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Neutrinos are the least known particle in the Standard Model of elementary particle physics.
They play a crucial role in cosmology, governing the universe’s evolution and shaping the large-scale
structures we observe today. In this chapter, we review crucial topics in neutrino cosmology, such
as the neutrino decoupling process in the very early universe. We shall also revisit the current
constraints on the number of effective relativistic degrees of freedom and the departures from its
standard expectation of 3. Neutrino masses represent the very first departure from the Standard
Model of elementary particle physics and may imply the existence of new unexplored mass generation
mechanisms. Cosmology provides the tightest bound on the sum of neutrino masses, and we shall
carefully present the nature of these constraints, both on the total mass of the neutrinos and on
their precise spectrum. The ordering of the neutrino masses plays a major role in the design of
future neutrino mass searches from laboratory experiments, such as neutrinoless double beta decay
probes. Finally, we shall also present the futuristic perspectives for an eventual direct detection of
cosmic, relic neutrinos.

I. NEUTRINO DECOUPLING IN THE EARLY
UNIVERSE

Neutrinos have contributed to the evolution of the uni-
verse since its earliest times. They play an important role
in several processes, and their presence leaves a charac-
teristic imprint on several observables.

When the temperature of photons was above a few
MeV during radiation domination, neutrinos were cou-
pled to the electromagnetic plasma due to their weak
interactions with electrons and positrons. When these
interactions fell below the expansion rate of the universe,
neutrinos decoupled from the thermal plasma at a tem-
perature around 2 MeV and started to propagate freely
until today. These neutrinos constitute the Cosmic Neu-
trino Background (CνB), which we will discuss in more
detail later on. As neutrino decoupling nears its end,
electrons and positrons start to become non-relativistic,
transferring their energy density to photons while anni-
hilating away. Since neutrinos with the highest momenta
are still interacting with the thermal plasma at this stage,
they receive a small fraction of this entropy, causing their
momentum distribution function to be slightly distorted
from the equilibrium Fermi-Dirac distribution.

After these two processes are complete, Big Bang Nu-
cleosynthesis (BBN) occurs until the photon temperature
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drops below approximately 0.05 MeV, leading to the pro-
duction of light nuclei. Finally, after the end of radiation
domination (at T ∼ 1 eV), the last scattering of pho-
tons occurs (T ∼ 0.3 eV), and the Cosmic Microwave
Background (CMB) radiation is produced. The presence
of neutrinos affects all of the above-mentioned processes
through their contribution to the total radiation energy
density, which controls the expansion rate of the uni-
verse during radiation domination. Observations of BBN
abundances or the CMB spectrum, therefore, can provide
us with information about the neutrino contribution to
early universe physics.
The last two particles that remain relativistic after

electrons and positrons disappear are neutrinos and pho-
tons. In case other relativistic particles exist, as we will
discuss in the following, they are normally categorized
under the name ”dark radiation,” since they do not take
part in electroweak interactions.
The amount of the radiation energy density, ρR, is com-

monly parameterized in terms of the effective number of
relativistic degrees of freedom, Neff , by

ρR = ργ

(
1 +

7

8

(
4

11

)4/3

Neff

)
, (1)

where ργ represents the photon energy density. Here,
Neff includes the contribution of all relativistic parti-
cles besides photons. If we consider the simplest three-
neutrino case, with an instantaneous decoupling process,
Neff would be equal to 3. A value Neff ̸= 3, however,
would be the consequence of either new degrees of free-
dom which have nothing to do with standard neutrinos,
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or a non-standard momentum distribution for the three
neutrinos.

Even in the case with three neutrinos, the value of
Neff deviates from 3 because of non-instantaneous de-
coupling. The deviation can be computed numerically by
taking into account the full framework of neutrino oscil-
lations, interactions with electrons and positrons, Finite-
Temperature corrections to Quantum Electro-Dynamics
(FT-QED), and the expansion of the universe. The
momentum-dependent calculation is numerically chal-
lenging but can be solved to a very high level of pre-
cision. The standard value for Neff is computed to be
Neff,std = 3.044 [1–3], see also [4, 5]. This number was
previously claimed to be a bit higher [6, 7], but state-of-
the-art calculations confirm that the (theoretical and nu-
merical) error on Neff,std is at the level of 10−4, including
variations of the fundamental constants of physics and
the effect of neutrino oscillation parameters within the
currently allowed observational range by terrestrial ex-
periments. Even in the presence of three neutrinos, this
number can vary due to non-standard interactions (NSI,
see e.g., [8]) between neutrinos and electrons [9, 10]. The
effects of NSI on Neff are rather small and do not sig-
nificantly impact the H0 value through its correlation
with Neff , see also the incoming section for more de-
tails. The precision that next-generation CMB measure-
ments [11, 12] will achieve, however, will be sufficient to
test some of these scenarios. Also, the presence of addi-
tional neutrino states alters the standard value of Neff ,
see e.g., [13, 14]. We will discuss constraints on additional
neutrino species in the upcoming section.

After they decouple as relativistic particles, their mo-
mentum distribution function maintains the same shape
until today, while the temperature of relic neutrinos de-
creases according to the expansion of the universe. Nowa-
days, CνB neutrinos are expected to have a tempera-
ture of approximately 1.9 K or 10−4 eV, which is smaller
than the temperature of CMB photons by a factor of
∼ 1.4. Given the small temperature and the existence of
neutrino oscillations (see e.g., [15–18]), which implies a
mass above at least ∼ 8 meV and 50 meV for the sec-
ond and third neutrino mass eigenstates respectively, at
least two out of three CνB neutrinos are non-relativistic
today. This means that they must have undergone a
non-relativistic transition at some point during the mat-
ter domination epoch, thus leaving an imprint on the
growth of structures, as we will discuss in the following.

If we use their temperature to compute the neutrino
number density in empty space, we obtain that the CνB
neutrinos are the second most abundant particles in the
Universe, with a number density of 56 cm−3 per degree
of freedom. Since non-relativistic neutrinos feel the grav-
itational attraction of local structures, local overdensities
can grow with respect to the average value of their num-
ber density. The overdensity depends on the mass of each
neutrino and on the total gravitating mass in the local
object. The neutrino clustering in the neighborhoods of
Earth has been computed by means of N -“one-body”

simulations, see e.g., [19–22]. Early studies considered a
simplified spherically symmetric scenario with the Milky
Way as the only local source of gravitational attrac-
tion [19–21], while more recently a back-tracking method
allowed for a study that also takes into account the ef-
fect of the Virgo cluster and the Andromeda galaxy [22],
which however have been proven to be secondary with
respect to the contribution of the Milky Way. Although
in the past, large overdensities were claimed to be pos-
sible by incorrectly interpreting the results of [19], in
more recent times it has been clarified that for values
of the neutrino mass allowed by terrestrial experiments
(see e.g., [23]), the increase with respect to the number
density in vacuum cannot exceed a factor of a few units.
For neutrino masses allowed by cosmological constraints
(see section III), instead, the overdensity cannot differ
from the empty value by more than ∼ 50%. Experi-
mental constraints on the local number density of relic
neutrinos, however, are very far from the theoretical pre-
diction, see e.g., [24, 25]. The value of the local neutrino
overdensity is very important when determining the per-
spectives for the direct detection of relic neutrinos, which
we will discuss in section V.

II. BOUNDS ON THE NUMBER OF
NEUTRINO SPECIES, Neff

If we consider the presence of additional particles (ax-
ions [26–29], sterile neutrinos [30–33], and so on) or more
complicated neutrino interactions, for example with dark
matter [34–38], one would expect larger contributions to
Neff than those related to the decoupling process [39],
and therefore they could be testable by current and fu-
ture cosmological measurements.
Cosmology provides bounds on the relativistic degrees

of freedom Neff based on two distinct epochs: the BBN
epoch, which occurred during the very first three minutes
of the universe’s evolution, and the CMB epoch, which
took place when the age of the universe was four hundred
thousand years old, when electrons and protons combined
to form neutral hydrogen for the first time. The effective
number of neutrinos also affects the fluctuations of the
matter perturbations, albeit in a subdominant manner.
Concerning BBN bounds, they are based on the abun-

dances of the first light nuclei (heavier than the light-
est isotope of hydrogen), which were synthesized in the
very early universe. The abundances of these BBN ele-
ments therefore provide a cosmological laboratory where
to test extensions to the minimal ΛCDM scenario involv-
ing, in general, additional relativistic species contribut-
ing to Neff . Indeed, these additional contributions to the
dark radiation of our universe will increase the expan-
sion rate H(z) and will anticipate the period of weak
decoupling, implying a larger freeze-out temperature of
the weak interactions. In turn, this will lead to a higher
neutron-to-proton ratio, and consequently to a larger
fraction of primordial Helium and Deuterium (as well as
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to a higher fraction of other primordial elements) with re-
spect to hydrogen. This makes BBN a laboratory where
to test for additional contributions to Neff , present in
beyond-the-Standard Model physics frameworks: given
a concrete model, by means of the resolution of a set
of differential equations governing the nuclear interac-
tions in the primordial plasma (see e.g., [40–42]), it is
possible to compute the light element abundances and
compare the results to the values inferred by astrophys-
ical and cosmological observations. Given current un-
certainties, the standard BBN predictions show a good
agreement with direct measurements of primordial abun-
dances of both Deuterium and Helium [43–46], limiting
∆Neff ≲ 0.3 − 0.4% at 95% CL. BBN predictions for
the Helium abundance (Y BBN

p ) also play a role in the
CMB angular spectra, as the baryon energy density can
be computed via the simple formula [47]:

Ωbh
2 =

1− 0.007125 Y BBN
p

273.279

(
TCMB

2.7255 K

)3

η10 , (2)

where η10 ≡ 1010nb/nγ is the baryon-to-photon ratio to-
day, TCMB is the CMB temperature at the present time,
and Y BBN

p ≡ 4nHe/nb is the final Helium nucleon frac-
tion, defined as the ratio of the 4-Helium number density
to the total baryon one.

Concerning the CMB temperature power spectrum,
first of all, varying Neff changes the redshift of the
matter-radiation equivalence, zeq, inducing an enhance-
ment of the early Integrated Sachs Wolfe (ISW) effect
which increases the CMB spectrum around the first
acoustic peak. Namely, in the fully matter-dominated
period, the gravitational potentials are almost constant
in time and therefore the ISW effect, which is sensitive to
the time variation of the gravitational potentials, will be
very small. Right after recombination, there is still a ra-
diation component present in the universe, and assuming
a vanishing anisotropic stress and evaluating the Bessel
function at recombination (ηr), the early ISW effect leads
to a CMB temperature perturbation which reads as:

Θℓ(k) ≃ 2jℓ(ηr) [Φ(k, ηm)− Φ(k, ηr)] , (3)

where the gravitational potential Φ is evaluated in the
matter-dominated regime, ηm, and jℓ refer to the Bessel
functions. Notice that this early ISW effect adds in phase
with the primary anisotropy, increasing the height of the
first acoustic peaks, with an emphasis on the first one,
due to the fact that the main contribution of the ISW
effect is at scales k ∼ 1/ηe, i.e., around the first acoustic
peak. In addition, the early ISW effect will be suppressed
by the square of the radiation-to-matter ratio ∝ [(1 +
zr)/(1 + zeq)]

2, i.e., a larger (smaller) matter component
will result in a smaller (larger) ISW amplitude due to
the larger (smaller) value of zr. The enhancement factor
of the ISW effect amplitude when ∆Neff > 0 makes this
effect an excellent observable to identify extra relativistic
particles present at recombination. Nevertheless, this is a

sub-dominant effect in the overall impact of the effective
number of relativistic degrees of freedom on the CMB.
Ref. [48] provides a detailed explanation concerning

the most relevant impact of changing Neff . Indeed, its
main effect is located at high multipoles ℓ rather than at
the very first peaks, i.e., at the CMB damping tail. If
∆Neff increases, the Hubble parameter H during radia-
tion domination will increase as well. This will induce a
delay in the matter-radiation equality and will also mod-
ify the sound speed and the comoving sound horizon:

rs =

∫ τ ′

0

dτcs(τ) =

∫ a

0

da

a2H
cs(a) ,

proportional to the inverse of the expansion rate, i.e.,
rs ∝ 1/H. Overall, there will be a reduction in the angu-
lar scale of the acoustic peaks θs = rs/DA, where DA is
the angular diameter distance, causing a horizontal shift
of the peak positions towards higher multipoles. In ad-
dition, Silk damping will affect the height of the CMB
high multipole region. Baryon-photon decoupling is not
an instantaneous process, leading to a diffusion damp-
ing of oscillations in the plasma. If decoupling starts at
τd and ends at τls, during ∆τ the radiation free streams

on scale λd = (λ∆τ)
1/2

where λ is the photon mean free
path and λd is shorter than the thickness of the last scat-
tering surface. As a consequence, temperature fluctua-
tions on scales smaller than λd are damped because on
such scales photons can spread freely both from overden-
sities and underdensities. The overall result is that the
damping angular scale θd = rd/DA is proportional to the

square root of the expansion rate θd ∝
√
H and conse-

quently it increases with ∆Neff , inducing a suppression
of the peaks located at high multipoles and a smearing
of the oscillations that intensifies at the CMB damping
tail.
The three aforementioned effects caused by a non-zero

∆Neff (namely, the redshift of equivalence, the size of the
sound horizon at recombination, and the damping tail
suppression) can be easily compensated by varying other
cosmological parameters, including the Hubble constant
H0 [39]. Notice that the horizontal shift towards smaller
angular scales caused by an increased value of Neff can
be compensated by decreasing DA, which can be auto-
matically satisfied by increasing H0. The effect of Neff on
the damping tail is, however, more difficult to mimic via
H0, as it is mostly degenerate with the helium fraction
which enters directly in rd, i.e., the mean square diffusion
distance at recombination via ne, the number density of
free electrons.
Nevertheless, there is however one effect induced by

Neff which cannot be mimicked by other cosmological pa-
rameters: the neutrino anisotropic stress [49, 50], related
to the fact that neutrinos are free-streaming particles
propagating at the speed of light, faster than the sound
speed in the photon fluid. This leads to a suppression of
the oscillation amplitude of CMB modes that entered the
horizon in the radiation epoch. The effect on the CMB
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Cosmological model Neff

+Neff 3.08± 0.17

+Neff +
∑

mν DH 3.06± 0.17
NH 3.11± 0.17
IH 3.15± 0.17

+Neff +Ωk 3.04± 0.19

+Neff + αs 3.03± 0.19

+Neff +meff
ν,s < 3.41

+Neff + Y BBN
p 3.17+0.27

−0.31

+Neff + w0 2.99± 0.18

+Neff + (w0 > −1) 3.12± 0.17

+Neff + w0 + wa 2.91± 0.18

model marginalized 3.07+0.19
−0.18

TABLE I. Constraints at 68% and upper limits at 95% CL, for
the ΛCDM model plus Neff model and its extensions (adapted
from Ref. [32]).

power spectrum is therefore located at scales that cross
the horizon before the matter-radiation equivalence, re-
sulting in an increase in power of 5/(1+ 4

15fν) [51], where
fν is the fraction of radiation density contributed by free-
streaming particles.

All in all, our current knowledge confirms that Neff is
close to 3 as measured by CMB observations (Neff =
2.99+0.34

−0.33 at 95% confidence level (CL) [52]) or BBN

abundances (e.g., Neff = 2.87+0.24
−0.21 at 68% CL [41]) inde-

pendently. Furthermore, the above constraints have been
shown to be extremely robust against different fiducial
cosmologies. Ref. [32] reported very similar constraints
on extended cosmologies (see Tab. I), adapted from the
very same reference. In Tab. I, Ωk refers to the curva-
ture component in the universe, αs to a possible run-
ning of the scalar spectral index, meff

ν,s to the mass of a

sterile neutrino state, Y BBN
p to the BBN primordial He-

lium fraction, w0 to the dark energy equation of state,
and wa to a possible time-variation of the former, i.e.,
w(a) = w0 + wa(1 − a). The different possible neutrino
mass eigenstate spectra are represented by DH (degen-
erate spectrum), NH (normal mass ordering, where the
lightest mass eigenstate is m1 and the atmospheric mass
splitting is positive), and IH (inverted mass ordering,
where the lightest mass eigenstate is m3 and the atmo-
spheric mass splitting is negative). As can be noticed, the
largest departure concerning the uncertainties in Neff ap-
pears in models that consider also the Helium fraction to
be a free parameter, due to the degeneracy among Neff

and Y BBN
p previously discussed when describing the Silk

damping effect.

III. COSMOLOGICAL BOUNDS ON
NEUTRINO MASSES

Relic neutrinos with sub-eV masses represent a good
fraction (if not all) of the hot dark matter component in
our current universe. These hot thermal relics leave clear
signatures in the cosmological observables, see e.g., [53–
57], which can be exploited to put constraints on neutrino
properties.
On the other hand, neutrino oscillations measured at

terrestrial experiments indicate that at least two mas-
sive neutrinos exist in nature. Experiments measure
two squared mass differences, the atmospheric |∆m2

31| =
|m2

3 − m2
1| =≈ 2.55 · 10−3 eV2 and the solar ∆m2

21 =
m2

2 − m2
1 ≈ 7.5 · 10−5 eV2 splittings [15, 16]. Since

the sign of |∆m2
31| is unknown, two possible mass or-

derings are possible, the normal (∆m2
31 > 0) and the

inverted (∆m2
31 < 0) orderings. In the normal order-

ing,
∑

mν ≳ 0.06 eV, while in the inverted ordering,∑
mν ≳ 0.10 eV. As we shall see, current cosmological

limits are approaching to the minimum sum of the neu-
trino masses allowed in the inverted hierarchical scenario,
see Fig. 1. Cosmology can therefore help in extracting
the neutrino mass hierarchy [58–61], which is a crucial
ingredient in future searches of neutrinoless double beta
decay [62, 63]. In the following sections, we shall review
the main effects of neutrino masses in the different cos-
mological observables and the current bounds.

A. CMB temperature, polarization and lensing
bounds

Traditionally, the main effects on the CMB of neutrino
masses are those imprinted via the early ISW effect (pre-
viously described) and also that induced via changes in
the angular location of the acoustic peaks, similarly to
that discussed above for the case of Neff . Concerning
the ISW effect, the transition from the relativistic to the
non-relativistic neutrino regime will get imprinted in the
gravitational potential decays. As we have already ex-
plained, a larger (smaller) matter component will result
into a smaller (larger) ISW amplitude. Therefore, an in-
crease in the neutrino mass will induce a decrease in the
height of the first CMB acoustic peak. There will also
be a shift in the angular location of the acoustic peaks,
that will move towards lower multipoles as we increase
the value of the neutrino masses. Nevertheless, as in the
case of Neff , these two effects are strongly degenerate
with other cosmological parameters such as the Hubble
constant H0, in such a way that a larger neutrino mass
can always be compensated with a lower value ofH0. But
of course, we know that the CMB sets strong constraints
on
∑

mν , how is this possible? The answer is via a sec-
ondary source of anisotropies, CMB lensing. The CMB
photon path will be distorted by the presence of matter
inhomogeneities along the line of sight between us and
the last scattering surface. Lensing produces a remap-
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FIG. 1. Theoretical predictions and current bounds for the sum of neutrino masses
∑

mν as a function of three quantities
characterizing the neutrino masses: the lightest neutrino mass mlightest, beta-decay (mβ) and neutrinoless double beta decay
(mββ) effective masses are depicted in the left, middle and right panels respectively. The hatched regions in the right panel
reflect the effect of uncertainties in the nuclear matrix elements in the bounds from neutrinoless double beta decay searches.
Figure adapted from [15]; see the reference for further information.

ping of the CMB anisotropies. The deflection angle in-
duced by CMB lensing is proportional to the gradient
of the lensing potential, which is sensitive to both the
geometry of the universe and also to the matter cluster-
ing properties via the power spectrum of matter fluctu-
ations. Neutrinos with sub-eV masses are hot thermal
relics with very large velocity dispersions, and therefore
they reduce clustering at scales smaller than their free
streaming scale:

Kfs,i ≃
0.677

(1 + z)1/2

(mν,i

1 eV

)
Ω1/2

m h Mpc−1 , (4)

where Ωm refers to the total matter component in the
universe. If we replace a massless neutrino component
with a massive neutrino, the expansion rate increases and
the growth of structure is suppressed. The net suppres-
sion of the power spectrum is scale-dependent and the
relevant length scale is the Jeans length for neutrinos,
which decreases with time as the neutrino thermal ve-
locities decrease. Of course, this suppression of growth
does not happen at scales larger than the neutrino free
streaming scale. The net result is no effect on large
scales and a suppression of power on small scales reduc-
ing, consequently, the lensing power spectrum [64, 65].
Therefore, CMB lensing helps enormously in constrain-
ing neutrino masses and the Planck collaboration sets a

bound
∑

mν < 0.24 eV at 95% CL from measurements of
temperature, polarization, and lensing of the CMB [66]
within the minimal ΛCDM model. For neutrinos with
degenerate masses, this implies that six million neutri-
nos cannot weigh more than one electron. Albeit current
neutrino mass limits are very stable against extensions
to the minimal ΛCDM cosmology (as we shall shortly
see), since CMB bounds mostly rely on lensing effects,
the neutrino mass exhibits a non-negligible degeneracy
with the lensing amplitude AL [67].1

B. Large scale structure constraints

Despite having non-negligible signatures in the CMB,
it is precisely in large scale structure where the free

1 The amount of lensing is a precise prediction of the ΛCDM
model: the consistency of the model can be checked by artifi-
cially increasing lensing by a higher amplitude factor AL [68]
(a priori, an unphysical parameter). If ΛCDM consistently de-
scribes all CMB data, observations should prefer AL = 1. The
so-called lensing anomaly [52, 69] is due to the fact that Planck
CMB temperature and polarization observations prefer AL > 1
at ∼ 3σ.
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streaming nature of neutrinos plays a major role. The
information contained in the matter clustering in the
universe can be interpreted in terms of measurements of
the full-shape galaxy power spectrum or in terms of the
Baryon Acoustic Oscillation (BAO) signal. A devoted
study has found that the constraining power of the BAO
signal is more powerful than that of the extracted power
spectrum [70], as it is less subject to e.g. non-linearities.
Therefore, for constraining the neutrino mass, the BAO
and the Redshift Space Distortions (RSD) are the usually
exploited large scale structure observables. In the context
of spectroscopic observations, the BAO signature can be
exploited in two possible ways. Along the line of sight
direction, BAO data provide a redshift dependent mea-
surement of the Hubble parameter H(z). Instead, across
the line of sight, BAO data at the redshift of interest can
be translated into a measurement of the angular diameter
distance, which is an integrated quantity of the expansion
rate of the universe H(z). In addition, anisotropic clus-
tering in spectroscopic BAO measurements can also be
exploited to extract RSD [71]. This effect, due to galaxy
peculiar velocities, modifies the galaxy power spectrum
and allows for an extraction of the product of the growth
rate of structure (f) times the clustering amplitude of
the matter power spectrum (σ8), the well-known fσ8 ob-
servable. Analyzing current cosmological data from the
Planck CMB satellite, the SDSS-III and SDSS-IV galaxy
clustering surveys [72, 73] and the Pantheon Supernova
Ia sample, Ref. [74] found one of the most constrain-
ing neutrino mass bounds to date,

∑
mν < 0.09 eV at

95% CL, mostly due to RSD analyses from the SDSS-
IV eBOSS survey (see also Ref. [75] for a similar limit).
Such constraint on the sum of neutrino masses, when one
considers neutrino oscillation constraints on the mass dif-
ferences, implies that one electron is heavier than at least
nine and a half million of the heaviest neutrinos.2 We de-
pict these limits in Fig. 1, together with present and fu-
ture sensitivities from beta decay laboratory experiments
and searches from neutrinoless double beta decay probes.
More recently, the DESI collaboration provided new ob-
servations of the BAO scale, which strengthen the limit
on the sum of the neutrino masses to

∑
mν < 0.072 eV

(95% CL) when combined with CMB data [76].
Firstly, we would like to remark that these neutrino

limits are extremely robust and solid, and therefore very
stable against fiducial cosmologies. Table II depicts the
limits on

∑
mν in a number of different underlying cos-

mologies. Notice that the limits obtained within the min-
imal ΛCDM model remain almost unmodified except for
some particular models, such as when the lensing ampli-

2 Given the limit
∑

mν < 0.09 eV and ∆m2
31 ∼ 2.5 · 10−3 eV2,

the heaviest neutrino has a mass mheaviest ≲ 53 meV, while
the lightest one corresponds to mlightest ≲ 17 meV. Notice that
based on the value of ∆m2

31 alone, the heaviest neutrino cannot
have a mass smaller than ∼ 50 meV, obtained when the lightest
neutrino is massless.

tude is a free parameter, due to the large impact of neu-
trino masses on CMB lensing. The model-marginalized
limit obtained in Ref. [32] is 0.1 eV, extremely tight and
very close to the expectations within the inverted order-
ing for the minimum value of the sum of the neutrino
masses. Current neutrino mass limits are therefore very
difficult to avoid within the ΛCDM framework and its
extensions, and to relax them one would need to search
for non-standard neutrino physics, such as exotic beyond
Standard Model interactions or decays, and/or modified
gravitational sectors.
Secondly, as the upper bound on the neutrino mass

approaches the minimal prediction within the inverted
ordering scenario, one might claim the rejection of the
former at a given significance level. Plenty of debate and
various studies in the literature have been devoted to set-
tling this issue, see e.g. [58, 77–81]. Recently, in [81], the
authors quantified the current preference for the normal
mass ordering versus the inverted one using the Bayes
factor. None of the cases explored by the authors (i.e.,
using terrestrial data alone or current cosmology without
terrestrial data) show a particularly significant preference
for the normal mass ordering. The same reference indi-
cates that future cosmological experiments, expected to
achieve a 1σ precision on

∑
mν at the level of 0.02 eV,

will not provide a strong preference in favor of the normal
ordering (if nature has chosen this scenario), reaching a
2− 3σ significance at most.

IV. FORECASTS FOR FUTURE
EXPERIMENTS

In the near future, constraints on the total neutrino
mass and the number of neutrino species will significantly
benefit from data from the CMB and Large Scale Struc-
ture observations.
Ground-based CMB telescopes [82] currently represent

the proposals with the highest likelihood of realization.
However, they must be complemented by measurements
at large angular scales (such as those from Planck or fu-
ture experiments) and a thorough understanding of fore-
grounds to effectively narrow the uncertainties in the neu-
trino sector.
The Simons Observatory (SO) [83] will be the first ex-

periment poised to enhance neutrino constraints. It aims
to measure the total neutrino mass with an uncertainty
of σ(

∑
mν) = 0.04 eV when combined with DESI BAO

data [76, 84] and weak lensing data from the Rubin Ob-
servatory [85]. By leveraging LiteBIRD’s [86] forthcom-
ing cosmic variance-limited measurements of the optical
depth to reionization τ , SO can achieve a precision of
σ(
∑

mν) = 0.02 eV for the total neutrino mass. Fur-
thermore, SO aims to determine the number of neutrino
species, Neff , with an accuracy of σ(Neff) = 0.07.
Next-generation Stage IV CMB experiments, such as

CMB-S4 [87], are aiming to determine Neff with an un-
certainty of ≤ 0.06 at the 95% CL. When combined with
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Cosmological model
∑

mν [eV]

+
∑

mν DH < 0.0866
NH < 0.129
IH < 0.155

+
∑

mν +Neff DH < 0.0968
NH < 0.131
IH < 0.163

+
∑

mν +Ωk DH < 0.111
NH < 0.143
IH < 0.180

+
∑

mν + αs DH < 0.0908
NH < 0.128
IH < 0.157

+
∑

mν + r DH < 0.0898
NH < 0.130
IH < 0.156

+
∑

mν + w0 DH < 0.139
NH < 0.165
IH < 0.204

+
∑

mν + (w0 > −1) DH < 0.0848
NH < 0.125
IH < 0.157

+
∑

mν + w0 + wa DH < 0.224
NH < 0.248
IH < 0.265

+
∑

mν +AL DH < 0.166
NH < 0.189
IH < 0.216

model marginalized DH < 0.102

TABLE II. Constraints at 68% and upper limits at 95% CL,
for the ΛCDM+

∑
mν model and its extensions (adapted from

Ref. [32]).

BAO measurements from DESI and the current Planck
measurement of the optical depth, CMB-S4’s observa-
tions of the lensing power spectrum and cluster abun-
dances will yield a constraint on the sum of neutrino
masses of σ(

∑
mν) = 0.024 eV. This constraint would

improve to σ(
∑

mν) = 0.014 eV with more accurate fu-
ture measurements of the optical depth.

Alternatively, upcoming proposals for future CMB
telescopes, such as PICO [88], when combined with BAO
data from DESI or Euclid [89], are expected to achieve
an accuracy of σ(

∑
mν) = 14 meV. This corresponds

to a 4σ detection of the minimum total neutrino mass,
as anticipated for the NH. Additionally, these telescopes
should constrain ∆Neff < 0.06 at the 95% CL. A CMB
telescope stands out as the sole instrument capable of
precisely measuring all these neutrino properties, along
with the optical depth, using a single dataset. This
approach avoids the challenges associated with cross-
calibration.

Finally, CMB-HD [90] represents a futuristic
millimeter-wave survey that is anticipated to achieve
an uncertainty on Neff of ∼ 0.014 at the 68% CL and
σ(
∑

mν) = 0.013 eV (a minimum 5σ detection for the
sum of neutrino masses). This precision will be attained
through measurements of the gravitational lensing of the
CMB and the thermal and kinetic Sunyaev-Zel’dovich
(SZ) effects on small scales.

V. DIRECT DETECTION OF THE RELIC
NEUTRINO BACKGROUND

As we discussed in the previous sections, we have
rather clear indirect evidence of the existence of the CνB
due to cosmological observables constraining Neff to be
very close to the expected value Neff,std. However, these
results cannot definitively tell us that the amount of ra-
diation energy density observed in the universe is truly
associated with standard model neutrinos. Such confir-
mation would only come from a direct detection of the
CνB, which would demonstrate the presence of neutrinos
with the expected momentum distribution and tempera-
ture.
As we mentioned in Section I, relic neutrinos are pre-

dicted to have a momentum distribution function that is
a slightly distorted Fermi-Dirac distribution, with a tem-
perature of approximately 0.1 meV. Consequently, the
average neutrino energy would be ∼ 0.5 meV. Neutrino
interaction cross sections, however, decrease rapidly with
their energy, making the detection of such relic neutrinos
an extremely challenging task. In the past, several au-
thors studied the problem of direct detection of the CνB
and proposed various experimental methods which can,
in principle, allow us to observe a signal from relic neu-
trinos. A detailed review of all the methods can be found
in [91], and here we summarize the main proposals.

A. Neutrino capture on beta-decaying nuclei

In 1962, Weinberg [92] proposed a method to detect
the presence of “a shallow degenerate Fermi sea of neutri-
nos” that fills the universe. During those times, neutrinos
were believed to be massless, and the proposed method
required using a beta-decaying nucleus, which could de-
cay and emit an electron if capturing a neutrino from
the CνB: the process is therefore called “neutrino cap-
ture on beta-decaying nucleus”. The original proposal
considered a possible depletion in the electron (positron)
energy spectrum due to a large chemical potential of the
neutrino. The process has no energy threshold, so it is
not a problem if neutrinos have very small energy. In
2007, the authors of [93] revisited the original proposal
to properly describe the effect of neutrino capture in the
absence of large chemical potentials but in the presence
of neutrino masses, and discussed which beta-decaying
nuclei can best serve the purpose. One of the crucial
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points is that the neutrino capture process is related to
standard beta-decay, with the difference that the neu-
trino (or antineutrino) is in the final state and the en-
ergy of the electron can exceed the end-point value E0 of
the beta-decay spectrum. Therefore, in order to build a
successful experiment, it is crucial to be able to distin-
guish neutrino capture events with energy above E0 from
beta-decay events with energy below E0. This is no easy
task, because the energy separation between beta-decay
and neutrino capture events is equal to twice the neu-
trino mass, see e.g. [94], and the amount of background
versus signal events is huge.3 The authors of [93] con-
sider the half-life and cross section of different nuclei and
determine that the best chances to build an experiment
emerge when adopting tritium: it provides a reasonably
large event rate for neutrino capture together with a suf-
ficiently small contamination of the signal region by beta-
decay background events.

Based on this result, the first experimental attempt at
detecting the CνB by neutrino capture on tritium is be-
ing developed at Gran Sasso Laboratories in Italy. The
PTOLEMY proposal [96, 97] plans to reach a final setup
with approximately 100 g of tritium and a final energy
resolution in the ballpark of 0.1eV in order to detect ∼ 5
neutrino capture events per year if their separation from
the beta-decay spectrum is sufficiently large. According
to the first set of simulations, this setup could guarantee a
3σ observation of the CνB in one year if neutrino masses
are above 0.2eV [98]. Even if this is not true for standard
neutrinos, PTOLEMY could still detect the presence of
sterile neutrinos in the CνB. In the case of sufficiently
good energy resolution, the number of signal events could
be enhanced by a larger local number density of relic neu-
trinos [20], non-standard neutrino interactions [99, 100],
or if neutrinos are Majorana particles [101–103].

B. Elastic scattering on macroscopic targets

Another way to detect relic neutrinos makes use of
their elastic scattering on macroscopic targets. Under
this category, we can find two separate effects. The
first one was proposed by Stodolsky [104] and revisited
by [105]. In the presence of a background of relic neu-
trinos, the two spin states of the electron are modified
by the presence of either an asymmetry between neutri-
nos and antineutrinos [104], or if there is a net helicity
asymmetry in the CνB [105]. It is important to notice
that the Stodolsky effect is proportional to the Fermi
constant GF , while normally neutrino cross-sections are

3 If the energy resolution is not sufficiently good, it has been shown
that a direct detection of the CνB is still possible if one can detect
the periodicity of the signal, generated by the peculiar motion of
the laboratory in the CνB rest frame [95], over the beta-decay
background. However, the required number of observed events
is still far from any proposed realization of the experiment.

suppressed by G2
F . The energy split of the spin states

generates a torque on electrons. In the case of a ferro-
magnet, the effect will generate a torsion that, in princi-
ple, can be measured with a torsion balance. Although
Cavendish-style torsion balances are not sensitive enough
to measure the extremely small torque that could be as-
sociated with the CνB, torsion balances where the test
masses are suspended by superconducting magnets could
provide much better perspectives, see e.g. [91] and refer-
ences therein.
If instead we consider the fact that the de Broglie

length λν of relic neutrinos is very large due to their
tiny momentum, we can have a strong enhancement of
neutral current scattering of relic neutrinos on the nuclei
in the test mass, see [106, 107]. It can be shown that
for relic neutrinos, the enhancement of the cross-section
is proportional to the number of target nuclei within a
volume with a side equal to the de Broglie length, which
has macroscopic values of O(mm) given their tiny energy.
As a consequence, the coherent scattering cross-section
is significantly larger than its microscopic (scattering off
single nuclei) coherent counterpart. In addition, neutri-
nos can also coherently scatter off electrons in the target
mass: in this case, too, the cross-section is significantly
enhanced, but the recoil of electrons may not be trans-
ferred completely to the target atoms. Despite the co-
herence factor, the acceleration generated by relic neu-
trinos on the test mass is extremely small. To detect
such accelerations, it has been proposed to measure the
tiny strains on laser interferometers used to detect grav-
itational waves [107, 108] because they have much more
precision at detecting small variations of distances.

C. Neutrino capture on accelerated ion beams

We discussed how we must consider thresholdless pro-
cesses to detect relic neutrinos. An interesting idea con-
sidered in [109] makes use of accelerated ion beams. By
colliding the ions with CνB particles, one can meet the
threshold required for certain neutrino capture processes
in the center-of-mass frame of the system and avoid the
thresholdless requirement. In this way, one can also tune
the neutrino energy to hit a resonance and enhance the
neutrino capture cross-section. Once the ionized beam
hits the CνB, the neutrino capture process converts the
original ion into an unstable one. As a consequence, it
may be difficult to estimate the performance of the ex-
periment by the neutrino capture rate, because the pres-
ence of the unstable daughter states decreases over time,
and the conversion rate from the original state to the
decaying state quickly reaches a maximum if the decay
rate equals the neutrino capture rate. For this reason,
a better idea involves nuclei that can undergo a 3-state
resonant bound beta decay:

A
ZP + νe → A

Z+1D + e− (bound)

→ A
Z+2F + 2e− (bound) + ν̄e , (5)
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where A and Z are the mass and atomic number of the
parent state P , while D and F are the daughter and fi-
nal states, respectively. If F is a stable state different
from D and P , after D decays, it remains indefinitely in
the F state, which can be easily measured. To maximize
the detection perspectives, it can be shown [91, 109] that
processes with low Q values are preferred. Even with
Q values on the order of tens to a few hundred keV,
beam energies of hundreds to several thousand TeV are
required. The perspectives can be improved by consider-
ing excited states in the beam, which reduce the required
energy threshold, but at the expense of beam stability
and increased experimental challenges.

VI. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Neutrino physics plays an important role in the evo-
lution of the universe. Neutrinos influence the late
phases of radiation domination and govern the amount
of light element abundances obtained from BBN. As
relativistic particles, their presence affects the matter-
radiation equality epoch and the formation of the CMB.
When they become non-relativistic particles, their free-
streaming properties impact the growth of structures in
the late universe. Here, we discussed the contribution
of neutrinos to all these processes, starting from how
neutrinos decouple from the thermal plasma and what
their momentum distribution function is, and then de-
tailing how cosmological observables can help us to learn
more about these elusive particles. For instance, cur-
rent cosmological measurements confirm that there are
approximately three neutrino-like relativistic particles in
the early universe, providing us with an indirect probe
of their existence. After their decoupling during radi-
ation domination, neutrinos redshift and their temper-
ature decreases, until eventually, most of them become
non-relativistic at some point during matter domination.
Following the non-relativistic transition, neutrino free-
streaming imprints a characteristic signature on the mat-
ter power spectrum, allowing us to derive strong bounds
on their total energy density, largely arising from large-
scale structures. Such bounds can be converted into lim-
its on the sum of the neutrino masses, assuming that

neutrinos are stable and their mass remains constant over
the lifetime of the universe. Under such conditions, the
cosmological bound on neutrino masses is much stronger
than the limits obtained by terrestrial experiments nowa-
days. Cosmological probes, however, seem to prefer a
null value for the sum of the neutrino masses, possibly
in tension with requirements imposed by the existence
of neutrino oscillations. We also comment on the capa-
bilities of incoming and future cosmological observation
in constraining the amount of neutrinos in the universe.
Non-relativistic neutrinos also feel the gravitational at-
traction of matter structures and may cluster at small
scales, so their number density is not constant through-
out the entire universe. Instead, there are overdensities
where large distributions of dark matter and baryons are
located, such as within galaxies or clusters of galaxies, in-
cluding at our position in the Milky Way. Finally, we dis-
cuss how the relic neutrinos from the early universe could
be detected in terrestrial experiments. The direct detec-
tion of relic neutrinos would firmly confirm that the rela-
tivistic degrees of freedom we observe through CMB and
BBN observables are truly the standard model neutri-
nos, but the extreme difficulty of direct detection experi-
ments (especially due to the tiny energy distribution relic
neutrinos have and the consequently feeble cross section)
makes this goal still quite distant. Efforts in developing a
suitable direct detection experiment, however, are ongo-
ing, such as the PTOLEMY proposal. A direct detection
of relic neutrinos would revolutionize our understanding
of the early universe in several ways: we would be cer-
tain about the existence and stability of neutrinos across
the entire universe history, and we would learn if devia-
tions from the standard cosmological model occurred at
epochs that the CMB cannot test. We might also be
able to study whether neutrinos behave in the expected
way in the gravitational potential of local structures and
how they cluster in the local neighborhood. Cosmologi-
cal neutrinos are therefore critical to establishing a robust
link not only between the predictions from both standard
and non-standard neutrino scenarios and particle physics
but also between the canonical growth of structure and
the different models for the large scale structures we ob-
serve today in our universe.
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