
21 June 2026

POLITECNICO DI TORINO
Repository ISTITUZIONALE

Role of Thermal Fluctuations in Nucleation of Three-Flavor Quark Matter / Guerrini, M., Pagliara, G., Drago, A., Lavagno,
A.. - In: UNIVERSE. - ISSN 2218-1997. - 11:8(2025), pp. 1-32. [10.3390/universe11080258]

Original

Role of Thermal Fluctuations in Nucleation of Three-Flavor Quark Matter

Publisher:

Published
DOI:10.3390/universe11080258

Terms of use:

Publisher copyright

(Article begins on next page)

This article is made available under terms and conditions as specified in the  corresponding bibliographic description in
the repository

Availability:
This version is available at: 11583/3003400 since: 2025-09-26T17:16:38Z

MDPI



Academic Editors: David Blaschke,

Toru Kojo, Hajime Sotani and Hajime

Togashi

Received: 30 May 2025

Revised: 21 July 2025

Accepted: 29 July 2025

Published: 5 August 2025

Citation: Guerrini, M.; Pagliara, G.;

Lavagno, A.; Drago, A. Role of

Thermal Fluctuations in Nucleation of

Three-Flavor Quark Matter. Universe

2025, 11, 258. https://doi.org/

10.3390/universe11080258

Copyright: © 2025 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license

(https://creativecommons.org/

licenses/by/4.0/).

Article

Role of Thermal Fluctuations in Nucleation of Three-Flavor
Quark Matter
Mirco Guerrini 1,2,* , Giuseppe Pagliara 1,2 , Andrea Lavagno 3,4 and Alessandro Drago 1,2

1 Department of Physics and Earth Science, University of Ferrara, 44122 Ferrara, Italy; pagliara@fe.infn.it (G.P.);
drago@fe.infn.it (A.D.)

2 Istituto Nazionale di Fisica Nucleare (INFN), Sezione di Ferrara, 44122 Ferrara, Italy
3 Department of Applied Science and Technology, Politecnico di Torino, 10129 Torino, Italy;

andrea.lavagno@polito.it
4 Istituto Nazionale di Fisica Nucleare (INFN), Sezione di Torino, 10125 Torino, Italy
* Correspondence: mirco.guerrini@unife.it

Abstract

We present a framework that aims to investigate the role of thermal fluctuations in matter
composition and color superconductivity in the nucleation of three-flavor deconfined
quark matter in the typical conditions of high-energy astrophysical systems related to
compact stars. It is usually assumed that the flavor composition is locally fixed during
the formation of the first seed of deconfined quark matter, since a weak interaction acts
too slowly to re-equilibrate flavors. However, the matter composition fluctuates around
its average equilibrium values at the typical temperatures of high-energy astrophysical
processes. Here, we extend our previous two-flavor nucleation formalism to a three-flavor
case. We develop a thermodynamic framework incorporating finite-size effects and thermal
fluctuations in the local composition to compute the nucleation probability as the product
of droplet formation and composition fluctuation rates. Moreover, we discuss the role of
color superconductivity in nucleation, arguing that it can play a role only in systems larger
than the typical coherence length of diquark pairs. We found that thermal fluctuations
in the matter composition led to lowering the potential barrier between the metastable
hadronic phase and the stable quark phase. Moreover, the formation of diquark pairs
reduced the critical radius and thus the potential barrier in the low baryon density and
temperature regime.

Keywords: dense QCD; nucleation; compact stars; strange matter

1. Introduction
The possibility of forming quark matter in compact stars is usually modeled as a

first-order phase transition which is triggered by the nucleation of the first drop of a
quark phase in a hadronic medium. Many papers have addressed this issue by trying
to estimate the probability of nucleation in several astrophysical conditions, namely for
different values for the temperature and baryon density, different types of compositions
(two-flavor or three-flavor quark matter and hadronic matter with or without hyperons),
and different models for the dense matter equation of state [1–5]. Also, the effect of color
superconductivity on quark matter has been studied (see, for example, [6]). Finding the
threshold for the quark nucleation process (namely the condition for which the nucleation
time is comparable to the dynamical time scale) is crucial for addressing the possibility
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of the occurrence of deconfinement in the formation of hybrid stars (HSs) during a core-
collapse supernova (CCSN) [7], in protoneutron stars (PNS), and in the merger of two
compact stars (BNSM) (see, for example, [8]). Moreover, in the case in which strange quark
matter (SQM) is absolutely stable (and thus at least some compact stars are actually strange
quark stars), a correct determination of the nucleation threshold is key for understanding
under which conditions compact stars can convert into strange quark stars (QSs), leading
to the scenario in which hadronic stars and strange quark stars coexist (the so-called
two-family scenario [9–11]).

A key issue, when computing nucleation in multicomponent systems concerns the
concentrations of the several species of particles in the metastable phase and in the new
phase. In the seminal paper [1], it is argued that the energy fluctuation leading to the
formation of a stable droplet of the quark phase occurs on a time scale which is to the order
of the time scale of strong interaction, namely ∼10−23 s. During this tiny amount of time,
there is no chance that the composition of matter can change due to the occurrence of weak
interactions, which are much slower. Thus, the flavor composition is frozen during the
nucleation, and the droplets of quark matter have the same concentrations of up, down,
and strange quarks of the hadronic metastable phase. Since the flavor compositions of
hadronic matter and quark matter in β equilibrium are different (especially when consider-
ing strangeness), the first droplet of quark matter would be in an out-of-equilibrium phase.
The effect of this assumption is substantially increasing the baryon density at which quark
matter appears with respect to the stationary situation of thermodynamical equilibrium, in
which the two phases are in mechanical, chemical, and thermal equilibrium. In our recent
work [12], we revised the standard formalism of nucleation in multicomponent systems by
introducing the possibility of thermal fluctuations in the composition of the different species
of particles in the case of two-flavor quark matter. The fluctuations we considered in that
work basically corresponded to the density fluctuations within the grancanonical ensemble
of statistical mechanics, which were in no way related to the action of weak interactions
but are related instead to the fact that the droplet of quark matter was immersed in a large
“bath” of hadronic matter that behaved as a source of energy and a source of particles for
the quark matter droplet. As a result, by considering those kinds of fluctuations, the nu-
cleation process was much more efficient with respect to the case of a frozen composition.
In this paper, we will extend the formalism developed in [12] to the case of three-flavor
quark matter. In particular, we will consider hadronic equations of state (EOSs) which
include hyperons (hadronic matter with finite net strangeness) and two types of strange
quark matter equations of state: (1) unpaired quark matter and (2) color–flavor-locked
(CFL) quark matter, one of the possible candidates for color superconductivity in compact
stars [13–15].

Indeed, it has been suggested that color superconductivity may be key to compact
star phenomenology, as it helps stiffen the EOS at a high density while retaining the quark
degrees of freedom, contributing to supporting high-mass configurations. This applies to
both the one-family HSs [16–18] and the two-family QSs [19]. This is relevant in the case in
which the maximum compact star mass lies near ∼(2.2–2.3) M⊙ [20] and even more if the
∼2.6 M⊙ object in GW190814 [21] is a compact star1 [19].

Moreover, color-superconducting phases could set in only if the droplet of the quark
phase is large enough to allow for the creation of a diquark pairing correlation, whose
typical size is to the order of ∼1/∆ [15]. In this respect, as we will show, the critical
radius for the formation of a stable quark matter droplet could be strongly affected by the
possibility of CFL phase formation.
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The paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, nucleation formalism considering
thermal fluctuations in the hadronic composition will be presented in detail. In Section 3,
we will describe our framework, which aims to include the role of color superconductivity.
Our results will be highlighted in Section 4. A summary and the conclusions will be
reported in Section 5. Finally, in Appendix A, the EOS models we use will be presented.

We will use thenatural units h̄ = c = 1 and kB = 1.

2. Nucleation Theory
Let us consider a closed system with two stable equilibrium solutions: a pure

metastable hadronic phase H (corresponding to an energy local minimum) and a sta-
ble, pure, deconfined quark phase Q (corresponding to the energy global minimum). Let us
initially prepare the system in the metastable hadronic phase H at a temperature T. Due to
thermal or quantum fluctuations, the system continuously explores configurations around
the local minimum (and thus the thermodynamical quantities around their equilibrium
average values). The probability of a generic thermal fluctuation is [24]

P ∝ e−W/T , (1)

where W is the energy difference between the fluctuated and equilibrium configurations,
corresponding to the work needed to pass from one configuration to the other with a
reversible transformation. The higher the temperature, the larger the probability of having
large fluctuations with respect to the minimum. The available configurations depend on
the kinds of reactions that can occur. For example, if only strong interactions occur, then
the global flavor composition cannot be modified. On the other hand, if weak reactions are
also involved, then configurations with different flavor compositions with respect to the
initial equilibrium can be explored.

We are interested in studying the phase transition between the local and global minima
in particular, namely the deconfinement of quarks from hadrons in dense matter. Fluctua-
tions can locally produce small droplets of the deconfined quark phase. The most likely
path in the configuration space to pass from the local to the global minima is the one that
passes near the lowest intervening saddle point of the potential between phases H and
Q [25,26]. In our picture, this saddle point describes a configuration in which the system
is all in the metastable hadronic phase, except for a single critical droplet of the stable
deconfined quark phase. Namely, the saddle point is a local maximum of the potential
as a function of the volume occupied by the quark droplet, thus forming a mechanically
unstable equilibrium configuration. This arises from the competition between a negative
bulk term, which scales with the volume of the new quark phase, and a positive surface
term related to the surface tension, which scales with its interfacial area. The quantity
W = Esp − EH between the energy of the saddle point configuration Esp and the energy
EH of the metastable H state represents the height of the potential barrier (usually called
“activation energy”) that separates the two minima H and Q. Thus, if a fluctuation generates
a droplet of the deconfined quark phase with a volume smaller than the critical one, then
the droplet is mechanically unstable and disappears. However, if the generated droplet is
as large as or larger than the critical one, then the potential barrier is overcome, and the
whole system will relax in the new stable phase Q. The formation of a critical droplet is
usually referred to as nucleation2, and it is the trigger for a first-order phase transition.
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2.1. Nucleation Rate

The rate at which the potential barrier is overcome (number of critical-sized droplets
created in a unit volume in unit time) by a thermal fluctuation is [25,26]

Γ = Γ0 e−W/T , (2)

where Γ0 is a prefactor which, in [25,26], is computed as a product of a statistical prefactor
Ω0 (which measures the phase space volume of the region around the saddle point) and a
dynamical prefactor κ (the exponential growth rate of the droplet at the saddle point):

Γ0 =
κ

2π
Ω0. (3)

The quantities κ and Ω0 were explicitly computed in [27,28], where the homogeneous
thermal nucleation theory [25,26] was extended for first-order phase transitions occurring
in relativistic systems. The statistical prefactor is

Ω0 =
2

3
√

3

( σ

T

)3/2
(

R∗
ξq

)4
, (4)

where ξq is the quark correlation length, σ the surface tension, and R∗ the radius of the
critical droplet (as will be discussed later in this section). For the dynamical prefactor, we
will use the one computed in [28], which incorporates the results of [25–27]

κ =
2σ

R3∗(∆w∗)

[
λT + 2

(
4
3

η + ζ

)]
, (5)

where ∆w∗ is the enthalpy density difference between the two phases at the saddle point, λ

is the thermal conductivity, and η and ζ are the shear and bulk viscosity of the hadronic
matter, respectively. The shear and bulk viscosity and the thermal conductivity were
estimated in [29]. In this work, we will use the same values for the quantities playing
a role in the prefactor as shown in [3,30]. For a complete discussion on the prefactor,
see [31]. However, the exponential in Equation (2) dominates with respect to the prefactors.
Therefore, in many works (see for example, [4,32]), prefactors are replaced by simple
dimensional-based expressions, such as T4, without a relevant impact on the qualitative
results [33].

Finally, the nucleation time, namely the typical timescale after which a thermal nucle-
ation event happens3 is

τ =
1

V Γ
, (6)

where Γ is the nucleation rate in Equation (2) and V is the volume of the system. In the
context of compact stars, in principle, one should compute the local nucleation rate at
all points of the star where the hadronic phase is metastable and then integrate it over
the volume. However, a standard choice is to identify the total volume of the system
as the innermost stellar region characterized by a sphere with a radius ∼ 100 m, where
thermodynamic quantities are almost constant (see, for example, [3,4]), assuming that the
contribution of the rest of the star is negligible. Namely, V ∼ 1051 fm3.

Note that this formalism is general for the decay of a metastable state into a stable one
and does not assume other specific features of the system (e.g., it does not assume that the
droplet is a localized accumulation of particles, and it can also apply, for example, to the
onset of superfluid phases by the formation of a sufficiently large vortex ring) [25,26].

An alternative path for the nucleation process is quantum nucleation, in which the
potential barrier is overcome through quantum tunneling. It has been shown that at low
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temperatures (T ≲ 10 MeV), quantum nucleation becomes more efficient than thermal
nucleation [3,12]. An estimate of the quantum nucleation rate can be found in [5,34].
However, in this work, we will focus on thermal nucleation, which is more efficient for the
typical temperatures of PNSs, CCSNe, and BNSMs.

As reported above, the dominating term of the thermal nucleation rate in Equation (2)
is the exponential, which depends on the temperature T and the activation energy
W = Esp − EH . The goal in the remaining part of this section is thus the correct individua-
tion of the energy of the system in the saddle point configuration Esp and the evaluation
of W.

2.2. Flavor Conservation

Let us begin by considering which configurations can be explored by the system
through thermal fluctuations. The typical timescale of a fluctuation in the volume of
the deconfined quark matter phase within a system in a state H is the typical time over
which a mechanically unstable droplet is created, shrinks back to the metastable phase,
and disappears to restore the equilibrium of the system. The timescale for generating a
critical droplet is set by the time needed to reach the saddle point configuration by means
of a thermal fluctuation. Given that deconfinement demonstrates a strong interaction-
mediated phase transition, the fluctuation generating the critical droplet has the typical
timescale of strong interaction (τstrong ∼ 10−24 s). Since a weak interaction of the typical
timescale is many orders of magnitude longer than that of a strong interaction, we can
assume that only the strong interaction is “turned on”. Thus, only the configurations of
the system that fulfill the strong interaction conservation laws can be explored during the
relevant timescale. In particular, the conserved quantities will be the baryon number B,
the non-leptonic electromagnetic charge4 C, the strangeness S, and the leptonic number L.
Note that the first three numbers can be remapped into the three quark flavors u, d, and s,
which are indeed conserved by strong reactions.

While this assumption is generally accepted in the literature on quark nucleation, it is
debated whether B, C, S, and L are locally or globally conserved. As suggested in [35–37],
the total free energy is minimized if the two phases can share the conserved numbers.
Thus, number conservations are global (and not local) unless the reactions that exchange
conserved numbers from one phase to the other are suppressed because of some micro-
physical mechanisms. These mechanisms could include charge screening effects caused
by long-range forces, the slowness of specific reactions, or the suppression of diffusion
processes. A comprehensive microscopic treatment should consider all the rates of strong
reactions responsible for forming the critical droplet and exchanging conserved numbers
between the droplet and its surroundings. However, those calculations can be simulated
within a thermodynamical approach in two limiting cases5: (1) local flavor conservation,
where the exchange of conserved numbers between the droplet and the surrounding is
suppressed, and (2) global flavor conservation, where the conserved numbers are in strong
chemical equilibrium between the droplet and the surroundings. In the former (latter) limit,
the equilibration time for the exchange of strong conserved numbers between the quark
droplet and the surroundings is much longer (shorter) than the timescale of formation of
the critical droplet.

In [3] (and the references therein), local number conservation (frozen flavor composi-
tion) is assumed for quark nucleation. On the other hand, in some works addressing the
effect of phase transitions in heavy-ion collisions, global number conservation is assumed.
For example, in [39–41], the strangeness is globally (and not locally) conserved, leading to
the so-called “strangeness distillation” effect. The same approach, but with global isospin
conservation, was used in [42].
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2.3. Thermal Fluctuations in the Hadronic Flavor Composition

Another aspect, which was disregarded in [3], concerns the thermal statistical fluc-
tuation of the particle composition at a finite temperature, which could also impact the
efficiency of nucleation, as discussed in [4,42,43]. In this work, we will use the approach
presented in [12]. Let us assume that the conserved number k cannot be exchanged with the
surroundings (local conservation of a number k). Thus, the critical droplet of deconfined
quarks will have the same fraction of k as the preexisting hadronic phase. However, at a
finite temperature T, the composition {YH

k } of the initial phase must be considered to be a
bulk average value. Locally, the thermodynamic quantities fluctuate around such average
values. As nucleation is a local phenomenon, the first critical droplet of deconfined quark
matter could be produced in a small subsystem of the initial hadronic system, in which the
composition {Y∗

i } is different with respect to the average values {YH
i } and more favorable

for nucleation.
In this framework, the total nucleation rate will be

Γ = Γ0 e−
W1
T e−

W2
T , (7)

where the second exponential is the probability of generating a critical droplet of a decon-
fined quark phase Q∗ within a specific fluctuated hadronic subsystem H∗ characterized by
a composition {Y∗

i }, while the first exponential is the probability that the subsystem H∗
exists in the initial hadronic system [12].

2.4. Energy of the System in the Relevant Configurations

We now need to compute W1 and W2. Let us assume that the initial system has
a volume V, it is in the metastable hadronic phase H with a temperature T, and it is
characterized by the numbers {NH

i }, where i = B, C, S, e, νe label the baryon number,
the non-leptonic electromagnetic number, the strangeness6 number, the net electron number,
and net electronic neutrinos number7, respectively. It is useful to introduce the number
densities nH

i = NH
i /V and the number fractions YH

i = NH
i /NH

B = nH
i /nH

B . The energy of
the initial hadronic phase is

EH = EH(NH
B , {YH

i }, V, T) = VεH(nH
B , {YH

i }, T). (8)

where εH is the energy density. Let us now focus on the saddle point configuration, namely
the one in which the system is all in the hadronic phase except for the presence of a single
critical spherical droplet of the deconfined quark phase. The two phases are separated by
an infinitely small layer, and the energy of the finite-size deconfined quark phase inside
the droplet is approximated with a bulk term EQ∗ plus a surface term Eσ. We will label the
quantities inside the droplet with Q∗ and those in the external hadronic surroundings with
H̃. The energy of this saddle point configuration is

Esp = EQ∗ + EH̃ (9)

= EQ(NQ∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, VQ∗, TQ∗) + Eσ + EH(NH̃
B , {YH̃

i }, VH̃ , TH̃) (10)

= VQ∗εQ(n
Q∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, TQ∗) + Eσ + VH̃εH(nH̃
B , {YH̃

i }, TH̃). (11)

In principle, such a critical droplet could be generated at any point in the system. At a
finite temperature, the thermodynamical quantities of the system are not equal everywhere.
The composition {YH

i } corresponds to an average global composition that could be locally
different in different subsystems. Thus, the critical droplet of quark matter can be generated
in a subsystem in which the thermodynamical quantities fluctuate with respect to the
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average equilibrium ones. Let us consider a configuration in which the system is all in the
hadronic phase and contains a subsystem H∗ characterized by the same baryon number of
the critical quark droplet NH∗

B = NQ∗
B surrounded by a hadronic phase labeled with H̄.

The energy of this configuration is

E f l = EH∗ + EH̄ (12)

= EH(NH∗
B , {YH∗

i }, VH∗, TH∗) + EH(NH̄
B , {YH̄

i }, VH̄ , TH̄) (13)

= VH∗εH(nH∗
B , {YH∗

i }, TH∗) + VH̄εH(nH̄
B , {YH̄

i }, TH̄). (14)

The minimum thermodynamic work W2 needed to generate a deconfined quark droplet Q∗
in a subsystem H∗, assuming a closed system in which the total volume V, numbers {NH

i },
and entropy SH (since we are interested in the minimum thermodynamic work, namely
the adiabatic one [24]) are conserved, is

W2 = EQ∗ + EH̃ − (EH∗ + EH̄) + σAQ∗, (15)

where Eσ = σAQ∗, AQ∗ is the surface area of the Q∗ droplet and σ is the surface tension
between the hadronic and quark phases. The surface tension plays a key role in the first-
order phase transition by increasing or decreasing the work required to form a quark matter
droplet. Its value should be computed self-consistently with the used EOS models, and it is,
in principle, temperature- and density-dependent (see, for example, [33,44–46]). Different
techniques for microscopic calculations have been employed in the literature, obtaining
highly uncertain and model-dependent results ranging from a few to hundreds of MeV/fm2

(see, for example, [4,5,13,32,44–51]. Since this work aims to address the role of thermal
fluctuations in the composition of and color superconductivity in nucleation, we will use a
constant surface tension as an independent parameter, as performed, for example, in [3].
In principle, the energy of the deconfined quark droplet also has a curvature term other
than the bulk and surface ones. This term depends linearly on the droplet radius and the
curvature tension, which in principle is density- and temperature-dependent [32,33,46].
However, given the uncertainty in both the curvature and surface terms, we neglect the
curvature energy in this work, incorporating all the finite-size terms of the droplet energy
into the surface term. In particular, the effect of including a curvature tension can be
effectively incorporated by choosing a larger surface tension as a parameter (see, for
example, [6]).

With the same assumptions, the minimum work W1 for generating the subsystem H∗ is

W1 = EH∗ + EH̄ − EH . (16)

The conservation relations are

V = VQ∗ + VH̃ = VH∗ + VH̄ (17)

NH
i = NQ∗

i + NH̃
i = NH∗

i + NH̄
i i = B, C, S, L (18)

SH = SQ∗ + SH̃ = SH∗ + SH̄ . (19)

Note that we are choosing the leptonic number NL = Ne + Nνe for the conserved number
and, in principle, not Ne and Nνe separately. However, here we are dealing with systems that
are charge-neutral (in the sense of electromagnetic charge), namely NH

C − NH
e = 0. Since

NH
C is conserved in the whole system, NH

e is also conserved. Thus, given the conservation
of NL and the electromagnetic charge neutrality, NH

e and NH
νe are actually both conserved

separately in the whole system.
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2.5. Small Droplet Volume Approximation

Let us assume now that the volume occupied by the deconfined quark droplet and
the particle number in it are just small fractions with respect to the total ones, namely
V ∼ VH̄ ∼ VH̃ ≫ VQ∗ ∼ VH∗ and Ni ∼ NH̄

i ∼ NH̃
i ≫ NQ∗

i ∼ NH∗
i . Indeed, the typical

critical droplet volume is VQ∗ ∼ (100 − 1000) fm3, while the total volume of the system is
V ∼ 1051 fm3. Within this assumption, processes involving the small droplet do not lead to
any appreciable change in the intensive thermodynamical quantities (µi, T, and P) of the
external hadronic phase, which thus remains nearly equal to the ones in the initial state
H [24]. In particular, the surrounding hadronic phase behaves as an external thermal bath
and an external reservoir of particles for the deconfined quark droplet Q∗ and for the local
fluctuated subsystem H∗:

PH ≃ PH̃ ≃ PH̄ (20)

T ≃ TH̃ ≃ TH̄ (21)

µH
i ≃ µH̃

i ≃ µH̄
i . (22)

Using EI = SI TI − PIVI + ∑i N I
i µI

i (where I = Q∗, H∗, H̃, H̄, H), by substituting the con-
servation relations (Equations (17)–(19)) into Equations (15) and (16) and assuming the
equalities in Equations (20)–(22), we obtain

W2 = SQ∗(TQ∗ − T) + SH∗(T − TH∗)− VQ∗(PQ∗ − PH)− VH∗(PH − PH∗) (23)

+ ∑
i

NQ∗
i (µQ∗

i − µH
i ) + ∑

i
NH∗

i (µH
i − µH∗

i ) + σAQ∗ (24)

and

W1 = SH∗(TH∗ − T)− VH∗(PH∗ − PH) + ∑
i

NH∗
i (µH∗

i − µH
i ). (25)

Finally, the total work is

W = W1 + W2 = EQ∗ + EH̃ − EH + σAQ∗ (26)

= SQ∗(TQ∗ − T)− VQ∗(PQ∗ − PH) + ∑
i

NQ∗
i (µQ∗

i − µH
i ) + σAQ∗. (27)

Since we are assuming that the quark phase is enclosed in a spherical droplet, we can
write VQ∗ = 4/3πR3

∗ and AQ∗ = 4πR2
∗, where R∗ is the radius of the critical droplet (the

droplet radius corresponding to the saddle point configuration).
At this point, we want to fix all the free thermodynamic variables other than the ones

that describe the initial conditions of the hadronic system.

2.6. Local Flavor Conservation in the Fluctuation Generating the Quark Droplet

In our framework, the flavor composition of the quark droplet Q∗ is equal to that of
the fluctuated subsystem H∗ (see Section 2.3):

YQ∗
C ≡ 2

3
YQ∗

u − 1
3

YQ∗
d − 1

3
YQ∗

s = YH∗
C ≡ Y∗

C (28)

YQ∗
S ≡ YQ∗

s = YH∗
S ≡ Y∗

S . (29)

This choice corresponds to local number conservation [37] during quark droplet formation.
We are thus assuming that while strong reactions lead to the generation of a Q∗ droplet
in the H∗ subsystem, strong reactions and diffusion leading to the exchange of C and S
between the droplet and the surroundings are suppressed (i.e., the quasiparticles S and C
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are exchanged on a time scale much larger than the typical time scale for formation of the
critical droplet.) Due to the construction, NQ∗

B = NH∗
B ≡ N∗

B, and thus NQ∗
i = NH∗

i ≡ N∗
i ,

with i = C, S. In principle, Y∗
C and Y∗

S are, at this stage, independent variables. One
could remap these variables with a variation with respect to the equilibrium bulk values
Y∗

i = YH
i + ∆Yi (where i = C, S). If ∆Yi = 0, then we are back in the standard scenario

in which the thermodynamic quantities of the system do not fluctuate and are equal
everywhere (see, for example, [3]).

2.7. Electromagnetic Charge Neutrality

Since we are interested in astrophysical applications, electromagnetic charge neutrality
must be imposed. The electromagnetic charge neutrality can be, in principle, locally or
globally fulfilled. Which of the two approaches better describes the mixed phase depends
on the interplay between the surface tension and the Debye screening length [38,47,52].
Moreover, a complete discussion should consider the contribution of electrostatic energy
and compute how leptons are distributed to screen the droplet charge [5,34]. However,
in this work, we will assume, for simplicity, local charge neutrality:

YQ∗
e = YQ∗

C ≡ Y∗
C (30)

YH∗
e = YH∗

C ≡ Y∗
C. (31)

In principle, fluctuations in the hadronic phase leading to an electrically charged
subsystem (YH∗

e ̸= YH∗
C ) should also be considered. Notice that the electric charge of

the hadronic component is conserved during generation of the deconfined quark droplet
(YH∗

C = YQ∗
C ). Therefore, a fluctuation with YH∗

C − YH∗
e ̸= 0 implies an extra electrostatic

energy in both H∗ and Q∗. A more comprehensive investigation of the contribution of
electrostatic energy and charge neutrality will be provided in future work.

2.8. Assumptions for the Hadronic Fluctuation

Moreover, let us assume that the fluctuation in the hadronic system leading to the
subsystem H∗ occurs in mechanical and thermal equilibrium:

TH∗ = TH̄ = T (32)

PH∗ = PH̄ = PH . (33)

We are thus assuming that in the fluctuation of the hadronic system, mechanical and
thermal equilibrium are restored on a negligible timescale, while chemical equilibrium is
reached on a longer timescale (see, for example, [24]). Thus, the subsystem H∗ will have the
same pressure and temperature as the surroundings but, in general, a different composition
{YH∗

i } ̸= {YH
i }.

2.9. Role of Neutrinos

Finally, neutrinos will be considered globally conserved [37] in the system (e.g., in
the cases in which they are trapped inside the NS, namely during the first stage of the
evolution of a PNS)

µH
νe = µH∗

νe = µQ∗
νe (34)

or untrapped once created (e.g., when the star cooled down, the neutrinos’ mean free path
becomes larger than the star’s size and they are thus free-streaming):

µH
νe = µH∗

νe = µQ∗
νe = 0 (35)
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In the latter case, the lepton number is no longer conserved. As we will see (see also [37]),
in both cases, neutrinos can be handled as an independent contributions to EOSs.

Using all these conditions, the works W1, W2, and W become

W1 = ∑
i=B,C,S,e

N∗
i (µ

H∗
i − µH

i ) (36)

=
4
3

πR3
∗nQ∗

B ∑
i=B,C,S,e

Y∗
i (µ

H∗
i − µH

i ) (37)

W2 = SQ∗(TQ∗ − T)− VQ∗(PQ∗ − PH) + ∑
i=B,C,S,e

N∗
i (µ

Q∗
i − µH∗

i ) + σAQ∗ (38)

=
4
3

πR3
∗

[
sQ∗(TQ∗ − T)− (PQ∗ − PH) + nQ∗

B ∑
i=B,C,S,e

Y∗
i (µ

Q∗
i − µH∗

i )

]
+ 4πσR2

∗ (39)

W = W1 + W2 (40)

= SQ∗(TQ∗ − T)− VQ∗(PQ∗ − PH) + ∑
i=B,C,S,e

N∗
i (µ

Q∗
i − µH

i ) + σAQ∗ (41)

=
4
3

πR3
∗

[
sQ∗(TQ∗ − T)− (PQ∗ − PH) + nQ∗

B ∑
i=B,C,S,e

Y∗
i (µ

Q∗
i − µH

i )

]
+ 4πσR2

∗, (42)

where sQ∗ is the entropy density.
For a specific EOS for the quark matter, PQ∗, sQ∗, and µQ∗

i can be computed as a func-
tion of (nQ∗

B , {YQ∗
i }, TQ∗), while µH∗

i can be computed as a function of (nH∗
B , {YH∗

i }, TH∗)
8.

2.10. Computing nQ∗
B , T, and R∗

Using the local C and S conservation in the droplet formation (Equations (28) and (29)),
the electromagnetic charge neutrality (Equations (30) and (31)), and the mechanical
(Equation (33)) and thermal (Equation (32)) equilibrium of the hadronic fluctuation and the
trapped (or untrapped) neutrinos condition (Equation (34) or Equation (35)), we are left
with the independent variables nQ∗

B , R∗, {Y∗
i } (or equivalently {∆Yi}), and TQ∗, other than

the input variables of the initial system nH
B , {YH

i }, T9.
For the moment, let us keep {Y∗

i } as independent variables. The goal is thus to
somehow fix the remaining non-input independent variables nQ∗

B , R∗, and TQ∗.
Usually (see, for example, [4,6,24,25]), it is assumed that the droplet of deconfined

quarks is in thermal equilibrium with the surroundings:

TQ∗ = T̃ = T (43)

Specifically, thermal equilibrium is reached in a negligible timescale during formation
of the critical droplet. One can easily note that, under this assumption, the minimum
work required to jump from one configuration to another is the difference between the free
energies F = E − ST of the two configurations.

Let us explore some possibilities for fixing the other two variables.

2.10.1. Small Degrees of Metastability

In [12], we used the “small degree of metastability” [24] approximation as shown
in [3]. The system has a “low degree of metastability” if

δPH = |PH − Px| ≪ Px (44)

δPQ∗ = |PQ∗ − Px| ≪ Px, (45)
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where Px is the pressure at equilibrium when R∗ → +∞ (plane surface) or σ → 0 such that

µH
k (Px, T) = µQ

k (Px, T), (46)

where k labels every globally conserved charge and µk is the associated chemical potential.
Namely, Px is the equilibrium pressure of the two phases in a first-order phase transition at
a temperature T in bulk. In other words, a system has a low degree of metastability if the
overpressure needed in the metastable phase to balance the finite-size effects due to the
surface tension is relatively small.

Thus, within this approximation, we can set the equation

PQ∗ ≃ PH (47)

and substitute it as an equality together with Equation (43) in Equations (39) and (42)
to obtain

W2 =
4
3

πR3
∗nQ∗

B

[
∑

i=B,C,S,e
Y∗

i

(
µQ∗

i − µH∗
i

)]
+ 4πσR2

∗, (48)

W =
4
3

πR3
∗nQ∗

B

[
∑

i=B,C,S,e
Y∗

i

(
µQ∗

i − µH
i

)]
+ 4πσR2

∗, (49)

where nQ∗
B is fixed using the equality in Equation (47).

Note that ∑i Y∗
i

(
µQ∗

i − µH∗
i

)
is equal to µQ∗ − µH∗, where µI = ∑i Y I

i µI
i = (PI + ε I −

sI TI)/nI
B is the Gibbs energy per baryon in the phase I but computed without neutrino

contributions. Moreover, in the absence of hadronic composition fluctuations (Y∗
i = YH

i for

i = C, S), we have ∑i Y∗
i

(
µQ∗

i − µH
i

)
=µQ∗ − µH again, computed without neutrinos.

Let us now focus on fixing R∗. In [12], we computed it as the droplet radius that
maximizes W2. However, this approach actually underestimates R∗. Indeed, R∗ must
correspond to a mechanically unstable configuration such that once it is overcome by
δR, the whole system is free to reach the absolute minimum of the potential. However,
a droplet with a radius R2 (such that max W2 = W2(R2)) would not have this feature. Once
a droplet with a radius R2 is formed, a subsystem H∗ characterized by a number of baryons
N∗

B = 4
3 πR3

2nQ∗
B and a composition {Y∗

i } is converted into a deconfined quark Q∗ droplet.
However, the surrounding area is in the H̃ ≃ H configuration and not H∗. Thus, it is not
necessarily energetically convenient for the quark droplet to increase its radius by δR and
absorb other baryons. Indeed, the Q∗ phase is energetically favorable with respect to H∗
but not with respect to H. Namely, µQ∗ < µH∗, but µQ∗ > µH at fixed P and T values.

One can easily note that the requested feature for the critical radius is fulfilled by a
value of R∗ such that max W = W(R∗). A configuration having a deconfined droplet with
a radius R∗ is in a phase Q∗ that, even when adding the surface tension term, is more stable
than the surrounding matter H̃ ≃ H.

Thus, R∗ corresponds to the maximum of W (and not of W2) such that

R∗ =
2σ

nQ∗
B

[
∑i=B,C,S,e Y∗

i

(
µH

i − µQ∗
i

)] (50)

and it exists only if ∑i=B,C,S,e Y∗
i

(
µH

i − µQ∗
i

)
> 0. The total work W is thus

W =
16π

3
σ3[

nQ∗
B ∑i=B,C,S,e Y∗

i

(
µH

i − µQ∗
i

)]2 . (51)
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2.10.2. Saddle-Point Approach

This approach states that nQ∗
B is not fixed by any physical condition, and thus it

can have, in principle, any value, indicating how big (in terms of the baryon number
N∗

B = nQ∗
B VQ∗) the fluctuation is. In this subsection, we will still consider TQ∗ a free

variable, as the condition TQ∗ = T will naturally emerge in the calculations.
In the spirit of the saddle point approach (where the most likely path in the config-

uration space to pass from the local to the global minima is the one that passes near the
lowest intervening saddle point of the potential [25,26]), we will choose the R∗ value that
maximizes W (unstable mechanical equilibrium) and the nQ∗

B and TQ∗ values that minimize
it. The reason for this is that since nQ∗

B and TQ∗ are, in principle, free, one should compute
the total probability of nucleating as an integral over all the possible nQ∗

B and TQ∗ values,
but as the probability of a negative exponential of W/T, the contributions related to the
nQ∗

B and TQ∗ values that minimize W will dominate.
By minimizing W (Equation (42)) with respect to TQ∗, we obtain the thermal equilib-

rium condition
TQ∗ = T, (52)

While minimizing with respect to nQ∗
B and adding the condition TQ∗ = T we previ-

ously found, we obtain

∑
i=B,C,S,e

Y∗
i µH

i = ∑
i=B,C,S,e

Y∗
i µQ∗

i (53)

Thanks to those conditions, TQ∗, nQ∗
B can be fixed, and all the thermodynamic quantities

can be computed. The R∗ value that maximizes W is

R∗ =
2σ

PQ∗ − PH
, (54)

which does indeed correspond to an (unstable) mechanical equilibrium configuration.
The work W1 can be computed using Equation (37), while W2 becomes

W2 = −4
3

πR3

[
PQ∗ − PH − nQ∗

B ∑
i=B,C,S,e

Y∗
i

(
µH

i − µH∗
i

)]
+ 4πσR2

∗ (55)

and the total work W becomes

W = −4
3

πR3
∗
[
PQ∗ − PH

]
+ 4πσR2

∗. (56)

By substituting Equation (54) into Equation (56), we obtain

W =
16
3

π
σ3

(PQ∗ − PH)2 . (57)

The resulting W is the one used in [4].

2.11. Computing {Y∗
i }

To conclude this section, let us come back to the choice of {Y∗
i }. A certain subsystem

of the system has a certain probability P1 to have the composition {Y∗
i }, and a deconfined

quark droplet has a probability P2 to be generated in such a subsystem. Thus, complete
calculations would need to compute the total nucleation probability by integrating over all
of the possible fluctuated composition {Y∗

i }. However, since the nucleation probability is a
negative exponential of the work W, the composition associated with the lower total work
W will dominate the total probability. A good choice for {Y∗

i } would thus be the one that
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minimizes W. In [12], we assumed that such a composition is equal to the composition of a
quark phase in chemical equilibrium. In particular, we considered the fluctuation in the
hadronic composition leading to a hadronic subsystem to have the same composition as a

quark phase in β equilibrium Y∗
i = Y

Qβ

i . Let us explicitly minimize W:

0 =
∂W
∂Y∗

C

∣∣∣∣
nQ∗

B ,YS∗ ,T
=

∂

∂Y∗
C

[
fQ∗ + PH − nQ∗

B ∑
i=C,S,e

Y∗
i µH

i

]
(58)

= nQ∗
B

(
µQ∗

C + µQ∗
e − µH

C − µH
e

)
(59)

where we have used Equation (30) as a constraint. Thus, the condition that minimizes W
with respect to Y∗

C is
µQ∗

C + µQ∗
e = µH

C + µH
e . (60)

Similarly, the condition that minimizes W with respect to Y∗
S is

µQ∗
S = µH

S . (61)

Note that by applying these conditions to Equation (53) together with Equations (28)–(31),
we obtain

µQ∗
B = µH

B . (62)

One can note that Equations (60)–(62) correspond to the chemical equilibrium condi-
tions with respect to strong interactions (see, for example, [37]). Thus, even if we started
with a different picture, our approach is analytically identical to what we would obtain
when assuming a global (and not local) conservation of the charges conserved by the strong
interaction and the chemical equilibrium with respect to them.

Finally, let us consider what happens when the initial hadronic phase is in β equi-
librium with trapped (untrapped) neutrinos. At given nH

B , YH
L , T (nH

B , T) values, the β

equilibrium composition {Y
Hβν

i } ({Y
Hβ

i }) is the one that solves the equilibrium conditions

µH
C + µH

e − µH
νe = 0 (µH

C + µH
e = 0) (63)

µH
S = 0 (64)

together with the electromagnetic charge neutrality condition (YH
C − YH

e = 0). By replacing
the conditions in Equations (60) and (61) and using Equation (34) (Equation (35)), we obtain

µQ∗
C + µQ∗

e − µH∗
νe = µQ∗

C + µQ∗
e − µQ∗

νe = 0 (µQ∗
C + µQ∗

e = 0) (65)

µQ∗
S = 0, (66)

which, together with Equation (30), are the conditions of β equilibrium for quark matter
(but with a different leptonic fraction with respect to the initial hadronic phase YQ∗

L ̸= YH
L in

the neutrino-trapped case). Thus, Y∗
i = Y

Qβ

i is actually the choice for {Y∗
i } that minimizes

W (and maximizes Γ) if the hadronic system is initially in neutrinoless β equilibrium.

2.12. Summary

In conclusion, let us summarize our assumptions:
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• The total nucleation probability is the product of (1) the probability P2 = exp(−W2/T)
for a Q∗ droplet to be formed in an H∗ subsystem with the same composition
YQ∗

i = YH∗
i ≡ Y∗

i (i = C, S) and a baryon number NQ∗
B = NH∗

B ≡ N∗
B and (2)

the probability P1 = exp(−W1/T) that a subsystem H∗ exists in the system H.
• Since the volume of the deconfined quark droplet is typically much smaller than the

total volume VQ∗ ≪ V, the surroundings of the fluctuated hadronic subsystem H∗
and the quark droplet Q∗ act as a thermodynamical bath (Equations (20)–(22)).

• The composition of the quark droplet Q∗ is locally conserved from the hadronic
fluctuated subsystem H∗ (Equations (28) and (29)).

• Since the nucleation probability is proportional to a negative exponential of W/T, we
consider the fluctuated composition {Y∗

i } that minimizes W and thus will dominate
the total probability (Equations (60) and (61)).

• We assume local electromagnetic charge neutrality in all of the phases (Equations (30)
and (31)).

• We assume that in the fluctuation of the hadronic composition in the subsystem H∗,
the thermal and mechanical equilibrium with the surroundings are instantaneously
restored (Equations (32) and (33)).

• Neutrinos are globally conserved and in equilibrium with the rest of the matter (if
trapped) or neglected (if untrapped) (Equation (34) or Equation (35)).

• The configuration with the critical deconfined droplet is a saddle point configuration
(Equations (52)–(54)). (This condition can be approximately replaced with the small
degrees of metastability and the thermal equilibrium between the quark droplet and
the surroundings.)

Given these assumptions, we found the following activation energy, namely the
potential barrier height:

W(nH
B , {YH

i }, T) =
16π

3
σ3[

PQ(n
Q∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, T)− PH(nH
B , {YH

i }, T)
]2 , (67)

where nQ∗
B , {YQ∗

i } ( i = C, S, e, νe) are fixed with

µQ
B (n

Q∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, T) = µH
B (n

H
B , {YH

i }, T) (68)

µQ
C (n

Q∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, T) + µQ
e (n

Q∗
B , YQ∗

e , T) = µH
C (nH

B , {YH
i }, T) + µH

e (nH
B , YH

e , T) (69)

µQ
S (n

Q∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, T) = µH
S (nH

B , {YH
i }, T) (70)

µQ
ν (n

Q∗
B , YQ∗

νe , T) = µH
ν (nH

B , YH
νe , T) (71)

YQ∗
C − YQ∗

e = 0. (72)

where Equation (71) reduces to YQ∗
ν = YH

ν = 0 if the neutrinos are not trapped. Similarly,
using the small degrees of metastability approach instead of the saddle point approach,
the activation energy is

W(nH
B , {YH

i }, T) =
16π

3
σ3{

nQ∗
B

[
µQ

B (n
Q∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, T)− µH
B (n

H
B , {YH

i }, T)
]}2 , (73)

where nQ∗
B , {YQ∗

i } (i = C, S, e) are fixed with Equations (69), (70) and (72) and

PQ∗(n
Q∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, T) = PH(nH
B , {YH

i }, T). (74)

The thermodynamical work W1 needed to generate the fluctuated subsystem H∗ is
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W1(nH
B , {YH

i }, T) =
4
3

πR3
∗nQ∗

B ∑
i=B,C,S,e

[
YQ∗

i

(
µH

i (nH∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, T)− µH
i (nH

B , {YH
i }, T)

)]
, (75)

where R∗ is

R∗(nH
B , {YH

i }, T) =
2σ

PQ(n
Q∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, T)− PH(nH
B , {YH

i }, T)
(76)

in the saddle-point approach and

R∗(nH
B , {YH

i }, T) =
2σ

nQ∗
B

[
µH

B (n
H
B , {YH

i }, T)− µQ
B (n

Q∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, T)
] (77)

in the low-metastability approach, where nQ∗
B , {YQ∗

i } are computed as shown before and
nH∗

B is fixed using the condition in Equation (33):

PH(nH∗
B , {YQ∗

i }, T) = PH(nH
B , {YH

i }, T). (78)

We have thus computed the activation energy W as a function of the initial hadronic
conditions nH

B , {YH
i }, T, which could be, for example, the thermodynamic conditions in the

innermost region of a PNS or in a cell grid of a BNSM or CCSN simulation (which have a
typical size much larger than the critical SQM droplet).

3. Color Superconductivity in Nucleation
It has been suggested that the color superconductivity [15] may play a fundamental

role in compact stars and, in particular, that quark matter, if formed in compact stars,
should be in a superconducting phase if the diquark pairing is large enough [17–19].

A fundamental point to address is the behavior of color superconductivity in small sys-
tems, such as the first SQM droplet. Since the typical size (or coherence length) of a diquark
pair is ∼1/∆ [15], we expect a color-superconducting phase to form only in sufficiently
large systems where diquark pairs have adequate space to develop (see also [54]). Thus, we
will assume that the SQM will enter a color-superconducting phase only when the droplet
of SQM has a radius R larger than a specific threshold R∆. In this work, we will consider
for simplicity the color flavor-locking (CFL) phase as the only color-superconducting phase
of deconfined quark matter. Of course, a complete discussion should explore all possible
color-superconducting phases [15] (see, for example, [6] for the nucleation of the 2SC phase).
However, in this context, we are not interested in the details of the color-superconducting
phase but only exploring the impact on quark nucleation in the case in which there is a
more stable quark phase (the color-superconducting one), which can form only when the
droplet is large enough (larger than the coherence length of diquark pairs). Below a certain
size, the droplet is instead in a less stable quark phase (the unpaired one). This scheme can
be applied to all possible color-superconducting phases.

Within this framework, the pressure (as well as the other thermodynamic quantities)
becomes radius-dependent:

PQ(n
Q
B , {YQ

i }, T, R) =

PQunp(n
Q
B , {YQ

i }, T) if R ≤ R∆

PQCFL(n
Q
B , T) if R > R∆

, (79)

where the details of the unpaired and CFL EOSs are reported in Appendix A.2. In principle,
one could define a smooth transition instead of such a step function. However, a smooth
approach would add complexity with no particular benefits, as the results in the smooth
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approach could be easily achieved by adjusting the free parameters in the step approach.
A natural choice for R∆ will be the coherence length. We will thus fix R∆ = h̄c/∆(T), where
∆(T) is the temperature-dependent diquark gap (see Appendix A.2.2).

This approach can be applied to situations where the energetic convenience of the
bulk, compared with a finite system, arises even from factors other than surface tension.
In terms of the Bag model, we can describe this possibility by assuming that the Bag
parameter depends on the volume of the SQM system (or, equivalently, the baryon number).
In particular, the Bag would decrease as a function of the baryon number of the system.

The critical droplet radius (Equation (76)) becomes

R∗(nH
B , {YH

i }, T) =

Runp∗(nH
B , {YH

i }, T) if Runp∗(nH
B , {YH

i }, T) ≤ R∆

max
[
R∆, RCFL∗(nH

B , T)
]

if Runp∗(nH
B , {YH

i }, T) > R∆
. (80)

4. Results and Discussion
In this section, we will report and discuss the results of our analysis. The primary focus

will be on discussing the qualitative and quantitative effects of thermal fluctuations on the
matter composition and formation of color-superconducting gaps during the nucleation
process in the three-flavor case. In particular, the potential barrier between the metastable
hadronic phase and the stable SQM phase will be investigated using different approaches:

• Unpaired+CFL: The complete framework is described in Section 3. The CFL phase
fulfills the Witten hypothesis, but it can be formed only if the SQM droplet is larger
than the typical diquark coherence length R∗ ≥ R∆ = 1/∆(T). The composition {Y∗

i }
fluctuates with respect to the average bulk one {YH

i }, and it is fixed to maximize
the nucleation rate Γ. (All other values of {Y∗

i } are subleading for the calculation
of Γ and can be neglected.) Thus, the Q∗ thermodynamical quantities are fixed
using Equations (68)–(72) for the unpaired phase and Equations (53) and (71) for the
CFL phase.

• Unpaired: This is as described before but without the CFL phase. It corresponds to
the case where R∆ → +∞.

• Frozen composition: The thermal fluctuations of the hadronic composition are ne-
glected. The Q∗ thermodynamical variables are computed by fixing Y∗

i = YH
i

(i = C, S, e or, equivalently, i = u, d, s, e) and Equations (53) and (71). This is the
approach used in [3].

In the examples reported in this section, we will use a parametrization for the CFL
phase that fulfills the Witten hypothesis on the absolute stability of SQM [55,56] and
a parametrization for the unpaired phase that does not lead to absolutely stable SQM,
namely E/ACFL < E/A56Fe < E/Aunp in bulk at zero pressure and temperature (see
Appendix A.2). This choice allows for the existence of compact stars as massive as ∼2.6 M⊙
and which are interpreted as being CFL-QSs in the context of the two-family compact stars
scenario [19]. At the same time, for the unpaired phase, the potential barrier for the
nucleation turns out to be large enough to shift the threshold of formation of this phase at
large values of nH

B , T to make the appearance of SQM at an nH
B , T value which is not too

low. A detailed discussion will be provided in a future work (in preparation).
However, we stress that the framework presented here can also be applied in cases in

which both the CFL and unpaired SQM do not fulfill Witten’s hypothesis.
Some properties of the used EOSs are reported in Figure 1. In particular, the upper pan-

els show the pressure as a function of the initial hadronic baryon density nH
B at two different

temperatures for the initial hadronic phase (H), for the unpaired SQM with the fluctuated
composition (Q∗ fluct. unp), for the unpaired SQM computed while assuming a frozen
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composition (Q∗ froz. unp), and for the CFL SQM (Q∗ fluct. CFL). Note that the three
Q∗ pressures are not reported as a function of their baryon densities nQ∗

B since they were
computed by imposing Equations (68)–(72) at given nH

B and T values. The favored phase is
the one with the highest pressure at given nH

B and T values (see Equation (56), where the
bulk part of W is the energy difference in bulk between phases Q∗ and H. In our scenario,
the CFL phase fulfilled the Witten hypothesis, and it was indeed always more stable in
bulk than the hadronic phase. On the other hand, unpaired SQM did not fulfill the Witten
hypothesis in our example and became more stable than the hadronic phase only at high
enough nH

B or T values. The intersection points PQ∗ = PH correspond to the coexistence
pressure of the mixed phase in bulk. If σ = 0, then no finite-size effects take place, and the
deconfinement starts as soon as the bulk coexistence pressure is reached. However, if σ ̸= 0,
then the critical radius Runp

∗ diverges at PH = PQ∗, as can be noted in Equation (76). At the
nH

B and T values at which PQ∗ > PH , the hadronic phase is metastable with respect to the
Q∗ phase, Runp

∗ has a finite value, and the unpaired SQM nucleation has a finite probability
to happen. The Q∗ phase with the composition fluctuation that minimizes W is always
energetically favorable with respect to the one with a frozen composition. At the fixed
initial hadronic phase, with values nH

B , {YH
i }, T, the total work W (Equation (56)) depends

only on Q∗. Since the bulk term of W is the energy difference between the Q∗ and H phases
in bulk, the most stable Q∗ in bulk is the one that minimizes W.

In the results presented here, the initial hadronic phase was in ν-less β equilibrium
(Hβ). Note that even if the initial hadronic phase were in equilibrium with respect to
weak reactions, weak interactions do not play any role during nucleation. Moreover, we
stress that our framework can be easily applied to an initial hadronic phase with a generic
composition {YH

i } (i = C, S) while not assuming any weak equilibrium. The model for
computing the hadronic EOS is reported in Appendix A.1.

By increasing the temperature, the unpaired SQM pressure increased faster than the
hadronic pressure, both in the fluctuated and frozen cases. This implies that the coexistence
pressure is reached at a lower value of nH

B . The behavior of the CFL pressure was not
monotonic with the temperature since ∆ decreased with the temperature.

The bottom panels show the hadronic composition (left) and the unpaired10 Q∗ com-
position in the fluctuated and frozen cases (right) as a function of the initial hadronic
baryon density and at fixed temperature. A discussion about the roles of hyperons and
deltas can be found in [9,57]. The fluctuated case, namely the composition {Y∗

i } of the
fluctuated subsystem associated with the lowest potential barrier height, showed extremely
high values for Y∗

S and low values for Y∗
C compared with the values in the hadronic phase

in the low-nH
B regime. By increasing nH

B , hyperons and deltas appeared, YH
S (YH

C ) increased
(decreased), and the frozen composition became more and more similar to the fluctuated
one. As noted in Section 2, as long as the initial hadronic phase is in β equilibrium, the un-
paired fluctuated composition corresponds to the composition of β equilibrium SQM. This
consideration applies whether neutrinos are trapped or not; however, in the former case,
YQ∗

L ̸= YH
L . We stress again that the compositions are always reported as a function of nH

B
and not the baryon density of the H∗ or Q∗ phases.
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Figure 1. (top) Pressure P as a function of the initial baryon density nH
B at a fixed temperature

T = 20 MeV (left) and T = 50 MeV (right). The different lines refer to the hadronic phase H, unpaired
SQM with a fluctuated composition (Q∗ fluct. unp), unpaired SQM with a frozen composition (Q∗
froz. unp), and CFL SQM (Q∗ fluct. CFL). (bottom) Composition of the initial hadronic phase {YH

i }
as a function of the initial baryon density nH

B at a fixed temperature T = 20 MeV (left). For easier
interpretation of the plot, hyperons are not shown separately, but the total strangeness is reported.
The contribution of the deltas ∆++, ∆+, ∆0, ∆− are summed for ∆. Composition of the first droplet of
unpaired SQM in the fluctuated and frozen cases (right). The frozen composition corresponds to the
initial hadronic one. The initial hadronic phase is in ν-less β equilibrium. We fixed the parameters to
B1/4

unp = 175 MeV, B1/4
CFL = 135 MeV , and ∆0 = 80 MeV.

Figure 2 displays the composition fluctuation probability (exp(−W1/T)). A complete
discussion on the normalization and a comparison with a multivariate Gaussian can be
found in [12]. In the left (right) panel, the composition fluctuation probability is shown as a

function of Y∗
C (Y∗

S ) with a fixed Y∗
S = Y

Hβ

S (Y∗
C = Y

Hβ

C ). The maximum of the distributions

corresponded to W1 = 0 MeV, namely the average equilibrium configuration Y∗
i = Y

Hβ

i
(i = C, S). At T = 0, the thermal fluctuations were absent, and the distribution was a
δ function centered at the equilibrium configuration. However, at a finite temperature,
a subsystem characterized by N∗

B baryons could locally have a composition different from
the average equilibrium one. The higher the temperature, the higher the probability of
big fluctuations in the composition (and namely, the wider the distribution around the
peak). Moreover, by increasing the size of the subsystem in terms of N∗

B, the distributions
shrank around the maximum. This behavior is straightforward; when fixing the fluctuation
in terms of the composition ∆Yi, the larger N∗

B is, the larger the fluctuation in terms



Universe 2025, 11, 258 19 of 32

of the number of particles ∆Ni. At nH
B = 3 n0, and T = 20 MeV, when assuming the

initial hadronic phase to be in ν-less β equilibrium, the average strangeness fraction was
YH

S ≃ 0.02. In these conditions, the probability of having a subsystem with the composition
that maximizes the rate Y∗

S ≃ 0.9 is extremely low (exp(−W1/T) ∼ 10−94). More discussion
on N∗

B and on the probabilities will be carried out after this section.
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Figure 2. Non-normalized (see [12] for a discussion on the normalization) probability for a subsystem
characterized by a baryon number N∗

B and in thermal and mechanical equilibrium with the surround-

ings to have a certain Y∗
C value at a fixed Y∗

S = Y
Hβ

S (left) and a certain Y∗
S value at a fixed Y∗

C = Y
Hβ

C
(right). Two different temperatures T and baryon densities nH

B are shown.

Figure 3 shows the work needed to generate an SQM droplet as a function of the
droplet radius R at a fixed temperature T and initial hadronic baryon density nH

B . The maxi-
mum for the work was reached when the system was fully in the hadronic phase, except for
a critical droplet with a critical radius R∗ (such that max[W(R)] = W(R∗)). Such a config-
uration corresponds to a saddle point, characterized by a maximum in the W − R plane
(unstable mechanical equilibrium point) and minima for the other independent variables
(see Section 2). The value W(R∗) can be interpreted as the potential barrier height separat-
ing the metastable hadronic phase from the stable SQM phase. In the left column’s panels,
the different lines were obtained by computing the work using Equation (56) but with
different EOSs for the SQM phase; the green line was obtained using PQ∗ = PQCFL(n

Q∗
B , T)

(CFL-only), the black lines were obtained using PQ∗ = PQunp(n
Q∗
B , {Y∗

i }, T) (unpaired-
only), and the red lines were obtained using the framework described in Equation (79)
(unp+CFL). In this framework, for R < R∆, the SQM was in an unpaired phase (black
and red lines are identical) since diquark pairs had not formed, as their typical coherence
length (∼ 1/∆) was larger than the droplet. When R > R∆, diquark pairs formed, leading
to the superconducting phase (red and green lines are identical). The critical radius in the
CFL-only case RCFL

∗ was always smaller than the unpaired-only one Runp
∗ . We thus obtained

two qualitatively different scenarios. If the critical radius in the unpaired-only case (the
maximum point of the black curve) was smaller than R∆, then the critical radius in the
unp+CFL case corresponded to the unpaired-only one, and the saddle point configuration
was reached before the diquark pairs formed (nH

B = 9 n0); otherwise, if the maximum in the
unpaired-only case was not reached before R∆ (nH

B = 6 n0) or not reached at all (nH
B = 3 n0),

then diquark pairs started to form as soon as R ≥ R∆, the unp+CFL work dropped to
the CFL-only work, and the maximum for the work was thus at R∗ = R∆ (left panel). By
choosing a larger value for ∆0, Runp

∗ was not affected, while R∆ became lower, leading to a
smaller R∗ when Runp

∗ > R∆.
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Figure 3. Thermodynamical work W needed to generate an SQM droplet as a function of the droplet
radius R (namely, the energy barrier separating the metastable hadronic phase and the stable SQM
phase) for nH

B = 3 n0 (top), nH
B = 6 n0 (middle), and nH

B = 9 n0 (bottom). In the left column, the red
line refers to the framework in which SQM is in the CFL (unpaired) phase if the droplet is larger
(smaller) than the coherence length of the diquark pairs (unp+CFL; see Section 3), the black line
considers only unpaired SQM, and the green line considers only CFL SQM. In all three cases, thermal
fluctuations in the composition were considered. The dashed and dotted lines refer to W2 (work
needed to convert a subsystem H∗ to Q∗ with H surroundings) and W1 (work needed to generate
a subsystem H∗ in a system H), respectively. The red dot denotes the saddle point configuration,
namely the critical radius R∗ and the activation energy W(R∗), while the black dot refers to the
critical radius in the unpaired-only case Runp

∗ . In the right column, the orange lines refer to the frozen
composition case (specifically neglecting thermal fluctuations in the composition), while the black
lines are the same as those in the left column. The solid, dotted, and dashed black lines show W,
W1, and W2 in the fluctuated unpaired case, respectively. The initial hadronic matter was in ν-less β

equilibrium. We set T = 20 MeV, σ = 30 MeVfm−2, ∆0 = 80 MeV, and B1/4
unp = 175 MeV.

The dashed and dotted red lines show W2, namely the work needed to generate a
droplet Q∗ in a subsystem H∗, and W1, namely the work needed to generate a hadronic
subsystem H∗ characterized by a fluctuated composition with respect to the average bulk



Universe 2025, 11, 258 21 of 32

value H, respectively. The work W1 is always positive since the energy of a fluctuated
hadronic configuration is always larger than the equilibrium configuration. Moreover,
it monotonically increases with R since the larger the fluctuation (namely, the larger
N∗

B = nQ∗
B VQ∗ ∝ R3), the larger the energy difference between the fluctuated and equi-

librium configurations. On the other hand, W2 contains two terms; the finite size term
is always positive and monotonically increasing with ∝ R2, while the bulk term is neg-
ative (positive) and monotonically decreasing (increasing) with ∝ R3 if Q∗ is more (less)
stable than H∗. Thus, if Q∗ is more stable than H∗, then W2 is positive at low R values,
reaches a maximum in R2, and becomes negative for large R values. The discontinuities at
R = R∆ = 1/∆(T) are due to the onset of the CFL phase (which is sharp in our simplified
approach). The work W1 is smaller at nH

B = 9 n0 since the difference between the composi-
tion {YH

i } and {YQ∗
i } is much smaller than the one at nH

B = 3 n0, as can be easily noted in
Figures 1 and 2.

When increasing nH
B and T at fixed R values, W ∝ (PH − PQ∗) decreased (see top

panels in Figure 1), leading to a lower activation energy W(R∗) even if R∗ did not change
(i.e., even if R∗

unp > R∆). Note that under the conditions in the top left panel (nH
B = 3 n0,

and T = 20 MeV), H was not metastable with respect to the unpaired Q∗ phase, and
thus the black line monotonically increased and Runp

∗ was not defined. However, in the
CFL+unp framework, nucleation is, in principle, still possible thanks to the onset of the
CFL phase at R = R∆ ≃ 2.6 fm.

The panels in the right column show the work as a function of the droplet radius
for the unpaired SQM with a fluctuated (black solid line) and frozen (orange solid line)
composition. Note that the black solid lines in the two columns are identical. In general,
we note that the potential barrier W(Runp

∗ ) was always lower in the fluctuated case. At
T = 20 MeV and nH

B = 3 n0, the hadronic phase in ν-less β equilibrium was more stable
than the unpaired Q∗ phase, both in the fluctuated and frozen cases (see the top left panel
in Figure 1). Thus, both the solid orange and black lines monotonically increased, and the
critical radii did not exist. At nH

B = 6 n0, Hβ was less stable than Q∗ in the fluctuated case,
which was thus not monotonically increasing and had a critical radius (black dot). Finally,
Q∗ was more stable than Hβ in both the fluctuated and frozen cases at nB = 9 n0. Moreover,

since in these conditions, {Y
Hβ

i } was similar to the β-equilibrium unpaired SQM, then the
frozen and fluctuated cases were similar. The dotted and dashed lines refer to W1 and W2

as shown in the left column but considered only unpaired SQM. Note that W1 = 0 and
W2 = W in the frozen composition approach.

In general, the higher the surface tension σ, the higher the potential barrier. In par-
ticular, the work W at a fixed R value depends linearly on the surface tension W ∝ σ

(see Equation (56)). The dependence of R∗ and W(R∗) on σ was different in the two cases
Runp
∗ < R∆ and Runp

∗ > R∆. In the former case, R∗ = Runp
∗ ∝ σ (see Equation (54)), and

thus W(R∗) ∝ σ3 (see Equation (57)). On the other hand, in the latter case, R∗ = R∆ ̸ ∝σ,
and thus W(R∗) ∝ σ.

Finally, we provide a qualitative discussion on the order of magnitude of the potential
barrier height for the conditions relevant in astrophysical systems. In particular, using
Equation (6), we note that the nucleation time is τ ≃ 1 s when W/T ≃ (165–180) for the
astrophysically relevant range of nH

B and T. This large value leads to an extremely low
nucleation probability exp(−W/T) ≃ 10−79 − 10−72 and an extremely low nucleation rate
Γ ≃ 2 × 10−52 s−1fm−3. However, such a small rate is still enough to have a nucleation
event typically in one second, since the system we are considering, namely a sphere with a
radius of 100 m in the compact star core, is rather big (V ≃ 4 × 1051 fm3). In other words,
even if the nucleation rate is locally quite small, only one event is needed to trigger decon-
finement, and in the system, there are many possible subsystems in which it can happen.
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Moreover, we note that the values of exp[W1/T] and exp[W2/T] leading to a nucleation
time of ∼1 s are quite different when changing nH

B , T, while their product always leads to
values of the order of magnitude reported above. For example, in the unp+CFL fluctuated
approach, at nH

B = 3 n0 and σ = 30 MeV fm−2, τ = 1 s is obtained at T ≃ 20 MeV, leading
to W/T ≃ 172, and exp[−W/T] ≃ 10−75. In these conditions, we obtain W1/T ≃ 185 and
W2/T ≃ −12. The number of baryons for the critical droplet is N∗

B ≃ 45. At nH
B = 6 n0,

τ = 1 s is reached at T ≃ 8 MeV, W/T ≃ 177, N∗
B ≃ 68, W1/T ≃ 254, and W2/T ≃ −78.

Thus, even if a certain subsystem characterized by a fluctuated composition has an ex-
tremely tiny probability to form (small exp[W1/T]), it could appear somewhere anyway in
such a big system, and its nucleation probability could be greatly enhanced by the contribu-
tion of exp[W2/T]. Thus, the total nucleation probability turns out to be much greater than
the one obtained within the frozen composition approach. At fixed values of nH

B = 3 n0,
and τ = 1 s, the temperature in the unpaired-only fluctuated and frozen cases was higher
than that in the unp+CFL approach (T ≃ 50 MeV in the unpaired-only fluctuated approach
and T ≃ 80 MeV in the unpaired frozen approach). The activation energy divided by the
temperature was similar in all cases (W/T ≃ 170 and W/T ≃ 168, respectively), even if
W2/T and W1/T were quite different for different cases and thermodynamical conditions.
When increasing nH

B , the above-mentioned quantities converged to the same values for the
three different approaches, since the unpaired and unp+CFL approaches became identical
when Runp

∗ < R∆ and the frozen approach converged to the fluctuated one when the initial
average hadronic composition matched the composition of β-equilibrium SQM. A more
quantitative discussion as well as a detailed investigation on the impact of free parameters
will be provided in a future work.

5. Summary and Conclusions
The main goal of this work was to present a framework that aims to investigate the role

of thermal fluctuations in the composition and color superconductivity in the nucleation
of SQM in the typical conditions of high-energy astrophysical systems related to compact
stars. In the context of deconfinement first-order phase transitions, nucleation can be
interpreted as overcoming the potential barrier between the metastable hadronic phase and
the stable SQM phase, and it takes into account the finite-size effects and the timescale of
the fluctuations. Within the Witten hypothesis on the absolute stability of SQM and the
two-family scenario of compact stars, SQM nucleation is the trigger leading to the conver-
sion of an ordinary NS into a QS. However, it is important to stress that the formalism
presented here only applies to the nucleation and cannot describe the subsequent evolution
leading to the conversion into a QS, which can be qualitatively divided into different steps
(see, for example, [11]). (1) The critical droplet keeps expanding or merges with others
until its size becomes macroscopic, and (2) further expansion of the macroscopic droplet of
quark matter inside the hadronic star can be described by using hydrodynamical equations,
and it can be divided into a rapid burning of the inner part first and a slow burning of the
outer part [58,59].

While a complete treatment of the nucleation process would require microphysical
calculations that consider interaction rates and diffusion timescales, an approximate analy-
sis can be performed within a thermodynamic approach. A key point is that the timescale
associated with the weak interactions is much longer than that of strong interactions, which
are responsible for the deconfinement phase transition. Thus, a standard approach is to
impose that the newly formed quark matter droplets have the same composition as the
initial hadronic phase, since weak interactions do not have sufficient time to modify the
flavor composition during nucleation.
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However, this approach neglects thermal fluctuations of the composition, assuming
that it is locally identical everywhere in the system. Here, we presented explicit thermody-
namic calculations in which the total nucleation probability is computed as the product
of the nucleation probability in a subsystem H∗ characterized by a composition locally
different from the average bulk of a system H and the probability that the subsystem H∗
exists in the system. This approach was already described in our previous work [12], and it
has been reviewed in some parts and applied to the three-flavor case here.

Within the assumptions described here (and summarized at the end of Section 2),
we found that the first droplet of SQM had the same chemical potentials µC + µe and
µS of the initial hadronic phase. This also implies that if the initial hadronic phase is
in β equilibrium, then the first droplet of SQM will also be in β equilibrium, possibly
with a different YQ∗

L ̸= YH
L in case the neutrinos are trapped. We stress that this result

would have been obtained even if weak interactions were not playing any role during
nucleation. Thus, only finite size effects contributed to the potential barrier, while the
chemical unbalance related to strong versus weak timescales was hidden due to thermal
fluctuations in the composition.

We found that for the typical temperatures reached in the CCSNe and PNS evolution,
thermal fluctuations in the composition, in general, lowered the potential barrier, leading
the SQM to appear at lower nH

B and T values. The role of thermal fluctuations became neg-
ligible when the composition of the initial hadronic phase was similar to the β-equilibrium
SQM phase.

This result is also important for the standard one-family or twin-star scenario of
compact stars, since the frozen composition approach usually led to a big delay in terms of
nH

B and T for triggering the formation of the mixed phase (in particular in the three-flavor
case). On the other hand, considering the thermal fluctuations of the composition, the delay
was downsized and related only to finite size effects (i.e., the surface tension).

It has been suggested that color superconductivity could be crucial for explaining the
phenomenology of compact stars and the massive compact star observations in particular,
both in hybrid stars in the standard one-family scenario (see, for example, [16–18]) and in QS
within the two-family scenario (see, for example, [19]). Since the typical coherence length of
a diquark pair is ∼1/∆, we propose a framework in which the SQM EOS can be described
as unpaired if the SQM droplet is smaller than 1/∆ and as a color-superconducting phase
(we considered a CFL phase for simplicity) as soon as the quark droplet is larger than the
coherence length of the diquark pairs. Within this framework, the maximum QS mass
(or hybrid star mass) is set by the chosen parametrization of the CFL EOS, while the
nucleation conditions depend on the unpaired EOS, the diquark coherence length, and thus
the temperature-dependent superconducting gap as well R∆(T) = 1/∆(T).

The qualitative results within this framework depended on whether or not the critical
radius of the unpaired SQM droplet was reached before that of the diquark pairs appeared
(namely, if Runp

∗ < R∆). In particular, at high nH
B or T values, if Runp

∗ < R∆, then R∗ = Runp
∗ ,

and the results with unpaired SQM were reobtained. On the other hand, at low nH
B and T

values, Runp
∗ > R∆, and the maximum of W was reached as soon as diquark pairs appeared;

thus, R∗ = R∆. Note that in the latter case, the critical radius was independent of nH
B but

depended on T since ∆ = ∆(T).
We stress again that even if we chose for the examples a CFL phase that respected

the Witten hypothesis, the same framework could be easily applied to hybrid stars in the
one-family scenario, and a similar qualitative discussion could be carried out.

Our calculation employed a thermodynamic approach to model the decay of a
metastable state into a stable state. However, this approach could misestimate the true
nucleation probabilities. For example, the nucleation time could be underestimated since
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some microphysical mechanisms could make the composition fluctuation less likely by
slowing strangeness diffusion.

We assumed here a local electromagnetic charge neutrality, while a complete discussion
should properly take into account how leptons distribute in space to screen the electric
charge. However, we plan to relax this assumption in a future work.

Here, we adopted “two-phase approximation”, assuming a first-order phase transition
between the confined (hadronic) and deconfined (SQM) phases, each described by distinct
equations of state. Since the potential for the order parameter of the phase transition
that consistently described both phases was missing, we could not calculate the surface
tension in a fully coherent way and therefore treated it as a free parameter. An alternative
approach to computing the finite-size terms is multiple reflection expansion (see, for
example, [32,46,49]), which we intend to implement in future work.

In this work, we presented a detailed framework for treating the effects of compo-
sition fluctuations and color superconductivity in thermal nucleation theory. Moreover,
we showed the impact of such effects on the energy barrier separating the metastable
and stable phases. Due to the high uncertainties in the behavior of strongly interacting
matter in the studied regime of baryon density and temperature, our results are model-
and parameter-dependent. A discussion on the astrophysical implications and a quantita-
tive systematic analysis of the impact of the free parameters (namely the surface tension
and the parameters of the SQM EOS) were beyond the scope of this paper, and they
will be presented in a work currently in preparation. In particular, the theoretical frame-
work presented here will be utilized to investigate the compatibility of the scenario with
two families of compact stars with the early evolution of PNSs. Moreover, we will test the
robustness of our result by using a more sophisticated EOS for the SQM phase. In particular,
we plan to use models for which the vacuum energy (the Bag constant in Bag-like models)
and the color superconducting gap ∆ are computed in a thermodynamically consistent way
instead of introducing them as free parameters of the model. Some assumptions used in
this work are justified only for systems much larger than the typical droplet size, such as
the core of a compact star. However, by relaxing these assumptions, our general formalism
can also be applied to other systems, such as the early universe or the dense and hot nuclear
matter produced in heavy-ion collisions.
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Appendix A. Equation of State
A proper QCD-based description of strongly interacting matter is currently not avail-

able, since the theory is challenging to solve at finite chemical potentials. Thus, the more
frequent approach is to describe the confined hadronic and deconfined quark phases sepa-
rately. Since we are interested in high-energy astrophysical applications other than baryonic
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degrees of freedom (nucleons, hyperons, delta resonances, up, down, strange quarks, and
their antiparticles), we will consider the contributions of leptons (electrons, neutrinos,
and their antiparticles) and thermal bosons (photons and gluons). See [53,60] for reviews
on EOSs of high-energy astrophysical systems. In this section, the EOS models used in the
paper will be described.

Appendix A.1. Hadrons

Concerning the hadronic phase, we use a relativistic mean field model in which the
strong interaction between the hadrons is mediated by the exchange of massive mesons.
The general form of the Lagrangian density can be written as follows:

L = ∑
k

ψk [i γµ ∂µ − (Mk − gσk σ)− gωk γµ ωµ − gϕk γµ ϕµ − gρk γµ t⃗ · ρ⃗ µ]ψk +
1
2
(∂µσ∂µσ − m2

σσ2)− U(σ)

+
1
2

m2
ω ωµωµ +

1
2

m2
ϕ ϕµϕµ +

1
2

m2
ρ ρ⃗µ · ρ⃗ µ +

1
4

c (g2
ωN ωµωµ)2 +

1
4

d (g2
ρN ρ⃗µ · ρ⃗µ)2 + g2

ρN A(σ, ωµωµ) ρ⃗µ · ρ⃗ µ

+ψ∆ ν [iγµ∂µ − (M∆ − gσ∆σ)− gω∆γµωµ − gρ∆γµ I3ρ
µ
3 ]ψ

ν
∆

−1
4

FµνFµν − 1
4

PµνPµν − 1
4

G⃗µνG⃗µν , (A1)

where the sum over k runs over the full octet of the lightest baryons (p, n, Λ, Σ+, Σ0, Σ−,
Ξ0, and Ξ−) interacting with the σ, ω, ϕ, and ρ meson fields, Mk is the vacuum baryon
mass of index k, and U(σ) is the nonlinear self-iteraction potential of the σ meson

U(σ) =
1
3

a (gσN σ)3 +
1
4

b (gσN σ4) , (A2)

introduced by Boguta and Bodmer [61] to achieve reasonable compressibility for equilib-
rium normal nuclear matter. Following [62,63], the nonlinear function

A(σ, ωµωµ) =
6

∑
i=1

ai σi +
3

∑
j=1

bj (ωµωµ)j , (A3)

has been introduced in order to fix the experimental range of values of the symmetry energy
and the symmetry energy slope L. In the third line of Equation (A1), the lagrangian density
related to the ∆ isobars (∆++, ∆+, ∆0, ∆−) is reported, where ψν

∆ is the Rarita–Schwinger
spinor and I3 is the matrix containing the isospin charges [64,65]. Finally, the field strength
tensors for the vector mesons are given by the usual expressions Fµν ≡ ∂µων − ∂νωµ,
Pµν ≡ ∂µϕν − ∂νϕµ, and G⃗µν ≡ ∂µρ⃗ν − ∂νρ⃗µ.

In the present analysis, we adopted the so-called SFHo parametrization (see [63] for
details). The scalar σ meson-hyperon coupling constants have been fitted to reproduce the
potential depth of the corresponding hyperon at nuclear matter saturation [66,67]:

UN
Λ =−28 MeV, UN

Σ =+30 MeV, UN
Ξ =−18 MeV , (A4)

Meanwhile, for the coupling with vector mesons, we used the SU(6) symmetry rela-
tions [66,68].

Concerning the meson-∆ coupling constants, we fixed the ratio xσ∆ = gσ∆/gσN = 1.0,
xω∆ = gω∆/gωN = 1.0, and xρ∆ = gρ∆/gρN = 1.0. Such a choice resulted in consistency
with phenomenological analysis of the data relative to electron-nucleus coupling, photoab-
sorption, pion nucleus scattering, and the experimental flow data of heavy-ion collisions at
intermediate energies [57,69–71].
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Appendix A.2. Deconfined Quarks

In this work, we are interested in two deconfined quark matter phases: an unpaired quark
phase and a color-superconducting phase. In particular, systems smaller (bigger) than the typical
diquark pair size will be described with an unpaired (CFL) EOS (see Section 3). In both cases,
MIT Bag models with perturbative corrections will be extended to finite temperatures.

Appendix A.2.1. Unpaired Phase

The unpaired deconfined quark phase will be described using an αBag model (an
MIT Bag model with perturbative corrections to the first order) [72,73] in which the finite
temperature generalization is included as explained in [74]. The total baryon density,
pressure, energy density, entropy density, and free energy density are

nQunp
B ({µi}, T) =

1
3 ∑

i=u,d,s
nQ

i (µi, T) (A5)

PQunp
B ({µi}, T) = ∑

i=u,d,s
PQ

i (µi, T)− Bunp (A6)

ε
Qunp
B ({µi}, T) = ∑

i=u,d,s
εQ

i (µi, T) + Bunp (A7)

sQunp
B ({µi}, T) = ∑

i=u,d,s
sQ

i (µi, T) (A8)

f Qunp
B ({µi}, T) = ε

Qunp
B ({µi}, T)− T sQunp

B ({µi}, T), (A9)

where nQ
i refers to the net number density (namely the difference between the quark

and antiquark number densities), while PQ
i and εQ

i are the total pressure and energy
density (namely the sum between the quark and antiquark quantities) of the quark flavor i,
respectively, where quark and antiquark are considered to be at the chemical equilibrium
with respect to pair production (µi = −µī). The contributions of different flavors to
the thermodynamical quantities at a finite temperature and chemical potential can be
analytically computed in the αBag model only for massless quarks (mi = 0) [72,75]

nq(µi, T, mi = 0, αs) =

(
µiT2 +

1
π2 µ3

i

)(
1 − 2αs

π

)
(A10)

Pq(µi, T, mi = 0, αs) =
7

60
π2T4

(
1 − 50αs

21π

)
+

(
1
2

T2µ2
i +

1
4π2 µ4

i

)(
1 − 2αs

π

)
(A11)

εq(µi, T, mi = 0, αs) = 3Pq(µi, T, mi = 0, αs) (A12)

sq(µi, T, mi = 0, αs) =
7

15
π2T3

(
1 − 50αs

21π

)
+ Tµ2

i

(
1 − 2αs

π

)
. (A13)

that correspond to lowest-order gluon interaction corrections to the massless Fermi gas with a
degeneracy factor 2spin × 3color = 6. The thermodynamical quantities at a finite temperature
and chemical potential for a gas of non-interacting massive quarks are the Fermi integrals

nq(µi, T, mi, αs = 0) =
6

2π2

∫ +∞

0
k2[f(k, µi, T, mi)− f(k,−µi, T, mi)]dk (A14)

Pq(µi, T, mi, αs = 0) =
6

2π2
1
3

∫ +∞

0

k4

E(k, mi)
[f(k, µi, T, mi) + f(k,−µi, T, mi)]dk (A15)

εq(µi, T, mi, αs = 0) =
6

2π2

∫ +∞

0
k2E(k, mi)[f(k, µi, T, mi) + f(k,−µi, T, mi)]dk (A16)

sq(µi, T, mi, αs = 0) =
1
T
[
Pq(µi, T, m, 0) + εq(µi, T, m, 0)− µ nq(µi, T, m, 0)

]
, (A17)
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where the Fermi distribution function is

f(k,±µi, T, mi) =
1

e
E(k,mi)∓µ

T + 1
(A18)

and the single particle energy with a momentum k is

E(k, mi) =
√

k2 + m2. (A19)

In this work, the Fermi integrals will be computed numerically using the JEL
scheme [76] (see also [38]). Finally, the quantities for interacting massive quarks will
be computed as illustrated in [74]:

nQ
i (µi, T) = nq(µi, T, mi, αs = 0)− 2αs

π

(
µiT2 +

1
π2 µ3

i

)
(A20)

PQ
i (µi, T) = Pq(µi, T, mi, αs = 0)− 5παs

18
T4 − 2αs

π

(
1
2

T2µ2
i +

1
4π2 µ4

i

)
(A21)

εQ
i (µi, T) = εq(µi, T, mi, αs = 0)− 15παs

18
T4 − 6αs

π

(
1
2

T2µ2
i +

1
4π2 µ4

i

)
(A22)

sQ
i (µi, T) = sq(µi, T, mi, αs = 0)− 10παs

9
T3 − 2αs

π
Tµ2

i . (A23)

The thermodynamical quantities can also be written using {ni} or nB, {Yi} (where
Yi = ni/nB) as free variables such that

({µi}, T) → ({µi(nB, Yi, T)}, T) → (nB, Yi, T) (A24)

where µi(nB, Yi, T) is the chemical potential that solves

nQ
i (µi, T) = nB Yi. (A25)

Appendix A.2.2. Color-Superconducting Phase (CFL)

The color-superconducting CFL phase will be treated with an extended αBag-inspired
model, in which the contribution of pairing is added to the thermodynamical quantities in
a manner similar to that in [14]:

nQCFL
i ({µi}, T) = nQ

i (µi, T) +
2

π2 µi∆(T)2 (A26)

nQCFL
B ({µi}, T) =

1
3 ∑

i=u,d,s

[
nQ

i (µi, T) +
2

π2 µi∆(T)2
]

(A27)

PQCFL
B ({µi}, T) = ∑

i=u,d,s
PQ

i (µi, T) +
1

π2 ∆(T)2 ∑
i=u,d,s

µ2
i − BCFL (A28)

εQCFL
B ({µi}, T) = f QCFL

B ({µi}, T) + T sQCFL
B ({µi}, T) (A29)

sQCFL
B ({µi}, T) = ∑

i=u,d,s
sQ

i (µi, T) +
2

π2 ∆(T)
∂∆(T)

∂T ∑
i=u,d,s

µ2
i (A30)

f QCFL
B ({µi}, T) = −PQCFL

B ({µi}, T) + ∑
i

µin
QCFL
i ({µi}, T), (A31)

where ∆(T) is a finite temperature extension of the gap parameter [15,77]

∆(T) = Θ(Tc − T)∆0

√
1 − T

Tc
, (A32)
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where ∆0 is the gap parameter at zero temperature and Tc ≃ 21/30.57∆0 [15,77]. Unlike the
unpaired case, in the CFL phase, the chemical potentials {µi} are not free variables but are
fixed by the conditions that the number densities of the up, down and strange quarks are
equal. Specifically, we have

({µi}, T) → ({µi(nB, T)}, T) → (nB, T) i = u, d, s (A33)

using

nQCFL
u ({µi}, T) = nQCFL

d ({µi}, T) = nQCFL
s ({µi}, T) (A34)

Appendix A.3. Leptons

Electrons and positrons will be treated as massive non-interacting Fermi gas with a
degeneracy of two:

ne(µe, T) =
2

2π2

∫ +∞

0
k2[f(k, µe, T, me)− f(k,−µe, T, me)]dk (A35)

Pe(µe, T) =
2

2π2
1
3

∫ +∞

0

k4

E(k, me)
[f(k, µe, T, me) + f(k,−µe, T, me)]dk (A36)

εe(µe, T) =
2

2π2

∫ +∞

0
k2E(k, me)[f(k, µe, T, me) + f(k,−µe, T, me)]dk (A37)

se(µe, T) =
1
T
[Pe(µe, T) + εe(µe, T)− µe ne(µe, T)]. (A38)

Again, the Fermi integrals will be computed numerically using the JEL scheme [76]. Neu-
trinos will be treated as massless non-interacting Fermi gas with a degeneracy of one:

nν(µν, T) =
1
6

(
µνT2 +

1
π2 µ3

ν

)
(A39)

Pν(µν, T) =
1
6

(
7

60
π2T4 +

1
2

T2µ2
ν +

1
4π2 µ4

ν

)
(A40)

εν(µν, T, ) = 3Pν(µν, T) (A41)

sν(µν, T) =
1
6

(
7

15
π2T3 + Tµ2

ν

)
, (A42)

As for the quark phase, the thermodynamical quantities of electrons (neutrinos) can be
written in terms of ne, T (nν, T) as independent variables. Muons could also, in principle,
play a role in high-energy astrophysical systems (see, for example, [78]), at least in the
hadronic phase. However, in this work, they were neglected.

Appendix A.4. Bosons

Photons will be treated as an ideal boson gas with zero chemical potential (i.e., as
blackbody radiation):

Pγ(T) =
π2

45
T4 (A43)

εγ(T) = 3Pγ(T) (A44)

sγ(T) =
4π2

45
T3. (A45)

The contribution of thermal gluons is [75]
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Pg(T) =
8π2

45
T4

(
1 − 15αs

4π

)
(A46)

εg(T) = 3Pg(T) (A47)

sg(T) =
32π2

45
T3

(
1 − 15αs

4π

)
. (A48)

Appendix A.5. Total EOS

The total thermodynamical quantities in the hadronic and quark phases are

XH(nB, {Yi}, T) = XH
B (nB, {Yh}, T) + Xe(nB Ye, T) + Xν(nB Yνe , T) + 2Xν(0, T) + Xγ(T) (A49)

XQunp(nB, {Yi}, T) = XQunp
B (nB, {Yq}, T) + Xe(nB Ye, T) + Xν(nB Yνe , T) + 2Xν(0, T) + Xγ(T) + Xg(T) (A50)

XQCFL(nB, T) = XQCFL
B (nB, T) + Xν(nB Yνe , T) + 2Xν(0, T) + Xγ(T) + Xg(T), (A51)

where X = P, ε, s, f . In principle, the number densities nB, {Yi} (or the chemical potentials
{µi}) are free variables. However, they can be fixed using some conditions of the system.
For example, if an unpaired quark phase is in weak equilibrium and charge-neutral, then
the five relations

µu(nB, {Yi}, T) + µe(nB, {Yi}, T) = µd(nB, {Yi}, T) + µνe(nB, {Yi}, T) (A52)

µd(nB, {Yi}, T) = µs(nB, {Yi}, T) (A53)

1 =
1
3

Yu +
1
3

Yd +
1
3

Ys (A54)

0 =
2
3

Yu −
1
3

Yd −
1
3

Ys − Ye (A55)

YL = Ye + Yνe , (A56)

can be used to fix Yu, Yd, Ys, Ye, Yνe , and nB, YL, and T remain independent variables.
In this work, we fix the values at αs = π/2 × 0.1, ms = 100 MeV, mu = md = 0,

B1/4
unp = 175 MeV, B1/4

unp = 135 MeV, and ∆0 = 80 MeV. These parameters were chosen in
order to have a CFL (unpaired) phase that fullfilled (did not fullfill) the Witten hypothesis
on the absolute stability of SQM [55,56]. In particular, the CFL parametrization is similar to
the one used in [19] in the context of the two-family scenario of compact stars, while the
Bag of the unpaired phase is to the same order of the one used in works using unpaired
deconfined quark matter (see, for example, [12,38,74,79,80]). A more detailed discussion
on the astrophysical implications will be discussed in a future work. Some possible
explanations for a different Bag for the unpaired and color-superconducting phases will
be investigated in future works by computing the Bag and the gap for the two phases
consistently without considering them free variables. For example, different B values for
different ∆0 values were obtained in [16,17], where a color-superconducting phase was
computed with an NJL-like model and then fitted to a Bag-like model [14].

Notes
1 While there are robust analyses, based on the multi-messenger signals of GW170817, indicating that the maximum mass of NSs is

significantly below 2.6M⊙ (see, for example, [22]), such results cannot be directly applied to the two-family scenario because in
such a scenario, the merger remnant is a differentially rotating QS whose properties are rather different with respect to the case of
nucleonic stars (see [23]).

2 In principle, nucleation can be either inhomogeneous or homogeneous. The former is more common in nature and occurs when
an impurity triggers the phase transition. However, we are interested here in homogeneous nucleation, where the phase transition
is triggered by an intrinsic phenomenon, namely by a thermodynamical fluctuation.



Universe 2025, 11, 258 30 of 32

3 We emphasize that it is not the lifetime of a single droplet nor the time required for a single droplet to become critical; rather, it is
the time after which, statistically, a single critical droplet is expected to appear in the system.

4 This is the electromagnetic charge of hadrons and quarks specifically. For example, in pure nucleonic matter, this number equals
the proton number. This conserved number can be replaced with the isospin.

5 In [38], an intermediate approach is adopted in which the electromagnetic charge neutrality is fulfilled in part locally and in part
globally. In principle, the same framework could be applied for a partial local and partial global flavor conservation.

6 Note that in this work, we are defining “strangeness” as the number of strange quarks. Thus, YH
S = YH

Λ + YH
Σ+ + YH

Σ0 + YH
Σ− +

2YH
Ξ0 + 2YH

Ξ− . Moreover, note that this value can be, in principle, larger than one.
7 Any linear combination of them that can univocally describe the hadronic phase can also be used. Note that we are at this stage

assuming that the initial hadronic phase is in strong equilibrium, namely the composition in terms of hadrons {YH
h } (where

h = p, n, Λ, Σ+, Σ0, Σ−, Ξ0, Ξ−, ∆++, ∆+, ∆0, ∆−) is fixed by the three numbers B, C, and S and the strong equilibrium relations
µH

h = µH
B + ChµH

C + ShµH
S , where Ch and Sh are the C and S charges of hadron h, respectively (e.g., µp = µB + µC, µn = µB,

µΛ = µB + µS ).
8 Note that while NH∗

i = NQ∗
i ≡ N∗

i and YH∗
i = YQ∗

i ≡ Y∗
i , we still have nH∗

B ̸= nQ∗
B , since in general VH∗ ̸= VQ∗.

9 Even if we are in general considering {YH
i } as the input here, they are sometimes fixed by nH

B , (YH
L ) and T, such as if the initial

system is in β equilibrium without (with) trapped neutrinos. On the other hand, YH
C (e.g., in CCSNe [53]) or YH

S (e.g., in heavy-ion
collisions) remain independent variables if the dynamical timescale is shorter than the equilibration timescale of leptonic weak
interaction and non-leptonic weak interaction, respectively (see [37,53]).

10 The CFL composition is not shown since it is always Y∗
C = 0 and Y∗

S = 1.
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