotic assumption (Asymp. CI) and the coverage calculated from pseudodata (Pseud. CI) are shown

O(�−4)[TeV−2]
Best fit 68% Asymp. CI 68% Pseud. CI 95% Asymp. CI 95% Pseud. CI

ctl −0.44 [−1.10, 1.24] [−1.17, 1.31] [−1.65, 1.80] [−1.71, 1.86]
cte −0.45 [−1.05, 1.18] [−1.21, 1.41] [−1.57, 1.79] [−1.64, 1.96]
cQe −0.54 [−1.23, 1.19] [−1.32, 1.32] [−1.82, 1.83] [−1.87, 1.88]
c−

Ql 0.69 [−0.98, 1.41] [−1.15, 1.74] [−1.57, 2.03] [−1.66, 2.33]
c1

leQt −0.61 [−1.51, 1.50] [−1.55, 1.54] [−2.27, 2.27] [−2.32, 2.33]
c3

leQt −0.12 [−0.26, 0.26] [−0.27, 0.27] [−0.37, 0.37] [−0.38, 0.38]

Table 8 Results of the fit to data for each WC fitted individually considering only O(�−2) effects. The best fit value and 68% and 95% confidence
intervals from the asymptotic assumption (Asymp.) are shown

O(�−2)[TeV−2]
Best fit value 68% Asymp. CI 95% Asymp. CI

ctl −1.21 [−8.23, 4.22] [−11.83, 8.62]
cte −1.42 [−4.45, 1.09] [−7.94, 3.10]
cQe −11.65 [−25.75, 0.98] [−40.97, 11.53]
c−

Ql −0.16 [−2.66, 1.91] [−5.58, 3.67]

Fig. 5 Scans of the fitted negative log-likelihood value as a function of the WC value for a ctl and b cQe. The solid line shows the standard
profile likelihood ratio approach, the cross and plus markers show the values of the 68% and 95% coverage, respectively, calculated from the fits
to pseudodata (Pseud.)

WCs fixed to 0) the statistical uncertainty due to limited data
set size is +1.63

−0.60 TeV−2 compared with the total systematic

uncertainty of +0.41
−0.28 TeV−2. The largest systematic uncer-

tainties are due to the SM t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− and t t̄ W modelling, and
the limited size of MC samples in some of the high m(ℓ+ℓ−)

bins.
The EFT WC values are fitted and further confirm com-

patibility with the SM as reported in the following.

7.3 EFT flavour-inclusive fit results

The results for the various flavour-inclusive fit configura-
tions described above are shown in Tables 7 and 8 for cases
where all EFT effects are considered, O(�−4), and where
only SM interference effects of the EFT operators are con-
sidered, O(�−2), respectively. In the latter case the O1

leQt

and O3
leQt operators are not included as they have no equiv-

alent SM interaction so there is no interference with the SM
and sensitivity only arises from the pure EFT contribution.
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Fig. 6 Confidence intervals on the WCs for a fit to data with only one
WC constrained at a time for a the flavour-inclusive WCs and b the cor-
responding 95% exclusion limits on new physics scale � for different

assumptions on the value of the (dimensionless) coupling. The results
have the coverage calculated from pseudodata (Pseud.)

Fig. 7 The confidence intervals for a ctl and b cQe from fits to data for different values of the m(ℓ+ℓ−) upper cut-off. The results use the asymptotic
assumption to calculate the intervals (Asymp.)

Table 7 shows the best fit values, 68% and 95% confi-
dence intervals (CIs) from the fit to data including O(�−4)

EFT contributions. All the fitted WC values are compatible
with the SM. The dominant uncertainty in all cases is due
to the limited data size. Constraints on the O3

leQt operator
are tighter than for other operators, this is expected due to
the definition of this operator. These limits improve upon
previous constraints on these operators from the CMS Col-
laboration [15].

In the case of EFT paramerisations where the (quadratic)
pure-EFT O(�−4) terms are dominant a breakdown of a
key axiom of Wilks’ theorem [98] can occur, the profile-
likelihood ratio (PLR) may not follow the expected χ2-
distribution [99]. This can lead to coverage in the test statis-
tic different to what is expected in the asymptotic case. The
true coverage can be determined with toy pseudodata and
adjusting where to read off the CI accordingly. Therefore,

additionally to the non-coverage adjusted results (Asymp.
CI), results are also given where the 68% and 95% CIs are
coverage-adjusted (Pseud. CI) for the fits to data where only a
single WC at a time is a free parameter in the fit. This adjust-
ment is calculated by generating toy pseudodata and taking
the value of the 68% and 95% percentiles of the fitted pseudo-
data test statistics. Scans of the fitted negative log-likelihood
value as a function of the WC value are shown in Fig. 5 for ctl

and cQe. The solid line shows the negative log-likelihood as
a function of the WC, the crosses and plusses show the val-
ues of the 68% and 95% coverage calculated from the fits to
pseudodata, compared with the coverage value in the asymp-
totic assumption of a profile likelihood ratio, −� ln L = 0.5
and −� ln L = 1.96. The confidence intervals calculated
with the coverage from pseudodata are quoted by interpo-
lating between the markers and giving the intersection with
the likelihood scan. The percentage value written in text is
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Table 9 Fit results for the considered EFT flavour specific WCs.
Results are shown for the 68% and 96% confidence intervals for the
asymptotic assumption (Asymp.) and the coverage calculated from

pseudodata (Pseud.). In all cases only one EFT operator is considered
at a time but both of the corresponding flavour-dependent WCs are
constrained at the same time

O(�−4)[TeV−2]
Best fit 68% Asymp. CI 68% Pseud. CI 95% Asymp. CI 95% Pseud. CI

ctl(11) 0.22 [−1.10, 1.24] [−1.20, 1.36] [−2.23, 2.37] [−2.31, 2.52]
ctl(22) −0.81 [−1.57, 1.79] [−1.64, 1.85] [−2.25, 2.49] [−2.28, 2.51]
cte(11) −0.24 [−1.19, 1.21] [−1.44, 1.55] [−2.32, 2.47] [−2.48, 3.10]
cte(22) −0.67 [−1.40, 1.79] [−1.56, 2.07] [−2.06, 2.52] [−2.09, 2.66]
cQe(11) −0.24 [−1.28, 1.22] [−1.40, 1.31] [−2.52, 2.45] [−2.61, 2.58]
cQe(22) −0.89 [−1.72, 1.77] [−1.76, 1.84] [−2.46, 2.53] [−2.48, 2.55]
c−

Ql(11)
0.48 [−1.00, 1.49] [−1.30, 2.09] [−2.16, 2.81] [−2.30, 3.43]

c−
Ql(22)

−0.66 [−1.46, 1.99] [−1.65, 2.44] [−2.17, 2.78] [−2.45, 3.10]
c1

leQt (11)
−0.22 [−1.57, 1.58] [−1.67, 1.70] [−3.13, 3.13] [−3.12, 3.12]

c1
leQt (22)

−1.08 [−2.21, 2.20] [−2.27, 2.26] [−3.22, 3.22] [−3.21, 3.21]
c3

leQt (11)
0.0 [−0.26, 0.26] [−0.28, 0.27] [−0.50, 0.50] [−0.50, 0.50]

c3
leQt (22)

−0.20 [−0.35, 0.35] [−0.36, 0.35] [−0.48, 0.48] [−0.48, 0.48]

the actual coverage value at the WC value corresponding to
the nominal −� ln L = 0.5 and −� ln L = 1.96 points. The
O(�−4) CIs calculated from pseudodata and the correspond-
ing 95% confidence level limits on the new physics scale, �,
are also summarised in Fig. 6.

Table 8 shows results of the fit to data considering only
O(�−2) EFT–SM interference contributions. As expected
given that no significant deviation from the expectation is
observed in the data, the fitted WC values are compatible with
the SM. There is only limited sensitivity to this contribution
alone, as the energy growth that gives the best sensitivity at
high mass comes primarily from O(�−4) contributions.

It is important to consider the range of EFT validity for
measurements which are sensitive to the pure EFT contribu-
tion. As suggested by the LHC EFT Working Group [100]
clipping can be applied by removing events above a partic-
ular m(ℓ+ℓ−) value. Figure 7 shows the results for the ctl

and cQe WCs as a function of different values of the high
m(ℓ+ℓ−) cut-off used in the analysis. The clipping values
are chosen to be 550 GeV, 800 GeV and 1 TeV. It can be seen
that the WC contraints degrade, as expected, when lower cut-
offs are applied but that they are rather stable for 1 TeV and
above. This gives confidence that the nominal result with-
out clipping can be trusted and does not suffer from issues
related to the region of validity of the EFT model. Therefore,
the default EFT results are obtained without applying any
m(ℓ+ℓ−) cut-off.

7.4 EFT flavour-separated fit results

Table 9 shows the results of the flavour-separated EFT WC
fits to data. Due to the limited sensitivity of the O(�−2)

contribution alone results are considered only with full
EFT O(�−4) effects taken into account. The sensitivity is
diluted relative to the equivalent flavour-inclusive results, as
expected due to the additional degrees of freedom in the fit
and reduction in number of sensitive bins per WC, but signif-
icant constraining power still remains due to the good lepton
flavour identification efficiency of ATLAS. Again, all WCs
are compatible with the SM, as expected from the good agree-
ment between data and expectation for each flavour-split sig-
nal region. These results are also summarised in Fig. 8.

7.5 EFT lepton flavour universality violation sensitive fits

Flavour-relative fits to data are also performed in the config-
uration targetting LFU-violation in the EFT effects. This is
captured by the difference between the flavour-split WCs for
different operators, OX , defined as �(c[X ](22)−c[X ](11)), that
are probed to search for EFT effects that apply preferentially
on either electron or muon couplings to the top quark. In
these fits the difference between flavours is a free parameter
but apply relative to a single-flavour reference WC. A con-
vention is chosen to make the electron flavour WC, c[X ](11),
the reference, so this is additionally a free parameter in the
fit. Table 10 shows the results of the fits to data, in the case
O(�−4) terms are considered and only single operators, OX ,
have WCs included in the fit at a time (other WCs fixed to
0). These results are also summarised in Fig. 8.

There is potential for systematic uncertainties to cancel
out in the �(c[X ](22) − c[X ](11)), but this analysis is now lim-
ited by the available Run 2 data sample size, so it is observed
that the sensitivity to the flavour-split WC difference is lower
than that of the individual flavour-specific WCs. Nonetheless,
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Fig. 8 Confidence intervals on the WCs for a fit to data with only one
WC constrained at a time for a the flavour-dependent WCs and b the
corresponding 95% exclusion limits on new physics scale � for dif-
ferent assumptions on the value of the (dimensionless) coupling. Both

of these results account for the coverage calculated from pseudodata
(Pseud.). In addition c limits on the difference between flavour depen-
dent WCs per operator are shown. These results use the asymptotic
assumption to calculate the intervals (Asymp.)

this marks the first search for LFU-violation for EFT effects
using this final state and cancellation of systematic uncertain-
ties is observed which will become valuable with a larger data
sample size. For example, systematic uncertainties in back-
grounds common to both t t̄ e+e− and t t̄ μ+μ− SRs, such
as the t t̄ W and fake lepton backgrounds, are reduced while
uncertainties relating specifically one lepton flavour, such as
those in the electron isolation SFs, become of higher relative
importance.

As with the other results, all fitted WC values are in good
agreement with the SM, both for the flavour-split results and
for the different WCs between flavours. In most cases the cen-
tral value of the fitted �(c[X ](22)−c[X ](11)) value corresponds
to the calculation based on the results in Table 9, however
for ctl and c1

leQt (11)
this is not the case. This is due to the

double-minimum structure as can be seen in Fig. 5a, where
in this case an alternative minimum is preferred. Overall,
the confidence intervals are the more meaningful quantities
when interpreting the flavour-relative results.

7.6 Discussion of multi-operator EFT fit sensitivity

Despite there being differences in behaviour as a function
of m(ℓ+ℓ−) for the different EFT operators of interest it is
challenging to simultaneously constrain all six operators of
interest. This is expected given that sensitivity comes from
only a limited number of high-mass bins. The behaviour of
the multi-operator fits is non-trivial as correlations are hid-
den in the case that the WC values are close to zero, as hap-
pens when calculating expected sensitivity with Asimov fits.
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Table 10 Results of the fit to data of the difference between the flavour-specific WCs. The results use the asymptotic assumption to calculate the
intervals (Asymp. CI)

O(�−4)[TeV−2]
Best fit 68% Asymp. CI 95% Asymp. CI

ctl(22) − ctl(11) 0.79 [−2.28, 2.32] [−3.44, 3.45]
cte(22) − cte(11) −0.43 [−2.10, 2.36] [−3.34, 3.51]
cQe(22) − cQe(11) −0.66 [−2.39, 2.43] [−3.62, 3.71]
c−

Ql(22)
− c−

Ql(11)
−1.14 [−2.38, 2.37] [−3.72, 3.54]

c1
leQt (22)

− c1
leQt (11)

−1.32 [−3.03, 3.03] [−4.58, 4.58]
c3

leQt (22)
− c3

leQt (11)
−0.20 [−0.50, 0.50] [−0.75, 0.75]

Fig. 9 Studies on the sensitivity to multiple WCs at a time. Results are
shown for fits considering only the statistical uncertainties for the SM
expectation, for (top) all WCs= 0, and (bottom) for an injected value of
ctl = 1.53, close to the 95% confidence interval limit. The distributions

considered in each case are a the fitted pseudodata, b the 1D likelihood
scans, c the 2D likelihood scan for a 2D fit and d the 2D likelihood scan
for a 3D fit

Therefore, many tests are performed with and without EFT
signal injection to show how the expected sensitivity can
decrease when a signal is present and the fit is exposed to
the possible correlations. Figure 9 demonstrates the lack of
an ability to probe all operators at once by showing results
in two scenarios, one without any signal injection i.e. all
WCs with a nominal value of zero (Fig. 9 top), and another
where a signal is injected with ctl = 1.53, chosen as it is
close to the 95% confidence interval limit (Fig. 9 bottom).
These results are derived with only statistical uncertainties
considered in the fits to the pseudodata as this is the dominant
uncertainty component and the inclusion of full systematic
uncertainties is very computationally demanding. The dis-
tributions considered in each case are the fitted pseudodata
(a), 1D likelihood scans (b), 2D likelihood scan for a 2D
fit (c) and 2D likelihood scan for a 3D fit (d). These results
show that although it can seem that there is minimal corre-
lation between WCs in a multi-operator Asimov fit with no

signal injection, this is misleading. There cannot be anticor-
relations between WCs with large quadratic component to
accommodate low observed signal, as changes to the WCs
can only increase the signal yield, not decrease it. However,
if a sizeable signal were to be observed then the correlation is
much more strongly manifested as intermediate values of the
WCs between zero and the injected value can be absorbed by
smaller non-zero values of multiple WCs. This is illustrated
in 1D in Fig. 9 (b-bottom) and in 2D for Fig. 9 (d-bottom).
It is these results that motivate not including multi-operator
fits in the results even though there is sensitivity when the
observed EFT signal is small.

8 Conclusion

This paper presents a search for new physics in the t t̄ ℓ+ℓ−

final state. This process is highly interesting as it provides a
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probe of the t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− interaction vertex, which offers unique
sensitivity to four-fermion EFT operators. To exploit this sen-
sitivity the measurement is focused on the region of high
invariant mass of ℓ+ℓ− pair that has not previously been
probed directly by ATLAS. Data from proton–proton colli-
sions corresponding to an integrated luminosity of 140 fb−1

at
√

s = 13 TeV are used.
The three-lepton final state is targeted due to the high

t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− purity. Important backgrounds arise through the t t̄ W

process and fake leptons from t t̄ events, these are controlled
using dedicated control regions.

Profile likelihood fits to the data are used for several inter-
pretations. This includes measurement of the signal strength
of SM t t̄ ℓ+ℓ− for m(ℓ+ℓ−) > m Z + 10 GeV, computation
of cross-section upper limits for a BSM signature in the
region of m(ℓ+ℓ−) > 550 GeV, and extraction of EFT
coefficients in various combinations. These include flavour-
inclusive and, for the first time, flavour-split results, with con-
figurations that test for lepton flavour universality-violating
signals.

The best-fit values are compatible with the SM and lim-
its on the relevant EFT WCs are set. These limits improve
upon previous constraints on these operators from the CMS
Collaboration [15].

The search for lepton flavour universality-violating EFT
effects is still limited by the available Run 2 statistical preci-
sion, but this result demonstrates that cancellation of system-
atic uncertainties is possible and with more data this method
could provide higher-precision tests of the SM. Again, no
deviations from the SM or signs of lepton flavour universal-
ity violation are observed.
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