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Time variation of fundamental constants in nonstandard cosmological models

M. E. Mosquera
Facultad de Ciencias Astronómicas y Geofísicas, Universidad Nacional de La Plata, Paseo del Bosque, (1900) La Plata, Argentina

Department of Physics, University of La Plata c.c. 67 (1900), La Plata, Argentina

O. Civitarese*

Department of Physics, University of La Plata c.c. 67 (1900), La Plata, Argentina
(Received 15 August 2017; published 6 October 2017)

In this work we have studied the lithium problem in nonstandard cosmological models. In particular, by using
the public code ALTERBBN, we have included in the computation of the primordial light nuclei abundances, the
effects of the inclusion of dark energy and dark entropy, along with the variation of the fine structure constant
and the Higgs vacuum expectation value. In order to set constrains on the variation of the fundamental constants
we have compared our theoretical results with the available observational data. We have found that the lithium
abundance is reduced for not-null variation at the 3σ -level of both constants.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The big bang nucleosynthesis (BBN) is used as an important
tool to search for new physics such as variation of fundamental
constants, sterile neutrinos, among others. The standard for-
malism to compute the primordial abundances of light nuclei
depends only on one parameter, that is the baryon to photon
ratio or the baryon density. Its value can be extracted from the
analysis of the cosmic microwave background (CMB) [1,2].
The theoretical abundances computed by using the baryon
density determined by the CMB data are consistent with the
observed abundances of deuterium and helium, but not with
the lithium data. This problem, called the lithium problem, was
studied by several authors and by several different points of
view, such as the turbulent transport in radiative zones of the
stars [3], the existence of lithium depletion [4,5], the inclusion
of resonant cross sections [6–9], sterile neutrinos [10–22],
variation of fundamental constants [23–37], and the inclusion
of cosmological scalar fields and brane cosmology [33].

The present Universe is composed by ordinary matter
(5%), dark matter (23%), and dark energy (72%) [1,2]. In
the literature there exist several candidates to dark matter, e.g.,
supersymmetric models, quintessence. A modification of the
Universe composition during the pre-BBN era, due to dark
energy and dark entropy, could affect the BBN era, giving
compatible results with the observations but changing the relic
density [38–42]. In the standard model, the expansion rate of
the Universe is driven by radiation, however, if there exist dark
energy density and dark entropy it would be modified. The
impact of nonstandard cosmological scenarios was analyzed
in the literature (see Refs. [42,43] and references therein). As
suggested in Ref. [44], a possible mechanism to explain for a
time dependence of the fundamental constants is the coupling
to a massive field. In that work, an axion field is included in
different stages of the evolution of the Universe and it is shown
that the quadratic coupling of this field and the electromagnetic
field alters the value of the fine structure constant.
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In this work, we study the effects of the variation of the
fundamental constants in the light primordial abundances in
nonstandard cosmological models, that means the inclusion of
dark energy density and dark entropy in the computation of
the primordial nucleosynthesis. For this calculation we use the
public code called ALTERBBN [45] which takes into account
nonstandard cosmological models, and modified it in order to
include the variation of the fundamental constants.

This work is organized as follows. In Sec. II we present
the effects of the inclusion of dark energy and dark entropy
in the primordial Universe. In Sec. III we show our results for
the variation of the fundamental constants. Finally, in Sec. IV
the conclusions are drawn.

II. FORMALISM

We have used the public code ALTERBBN [45] which
computes the primordial abundances of light nuclei in different
cosmological scenarios, such as standard model, quintessence,
reheating scenario, among others. In order to extend the
standard calculation to consider different models, the authors
of ALTERBBN have modified the expansion rate and the entropy
production, and solve the differential equations through a
second-order Runge-Kutta method.

The expansion rate of the Universe is given by the Friedman
equation. This equation is modified if an effective dark energy
density (ρD) is added to the total density of the Universe
as [45]

H2 =
µ

ȧ

a

¶
= 8πG

3
(ρtotal + ρD) , (1)

where [38,42]

ρD = κρρtotal(T0)

µ
T

T0

¶nρ

(2)

with T0 = 1 MeV, κρ is the ratio between the effective dark
energy density and the total energy density (ρtotal), and nρ is a
parameter [38,42].

The effects of the dark entropy content are taken into
account in the energy conservation law. There are two different
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parametrizations of the dark entropy. The first is

sD = κssrad(T0)

µ
T

T0

¶ns

, (3)

srad(T ) = heff(T )
2π2

45
T 3 , (4)

where heff is the effective number of entropic degrees of
freedom of radiation, κs is the ratio between the effective dark
entropy density and the total radiation entropy density, and ns

is a parameter [43]. The second parametrization is related to
the reheating scenarios, the entropy production is

6D = κ66rad(T0)

µ
T

T0

¶n6

, (5)

where κ6 is the ratio of the effective dark entropy production
over the radiation entropy production and n6 is a parameter.

In order to include the effects of a possible variation of the
fine structure constant (α) and Higgs vacuum expectation value
(< v >), we modified the ALTERBBN code [45] according to
Refs. [23–27] and references therein. The variation of α affects
the neutron-proton mass difference (and therefore the neutron-
to-proton ratio in thermal equilibrium), the light nuclei masses,
the weak decay rates, the cross sections of the nuclei-nuclei
reaction, and the Q values of reaction rates. The variation of
< v > affects the electron mass (and therefore the sum of
the electron and positron energy densities, neutron-to-proton
decay rates, initial deuterium abundance), the Fermi constant
(weak interactions), the neutron-proton mass difference, and
the deuterium binding energy (modifying the initial deuterium
abundance). The dependence of the deuterium-binding energy
upon the Higgs vacuum expectation value is extremely model
dependent. For that reason we have chosen two different
potentials to perform the calculation of such dependence, the
Argonne v18 potential [46] and the Bonn potential [47,48] (for
details see Refs. [49–51]).

III. RESULTS

As it is well known, the value for the baryon-to-photon
ratio (ηb) or the baryon density (Äb h2) are determined by
the comparison between theoretical calculation of primordial
abundances and the observable data or by the study of the CMB
data [1,2]. In this work, to compute the theoretical primordial
abundances we have assumed the baryon density fixed at ηb =
6.19 × 10−10.

To obtain the best-fit for the possible variation of α and
v, we performed the comparison of the observable data and
the theoretical results using a χ2 test. For the deuterium, we
have considered the observable data reported by Refs. [52–60].
For 4He we used the data of Refs. [61–69], and the results of
Refs. [4,70–75] for 7Li.

In order to check the consistency of the data we have fol-
lowed the analysis of Ref. [76] and increased the observational
errors by a factor 2D = 1.28,24He = 2.87, and 27Li = 2.04.

A. Model’s parameters

In order to obtain the parameters which describe the dark
energy we have computed the abundances of light elements

TABLE I. Values for the dark energy (nρ, κρ), dark entropy
(ns, κs), and reheating parameters (n6, κ6), of Eqs. (2), (3), and (5).

Model number nρ κρ ns κs n6 κ6

1 5.5 0.089 0 0 0 0
2 0 0 4.4 0.02 0 0
3 0 0 0 0 6.75 0.065
4 5.5 0.089 4.4 0.02 0 0
5 5.5 0.089 0 0 6.75 0.065
6 0 0 4.4 0.02 6.75 0.065

produced during BBN as a function of nρ and κρ of Eq. (2),
and by fixing the temperature T0 at the value 1 MeV. Then,
we have performed three χ2 tests to obtain the best fit for the
exponent and the ratio between the dark energy density and the
radiation energy density. The values are presented in Table I
by the model number 1. For the parameters which describe the
dark entropy and the effective reheating, we have performed
the same analysis, and the results are listed in Table I by the
model numbers 2 and 3, respectively.

Therefore, to compute the primordial abundances of the
light elements we have considered the three best fit parameter
mentioned above and three combinations of those models
(models numbers 4, 5, and 6 of Table I).

B. Constraint on the joint variation of fundamental constants

The results for the joint variation of the fundamental
constants for each model described in Table I are presented
in Table II and in Fig. 1.

There exist, for both potentials, two different values for
the joint variation of fundamental constants, the first group
corresponds to the models 1 and 5 and the second group to the
models 2, 3, 4, and 6. For both groups the fit is reasonable and
the results are consistent with not-null variation at 3σ .

TABLE II. Best-fit for the variation of the fine structure constant
and the Higgs vacuum expectation value.

Model Argonne potential

1α
α

± σ 1v
v

± σ
χ2

min
N−2

1 −0.022 ± 0.006 0.042+0.010
−0.008 0.96

2 −0.020+0.004
−0.006 0.030 ± 0.007 1.35

3 −0.020+0.004
−0.006 0.030 ± 0.007 1.37

4 −0.020+0.004
−0.006 0.030 ± 0.007 1.31

5 −0.022 ± 0.006 0.042+0.010
−0.008 0.96

6 −0.020+0.004
−0.006 0.030 ± 0.007 1.37

Model Bonn potential

1α
α

± σ 1v
v

± σ
χ2

min
N−2

1 −0.018+0.003
−0.004 0.030+0.005

−0.006 2.16
2 −0.022+0.003

−0.004 0.036 ± 0.007 1.11
3 −0.022+0.003

−0.004 0.038 ± 0.007 1.10
4 −0.022+0.003

−0.004 0.036 ± 0.007 1.11
5 −0.018+0.003

−0.004 0.030+0.005
−0.006 2.01

6 −0.022+0.003
−0.004 0.038 ± 0.007 1.10
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FIG. 1. 3σ contours plots for 1α/α and 1v/v. Top figure:
Argonne potential; bottom figure: Bonn potential.

In Table III we present the light nuclei abundances for
the best fit of the variation of fundamental constants for both
potentials. As one can see, the primordial lithium abundance is
reduce but is still higher than the observational values, which
are of the order of 1.6 × 10−10 to 2 × 10−10 [4,70–73].

IV. CONCLUSIONS

In this work we have analyzed the effects of the inclusion of
dark matter and variation of fundamental constants upon the

TABLE III. Primordial abundance of light elements computed for
the best-fit values of the variation of the fundamental constants.

Model Argonne potential

YD [10−5] Y4He Y7Li [10−10]

1 2.547 0.2476 2.238
2 2.641 0.2434 2.288
3 2.640 0.2432 2.286
4 2.644 0.2439 2.290
5 2.563 0.2473 2.217
6 2.640 0.2432 2.286

Model Bonn potential

YD [10−5] Y4He Y7Li [10−10]

1 2.370 0.2496 2.996
2 2.487 0.2479 2.474
3 2.491 0.2484 2.468
4 2.490 0.2484 2.476
5 2.385 0.2494 2.969
6 2.491 0.2484 2.468

abundances of light nuclei produced during the first minutes
of the Universe. The inclusion of dark energy, dark entropy,
or reheating mechanism affect the primordial abundances but
still do not solve the lithium problem. If the time variation of
fundamental constant is considered, the results are consistent
with not-null variation of α and v at the 3σ -level. The lithium
abundance is reduced, in the context of non-null variation of
fundamental constants, by a factor 2 compared to the results
obtained in the context of the standard model (4.7 × 10−10).
This result is in agreement with the results of other works
[19,26,34,35] which have reported that the variation of some
fundamental constants, i.e., quark masses, the fine structure
constant, and the Higgs vacuum expectation value, improves
the agreement between the observed primordial abundances
and the corresponding theoretical values.
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