
ar
X

iv
:n

u
cl

-t
h
/0

6
0
7
0
0
9
v
2
  
1
7
 A

u
g
 2

0
0
6

SPhT-T06/077; TIFR/TH/06-20

Eccentricity fluctuations and elliptic flow at RHIC
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F-91191 Gif-sur-Yvette Cedex, France.
(Dated: February 6, 2008)

Fluctuations in nucleon positions can affect the spatial eccentricity of the overlap zone in nucleus-
nucleus collisions. We show that elliptic flow should be scaled by different eccentricities depending
on which method is used for the flow analysis. These eccentricities are estimated semi-analytically.
When v2 is analyzed from 4-particle cumulants, or using the event plane from directed flow in a
zero-degree calorimeter, the result is shown to be insensitive to eccentricity fluctuations.
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1. Introduction
Elliptic flow, v2, is one of the key observables in

nucleus-nucleus collisions at RHIC [1]. It originates
from the almond shape of the overlap zone (see Fig. 1)
which produces, through unequal pressure gradients, an
anisotropy in the transverse momentum distribution [2],
the so-called v2 ≡ 〈cos 2φ〉, where φ’s are the azimuthal
angles of the detected particles with respect to the reac-
tion plane.

Preliminary analyses of v2 in Cu-Cu collisions at RHIC
[3, 4, 5], presented at the QM’2005 conference, reported
values surprisingly large compared to theoretical expec-
tations, almost as large as in Au-Au collisions. It was
shown by the PHOBOS collaboration [4] that fluctua-
tions in nucleon positions provide a natural explanation
for this large magnitude. The idea is the following: The
time scale of the nucleus-nucleus collision at RHIC is so
short that each nucleus sees the nucleus coming in the op-
posite direction in a frozen configuration, with nucleons
located at positions whose probabilities are determined
according to the nuclear wave function. Fluctuations in
the nucleon positions result in fluctuations in the almond
shape and orientation (see Fig. 1), and hence in larger
values of v2.

In this Letter, we discuss various definitions of the ec-
centricity of the overlap zone. We show that estimates
of v2 using different methods should be scaled by appro-
priate choices of the eccentricity. We then compute the
effect of fluctuations on the eccentricity semi-analytically
to leading order in 1/N , where N is the mean number
of participants at a given centrality. A similar study was
recently performed by S. Voloshin on the basis of Monte-
Carlo Glauber calculations [6].

2. Eccentricity scaling and fluctuations
Elliptic flow is determined by the initial density pro-

file. Although its precise value depends on the detailed
shape of the profile, most of the relevant information is
encoded in three quantities: 1) the initial eccentricity of
the overlap zone, ε, which will be defined more precisely
below; 2) the density n, which determines pressure gradi-
ents through the equation of state (by density, we mean
the particle density, n, at the time when elliptic flow de-
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FIG. 1: Schematic view of a collision of two identical nuclei,
in the plane transverse to the beam direction (z-axis). The
x- and y-axes are drawn as per the standard convention. The
dots indicate the positions of participant nucleons. Due to
fluctuations, the overlap zone could be shifted and tilted with
respect to the (x, y) frame. x

′ and y
′ are the principal axes

of inertia of the dots.

velops; this time is of the order of the transverse size R.
Quite remarkably, the density thus defined varies little
with centrality, and has almost the same value in Au-Au
and Cu-Cu collisions at the same colliding energy per
nucleon [7]); 3) the system transverse size R, which de-
termines the number of collisions per particle. v2 scales
like ε for small ε, that is, v2 = εf(n, R).

This proportionality relation is only approximate.
However, hydrodynamical calculations [7] show that it is
a very good approximation in practice for nucleus-nucleus
collisions. Eccentricity scaling holds for integrated flow
as well as for the differential flow of identified particles.
In the latter case, the function f(n, R) also depends on
the mass, transverse momentum and rapidity of the par-
ticle.

Eccentricity scaling of v2 is generally believed to be a
specific prediction of relativistic hydrodynamics. In the
form above, the scaling is expected to be more general: it
does not require thermalization, as implicitly assumed by
hydrodynamics. If thermalization is achieved, that is, if
the system size R is much larger than the mean free path
λ, then the scaling is stronger: v2/ε no longer depends
on R, but only on the density n [7].
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