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GW151226: Gravitational waves from a black hole binary
• GW151226 is the second, less massive binary black hole confidently detected by LIGO

following section and are consistent with our expect-
ations for an astrophysical BBH source. The inferred
component masses of LVT151012 lie roughly between
the masses of GW150914 and GW151226, as shown
in Fig. 4.

IV. SOURCE PROPERTIES

In this section, we present the inferred properties of the
sources of GW150914, LVT151012, and GW151226,
assuming that the signals each originate from a binary
coalescence as described by general relativity. Tests of the
consistency of the signal with the predictions of general
relativity are presented in Sec. V. Full results for
GW150914 have been provided in Refs. [39,40], and
key results for LVT151012 have been given in
Ref. [44]. Here, we give results based upon an updated
calibration of the data. The analyses of all three signals

closely mirror the original analysis of GW150914, as
detailed in Ref. [39] and described in Appendix B.
The analysis makes use of two waveform models, the

double aligned spin waveform model (EOBNR) [8,9] and
an effective precessing spin model (IMRPhenom) [36–38].
Results from the two waveforms are similar, and the data
give us little reason to prefer one model over the other. We
therefore average the posterior distributions from two
waveforms for our overall results. These are used for the
discussion below, except in Sec. IV B, where we also
consider measurements of spin alignment from the pre-
cessing IMRPhenom waveform.
The results match our expectations for a coherent

signal in both detectors and give us no reason to suspect
that any of the signals are not of astrophysical origin. All
three signals are consistent with originating from BBHs.
Key parameters for the three events are included in
Table I and plotted in Figs. 4,5, and 6. Detailed results
are provided in Table IV in Appendix B.

FIG. 4. Posterior probability densities of the masses, spins, and distance to the three events GW150914, LVT151012, and GW151226.
For the two-dimensional distributions, the contours show 50% and 90% credible regions. Top left panel: Component massesmsource

1 and
msource

2 for the three events. We use the convention that msource
1 ≥ msource

2 , which produces the sharp cut in the two-dimensional
distribution. For GW151226 and LVT151012, the contours follow lines of constant chirp mass (Msource ¼ 8.9þ0.3

−0.3M⊙ and
Msource ¼ 15:1þ1.4

−1.1M⊙, respectively). In all three cases, both masses are consistent with being black holes. Top right panel: The
mass and dimensionless spin magnitude of the final black holes. Bottom left panel: The effective spin and mass ratios of the binary
components. Bottom right panel: The luminosity distance to the three events.
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GW151226: A precessing binary black hole?
• GW151226 is the only binary black hole with 

evidence for nonzero spin

!

• The more massive BH in GW151226 seems 
to be misaligned and precessing


!

• Misalignment seems to be 25 - 80 degrees

A. Masses

The binary component masses of all three systems lie
within the range expected for stellar-mass black holes. The
least massive black hole is the secondary of GW151226,
which has a 90% credible lower bound that msource

2 ≥
5.6M⊙. This is above the expected maximum neutron star
mass of about 3M⊙ [80,81] and beyond the mass
gap where there is currently a dearth of black holes
observed in x-ray binaries [82–84]. The range of our
inferred component masses overlaps with those for stellar-
mass black holes measured through x-ray observations but
extends beyond the nearly 16M⊙ maximum of that
population [85–87].
GW150914 corresponds to the heaviest BBH system

(Msource ¼ 65.3þ4.1
−3.4M⊙) we observed, and GW151226

corresponds to the least massive (Msource ¼ 21.8þ5.9
−1.7M⊙).

Higher mass systems merge at a lower gravitational-wave
frequency. For lower-mass systems, the gravitational-wave

signal is dominated by the inspiral of the binary compo-
nents, whereas for higher-mass systems, the merger and
ringdown parts of the signal are increasingly important.
The transition from being inspiral dominated to being
merger and ringdown dominated depends upon the sensi-
tivity of the detector network as a function of frequency;
GW150914 had SNR approximately equally split between
the inspiral and post-inspiral phases [41]. Information
about the masses is encoded in different ways in the
different parts of the waveform: The inspiral predominantly
constrains the chirp mass [70,88,89], and the ringdown is
more sensitive to the total mass [90]; hence, the best-
measured parameters depend upon the mass [91–93]. This
is illustrated in the posterior probability distributions for the
three events in Fig. 4. For the lower-mass GW151226 and
LVT151012, the posterior distribution follows curves of
constant chirp mass, but for GW150914, the posterior is
shaped more by constraints on the total mass [94].

FIG. 5. Posterior probability distributions for the dimensionless component spins cS1=ðGm2
1Þ and cS2=ðGm2

2Þ relative to the normal to
the orbital plane L, marginalized over the azimuthal angles. The bins are constructed linearly in spin magnitude and the cosine of the tilt
angles, and therefore have equal prior probability. The left plot shows the distribution for GW150914, the middle plot is for LVT151012,
and the right plot is for GW151226.

FIG. 6. Posterior probability distributions for the sky locations of GW150914, LVT151012, and GW151226 shown in a Mollweide
projection. The left plot shows the probable position of the source in equatorial coordinates (right ascension is measured in hours and
declination is measured in degrees). The right plot shows the localization with respect to the Earth at the time of detection. Hþ and Lþ
mark the Hanford and Livingston sites, and H− and L− indicate antipodal points; H-L and L-H mark the poles of the line connecting the
two detectors (the points of maximal time delay). The sky localization forms part of an annulus, set by the difference in arrival times
between the detectors.
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Misalignment can be explained by a black hole (BH) birth kick
• BHs can be kicked when they are born.   [Neutron stars are known to be strongly kicked]

• Kicks tilt the binary orbit

• Significant kicks are required for the GW151226 tilt
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• What we did: One of LIGO’s BHs has a tilted orbit. A strong BH birth kick matches the data.

!

• Impact

• GW enable (more) insight into lives and deaths of massive stars, billions of years ago

• Challenges models of stellar explosions to make a kick this large and a heavy BH

• Alternative explanation for GW170104 is a kick. (None needed - no requirement for BH spin)

• Must be factored in to observations & models involving stellar mass BHs

• Reduces contribution to LIGO rate from other formation channels (i.e., globular clusters)


!

• Testable (now): 

• Support for BH birth kicks has been seen in observations of X-ray binaries (motion, jets)

• Near-future LIGO measurements will let us pin down the kick (e.g. more GW151226’s)

• “Black hole sudoku” : test this interpretation against multiple boundary conditions

Summary



GW151226: The only LIGO observation with confirmed nonzero spin
!
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• GW170104 and GW150914 have spins consistent with zero
Abbott et al, PRL 118 221101 (2017) : supplementary material

III PARAMETER INFERENCE

FIG. 3. A Mollweide projection of the posterior probability
density for the location of the source in equatorial coordinates
(right ascension is measured in hours and declination is mea-
sured in degrees). The location broadly follows an annulus
corresponding to a time delay of ⇠ 3.0+0.4

�0.5 ms between the
Hanford and Livingston observatories. We estimate that the
area of the 90% credible region is ⇠ 1200 deg2.

FIG. 4. Posterior probability density for the source luminos-
ity distance DL and the binary inclination ✓JN . The one-
dimensional distributions include the posteriors for the two
waveform models, and their average (black). The dashed lines
mark the 90% credible interval for the average posterior. The
two-dimensional plot shows the 50% and 90% credible regions
plotted over the posterior density function.

values because of the greater preference for spins with
components antialigned with the orbital angular momen-
tum.

The final calibration uncertainty is su�ciently small
to not significantly a↵ect results. To check the impact
of calibration uncertainty, we repeated the analysis using
the e↵ective-precession waveform without marginalising

FIG. 5. Posterior probability densities for the e↵ective in-
spiral spin �e↵ for GW170104, GW150914, LVT151012 and
GW151226 [13], together with the prior probability distri-
bution for GW170104. The distribution for GW170104 uses
both precessing waveform models, but, for ease of compari-
son, the others use only the e↵ective-precession model. The
prior distributions vary between events, as a consequence of
di↵erent mass ranges, but the di↵erence is negligible on the
scale plotted.

FIG. 6. Posterior probability density for the final black hole
mass Mf and spin magnitude af . The one-dimensional dis-
tributions include the posteriors for the two waveform mod-
els, and their average (black). The dashed lines mark the
90% credible interval for the average posterior. The two-
dimensional plot shows the 50% and 90% credible regions
plotted over the posterior density function.
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[a measure of (aligned) spin]


