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We revisit and update the axion-induced pair production process in a nuclear electric field mediated by
the axion-electron coupling, aþ A

ZX → A
ZX þ eþ þ e−. This process emerges as one of the most efficient

channels for detecting axions with energies above a few MeV in large underground detectors. It is
particularly relevant for detecting axions produced in nuclear reactions, such as the pþ d → 3Heþ
að5.5 MeVÞ reaction in the solar pp-chain, and for axions originating in supernovae. Despite recent interest
in detecting high-energy axions, the pair production process has received limited attention, even in
scenarios where it is the dominant detection channel. This study fills this gap by demonstrating that pair
production is a highly effective detection mechanism for high-energy axions. We apply our results to axions
from supernovae and the solar 5.5 MeV line, recasting the current bounds of Borexino and comparing the
detection capabilities of the JUNO and Hyper-Kamiokande detectors.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Axions, hypothetical particles proposed to solve the
strong CP problem in quantum chromodynamics (QCD)
[1–3], have drawn extraordinary interest in the field of
particle physics and cosmology. Their feeble interactions
with ordinary matter make them challenging to detect, yet
their discovery could provide profound insights into the
fundamental forces of nature and the composition of dark
matter. Traditional methods of axion detection have
focused on processes such as axion-photon conversion
in strong magnetic fields, which depends on the axion’s
coupling to photons, as well as the axio-electric and axion
inverse Compton processes, associated with the axion’s
coupling to electrons. Each method presents its benefits
and limitations, and the optimal detection method often
depends on the axion flux targeted for detection.
In this paper, we study axion detection through the

process

aþ A
ZX → A

ZX þ eþ þ e−; ð1Þ

induced by the axion-electron coupling, represented by the
diagram in Fig. 1. This is the axion equivalent of the famous
Bethe-Heitler process [4]. While the process has been
discussed in the literature, it has been largely overlooked
in phenomenological and experimental applications, partly
because of the lack of simple and practical expressions for
the cross section on various targets—an issue we address in
this work. As we shall show, this mechanism is particularly
effective for detecting highly energetic axion fluxes,
Ea ≳ 10 MeV, typically expected in core-collapse super-
novae (SNe) or in nuclear reactions.
The detection of MeV axions in large underground

detectors has been considered in various publications.
Examples include studies of the 5.5 MeV solar axion line
from the proton-proton (pp) chain reaction

pþ d → 3Heþ að5.5 MeVÞ ð2Þ

using Borexino data [5], as well as sensitivity studies for the
same axion line with future neutrino experiments [6]. Both
references considered the inverse Compton process,
aþ e− → γ þ e−, and the axio-electric effect (the axion
equivalent of the photoelectric effect), as detection chan-
nels.1 However, these processes quickly become ineffective
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1Their analyses also considered detection channels through
the axion-photon coupling. Nevertheless, in this paper, we are
interested only in the axion-electron coupling.
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above a few MeV and lose their applicability entirely for
detecting highly energetic axions, such as those expected
from a supernova (SN) explosion, with energies that can
exceed 100 MeV
In this work, we present a detailed study of the axion pair

production process in Fig. 1 [Eq. (1)], and estimate the
effect on the current bound of Borexino [5], as well as the
sensitivity at the future facilities Jiangmen Underground
Neutrino Observatory (JUNO) [7] and Hyper-Kamiokande
(Hyper-K) [8]. We limit the discussion to the mass range
ma ≪ 2me, a choice motivated by several reasons. First, this
regime encompasses the standard QCD axion band. Second,
in this regime, we can neglect axion decay en route to Earth
and within the detector, avoiding complications that might
divert attention from our primary results. Finally, in this
limit, the matrix element calculations are simplified, ena-
bling us to derive a phenomenological formula, Eq. (15),
which relates the axion cross section to photon-induced
external pair production in the electric field of nuclei. As
concrete examples, here we consider the following two
axion sources:
(1) the 5.5 MeV axion flux from the solar pp-chain

[5,9], Eq. (2);
(2) the SN axion flux, produced through nucleon

bremsstrahlung [10] and pion Compton scattering
[11,12], in both trapping and free-streaming regime.

In our study, we consider axions or axionlike particles
(ALPs) coupled to electrons and nucleons through the
following interaction terms:

Lint ⊃ −igaeaēγ5e − iaN̄γ5ðg0aN þ τ3g3aNÞN; ð3Þ

where N ¼ ðn; pÞT refers to the nucleon doublet and τ3 ¼
diagð1;−1Þ is the third Pauli matrix. Using Eq. (3), the
couplings to neutrons and protons can be expressed as gan ¼
g0aN þ g3aN and gap ¼ g0aN − g3aN . We ignore the axion-
photon interaction as it is unnecessary for the examples we
are considering here. Our main finding is that the pair
production mechanism becomes competitive with the
inverse Compton process at Ea ≈ 10 MeV, as shown in
Sec. II. Therefore, it remains somewhat subdominant,

though not negligible, for the detection of the 5.5 MeV
solar line, while it is by far the dominant detection channel in
the case of SN axions.
The paper is organized as follows. We begin with a brief

description of the two axion production mechanisms
relevant to this work, outlined in Sec. II. Next, in
Sec. III, we discuss the axion detection mechanism
associated with the axion-electron coupling and provide
a detailed analysis of the axion pair production process. In
Sec. IV, we review the experimental landscape, high-
lighting both the advantages and potential challenges.
Finally, in Sec. V, we summarize and discuss our results,
with conclusions presented in Sec. VI. A detailed calcu-
lation of the axion pair production cross section, including
practical expressions for numerical analysis, is provided in
the Appendix.

II. AXION PRODUCTION

Axions can be produced in a variety of ways, both in
laboratory settings and in astrophysical environments. Stars
are an example of very effective axion sources. The hot
stellar environment can produce axions through a variety of
thermal processes (see, e.g., Refs. [13–16] for reviews). In
general, these processes produce axions with energies of
the order of the stellar core,Oð1–10Þ keV, for regular stars.
However, regular stars, such as our own sun, can also
produce more energetic axion fluxes through nuclear
reactions and nuclear transitions. We discuss this below,
in Sec. II A. Another exception are SNe, see Sec. II B, with
temperatures up to tens of MeV.

A. Axions from nuclear reactions in the Sun

Axions can be produced in the Sun through nonthermal
mechanisms involving nuclear reaction processes induced
by the axion-nucleon couplings. Monochromatic fluxes
arise from magnetic dipole transitions during the deexci-
tation of nuclei in the Sun [17,18], such as in the 57Fe� →
57Feþ að14.4 keVÞ or 83Kr� → 83Kr þ að9.4 keVÞ, or
from some nuclear reactions (see Table 4 in Ref. [16] or
Table 2 in Ref. [19] for more details and recent results). In
particular, the process in Eq. (2), which represents the
second step in the solar pp-chain but with an axion
replacing the photon, turns out to be one of the most
efficient production mechanisms induced by the axion-
nucleon coupling [20]. The axion flux associated with this
process is given by [5,9]

Φa0 ¼ ðΓa=ΓγÞΦνpp; ð4Þ

whereΦνpp ¼ 6.0 × 1010 cm−2 s−1 is the pp solar neutrino
flux and

FIG. 1. External pair production induced by a pseudoscalar
particle a in the presence of a nucleus A

ZX.
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Γa

Γγ
¼ 1

2πα

 
jk⃗aj
jk⃗γj

!
3

1

1þ δ2

�
g3aN
μ3 − η

�
2

≃ 0.54g23aN

 
jk⃗aj
jk⃗γj

!
3

ð5Þ

denotes the probability of producing an axion rather than a
photon. Here, α denotes the fine-structure constant, while

jk⃗aj and jk⃗γj are the module of the axion and photon
momenta, respectively (assumed equal in the limit of a
massless axion). The others are nuclear parameters dis-
cussed in details, for example, in Ref. [20]. For our specific
reaction, the values δ ¼ 0.82 and η ¼ 0 apply, while the
isovector magnetic moment is μ3 ¼ μp − μn ¼ 4.77.2

Substituting these parameters, we find the axion flux at
earth as [6]

Φa ¼Φa0e−d⊙=ltot

≃ 3.23× 1010g23aN

 
jk⃗aj
jk⃗γj

!
3

e−d⊙=ltot cm−2 s−1; ð6Þ

where the exponential term e−d⊙=ltot , with d⊙ ¼
1.5 × 1013 cm the distance Sun-Earth and ltot the total
axion decay length, accounts for the possible decay of
(sufficiently heavy) ALPs in their route from the sun.
Though the axion could still couple with two photons at
loop level—resulting in a finite (model-dependent) decay
length which might suppress the flux—for simplicity, here
we assume a vanishing axion-photon coupling and set the
exponential prefactor to 1.

B. SN axions

Core-collapse supernovae (SNe) are extraordinary envi-
ronments for the production of feebly interacting particles.
The violent gravitational collapse generates extreme tem-
peratures and densities in the inner core [21,22], which in
the cooling phase can reach the values T ∼ 30–40 MeV and
ρ ∼ 1014 g cm−3. As we shall see, these conditions are ideal
for the production of axions and axionlike particles. Indeed,
a future galactic SN would offer a rare opportunity to probe
the axion hypothesis as well as the physics of SNe and
nuclear matter at extreme conditions. Recent studies [23]
estimate the supernova rate to be R ¼ 1.63� 0.46 per
century, with a distribution peaked around 10 kiloparsecs
(kpc) from Earth [24] and concentrating in star-forming
regions.

If axions couple to nuclei, their production prima-
rily occurs via nucleon-nucleon (NN) bremsstrahlung
[10–12,25], N þ N → N þ N þ a (see green curve of
Fig. 2) and via pionic Compton processes, π− þ p → nþ a
[26–28], shown in the yellow curve in Fig. 2. The first of
these processes is notoriously challenging to calculate, due
to the complexity of describing the nucleon-nucleon inter-
action, and considerable effort has been made to improve
the theoretical framework to provide a reliable description
(see, in particular, Ref. [10]). The pion process, on the
other hand, is easier to describe but depends critically on
the unknown pion abundance in the SN core [26,27].
Specifically, by summing all contributions, the axion
emission spectrum is expected to take the form [11,12]

dNa

dE
¼ FNNðEaÞ þ FπNðEaÞ; ð7Þ

where the functions FNN and FπN represent the contribu-
tions of bremsstrahlung and pionic processes.3 The pion
scattering contribution, FπN , adopted in our numerical
analysis corresponds to a pion-to-nucleon fraction Yπ ¼
1% in the inner core regions, a benchmark which agrees
with recent theoretical estimates [26]. Interestingly, the
fundamental question of the exact pion abundance in the
SN core may only be resolved through a direct detection of
SN axions, which motivates the ongoing experimental
effort.
If the axion-nucleon couplings are sufficiently weak,

gaN ≲ 10−8, axions produced in the SN core would escape
without being reabsorbed in the stellar matter. In this case,

FIG. 2. Time-integrated axion production spectrum for the
trapping regime (blue), NN bremsstrahlung (green) and pion
conversion (yellow). The NN and πN contributions correspond to
the free-streaming regime. The axion-nucleon couplings are fixed
at gap ¼ 5 × 10−10 and gan ¼ 0. All curves scale as g2ap.

2We thank R. Massarczyk for clarifying a typo in Table II of
Ref. [20], which reported δ ¼ 0, η ¼ 1 instead of δ ¼ 0.82,
η ¼ 0.

3Notice that there are uncertainties in these processes related to
the SN model, the description of the nucleon-nucleon inter-
actions, medium effects in the SN, the pion abundance, etc. For
more details, see e.g. Refs. [10,12].
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we talk about the free-streaming regime. A bound on these
axions can be placed by constraining the effects of the
additional axion cooling not to spoil the observed neutrino
signal from SN 1987A. This results in gap ≲ 8.5 × 10−10 in
the case of axions interacting only with protons [11]. In the
case of larger couplings, gaN ≳ 10−8, the SN environment
becomes optically thick for the produced ALPs, preventing
them from free-streaming out of the star [12]. This is
dubbed the trapping regime [29], depicted by the blue
curve of Fig. 2. Trapped axions are emitted with a typical
thermal spectrum from a last scattering surface known as
axionsphere, in analogy to the case of neutrinos. This flux
can be constrained by the nonobservation of associated
events in the Kamiokande-II neutrino detector at the time
of SN 1987A [12,30], resulting in the exclusion of
6 × 10−10 ≲ gap ≲ 2.5 × 10−6 for ma ≲ 10 MeV [12].
The interest in detecting supernova axions has increased

in recent years and has led to various proposals, including
searches with axion helioscopes, such as the International
Axion Observatory (IAXO) [31], with the Large Hadron
Collider (LHC) [32], or in neutrino water-Cherenkov
detectors [33,34]. Additional proposals have also consid-
ered the opportunity to reveal SN ALPs with space born
telescopes, specifically the Fermi LAT, in the case they
convert in the galactic magnetic field [35–37].
Here, we show that the axion-induced pair production of

electron and positron process offers also an opportunity to
probe the SN axion spectrum, allowing to enlarge the reach
in the parameter space with current and next-generation
experiments. For our analysis, we calculated the SN axion
spectrum in both free-streaming and trapping regime using
the GARCHING group’s SN model SFHo-s18.8, provided
in Ref. [38] and based on the PROMETHEUS-VERTEX [39]
code, with the SFHo Equation of State (EoS) [40,41]. The
model consists in a 18.8M⊙ stellar progenitor [42].

III. AXION DETECTION

Axions interactions with electrons lead to several
detection channels. The ones we are interested in, in this
work, are
(1) inverse Compton scattering, aþ e− → γ þ e−;
(2) the axio-electric effect aþ e− þ Ze → e− þ Ze;
(3) axion-induced pair production in the electric field of

nuclei, aþ A
ZX → A

ZX þ eþ þ e−.
Below, we provide a brief overview of each and discuss
axion pair production in more detail, as it is considerably
less explored in the literature.

A. Inverse Compton scattering

The total cross section for the process where an axion
scatter on the atomic electrons of the target, aþ e− →
e− þ γ, is [17,43,44]

σIC ¼ g2aeα

8m2
ejk⃗aj

�
2m2

eðme þ EaÞy
ðm2

e þ yÞ2

þ 4meðm4
a þ 2m2

am2
e − 4m2

eE2
aÞ

yðm2
e þ yÞ

þ 4m2
ejk⃗aj2 þm4

a

jk⃗ajy
ln
me þ Ea þ jk⃗aj
me þ Ea − jk⃗aj

#
ð8Þ

where y ¼ 2meEa þm2
a, ka is the momentum of the axion,

Ea its energy and me the electron mass. This process
produces an observable signature in the electron recoil and
outgoing photon final states. For ma ≲ 2 MeV, the phase-
space contribution to the cross section in Eq. (8) is
approximately independent of the axion mass and the cross
section becomes σIC ≃ 4.3 × 10−25 g2ae cm2.

B. Axio-electric effect

In analogy with the photo-electric effect, in the axio-
electric effect the axion is absorbed by the atom and an
electron with an energy equal to the difference between the
axion energy and the electron binding energy is emitted
[45–49]. The cross section is

σae ¼ σpe
g2ae
βa

3E2
a

16παm2
e

�
1 −

β2=3a

3

�
; ð9Þ

where σpe is the photoelectric cross section of the target,
that can be obtained from the Photon Cross Sections
Database in [50], and βa ¼ jk⃗aj=Ea. The photo-electric
cross section σpe is proportional to Z5, making the axio-
electric effect the main (solar or galactic) axion detection
channel in direct detection experiments with high-Z targets
[51–54]. However, the steep decrease of the cross section at
higher energy makes this channel ineffective for axions
with Ea ≳ 50 keV.

C. Axion-induced external pair production

Finally, an axion can produce electron-positron pairs in
the electric field of nuclei. The relevant cross section was
calculated in Refs. [43,55–58]. This process is analogous to
the photon-lepton pair production in the Standard Model,
known as the Bethe-Heitler process, and can be evaluated
using the form factor formalism from Ref. [59]. The
differential cross section is given by

dσaee
d cos θþd cos θ−dE−dϕ

¼ −
jMj2j l!þjj l!−j
512π4m2

Xjk⃗aj
; ð10Þ

where Ea, Eþ, E− are the axion, positron and electron
energy, respectively. The axion momentum is denoted by ka,
while mX is the mass of the nucleus. Energy conservation
imposes the relation Ea ¼ Eþ þ E− between the initial state
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axion, and final state positron and electron energy, as long as
nuclear recoil is neglected. The integration range is
θ� ∈ ½0; π�, ϕ∈ ½0; 2π� and E− ∈ ½me; Ea −me�. The modu-
lus squared of the matrix element can be written as

jMj2 ¼ e4g2ae
t2

LμνHμνF2
AðtÞ: ð11Þ

The 1=t2 factor comes from the propagator of the photon
and it is

t ¼ ðka − lþ − l−Þ2
¼ m2

a þ 2m2
e − 2ðka · lþ þ ka · l− − l− · lþÞ; ð12Þ

where ka and l� are the four-momenta of the axion and
positron/electron, respectively. The leptonic and hadronic
tensors are defined as

Lμν ¼ Tr

�
ð=l− þmeÞ

�
γμ

=ka − =lþ þme

m2
a − 2ðka · lþÞ

γ5

þ γ5
=l− − =ka þme

m2
a − 2ðka · l−Þ

γμ

�
ð=lþ −meÞ

×

�
γ5

=ka − =lþ þme

m2
a − 2ðka · lþÞ

γν

þ γν
=l− − =ka þme

m2
a − 2ðka · l−Þ

γ5

��
;

Hμν ¼ Tr½ð=p2 þmXÞγμð=p1 þmXÞγν�: ð13Þ

The atomic form factor is [59,60]

F2
AðtÞ ¼ Z2

�
a2Zt

1þ a2Zt
1

1þ t=dA

�
2

; ð14Þ

which includes the electron screening of the nuclear charge.
In Eq. (14), aZ ¼ 111Z−1=3=me, dA ¼ 0.164A−2=3 GeV2,
and A is the atomic mass number. More details on the
computation can be found in the Appendix.
The axion-induced external pair production in the

nuclear electric field can be related to the analogous process
of external pair production by a photon in the nuclear
electric field. Comparing the two computations in the limit
of ma ≪ me, we find

σaeeðEaÞ ≃ 2.6
g2ae
4πα

σγeeðEaÞ; ð15Þ

where σγee is the cross section for photon-induced external
pair production in the electric field of nuclei, which can be
obtained from the database [50].
Figure 3 shows the comparison between the cross

sections for the axio-electric effect (orange), the inverse
Compton scattering (blue) and the external pair production
channel (green) for an axion with a coupling to electrons of

gae ¼ 10−9 and a mass of ma ¼ 10−4 MeV, interacting in
LAB (C19H32). The three different processes dominate in
different ranges of axion energies. For Ea ≲ 5 ×
10−2 MeV the axio-electric effect dominates; the inverse
Compton scattering is the leading process between
5 × 10−2 ≲ Ea=MeV ≲ 10, while for Ea ≳ 10 MeV signal
from external pair production will be dominant. This figure
allows us to foresee that the pair production mechanism
will be subdominant in the case of solar axions, although it
will give a non-negligible contribution. On the other hand,
for axions produced by SN it will dominate the detection.

IV. EXPERIMENTS

In this section, we will give a brief description of the
detectors that we are interested in, detailing their compo-
sition, active mass and their energy resolution. More details
can be found in Refs. [5,7,8].

A. Borexino

Borexino was a spherical scintillator detector with a
278-ton active mass of pseudocumene (C9H12), doped
with 1.5 g=L of PPO (C15H11NO), now in the decom-
missioning phase. This active mass was housed in a nylon
vessel, surrounded by two pseudocumene buffers sepa-
rated by a nylon membrane. The entire setup was con-
tained within a stainless steel sphere and a water tank,
which shields against external radiation and acts as a
Cherenkov muon detector. Borexino’s energy resolution is
given by σ=E ¼ ð0.058þ 1.1 × 10−3EÞ= ffiffiffiffi

E
p

, with E in
MeV [5].

B. JUNO

JUNO’s detector consists in a central water-Cherenkov
detector and a muon tracker. The water-Cherenkov detector
is filled with a liquid scintillator fiducial volume of up to

FIG. 3. Specific cross section σ̃ in cm2/g for the axioelectric
(yellow), the inverse Compton (blue) and the external pair
production (green) processes in LAB (C19H32) for gae ¼ 10−9

and ma ¼ 10−4 MeV.
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20 kton of linear alkylbenzene (LAB, C19H32), doped with
3 g=L of 2.5-diphenylosazole (PPO) and 15 mg=L of p-
bis-(o-methylstyryl)-benzene (bis-MSB) and with an excel-
lent energy resolution of σ=E ¼ 0.03=

ffiffiffiffi
E

p
, with σ and E in

MeV [7]. The liquid scintillator is contained in a spherical
vessel of radius 17.7 m, surrounded by more than 5 × 104

photomultipliers and it has a density of 0.859 g=ml. The
fiducial volume considered depends on the energy, in order
to reduce the background and detect 8B solar neutrinos: for
energies 2 < E=MeV ≤ 3 the fiducial mass is 7.9 kton, for
3 < E=MeV ≤ 5 the fiducial mass is of 12.2 kton, and for
E > 5 MeV the fiducial mass is of 16.2 kton. More details
about analysis cuts to reduce the background can be found
in Ref. [61]. JUNO is expected to start taking data in the
second half of 2025 [62].

C. Hyper-Kamiokande

Hyper-Kamiokande is a next generation neutrino
observatory planned to be installed in Japan, near
Kamioka, and expected to start in 2027 [8]. The detector
is a large, cylindrical water-Cherenkov detector with
187 kton fiducial mass [63]. We use the same energy
resolution of the latest Super-Kamiokande analysis
for solar neutrinos, σ=MeV ¼ −0.05525þ 0.3162

ffiffiffiffi
E

p þ
0.04572E [64].

D. Detection rates

Let us now introduce some useful details for the
discussion of experimental bounds and sensitivities. In
particular, we will define our signal events and describe the
statistical analyses performed in order to set limits by
recasting existing bounds and giving projections for future
searches.
For solar axions, we evaluate their constraints at

Borexino and explore their detection potential at future
experiments such as JUNO and Hyper-K. Additionally, we
consider the sensitivity of these latter two experiments to
detect axions from supernova sources.
An axion interaction with the detector results in an

expected number of signal events given by

Sexpected ¼ ϵNT TΦa ⊗ σ; ð16Þ

where ϵ, T and NT depend on the experimental setup of the
detector. Specifically, ϵ is the detector efficiency, T is the
measurement time (which, for the SN case, is taken to be
10 s corresponding to the interval of the burst), and NT
represents the number of target particles in the detector
(electrons for inverse Compton scattering and the axio-
electric effect, or nuclei for external pair production). The
short notation Φa ⊗ σ represents the initial axion flux
integrated with the signal cross section σ for a given
process.

Following the likelihood analysis of Ref. [6], we
compute the 90% limit for solar axions at Borexino, and
the sensitivity of JUNO, and Hyper-K. For Borexino, we
use the limit of Slim ¼ 6.9 events over 536 days with a
fiducial mass of 278 tons of pseudocumene (C9H12), taken
from the experimental analysis of Ref. [5].
For JUNO and Hyper-K, we estimated the number of

background events from Ref. [61]. In particular, we use the
10 years spectra from B8, hep, reactor neutrinos, denoted
as Nsb

i , and from radioactive backgrounds, Nrb
i . We obtain

the detector sensitivity employing a χ2 function

χ2 ¼ 2
X
i

 
Nsig

i − Nbkg
i þ Nbkg

i log
Nbkg

i

Nsig
i

!

þ
�
ϵsb
σsb

�
2

þ
�
ϵrb
σrb

�
2

; ð17Þ

where Nbkg
i ¼ Nsn

i þ Nrb
i are the number of events in the

background for the ith energy bin, Nsig
i ¼ ð1þ εsbÞNsb

i þ
ð1þ εrbÞNrb

i þ Naxions
i . In Eq. (17), εsb and εrb are the

nuisance parameters corresponding to solar and radioactive
background normalization, with uncertainties σsb ¼ 0.05
and σrb ¼ 0.15 respectively. The axion signal contribution
is Naxions

i ¼ SGðEi; Ēa; σ̄aÞ, where S parametrizes the
expected axion intensity, and G is a Gaussian function
centered at Ēa ¼ 5.49 MeV and with a width of σ̄a, given
by the JUNO or Hyper-K detector energy resolution at
5.49 MeV. For JUNO, we find Slim ¼ 104 events at
90% CL over 10 years with JUNO’s fiducial mass of
linear alkylbenzene (LAB) (C19H32) [7]. Hyper-K’s
limit is Slim ¼ 3.5 × 103 events in a 187 kton water
detector [8,63].4

For the SN axion analyses, on the other hand, we use
a different strategy. The dominant background in the
10 s burst is given by the SN neutrino produced. The
background spectra, for both JUNO and Hyper-K, will
be dominantly at energies below 100 MeV. We then
require the detection of Slim ¼ 3 axion events above the
cut-off energy Ecut−off ¼ 100 MeV, where the background
is negligible.5

In the following section, we use these limits to set
bounds on the couplings requiring from different experi-
ments that Sexpected ≤ Slim.

4For JUNO, the difference with respect to Ref. [6] is due to the
different background used, while for Hyper-K because of the
different fiducial mass and energy resolution.

5This is true for both the 200 pc and 10 kpc benchmark
distances of our analysis, and it may be modified or refined. Since
we are only interested on the relative strength of the inverse
Compton or pair production detection channels, a more refined
analysis is beyond the scope of this study.
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V. RESULTS

In this section, we present the results obtained from our
analysis for solar and SN axions in all the different
experiments already described. We will give, for each case,
the expected number of events as a function of the axion
couplings. This result is independent of the axion mass for
masses roughly below the MeV. Then, using the limit
number of events Slim obtained in the previous section for
each experiment, we will show the reach in the axion
couplings.

A. Solar axions

The expected number of events in Borexino due to
inverse Compton scattering is calculated based on the
number of electrons Ne ¼ 9.17 × 1031 in the target,
the exposure time of 536 days, and the experimental
detection efficiency ϵ ¼ 0.358,6 as provided by the
Borexino Collaboration [5]. The inverse Compton cross
section for ma ≲ 1 MeV is σIC ≃ 4.3 × 10−25g2ae cm2,
resulting in

Sexpected ≃ 2.1 × 1025g23aNg
2
ae; ð18Þ

and a bound of jg3aNgaej≲ 5.7 × 10−13.
Similarly, the number of events in Borexino due to

external pair production by an axion in the electric field of

the nuclei for ma ≤ 1 MeV is calculated. The number of
carbon and hydrogen atoms in Borexino’s inner vessel
is NC ¼ 1.25 × 1031 and NH ¼ 1.67 × 1031, respectively.
The pair production cross section at Ea ∼ 5.5 MeV is
σC ¼ 1.27 × 10−24 g2ae cm2 for carbon and σH ¼ 3.54 ×
10−26 g2ae cm2 for hydrogen. This yields an expected
number of events of

Sexpected ≃ 8.8 × 1024 g23aN g2ae; ð19Þ

providing a bound of jg3aN gaej ≲ 8.8 × 10−13 solely from
pair production.
Consequently, the total number of expected events in the

Borexino detector is

Sexpected ≃ 3.0 × 1025 g23aN g2ae; ð20Þ

which leads to a slightly improved bound of jg3aN gaej≲
4.8 × 10−13, compared to results from the inverse Compton
scattering alone [5].
In JUNO’s fiducial volume, the number of electron

targets is Ne ∼ 5.5 × 1033, and we assume ϵ ¼ 1 since
only the fiducial volume is used. Over 10 years, the number
of expected events from inverse Compton conversion in
JUNO would be

Sexpected ≃ 2.4 × 1028 g23aN g2ae; ð21Þ

allowing sensitivity down to jg3aN gaej ∼ 6.6 × 10−14.
For axion-induced external pair production in JUNO,

the number of events depends on the number of carbon
NC ¼ 6.13 × 1032 and hydrogen NH ¼ 1.02 × 1033 tar-
gets, resulting in an expected number of events

Sexpected ≃ 9.6 × 1027 g23aN g2ae: ð22Þ

The corresponding sensitivity for pair production alone
reaches jg3aN gaej ∼ 10−13.
Combining both processes, the expected number of

events increases to

Sexpected ≃ 3.4 × 1028 g23aN g2ae; ð23Þ

and the sensitivity further improves to jg3aN gaej ∼
5.6 × 10−14.
For Hyper-K, the corresponding bounds are worsened

with respect to JUNO by about a factor 2. We refer to
Table I for the corresponding sensitivities in this case.
Figure 4 presents the results for Borexino and JUNO,
displaying the couplings jgae g3aN j as a function of the
axion mass ma. The red and purple bands represent the
preferred regions for the DFSZ-I and DFSZ-II models,
respectively [13,65–67]. The gray curves denote the
bounds from Borexino: the dashed curve shows the bound
from external pair production by an axion alone, the dotted

FIG. 4. Exclusion region in the ðjg3aN gaej; maÞ plane at
90% CL. The gray lines represent the solar axion bound from
Borexino from external pair production (dashed), inverse Comp-
ton (dotted) and their combination (solid). The yellow curves
represent the sensitivity of JUNO. The red and purple bands show
the preferred regions for the DFSZ-I and DFSZ-II models.

6For pair-production we used the same efficiency, as an
estimate. A complete analysis of this efficiency is outside the
scope of this work.
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curve from inverse Compton scattering, and the solid curve
from both processes. Similarly, the yellow dashed, dotted,
and solid curves denote the sensitivity reach of a 10-year
measurement at JUNO for the pair production, inverse
Compton scattering, and their combination, respectively.
As shown in Fig. 4, adding the external pair production
process marginally improves both the bound from
Borexino and the sensitivity of JUNO (and Hyper-K,
see Table I). Different results are expected for SN fluxes,
as they produce more energetic axions.

B. SN axions

In this section, we estimate the sensitivity of under-
ground detectors to SN axions, including external pair
production.7 A summary of our findings is presented in
Figs. 5, 6, and in Table I.
Free-streaming regime. At JUNO, the expected number

of events from inverse Compton scattering with an energy
larger than Ecut−off ¼ 100 MeV due to axions produced via
nucleon-nucleon Bremsstrahlung and pionic Compton
scattering in the free-streaming regime (in the 10 s of
the burst) from a SN at 10 kpc is8

Sexpected ≃ 8.7 × 1036g2apg2ae; ð24Þ

providing a sensitivity of jgapgaej≲ 5.9 × 10−19. For the
external pair production in the field of nuclei, the expected
event count is

Sexpected ≃ 2.0 × 1038g2apg2ae; ð25Þ

yielding a sensitivity of jgapgaej ≲ 1.2 × 10−19. Combining
these processes slightly enhances the expected number of
events

Sexpected ≃ 2.1 × 1038g2apg2ae; ð26Þ

resulting in jgapgaej≲ 1.2 × 10−19.

The expected number of events scales as the square of
the distance from the SN. For example, for a relatively close
SN, such as Betelgeuse at ∼200 pc, the expected events
from inverse Compton scattering are

Sexpected ≃ 2.1 × 1040g2apg2ae; ð27Þ

providing a sensitivity down to jgapgaej ∼ 1.2 × 10−20. For
pair production alone, we find

Sexpected ≃ 5.1 × 1041g2apg2ae; ð28Þ

resulting in sensitivity to jgapgaej ∼ 2.4 × 10−21.
Combining both processes yields

Sexpected ≃ 5.3 × 1041g2apg2ae; ð29Þ

giving sensitivity down to jgapgaej ∼ 2.4 × 10−21.
These results scale with distance, allowing sensitivity

estimates for any SN distance via simple rescaling

jgapgaejðdÞ ¼ jgapgaejð10 kpcÞ d
10 kpc

: ð30Þ

The left side of Fig. 5 shows results for SN axions in the
free-streaming regime for JUNO, with benchmarks at
10 kpc and Betelgeuse’s ∼200 pc. The plot displays
jgaegapj as a function of ma. Blue curves represent the
potential reach for a 10 kpc SN, with dotted, dashed and
solid lines indicating the sensitivity for inverse Comptons
scattering, pair production and their combination, respec-
tively. Green curves shows results for Betelgeuse. As
expected from Fig. 3, external pair production is the
dominant detection channel for energetic SN axions in
the free-streaming regime, given the cutoff energy of
100 MeV to suppress the SN neutrino background.
At Hyper-K, the bounds improve by about a factor of 4

with respect to the one from JUNO and are presented in
Table I and in the right panel of Fig. 5. Hyper-K gives a
stronger bound because of its largest fiducial volume
compared to the one of JUNO, while the worst energy
resolution does not play a role in SN axion searches.
Trapping regime. In the trapping regime, for JUNO

the expected number of events from inverse Compton

TABLE I. Summary results for the coupling jg3aN gaej and jgap gaej respectively from solar and SN axions (assuming a 10 kpc
distance), with and without the inclusion of the axion pair production process. The entries indicate either bounds, when explicit
measurements have been taken, or sensitivity prospects.

jg3aN gaej—5.5 MeV Line jgap gaej—SN (Free Streaming) jgap gaej—SN (Trapping)

Pair Production No Yes No Yes No Yes

Borexino ≲5.7 × 10−13 ≲4.8 × 10−13 � � � � � � � � � � � �
JUNO ≲6.6 × 10−14 ≲5.6 × 10−14 ≲5.9 × 10−19 ≲1.2 × 10−19 ≲5.0 × 10−18 ≲1.2 × 10−18

Hyper-K ≲1.1 × 10−13 ∼9.1 × 10−14 ≲1.7 × 10−19 ≲3.1 × 10−20 ≲1.5 × 10−18 ≲3.3 × 10−19

7To estimate the sensitivity, we used the same efficiency and
fiducial volume as those employed in solar axion searches.

8Axions from SN impose limits on the jgae gapj couplings,
where, from Eq. (3), gap ¼ g0 aN − g3 aN.
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scattering alone above Ecut−off for a SN at 10 kpc is

Sexpected ≃ 1.2 × 1035 g2ap g2ae; ð31Þ

leading to a sensitivity of jgap gaej ∼ 5.0 × 10−18. For pair
production, we find

Sexpected ≃ 1.8 × 1036 g2ap g2ae; ð32Þ

with sensitivity down to jgap gaej ∼ 1.5 × 10−18.
Combining both detection channels yields

Sexpected ≃ 2.0 × 1036 g2ap g2ae; ð33Þ

with a sensitivity of jgap gaej ∼ 1.2 × 10−18.
For Betelgeuse, the expected events for inverse Compton

scattering are

FIG. 5. Exclusion region plot in the ðjgap gaej; maÞ plane at 90% CL for the free-streaming regime. The left panel refers to the
sensitivity of JUNO, while the right one to the sensitivity of Hyper-K. The blue lines represent the sensitivity for axions produced in a
SN at 10 kpc, while the green one from a SN at 200 pc. The dotted lines denotes the sensitivity from inverse Compton scattering, the
dashed ones from axion-induced external pair production and the solid ones from their combination. The red and purple bands show the
preferred regions for the DFSZ-I and DFSZ-II models.

FIG. 6. Exclusion region in the ðjgap gaej; maÞ plane at 90% CL for the trapping regime. The left panel refers to the sensitivity of
JUNO, while the right one to the sensitivity of Hyper-K. The blue lines represent the sensitivity for axions produced in a SN at 10 kpc,
while the green one from a SN at 200 pc. The dotted lines denotes the sensitivity from inverse Compton scattering, the dashed ones from
axion-induced external pair production and the solid ones from their combination. The red and purple bands show the preferred regions
for the DFSZ-I and DFSZ-II models.
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Sexpected ≃ 3.0 × 1038 g2ap g2ae ð34Þ

yielding jgapgaej ∼ 1.0 × 10−19, while combining it with
pair production leads to

Sexpected ≃ 4.9 × 1039 g2ap g2ae ð35Þ

with sensitivity reaching jgap gaej ∼ 2.5 × 10−20.
Figure 6 shows the sensitivity in the ðjgap gaej; maÞ plane

at 90% CL in the trapping regime. The blue curves indicate
sensitivity for a SN at 10 kpc, while the green curves
corresponds to a closer SN at 200 pc. The left panel shows
the results for JUNO. Hyper-Kamiokande will reach a
factor of ∼4 better sensitivity with respect to JUNO also in
the trapping regime. The corresponding results are shown
in Table I and Fig. 6.

VI. CONCLUSIONS

In this work, we explored axion detection through the
process of axion-induced pair production in a nuclear
electric field. This process represents the axion equivalent
of the well-known Bethe-Heitler process [4], whose appli-
cation to axion searches has been largely overlooked in
previous literature. We provide a new derivation of this
process, including the nuclear form factor, and present a
simple expression for the corresponding cross section in
terms of the Bethe-Heitler cross section, which can be
readily applied to specific experimental scenarios.
Our study demonstrates that this mechanism offers

competitive sensitivity compared to traditional detection
channels, especially for highly energetic ALPs. In particu-
lar, our analysis shows that axion pair production dominates
over the inverse Compton scattering process at energies
above approximately 10 MeV, making it an optimal
approach for detecting axions or ALPs produced in nuclear
reactions or supernova (SN) explosions (see Fig. 3). We
have applied this mechanism to two scenarios: the 5.5 MeV
solar axion line produced in the solar pp-chain, and SN
axions, assuming a galactic SN event.
In exploring these cases, we analyzed the sensitivity of

established underground experiments, such as Borexino,
JUNO, and Hyper-K, to these axions, comparing scenarios
with and without the inclusion of the pair production
process. Our results, summarized in Table I, show how
incorporating axion pair production significantly enhances
sensitivity and improves the bounds, particularly for SN
axions. This is evident also from Figs. 4–6, which present
our findings for the solar and SN cases respectively.
Notice that an experiment like Borexino would not be

competitive on SN axion searches with respect to JUNO
and Hyper-K because of the smaller fiducial volume.
However, the better energy resolution makes its sensitivity
comparable to that of the next generation experiments for
solar axion searches.

By demonstrating the potential impact of this mechanism
on detection capabilities, particularly for SN axions with
energies above a few MeV, we underline the need to
consider axion pair production as a viable detection channel
in future experimental searches.
These findings highlight the importance of including

axion pair production in the broader context of axion and
ALP detection, as it may not only enable new constraints on
axion properties but also offer deeper insights into stellar
environments and fundamental physics.
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APPENDIX: THE AXION-INDUCED EXTERNAL
PAIR PRODUCTION CROSS SECTION

The process aðkaÞ þA
Z Xðp1Þ →A

Z Xðp2Þ þ eþðlþÞ þ
e−ðl−Þ depicted in Fig. 1 is the analogous of the pho-
ton-lepton pair production in the Standard Model, the so
called Bethe-Heitler process. It was computed for the first
time in Refs. [55,56], using the atomic form factor of
Ref. [59]. We use the following definitions for the four-
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momenta of the process: ka ¼ ðEa; k⃗aÞ is the axion 4-momentum, p1 ¼ ðmX; 0Þ is the initial state target 4-momentum,
p2 ¼ ðE2; p⃗2Þ is the final state target 4-momentum, lþ ¼ ðEþ; l⃗þÞ is the positron 4-momentum and l− ¼ ðE−; l⃗−Þ is the
electron 4-momentum. Following the above definitions we have

ka · l� ¼ EaE� − k⃗a · l⃗�
ka · p1 ¼ EamX

ka · p2 ¼ EaE2 − k⃗a · p⃗2 ¼ Ea

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
jp⃗2j2 þm2

X

q
− k⃗a · p⃗2 ≃ EamX − k⃗a · p⃗2

lþ · l− ¼ EþE− − l⃗þ · l⃗−

l� · p1 ¼ E�mX

l� · p2 ¼ E�E2 − l⃗� · p⃗2 ðA1Þ

We take a reference frame where k⃗a ¼ ð0; 0; jk⃗ajÞ, l⃗þ ¼ jlþjðsin θþ cosϕþ; sin θþ sinϕþ; cos θþÞ and l⃗− ¼
jl−jðsin θ− cosϕ−; sin θ− sinϕ−; cos θ−Þ. Furthermore, we define the angle ϕ ¼ ϕþ − ϕ− such that ϕ is the angle between
the planes k⃗a · l⃗þ and k⃗a · l⃗−. As a consequence, we have

l⃗� · k⃗a ¼ jk⃗ajjl⃗�j cos θ�
l⃗þ · l⃗− ¼ jl⃗þjjl⃗−j½sin θþ sin θ−ðcosϕþ cosϕ− þ sinϕþ sinϕ−Þ þ cos θþ cos θ−�

¼ jl⃗þjjl⃗−j½sin θþ sin θ− cosϕþ cos θþ cos θ−�
k⃗a · p⃗2 ¼ jk⃗aj2 − jk⃗ajjl⃗þj cos θþ − jk⃗ajjl⃗−j cos θ−
l⃗� · p⃗2 ¼ jk⃗ajjl⃗�j cos θ� − jl⃗þjjl⃗−

���� 14 ðsin 2θþ sin 2θ− cosϕÞ − jl⃗�j2 ðA2Þ

Now we derive the differential cross section

dσ ¼ ð2πÞ4jMj2δð4Þðka þ p1 − qÞ
4
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ðka · p1Þ2 −m2

am2
X

p dΦ3 ¼ jMj2δðEa þ E1 − EqÞ
4
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ðka · p1Þ2 −m2

am2
X

p d3lþd3l−

8ð2πÞ5EþE−E2

¼ jMj2δðEa þ E1 − EqÞ
32ð2πÞ5mXjk⃗aj

d3lþd3l−

EþE−E2

ðA3Þ

where dΦ3 ¼QF¼þ;−;2 d
3pF=ð2πÞ32EF is the three-body phase with q ¼ lþ þ l− þ p2 and Eq ¼ Eþ þ E− þ E2. Now

we expand the d3li and take into account that the momentum of the target in the final state is much smaller than the mass of
the target in the final state: E2 ∼mX ¼ E1. We have then

dσ ¼ jMj2δðEa − Eþ − E−Þ
32ð2πÞ5m2

Xjk⃗ajEþE−
d cos θþjl⃗þj2dlþdϕþd cos θ−jl⃗−j2dl−dϕ−

¼ jMj2δðEa − Eþ − E−Þ
32ð2πÞ5m2

Xjk⃗aj
d cos θþjl⃗þjdEþdϕþd cos θ−jl⃗−jdE−dϕ−

¼ jMj2d cos θþjl⃗þjdϕþd cos θ−jl⃗−jdE−dϕ−

32ð2πÞ5m2
Xjk⃗aj

¼ J
jMj2jl⃗þjjl⃗−jd cos θþd cos θ−dE−dϕ

32ð2πÞ4m2
Xjk⃗aj

¼ J
jMj2jl⃗þjjl⃗−jd cos θþd cos θ−dE−dϕ

512π4m2
Xjk⃗aj

ðA4Þ
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where we used the fact that ldl ¼ EdE, integrated in dEþ using the delta function that imposes Eþ ¼ E− − Ea, and
J ¼ −1 is the Jacobian for the transformation of the ϕ angle. The matrix element modulo squared in Eq. (11) is in details

jMj2 ¼ e4gae2
t2

ðjM1j2 þ jM2j2 þ 2M12Þ

jM1j2 ¼
32

ðm2
a − 2ðka · lþÞÞ2

½2m2
Xðka · l−Þðka · lþÞ − 2ðka · lþÞðka · p2Þðp1 · l−Þ

− 2ðka · lþÞðka · p1Þðp2 · l−Þ þm2
að−m2

Xðlþ · l−Þ þ ðp2 · l−Þðp1 · lþÞ
þ ðp2 · lþÞðp1 · l−Þ þm2

eððp1 · p2Þ − 2m2
XÞÞ�

jM2j2 ¼
32

ðm2
a − 2ðka · l−ÞÞ2

½2ðka · l−Þðm2
Xðka · lþÞ − ðka · p2Þðlþ · p1Þ

− ðka · p1Þðlþ · p2ÞÞ þm2
að−m2

Xðl− · lþÞ þ ðl− · p2Þðlþ · p1Þ
þ ðl− · p1Þðlþ · p2Þ þm2

eððp1 · p2Þ − 2m2
XÞÞ�

M12 ¼ −
32

ðm2
a − 2ðka · l−ÞÞðm2

a − 2ðk·lþÞÞ
ððka · l−Þð−2m2

Xðka · lþÞ

þ ðka · p2Þðlþ · p1Þ þ ðka · p1Þðlþ · p2ÞÞ − 2ðka · p1Þðka · p2Þððl− · lþÞ þm2
eÞ

þ ðka · lþÞððka · p2Þðl− · p1Þ þ ðka · p1Þðl− · p2ÞÞ −m2
aððl− · p2Þðlþ · p1Þ

þ ðl− · p1Þðlþ · p2Þ − ðl− · lþÞðp1 · p2ÞÞ þm2
Xm

2
am2

eÞ ðA5Þ
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