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Precise dark matter relic abundance in decoupled sectors
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Dark matter (DM) as a thermal relic of the primordial plasma is increasingly pressured by direct
and indirect searches, while the same production mechanism in a decoupled sector is much less
constrained. We extend the standard treatment of the freeze-out process to such scenarios and
perform precision calculations of the annihilation cross section required to match the observed DM
abundance. We demonstrate that the difference to the canonical value is generally sizeable, and can
reach orders of magnitude. Our results directly impact the interpretation of DM searches in hidden
sector scenarios.

Introduction.— Cosmological observations require
the existence of a dark matter (DM) component making
up about 80% of the matter in our Universe [1], likely
consisting of a new type of elementary particle [2, 3]. The
most often adopted paradigm for the production of such
particles is via freeze-out from the primordial plasma of
standard model (SM) particles [4]. This roughly requires
weak-scale couplings for DM masses at the electroweak
scale – which has been argued to be an intriguing coinci-
dence in view of proposed solutions to the hierarchy prob-
lem of the SM [5] – but the same mechanism also works
for lighter DM and correspondingly weaker couplings [6].
The formalism to calculate the thermal relic abundance
in these scenarios [7, 8] is well established and successfully
used in a plethora of applications, e.g. for benchmarking
the reach of experimental searches for non-gravitational
DM interactions [1, 9–13]. Based on this standard pre-
scription, several public numerical codes [14–17] provide
precision calculations of the DM abundance, matching
the percent level observational accuracy.

More recently, the focus has shifted to models where
DM couples much more strongly to particles in a ‘se-
cluded’ dark sector than to any of the SM particles [18–
22]. This development is partially motivated by the
fact that more traditional DM candidates are increas-
ingly pressured by the absence of undisputed signals in
direct searches as well as at colliders [23–25], but also
from a theoretical perspective there is no fundamental
argument why DM – or other new elementary particles
– should be charged under the SM gauge group. Re-
markably, thermal freeze-out works equally well also in
these models, providing a compelling potential explana-
tion for the observed DM abundance. As a consequence,
couplings needed to achieve this goal are often either im-
plicitly fixed or explicitly targeted in various searches for
hidden sector particles [26–33].

Despite this development, relic density calculations in
dark sector models have not yet reached the same level
of precision as for freeze-out scenarios in the visible sec-

tor, although a number of interesting effects which pos-
sibly impact the dark matter abundance have been iden-
tified [19, 34–36]. In this work we update previous treat-
ments by self-consistently taking into account all relevant
effects, including some that have so far been neglected.
We present highly accurate results for the annihilation
cross section required to obtain the correct relic density in
these scenarios, matching for the first time the precision
of corresponding predictions in the standard case [37].

Standard freeze-out.— We start by briefly revisiting
the canonical approach. The number density ni of dark
matter particles i = χ, χ̄ initially in thermal equilibrium
with the SM heat bath at temperature T is described by
the Boltzmann equation [7]

dni

dt
+ 3Hni = 〈σv〉 (nχ,eqnχ̄,eq − nχnχ̄) , (1)

where H is the Hubble rate,

〈σv〉 =
∫ ∞

1

ds̃ σvlab
2x

√
s̃−1(2s̃−1)K1

(

2
√
s̃x

)

K2
2(x)

, (2)

and nχ,eq = nχ̄,eq = gχm
3
χK2(x)/(2π

2x). Here we de-
fined x ≡ mχ/T , Kj are the modified Bessel functions
of order j, gχ denotes the internal degrees of freedom
(d.o.f.) of χ, σ is the total cross-section for DM annihila-
tions, for a center-of-mass energy

√
s ≡ 2mχ

√
s̃, and vlab

is the velocity of one of the DM particles in the rest-frame
of the other.
Let us stress two main assumptions that enter in this

widely used form of the Boltzmann equation. The first
is that the DM particles have a phase-space distribu-
tion fi ∝ fχ,eq, with the equilibrium distribution being
well approximated by fχ,eq = exp(−Eχ/T ) for mχ ≫ T ,
i.e. that kinetic decoupling [38] happens much later than
chemical decoupling and freeze-out (see Ref. [39] for a
treatment of early kinetic decoupling). The second as-
sumption is that the annihilation products indeed con-
stitute a heat bath, in the sense that none of them builds
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traced back to the fact that also for p-wave annihilation
it is 〈σv〉 around chemical decoupling, and not b, that
sets the relic density. In the SM case, e.g., b/〈σv〉 ≈
xcd/6, where xcd depends logarithmically on the DM
mass and rises from xcd ≈ 18.8 (for mχ = 100MeV)
to xcd ≈ 31.6 (for mχ = 100TeV). The above estimate
should be corrected by another factor of about 2 be-
cause decoupling does not happen instantaneously, and
∫

dT 〈σv〉p−wave/
∫

dT 〈σv〉s−wave ≈ 1/2 (as first stressed
in Ref. [66]). The same general trend, finally, is also vis-
ible for annihilations in the hidden sector, with ξ 6= 1.
Compared to Fig. 1, furthermore, the difference between
SM and DS results is somewhat larger because ξ enters
directly in 〈σv〉.

B. Collision term including chemical potential

For general two-body annihilation processes χχ̄ ↔
SS′, and assuming CP -invariance, the integrated colli-
sion operator from Eq. (4) in the main text takes the
form

C = 2g2χ

∫

(2π)4δ(pχ + pχ̄ − pS − pS′)|Mχχ̄→SS′ |2

×
[

fSfS′(1− fχ)(1− fχ̄)− fχfχ̄(1 + fS)(1 + fS′)
]

× dΠχdΠχ̄dΠSdΠS′ , (8)

where dΠa = d3pa/(2π)
32Ea and |Mχχ̄→SS′ |2 is the

squared matrix element, averaged (summed) over the
spins of all initial (final) state particles. We as-
sume all involved particles to be in kinetic equilibrium,
i.e. the phase-space distributions take the form fa =
1/[e(Ea−µa)/Tχ ± 1], with a ∈ {χ, χ̄, S, S′} and the − (+)
sign is used for bosons (fermions). In the special case of a
constant matrix element – which is justified for contact-
like interactions and which we adopt as benchmark sce-
nario in the main text – Eq. (8) can be simplified to

C =
g2χ|Mχχ̄→SS |2

512π5N−1
χ

∫ ∞

mχ

∫ ∞

mχ

∫ 1

−1

pχpχ̄K d cos θdEχdEχ̄ ,

(9)

Moreover,

K ≡ α∗(1− fχ)(1− fχ̄)− fχfχ̄ (β + 2α+ α∗) , (10)

with

β ≡
√

1− 4m2
S

E′2 − p′2
, (11)

α ≡ Tχ

p′
log

[

eE
′/Tχ − e(E

′−p′β+2µS)/(2Tχ)

eE
′/Tχ − e(E

′+p′β+2µS)/(2Tχ)

]

, (12)

α∗ ≡ β + 2α

e(E
′−2µS)/Tχ − 1

, (13)

where p′ ≡ |~pχ + ~pχ̄| = (p2χ + p2χ̄ + 2pχpχ̄ cos θ)1/2 and
E′ ≡ Eχ + Eχ̄.
For highly non-relativistic DM, the annihilation cross

section for a constant matrix element becomes indepen-
dent of the center-of-mass energy, and hence σvlab ≃
〈σv〉. In this limit, annihilation cross section and am-
plitude are related as

|Mχχ̄→SS |2 ≃
16πm2

χ
√

1−m2
S/m

2
χ

〈σχχ̄→SSv〉Tχ→0 . (14)

In the simplest models, the same constant matrix ele-
ment also describes the scattering process χS ↔ χS, in
which case the above expression provides a convenient
means of estimating the time of kinetic decoupling for a
given value of 〈σv〉. For mχ ∼ mS , e.g., this happens
when the scattering rate falls behind the Hubble rate,
nS〈σχS↔χSv〉 ∼ H, while for mχ ≫ mS it is instead the
(smaller) momentum exchange rate γ that provides the
relevant scale (see, e.g., Refs. [38, 39]). Using this condi-
tion, we explicitly checked that S and χ remain in kinetic
equilibrium during the freeze-out process.
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