
Possible binary neutron star merger history of the primary of GW230529

Parthapratim Mahapatra ,1,2,* Debatri Chattopadhyay ,2,3 Anuradha Gupta ,4 Fabio Antonini ,2

Marc Favata ,5 B. S. Sathyaprakash ,6,7 and K. G. Arun 1

1Chennai Mathematical Institute, Siruseri, 603103, India
2School of Physics and Astronomy, Cardiff University, Cardiff, CF24 3AA, United Kingdom

3Center for Interdisciplinary Exploration and Research in Astrophysics (CIERA)
and Department of Physics and Astronomy, Northwestern University,

1800 Sherman Ave, Evanston, Illinois 60201, USA
4Department of Physics and Astronomy, The University of Mississippi, University, Mississippi 38677, USA

5Department of Physics and Astronomy, Montclair State University,
1 Normal Avenue, Montclair, New Jersey 07043, USA

6Institute for Gravitation and the Cosmos, Department of Physics, Penn State University,
University Park, Pennsylvania 16802, USA

7Department of Astronomy and Astrophysics, Penn State University,
University Park, Pennsylvania 16802, USA

(Received 23 March 2025; accepted 20 May 2025; published 20 June 2025)

Black holes (BHs) with masses between ∼3–5M⊙, produced by a binary neutron star (BNS) merger,
can further pair up with a neutron star or BH and merge again within a Hubble time. However, the
astrophysical environments in which this can happen and the rate of such mergers are open questions in
astrophysics. Gravitational waves may play an important role in answering these questions. In this context,
we discuss the possibility that the primary of the recent LIGO-Virgo-KAGRA binary GW230529_181500
(GW230529, in short) is the product of a previous BNS merger. Invoking numerical relativity
(NR)-based fitting formulas that map the binary constituents’ masses and tidal deformabilities to the
mass, spin, and kick velocity of the remnant BH, we investigate the potential parents of GW230529’s
primary. Our calculations using NR fits based on BNS simulations reveal that the remnant of a high-mass
BNS merger similar to GW190425 is consistent with the primary of GW230529. This argument is further
strengthened by the gravitational wave-based merger rate estimation of GW190425-like and GW230529-
like populations. We show that around 18% (median) of the GW190425-like remnants could become
the primary component in GW230529-like mergers. The dimensionless tidal deformability parameter of
the heavier neutron star in the parent binary is constrained to 67þ163

−61 at 90% credibility. Using estimates
of the gravitational-wave kick imparted to the remnant, we also discuss the astrophysical environments in
which these types of mergers can take place and the implications for their future observations.

DOI: 10.1103/c9l3-gw6w

I. INTRODUCTION

Dynamical mass measurements of low-mass x-ray bina-
ries in our Galaxy have reported a gap in the black hole
mass spectrum between ∼3–5M⊙ [1–3], often referred to as
the “low-mass gap.” The lower edge of this gap depends
on the maximum mass of a neutron star (NS) formed
via a supernova explosion. This maximum mass is set by
the NS equation of state [4–8], as well as supernova

mechanisms [9] and the rotation of the progenitor star
[10–12]. By definition, the upper edge of this gap depends
on the minimum possible black hole (BH) mass formed
from stellar core collapse. As these x-ray binaries are
accreting from stellar companions in the Galactic field, this
observed upper edge could imply that stellar processes
cannot produce BHs with masses less than 5M⊙ [1–3,13].
On the contrary, there have been some recent observa-

tions of noninteracting binaries in our Galaxy [14–18] that
suggest there are candidate BHs that could potentially lie in
the low-mass gap. It was argued that the radio observation
of a probable NS-BH binary [19] in a globular cluster (GC)
may also have a BH whose mass may lie in this gap.
Recently, Ref. [20] also reported a possible low-mass
gap BH candidate using data from the Large Aperture
Multi-Object Spectroscopic Telescope and astrometric
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observations in Gaia Data Release 2 and 3 catalogs.
Asymmetric compact binary mergers GW190814 [21]
and GW200210_092254 [22], observed through gravita-
tional waves (GWs) in the third observing run of LIGO/
Virgo, are also found to harbor compact objects that fall in
the low-mass gap. The population of NS binary candidates
in wide orbits, as identified from Gaia astrometry, supports
the existence of the low-mass gap [23]. Moreover, gravi-
tational microlensing searches do not support the existence
of the low-mass gap, but cannot exclude it either [24,25].
Hence, understanding different ways of populating the
purported low-mass gap can shed light on the astrophysical
sites where these objects are spotted.
Recently, the LIGO-Virgo-KAGRA (LVK) Collaboration

reported the detection of a compact binary merger
GW230529_181500 (hereafter GW230529) whose primary
has a mass between ∼2.4–4.4M⊙ at 90% credibility;
this has significant support in the low-mass gap [26]. The
secondary has a mass between ∼1.2–2.0M⊙ at 90% cred-
ibility. As the tidal deformability posteriors for both the
primary and secondary of this binary are uninformative,
it cannot be determined if either object was an NS or a BH
(see Fig. 14 of Ref. [26]). However, based on our current
understanding of the populations of BHs and NSs from GW
observations, this event is argued to be consistent with a
NSBH merger with the BH lying in the gap (see Table 3 of
Ref. [26] and Tables III and VI of Ref. [27]).
Assuming the primary of GW230529 to be a BH, the

goal of this paper is to determine the parents of that
primary, operating under the assumption that it was formed
from the merger of two NSs. This analysis will make use of
a formalism previously developed by the authors to study
the parents of the LVK binary BHs (BBHs) [28].
In the subsections below, we review the literature on

mechanisms that could produce BHs in the low mass gap
and the caveats associated with those predictions.

A. Insights from core-collapse supernova simulations

Some core-collapse supernova models do produce BHs
in the low-mass gap [29,30], allowing the creation of
NSBH binaries with component masses ≈1.5 and ≈3.5M⊙
[see Table 3 of Ref. [31] ]. Other models allow for the
possibility of rapid explosion mechanisms creating no BH
in the gap [9] or delayed explosion mechanisms resulting in
a continuous mass distribution between NSs and BHs [13].
References [32–36] proposed an isolated binary evolution
channel for the formation of GW230529 by adopting
the delayed supernova prescription; this is also consistent
with the Galactic pulsar mass and spin distributions [35].
However, some models of core-collapse supernovae sug-
gest that masses as low as that of the primary of GW230529
cannot be formed via the direct collapse of massive stars
[37–40]. On the other hand, the failed explosions of certain
lower-mass progenitor stars may form low-mass gap BHs
[41]. Likewise, substantial fallback, albeit rare, following a

successful explosion could lead to the formation of a BH in
the gap [39,42]. Reference [42] suggests that there may not
be a “gap” but only a less populated mass range between
∼3–5M⊙. Significant accretion onto a newborn NS in a
binary may trigger an accretion-induced collapse producing
a low-mass gap BH [43,44]. Therefore, unless substantial
fallback or significant accretion is common in binaries, it is
difficult for the isolated binary evolution channel to explain
the merger rate of 55þ127

−47 Gpc−3 yr−1 [26] for GW230529-
like binaries.

B. Low mass gap BHs in dense star clusters

It has been argued that binary NS (BNS) mergers provide
a natural mechanism for populating the low-mass gap
(see, for instance, Ref. [45]). For a BNS merger remnant
to pair up with another compact object, one would need an
astrophysical environment that is dense enough and rich
in compact objects. Astrophysical environments such as
GCs, young star clusters, nuclear star clusters, and discs
of active galactic nuclei are expected to satisfy these
conditions.

1. Globular clusters

There is an ongoing debate about estimates of NS
binary1 mergers in GCs and whether they can constitute
a significant fraction of the NS binaries detected by LIGO/
Virgo (see Table 2 of Ref. [46] for a comparison of rate
estimates from different studies). Several past studies
have reported that the NS binary merger rate in GCs is
small compared to that from the galactic fields [46–50].
Since BHs are more massive than NS, they dominate the
dynamical interactions at the cluster cores due to mass
segregation. It is only after the ejection of most of the BHs
from the cluster that NSs can segregate to the cluster core
and interact to form binaries [51–53].
On the other hand, merger rate estimates in massive and

core-collapsed GCs that account for direct collisions and
tidal captures of NSs suggest that NS binaries in GCs make
a significant contribution to the overall merger rate in the
Universe [54,55]. Further, Ref. [56] inferred a very high NS
binary merger rate in GCs from the luminosity function and
observed redshift distribution of short gamma-ray bursts.
Moreover, Ref. [57] argued that the four observed galactic
double NS pulsars with short orbital periods (<1 day)
and high eccentricities (>0.5) may all originate from GCs
because their formation is difficult to explain within
isolated binary evolution. (Accounting for radio selection
effects of eccentric pulsars, however, may provide an
alternative explanation for these detections [58,59].)
Recent observations also report a growing catalog of

1The term “NS binary” is used throughout this paper to mean a
compact object binary with one NS and a companion that is either
another NS or a BH; i.e., either a BNS or a NSBH system.
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low-mass x-ray binaries with an NS as the compact object
in star clusters [60]. These findings contrast with studies
suggesting that GCs contribute negligibly to the overall NS
binary merger rate in the local Universe [46]. Thus, while
the most conservative estimates of merger rates involving
NSs from dynamical channels in star clusters remain low,
this channel still merits further exploration.
A prior BNS merger scenario was proposed to form a

compact object discovered in a binary with a pulsar
PSR J0514-4002E in the GC NGC 1851 [19]. Recently,
Ref. [61] studied the formation of low-mass gap BHs in
dense stellar clusters, similar to the companion of PSR
J0514-4002E. They found that both massive star evolution
and dynamical interactions can contribute to forming
low-mass gap BHs. It was previously estimated that high
natal kicks of NSs would almost always eject them from
GCs [62]. However, later studies indicate that the binary
population of NSs exhibits evidence of much lower natal
kicks [63–65]. Further, more massive GCs, such as Terzan
5 and 47 Tucanae, harbor nearly a third of the millisecond
pulsar population [66–68], demonstrating that a combina-
tion of high cluster escape speeds and low NS kicks can
retain a significant number of NSs. Additionally, high-
metallicity clusters tend to have a higher NS-to-BH fraction
because stronger stellar winds produce lighter BHs, which
receive higher natal kicks due to their smaller fallback
mass. This, in turn, results in a smaller fraction of low-mass
BHs [9,13,69]. In BH-poor clusters, NSs naturally domi-
nate the mass segregation dynamics, significantly influ-
encing overall cluster dynamics.

2. Young star clusters, nuclear star clusters,
and active galactic nuclei discs

Metal-rich (close to solar metallicity) young star clusters
may contribute significantly to the overall merger rate of
NS binaries, although most of the contributions come from
primordial binaries (i.e., binary systems that form during
the initial star formation process within a cluster) [70].
References [71,72] suggested the dynamical formation
scenario of NS binaries in metal-rich young star clusters
to explain GW190814-like systems. Reference [73] studied
the merger rates of NS binaries in nonspherical nuclear star
clusters with a massive BH at the center; they found a small
contribution to the overall NS binary merger rate from
nuclear star clusters. Our understanding of nuclear star
clusters is not on par with that of GCs, and the feasibility of
NSBH mergers with low mass-gap BHs is yet to be studied
in detail. Active galactic nuclei discs can also contribute
to the overall merger rate of NS binaries [74]. They can
also provide sites for producing low-mass gap BHs via
both hierarchical NS mergers and significant accretion into
NSs [75,76]. This scenario was also proposed to interpret
the secondary in GW190814-like binaries [75,76].

C. Multiple star systems

Hierarchical triples assembled either in the field or in
dense clusters, with an inner binary containing NSs and
an outer component that is also an NS, may provide yet
another potential mechanism to produce a NSBH with a
low mass gap BH [77–80]. This mechanism was put
forward to explain GW events containing low-mass gap
compact objects [77,78,80], such as GW190814 [21] and
GW200210_092254 [22]. Again, much less is known about
the abundances of such triples from both observations and
N-body simulations. Moreover, multiples such as hierar-
chical quadruple systems (2þ 2 and 3þ 1) containing
NSs could also explain low-mass gap BHs [81–85].
Reference [81] proposed this channel to elucidate the
formation pathway of GW190814 [21] and GW190924_
021846 [86]. It remains to be explored if conditions for
forming quadruple systems are commonly realized in the
Universe.

D. Primordial origins

Recently, a study by Ref. [87] revealed that GW events
GW190425 [88] and GW230529 may originate from the
primordial BH formation channel [89], where a subsolar
mass BH grows to a higher mass by accretion. However,
recent results from microlensing surveys suggest that
primordial BH formation channels involving dark matter
may not be the dominant contributors to LVK sources in the
local Universe (i.e., redshift z ≤ 0.1) [90,91].

E. Our approach and key results

The tension in the literature about the contribution of
dense star clusters to the NS merger rate makes the problem
even more interesting, and suggests further observational
inputs are necessary to settle this debate. Our approach is to
turn the problem around and ask how GWobservations can
help us gain insights into the dynamical formation of NS
binaries. A natural pathway for the primary of GW230529
is that it is formed from a BNS merger. Here, we investi-
gate this scenario in detail, independent of the astrophy-
sical details affecting binary formation. Such an agnostic
approach could help constrain astrophysical scenarios that
might produce GW230529-like systems through hierarchi-
cal mergers.
We extend the Bayesian framework of Ref. [28]—

developed in the case of BBHs—to the case of BNS,
making use of the corresponding numerical relativity (NR)
fitting formulas [92] to infer the parameters of the parent
binaries of the observed binary constituents. More specifi-
cally, we ask and answer the following questions:
(1) If the primary of GW230529 originated from a prior

BNS merger, what are the most likely parameters of
the parent binary system?
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(2) How do the inferred properties of these potential
parent neutron stars compare to other neutron star
binaries already observed by LIGO/Virgo?

(3) Assuming a previous merger led to the formation
of the primary of GW230529, what proportion of
such remnants eventually pair with another compact
object and merge within a Hubble time?

The inferred merger history of the primary of
GW230529 is shown in Fig. 1. We find that the primary
of GW230529 is consistent with the merger remnant
of a BNS with median component masses of about
2.46M⊙ and 1.28M⊙. The tidal deformability of the heavier
NS is predicted to be Λ1;p ¼ 67þ163

−61 ; this is consistent with
NS equation of state bounds from GW170817 [93].

Intriguingly, the masses of the parent BNS closely resemble
those of GW190425 [88], the second BNS merger observed
by LIGO/Virgo during the third observation run. We
discuss the astrophysical implications of these findings
in Secs. IV and V.
The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In Sec. II,

we briefly summarize the adopted Bayesian inference
framework from Ref. [28] to estimate the parameters of
the parent BNS.We describe our choice of priors on various
parameters in Sec. III. The results from the analysis of the
primary of GW230529 are reported in Secs. IV and V.
Finally, Sec. VI summarizes our study.

II. METHOD

The mapping of the properties of the binary constituents
to the final remnants of BNS, NSBH, and BBH systems
have been well studied using numerical relativity simu-
lations and are described by phenomenological fitting
functions. (see, for instance, Refs. [95–101] for BBHs,
Refs. [94,102] for NSBHs, and Ref. [92] for BNSs). In
the case of hierarchically formed BBH candidates,
Refs. [28,103–106] used the NR fitting formulas to
reconstruct the properties of the parents of selected
BBHs in GWTC-3 following different methodologies.
Here, we closely follow the Bayesian framework put
forward in our earlier work [28] but applied in the context
of BNS fits. The BNS fitting formulas used in our study are
summarized in the Supplemental Material [107].
We will assume that the primary of GW230529 is a low-

mass gap BH formed through a previous generation BNS
merger. Our goal is to estimate the properties of the parent
BNS system. Let us denote the source-frame mass and the
dimensionless spin parameter of the primary of GW230529
by mobs and χobs. We define θ⃗hc ≡ fmobs; χobsg, where “hc”
stands for “hierarchical candidate.” Let θ⃗p be the set of all

parameters that describe the parent BNS. Therefore, θ⃗p is
given as2

θ⃗p ≡ fm1;p;Λ1;p; m2;p;Λ2;pg; ð1Þ

where, m1;p, Λ1;p, m2;p, and Λ2;p are the masses
and dimensionless tidal deformability (or polarizability)

FIG. 1. A schematic depiction of the possible merger history of
GW230529 inferred by the method proposed in Ref. [28] and
using the NR fits for BNS mergers in Ref. [92]. The middle of the
figure depicts the observed binary components of GW230529,
indicating the masses (in units of solar masses,M⊙) as well as the
effective dimensionless spin parameters ðχeff ; χpÞ as inferred
from the LVK Collaboration analysis [26]. The remnant mass and
spin of GW230529 are obtained using the NR fit for NSBH
systems in Ref. [94]. While estimating the remnant mass and
spin, we have assumed a uniform distribution between 0 and
3000 for the dimensionless tidal deformability of the secondary
component. The lower part of the figure shows the parameters
ðm1;p; m2;p;Λ1;p;Λ2;pÞ for the parents of the primary component
of GW230529. The kick magnitude Vkick;p (in km=s) imparted
to the primary of GW230529 is also shown. Those values are
inferred via the method described in Sec. II and are among the
main results of this paper. (We make use of the Flat prior as
discussed in Sec. III.) The numbers shown here quote the median
parameter values and the upper and lower limits of the 90%
credibility interval of the inferred posteriors. We also show the
redshift and merger rate (in units of Gpc−3 yr−1) for GW230529.

2In general, we can have θ⃗p≡fm1;p; χ⃗1;p;Λ1;p;m2;p; χ⃗2;p;Λ2;pg,
where χ⃗1;p and χ⃗2;p are the dimensionless spin angular momentum
vectors of the primary and secondary, respectively. As we are
using the NR fits for nonspinning BNS, we are considering the
parameter set of Eq. (1) for θ⃗p, ignoring the NS spins. Once the
NR fits for spinning BNS are available, we can use the above-
mentioned parameter set for θ⃗p. NSs are generally expected to
have lower spin magnitudes compared to BHs [108,109]. Among
the known BNSs that will merge within a Hubble time, PSR
J0737-3039A [110] has the highest observed spin magnitude,
with an extrapolated spin magnitude of less than ∼0.04 at the time
of merger.
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parameters3 of the primary and secondary of the parent
BNS, respectively. We denote the more massive compact
object as the “primary”. Here, we will use NR fits for the
remnant mass and spin of nonspinning BNSs given in
Ref. [92] to relate θ⃗hc to θ⃗p.

To compute the posterior distribution pðθ⃗pjdÞ on θ⃗p
given the GW data d, we adopt Eq. (11) of Ref. [28]:

pðθ⃗pjdÞ ¼
πðθ⃗pÞ
ZpðdÞ

pðθ⃗hcjdÞ
πðθ⃗hcÞ

����
θ⃗hc¼F⃗ðθ⃗pÞ

: ð2Þ

In the above equation, πðθ⃗pÞ is the prior probability density
function for θ⃗p, pðθ⃗hcjdÞ and πðθ⃗hcÞ are the posterior and

the prior distributions of θ⃗hc, and

ZpðdÞ≡
Z

πðθ⃗pÞ
pðθ⃗hcjdÞ
πðθ⃗hcÞ

����
θ⃗hc¼F⃗ðθ⃗pÞ

dθ⃗p

is the evidence. The NR fits for the remnant mass and spin
of BNS mergers are denoted by

F⃗ðθ⃗pÞ≡ fmNR
f ðθ⃗pÞ; χNRf ðθ⃗pÞg:

The reader may refer to Sec. 2 of Ref. [28] for a detailed
derivation of Eq. (2).
We have taken the posterior samples of θ⃗hc from

Ref. [26].4 We have adopted the combined posterior
samples, which are obtained by an equal-weight combi-
nation of the posterior samples from IMRPhenomXPHM
[111] and SEOBNRv5PHM [112] with low spin prior on
the secondary mass. The released LVK posterior samples of
individual masses of GW230529 are derived assuming
uniform priors on detector-frame masses; this does not lead
to uniform priors on the binary component source-frame
masses. Therefore, to obtain the posterior samples of mobs
(the primary’s source-frame mass) that assumes a uniform
prior, we do a prior reweighting of LVK samples of
fmobs; χobsg. As the posteriors and priors on θ⃗hc are
supplied as discrete samples, we use a probability density
estimator fit to these samples to construct pðθ⃗hcjdÞ and

πðθ⃗hcÞ. Moreover, to generate the discrete samples for the
probability distribution function (PDF) pðθ⃗pjdÞ, we use
the Bayesian parameter inference library BILBY [113] with
the DYNESTY [114] sampler (which uses the nested sam-
pling algorithm [115]). Our choice of priors πðθ⃗pjdÞ is
described in the next section.

III. CHOICE OF PRIORS

Previous studies of the galactic NS population have
reported strong evidence for bimodality in the NS mass
distribution, with one peak around ∼1.33M⊙ − 1.39M⊙
and another peak around ∼1.49M⊙ − 1.81M⊙ [116–122].
However, a recent study by Ref. [123] found that the
masses of NSs follow a unimodal distribution that smoothly
turns on at 1.1M⊙, peaks at 1.27M⊙, and then declines as a
steep power law, with this turn-on power-law distribution
being strongly favored over the widely adopted empirical
double-Gaussian model at the 3σ level. The masses of the
lightest and the heaviest NS known through electromag-
netic observations are 1.174� 0.004M⊙ [124] (see also
[125]) and 2.14þ0.10

−0.09M⊙ [126] (see also [127]), respectively.
The maximum possible mass of an NS is constrained to be
≲2.1M⊙ − 2.6M⊙ from electromagnetic and GW observa-
tions [93,118,119,121,128–136].
From a theoretical perspective, some equations of

state can support masses up to ∼3M⊙ for nonrotating
NSs [4,7,8,137] and even larger masses for rotating
NSs [5,6]. Recent core-collapse supernova simulations
[138,139] showed that the minimum allowed mass of
NS is 1.17M⊙. Further, population studies of GW events
containing NSs (i.e., GW170817 [93], GW190425 [88],
GW190814 [21], GW200105, and GW200115 [140])
suggest that the mass distribution of NSs does not
favor a pronounced single peak (in contrast to Galactic
BNSs, which have a mass distribution sharply peaked
around ∼1.35M⊙) [141,142]. Instead the mass distribu-
tion is broader and shows more support for larger
masses with inferred minimum and maximum possible
NS masses of 1.2þ0.1

−0.2M⊙ and 2.8þ0.2
−0.2M⊙ (2.2þ0.7

−0.3M⊙ with-
out GW190814), respectively [141,142].
In our study, we choose three different kinds of prior

distributions for the NS masses as listed in Table I: Flat,
Powerlaw, and Truncated Gaussian. In the Flat
distribution, the masses of NSs are drawn uniformly from
the range ½1M⊙; 3M⊙� with the mass ratio constrained
between 1=3 and unity. For the Powerlaw prior distri-
bution, the masses are sampled from a power-law distri-
bution between 1.2M⊙ and 2.8M⊙ with spectral index −2;
the mass ratio is bounded in the range ½1.2

2.8 ; 1� [141]. In the
Truncated Gaussian case, the masses are drawn from
a Gaussian distribution with mean 1.5M⊙ and standard
deviation 1.1M⊙, and with a sharp cutoff at the lower end
(1.2M⊙) and the upper end (2.7M⊙) [141]. Here, the mass

3When the orbital separation in a BNS coalescence approaches
the size of the NS, each NS is tidally distorted by its companion.
For the i-th NS in the binary, its companion’s quadrupolar
electric-type tidal field EðiÞ

jl induces a mass-quadrupole moment

I ðiÞ
jl . These are related via I ðiÞ

jl ¼ −Λim5
i E

ðiÞ
jl , where Λi ¼

2
3
k2ðRi

mi
Þ5 is the dimensionless tidal deformability parameter, k2

is the quadrupolar Love number, and mi and Ri, are the NS mass
and radius.

4See Refs. [26,35,36] which argue that different choices of
priors can alter the mass estimates of GW230529. This is due to
the event’s low signal-to-noise ratio (∼11).
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ratio is constrained to the range ½1.2
2.7 ; 1�. For each prior

distribution of NS masses, the dimensionless tidal deform-
ability parameters (Λ1;p andΛ2;p) are drawn uniformly from
the range [1, 3000].

IV. PARENTS OF THE PRIMARY OF GW230529

We now discuss what we can learn about the parents of
the primary of GW230529 assuming it is a product of a
previous BNS merger. There are three subsections that
discuss the masses and tidal deformabilities of parent BNS,
possible site of merger based on inferred GW kick, and
comparison of the properties of the parent binary with other
known systems from GW and radio observations.

A. Masses and tidal deformability

The parameter posterior distributions for the parents of
GW230529’s primary are derived using Eq. (2) with the
prior choices as described in Sec. III. The results are shown
in Fig. 2. The predicted posteriors under different prior
assumptions are in broad agreement with each other. The
posterior distributions on m2;p have the median values
around ∼1.3–1.5M⊙ with an extended tail beyond 2M⊙,
such that the probability with which m2;p > 2M⊙ is less
than 3%. The mass of the secondary in the BNS is
consistent with the distribution of Galactic NS masses
[117,119–122] as well as the NS masses from BNS systems
observed through GW observations [88,93]. The mass of
the primary of the parent BNS shows more support on the
high-mass side and has a large overlap with the primary
of GW190425 [88]; its median values span the range
2.1 − 2.5M⊙. (See Fig. 4 for more details.) It is also
consistent with the maximum possible NS mass inferred
from population analyses [141], both with and without
including GW190814 (see Sec. III).
The dimensionless tidal deformability parameter of

the primary (Λ1;p) of the parent BNS is more constrained
compared to the secondary (Λ2;p). The posteriors on
Λ1;p and Λ2;p are consistent with the measurement of
tidal parameters from the BNS merger GW170817
[92,93,143–149]. Using GW170817, the dimensionless
tidal deformability parameter of a 1.4M⊙ NS was con-
strained to Λð1.4M⊙Þ < 700 at 90% credibility [93]. The
parameter Λ1;p is constrained to ≲270 with 90% credibility

(m1;p ≳ 1.41M⊙ with 90% credibility). The smaller mag-
nitude of Λ1;p is due to the posteriors of m1;p having more
support for larger mass; i.e., m1;p > 2M⊙ with > 60%

probability. The tidal effects in the GW phasing are
captured by an effective tidal parameter Λ̃ [150,151] as
defined in Eq. (5) of Ref. [151]. We also deduce constraints
on the effective tidal parameter Λ̃p for the parent BNS.
At 90% confidence the constraints on Λ̃p are 150þ177

−113 ,
144þ148

−110 , and 126þ156
−93 for the Flat, Powerlaw, and

Truncated Gaussian priors on NS masses, respec-
tively. The relatively smaller magnitude of Λ̃p is due to
the smaller values of both Λ1;p and Λ2;p. The probability
distributions of mass and dimensionless tidal deformability
for the parent BNS are consistent with constraints on the
neutron star equation of state derived from the BNS merger
GW170817 [93,144].

B. Possible merger sites

We have also estimated the magnitude of the recoil
velocity (Vkick;p) imparted to the primary component of
GW230529 following the parent BNS merger using the NR
fit developed in Ref. [152]. The kick imparted to the BNS
merger remnant gets contributions from linear momentum
flux due to asymmetric emission of GWs [153,154] as well
as the asymmetric dynamical ejection of matter at relativ-
istic velocities toward the end of the merger [152].
However, the larger recoils [Oð100 km=sÞ] in BNS merg-
ers arise due to the dynamical ejecta. A formula for the
BNS recoil as a function of the ejected mass (Mej) is
provided in Eq. (13) of Ref. [152]. Furthermore, we use the
NR fit for Mej as a function of the masses and dimension-
less tidal deformability parameters of the BNS merger,
as given in Eq. (6) of Ref. [155]. Thus, the NR fit for the
BNS recoil developed in Ref. [152] can be expressed as a
function of the masses and dimensionless tidal deform-
ability parameters to estimate Vkick;p (See the Supplemental
Material [107] for more details).
The posteriors of Vkick;p for three different choices of

priors on θ⃗p (as explained in Sec. III) are shown in the left
panel of Fig. 3. The NR fit of Ref. [152] is calibrated for
ejected masses in the range 5 × 10−6M⊙ ≲Mej ≲ 0.02M⊙.
While estimating Vkick;p, we should discard posterior/prior

TABLE I. Choice of different prior distributions for NS masses. Here, H is the Heaviside step function. For each
prior distribution, the allowed ranges of mass ratio are shown in the last column.

Prior name Distribution Range for mass ratio

Flat πðmÞ ∝ Hðm − 1M⊙ÞHð3M⊙ −mÞ [1
3
, 1]

Powerlaw πðmÞ ∝ m−2Hðm − 1.2M⊙ÞHð2.8M⊙ −mÞ [1.2
2.8, 1]

Truncated Gaussian
πðmÞ ∝ e

−ðm−1.5M⊙Þ2
2×ð1.1M⊙Þ2Hðm − 1.2M⊙ÞHð2.7M⊙ −mÞ [1.2

2.7, 1]
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samples of θ⃗p that result in Mej values outside this
calibration range. We found that all posterior samples
of θ⃗p in all three cases resulted in Mej values within the
calibration region. However, we had to discard nearly half
of the total prior samples of θ⃗p in all three cases. Therefore,
the actual prior distributions of Vkick;p may be broader than
those shown in Fig. 3. The mass ratio and tidal deform-
ability parameters of the retained prior samples are quite
similar across the three different prior choices, resulting
in similar prior distributions. At 90% confidence the
constraints on Vkick;p are 14þ38

−11 km=s, 28þ31
−22 km=s, and

30þ30
−22 km=s for the Flat, Powerlaw, and Truncated

Gaussian priors on NS masses, respectively.
The right panel of Fig. 3 shows the cumulative proba-

bility distribution function for Vkick;p. This can be straight-
forwardly mapped to the retention probability of the
primary of GW230529 in an astrophysical environment
with an escape speed Vesc as shown in [157,158]. If
GW230529 occurred in a dense astrophysical environment,
the escape speed would need to exceed 60 km=s (at 90%
credibility) for the environment to retain its primary
component. On the other hand, if GW230529 were part
of a hierarchical triple (or quadruple) system, then the

FIG. 2. Posterior distributions of the component masses and tidal deformability parameters of the parent BNS of the primary of
GW230529. The curves with different colors and line styles correspond to different prior choices for NS masses (listed in the legend).
The colored vertical lines mark the 90% credible intervals. Different prior distributions are shown in gray with varying line styles. The
median values and 90% confidence intervals for the different posterior distributions are also provided in the table.
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orbital parameters of the outer binary (or outer nested
binary orbits) should be such that it could withstand a
minimum recoil of magnitude ∼60 km=s without getting
unbound. In other words, postmerger kicks are unlikely to
be a major obstacle for the hierarchical mergers of BNSs

like the parent of GW230529’s primary. Even typical
Milky Way GCs (Vesc ∼ 30 km=s) can retain ≳60% of
BNS remnants. Additionally, star clusters were more
massive and denser at higher redshifts, leading to higher
escape speeds that further increased retention probability.

FIG. 4. Left: comparison of the masses of the parent BNS of GW230529’s primary with two BNS events in GWTC-3 [22,88,93] and
the recently discovered binary millisecond pulsar PSR J0514–4002E [19]. For convenience, we also show the masses of GW230529.
The 90% credible intervals for the component masses of GW190425 and the masses of the parent BNS of GW230529’s primary overlap.
This suggests that GW190425-like binaries can serve as the potential parent of the primary of GW230529. Right: the 90% credible
intervals and median values for the merger rate and redshift of the two GWTC-3 BNS events and GW230529.

FIG. 3. The left panel shows the posterior distributions of the inferred kick magnitude Vkick;p imparted to the primary component of
GW230529. The curves with different colors and line styles correspond to different prior choices for NS masses (listed in the legend).
The colored vertical lines mark the 90% credible intervals. Different prior distributions are shown in gray with varying line styles. The
median values and 90% confidence intervals for the different posterior distributions are also provided in the table. The right panel shows
the retention probability of the primary of GW230529 as a function of the escape speed of the host astrophysical environment. The
shaded regions show the range of escape speeds for GCs and nuclear star clusters [156]. The retention probability is computed directly
from the cumulative distribution function of Vkick;p following Ref. [157].
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At birth, GCs were on average ∼4.5 times more massive
than they are today, resulting in escape speeds about
∼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
4.5

p
≈ 2.1 times higher [159]. This would have allowed

them to retain the majority of BNS remnants, enabling
further binary formation. This contrasts with the hierarchi-
cal mergers of BBHs, which require an astrophysical
environment with Vesc ≳ 200 km=s to retain ≳50% of
BBH remnants [28,157,158]. However, whether typical
GCs allow the formation of such binaries at a rate that can
explain the observed rate of GW230529 (assuming hier-
archical mergers) is a more complex question that our study
cannot answer.

C. Comparison of the properties
with other GW and radio binaries

If the primary of GW230529 indeed comes from a
previous-generation BNS merger, then it is natural to
expect a greater abundance of lower-generation parent
BNS mergers to happen either in dense astrophysical
environments or as triples and quadruples in galactic fields.
This implies that the rate of GW230529-like mergers will
be much less than the rate of mergers that led to the
formation of the primary. Therefore, it is instructive to
ask whether the properties of any of the BNS events
detected to date resemble the inferred parent of the primary
of GW230529.
The left panel of Fig. 4 compares the inferred parent

binary of GW230529’s primary with two BNS events in
GWTC-3 [22,88,93] and the recently discovered binary
millisecond pulsar PSR J0514–4002E [19]. Note that the
90% credible intervals for the component masses of
GW190425 coincide with the 90% credible ranges for
the component masses of the parent BNS of GW230529’s
primary. This suggests that GW190425-like BNS events
could be the potential parents of the primary of GW230529.
This possibility was first speculated in Ref. [26] by looking
at the overlap of the 90% credible intervals for the remnant
mass of GW190425 and the primary mass of GW230529.
See Sec. 8 of Ref. [26] for more details. If this is the
case, then the merger rate of GW190425-like binaries
could be significantly higher than that of GW230529-like
binaries, as explained earlier. Indeed, going by the median
values, the merger rate of GW190425 (R190425 ¼
460þ1050

−390 Gpc−3 yr−1) is much larger than the merger rate
of GW230529 (R230529 ¼ 55þ127

−47 Gpc−3 yr−1) as can be
seen in the right panel of Fig. 4. This lends further support
for GW190425-like binaries as the potential parents
of GW230529’s primary. However, these are inferences
based on a small sample of NS binaries that we have
detected to date. These comparisons can be carried out
more rigorously as more NS binaries are discovered in
future observing runs of GW detectors.
We have also plotted PSRJ0514-4002E, a candidate

NSBH system in the globular cluster NGC 1851, within

the mass plane alongside other GW candidates.
Interestingly, its parameters are comparable to those
observed in GW events. However, the companion of this
millisecond pulsar—the supposed BH—may not actually
be a BH. Given a mass constraint of 2.09–2.71M⊙, it could
instead be an NS formed through either from the merger of
two lower-mass NSs or an NS and a heavy white dwarf, or
it could simply be a massive NS [19,61]. Reference [61]
suggests that while PSRJ0514-4002E may have formed in
the unique environment of NGC 1851 (known for its
atypical nature with hard-to-model multiple stellar popu-
lations [160] and a highly eccentric Galactic orbit [161]),
the merger rate of such binaries is extremely low, at
approximately ≲1 Gpc−3 yr−1. This low merger rate sug-
gests that GW230529 and PSRJ0514-4002E likely have
different formation pathways even if both are products of
hierarchical assembly. For example, GW230529 may have
originated from a field triple system as proposed in other
eccentric millisecond pulsar studies such as those on
J1903þ 0327 [162,163] or J0955-6150 [164]. Future radio
observations could provide conclusive evidence about the
nature of the companion of J0514-4002E if its spin is found
to be relatively high (i.e., χ ∼ 0.8) [19,165]. In such a case,
identifying it as a BH would improve our understanding of
the astrophysical scenarios leading to the formation of such
compact, high-spin objects.

D. Potential NSBH parents

It is also possible that the primary of GW230529 may
instead have originated from an NSBH merger. We have
explored this alternative formation pathway and computed
the properties of the potential parent NSBH system. To
estimate the probability distributions of the parent binary
parameters, we used NR fitting formulas, developed by
Ref. [94], for the final mass and spin of NSBH mergers
involving nonspinning NSs and precessing BHs, which are
applied in Eq. (2). For the NS and BH masses, we use
uniform priors in the ranges [1M⊙, 3M⊙] and [1M⊙,
20M⊙], respectively, with a mass ratio constraint between
[3/20, 1]. For the tidal deformability parameter of the NS,
we use a uniform prior in the range [1, 3000]. The spin
magnitude of the BH follows a uniform prior in the range
[0, 0.99], while the spin direction is chosen isotropically
over the two-sphere. We find that the mass of the NS and
the BH in the parent binary are constrained to 1.41þ0.64

−0.37 and
2.46þ0.75

−0.89 , respectively, at 90% credibility. These numbers
are also similar to those presented in Fig. 2, where we
considered the previous BNS merger scenario. The 90%
credible intervals for the component masses of GW190425
and PSRJ0514-4002E also overlap with the masses of the
parent NSBH of GW230529’s primary. Therefore, the
primary of GW230529 could also have originated from
an NSBH, similar to systems like GW190425 or PSR
J0514-4002E. The recent claim of orbital eccentricity in
an NSBH merger [166] has led to speculations of this
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possibility. However, more observations are needed to
disentangle the different formation pathways.

V. FRACTION OF GW190425-LIKE MERGERS
THAT CAN PRODUCE

THE PRIMARY OF GW230529

We have already seen that remnants of GW190425-like
mergers share similar parameters as the primary of
GW230529. If there is a GW230529-like population,
we can now ask what fraction of GW190425-like merger
remnants will end up as primary components of a
GW230529-like population. Indeed, given the complex
interactions in a dense cluster, several of the GW190425-
like remnants will be kicked out of the cluster, and those
which are retained may not pair up with an NS in any
reasonable time to produce a GW230529-like binary that
merges in a Hubble time. We call this the relative branching
fraction (fb). More precisely, the branching fraction is
defined as the ratio of R230529 to R190425, where R230529

and R190425 are the merger rates of GW230529 and
GW190425, respectively.
To estimate the posterior distribution on the branching

fraction, pðfbjdÞ, we define two variables (Rp, fb) and
their inverses:

Rp ≡R190425R230529; fb ≡R230529

R190425

; ð3Þ

R190425 ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Rp

fb

s
; R230529 ¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Rpfb

q
: ð4Þ

To compute pðfbjdÞ, we marginalize the joint PDF
pðRp; fbjdÞ over the parameter Rp:

pðfbjdÞ ¼
Z

pðRp; fbjdÞdRp

¼
Z

pðR190425;R230529jdÞ
1

2Rp
dRp; ð5Þ

where the factor 1
2Rp

arises from the Jacobian of the

coordinate transformation ∂ðR190425;R230529Þ=∂ðRp; fbÞ.
GW190425 and GW230529 are two independent GW
event triggers. Here, we consider GW190425 and
GW230529 as belonging to two different classes of
compact binary mergers, and we assume the PDFs for
the merger rates of GW190425- and GW230529-like
binaries are independent of each other, with their joint
PDF simply the product of the two. Therefore, Eq. (5)
further simplifies to

pðfbjdÞ ¼
Z

pðR190425jdÞpðR230529jdÞ
1

2Rp
dRp: ð6Þ

We next construct the PDFs pðR190425jdÞ and
pðR230529jdÞ. The PDF pðR190425jdÞ is constructed
using log-normal fits to the merger rate estimates
R190425 ¼ 460þ1050

−390 Gpc−3 yr−1, which has a mean of
hlog10½R=ðGpc−3 yr−1Þ�i ¼ 2.675 and a standard deviation
of σlog10½R=ðGpc−3 yr−1Þ� ¼ 0.4. The PDF pðR230529jdÞ is
constructed using log-normal fits to the data in Fig. 3
of [26], which has a mean of hlog10½R=ðGpc−3 yr−1Þ�i ¼
1.7404 and a standard deviation of σlog10½R=ðGpc−3 yr−1Þ� ¼
0.32. These two PDFs are fed to Eq. (6) to compute the
posteriors on fb, pðfbjdÞ. The posterior distribution on fb
is shown in Fig. 5. The branching fraction fb is constrained
to 0.18þ0.57

−0.15 at 90% credibility. Assuming GW190425 to be
representative of a typical BNS merger and GW230529
a NSBH where the BH is formed by a previous BNS
merger, this number suggests that 3–75% of lower gen-
eration BNS mergers will lead to the formation of NSBH
binaries with BHs in the low-mass gap that will merge
within a Hubble time. Future detections of both BNS
mergers and binaries with low-mass gap BH will put
stringent constraints on fb. Note that there can be
NSBHs whose BH is formed by a previous BNS merger,
but as long as these binaries do not merge in a Hubble time,
they will not enter into fb.

VI. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Some of the recent GW and radio observations have
challenged our understanding of dynamical interactions of
NSs and low-mass BHs (masses less than 5M⊙). One of the
most important questions in this context is if dense star
clusters can host a non-negligible fraction of BNS mergers
and whether the remnants of these mergers will get a
chance to further pair up with another NS or BH and merge
in a Hubble time. We investigate this question in the context
of GW230529—a likely NSBH merger with a BH mass
less than 5M⊙.

FIG. 5. The posterior distribution on the relative branching
fraction fb between lower-generation BNS mergers that produce
BHs in the low-mass gap and higher-generation binary mergers
containing low-mass gap BHs and NSs. The vertical dashed lines
mark the 90% credible intervals and median values.
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Assuming the massive primary component of
GW230529 is a product of a previous BNS merger,
we characterize the properties of its parents. We use a
BNS fitting formula that maps the initial binary parameters
to the parameters of the remnant. This identifies the allowed
region of the initial binary configuration corresponding to
the inferred properties of the remnant. We find the observed
properties of the primary of GW230529 to be consistent
with the merger of two NSs, one which has a (median) mass
of 2.5M⊙ and is very compact (6 ≤ Λ ≤ 230) and another
with a mass of 1.3M⊙ whose tidal deformability we are
unable to constrain. Intriguingly, the parent binary con-
figuration of GW230529’s primary closely resembles
that of GW190425, the second BNS detection by the
LIGO and Virgo observatories during their third observing
run. Further, using the merger rates of GW230529 and
GW190425, we calculate the fraction of GW190425-like
merger remnants that form another binary and merge.
We find this branching fraction to be 3–75% at 90%
credibility, a finding that can be tested rigorously with
future compact binary observations by LIGO/Virgo-like
detectors [167,168] as well as next-generation observato-
ries such as the Cosmic Explorer [169] and the Einstein
Telescope [170,171].
If the primary of GW230529 is a product of a previous

merger, it poses an important astrophysical question about
the environments in which such mergers happen. Some past
studies suggest the rate of BNS mergers in GCs is too small
to account for the observed event rates. Given the complex-
ities in modeling stellar dynamics in dense clusters, it is
worth investigating this further, focusing on star cluster
configurations that can lead to hierarchical mergers involv-
ing low-mass compact binaries [26]. Reference [61] found
that GW230529-like systems could be components of
dynamically assembled binaries, but the corresponding
merger rate is probably ≲1 Gpc−3 yr−1. If these configu-
rations are indeed rare, perhaps hierarchical triples or
quadruples may offer an alternative pathway to explain
the inferred merger history of the primary of GW230529.
Future electromagnetic (such as radio searches for NSBHs
in GCs), as well as GW observations, can potentially help
us resolve these conflicts. Finally, we note that the primary
of GW230529 may have originated from an NSBH merger,
similar to systems like GW190425 and PSR J0514-4002E,
particularly in light of recent claims of orbital eccentricity
in an NSBH event [166].
Note that the employed NR fits for BNS and NSBH

remnants [92] in our study are not as accurate as compared
to the NR fits for BBH remnants [100,101]. Further,
we ignore the spins of NSs in our study and use NR fits
for the remnant mass and spin of nonspinning BNS
components. In the future, one should revisit the results
presented here when more accurate NR fits that include
NS spins are available. With more accurate fitting for-
mulas, studying the mass and spin distributions in

hierarchical BNS and NSBH mergers will be a promising
direction for future research.
Our method reconstructs a merger history, assuming the

observed primary component of GW230529 was formed
via a hierarchical merger of a BNS. We do not attempt to
statistically quantify whether this hypothesis is true; rather,
we present a plausible ancestral pathway based on the
assumption of a BNS merger history. In the future, the
detection of loud events containing low-mass gap BHs with
well-constrained masses and spin magnitudes will enable
us to test the hierarchical BNS merger hypothesis as an
explanation for low-mass gap BHs.
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