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Abstract

Generating highly indistinguishable photons is one of the major challenges in real-
izing optical quantum computers. Recently the photon distillation protocol was pro-
posed by J. Marshall that uses a standard linear optical network to increase photon
indistinguishability to arbitrary accuracy by sacrificing ancillary photons.[11] Ideally,
the number of photons that need to be sacrificed to achieve a certain error reduction
is kept at a minimum. Via an extensive numerical search, the optimal networks for
three-mode and four-mode networks were found. [11] We recognized that the three-
mode optimal matrix was not just some random network, but a network that applies
the discrete Fourier transform (DFT). We, therefore, research in this report how the
five-mode DFT performs in the photon distillation protocol. The results are enlight-
ening; the five-mode DFT could outperform the three-mode DFT, contradicting what
was expected in the original paper. The parameters that determine the performance
are its ability to reduce the error, success rate, and the number of photons required.
In both the three-mode and the five-mode case we see an error reduction by a factor
1
n requiring n photons. However, where the three-mode protocol has a success rate of
1
3 , the five-mode has a success rate that is higher than 1

4 , which breaks the expected
1
n behavior. Additionally, we found data suggesting that higher-order systems could
perform even better.
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1 Introduction

Quantum computing and quantum information have been the subject of immense interest
from both academia and industry. The compelling nature of this area of study is rooted in
the immense capacity of quantum computers to outperform classical computing in solving
some specific traditionally difficult problems. The most famous example of this is the
prime factorisation of integers that can be solved by Peter Shor’s quantum algorithm in
polynomial time on an ideal quantum computer (i.e. one that is not affected by errors)[18,
12].

In addition to the factorisation problem, a broad range of effective algorithms and
applications have been developed for quantum computers, offering significant increases in
efficiency in a variety of industries and research fields. The areas that are likely to be
affected the most are those related to shortest-path finding algorithms, machine learning,
solving differential equations (which can be used to simulate a variety of complex physical
systems), and cryptography. At present, quantum computers exist; yet they have few or
no practical applications as a result of their susceptibility to noise [6].

Producing a fault-tolerant quantum computer is therefore of great importance for real-
ising the potential of quantum computers. Currently, there are multiple physical systems
suitable for realising quantum computing. Each having its own advantages and challenges.
For example, IBM and Google are developing systems based on superconducting circuits
[6]. An advantage of using quantum computing with superconducting circuits is that they
can be easily created with existing chip technology and combined with classical computers
[10]. However, to create the necessary superconducting states, the superconducting circuits
must be cooled to cryogenic temperatures. Maintaining these extreme temperatures when
scaling up to a large number of qubits presents a major challenge [6, 10].

Another architecture realises qubit states using photons. A major advantage over super-
conducting circuits is that Qubit states created with photons do not require these extremely
low temperatures. Moreover, photons hardly suffer from decoherence, which destroys su-
perposition states, because of their weak interaction with the environment. However, this
weak interaction of photons with the environment and with other photons is a major hur-
dle for the creation of universal two-qubit gates [10, 9]. Before 2001, these interactions
were thought to require non-linearities that were much more powerful than those found in
existing nonlinear media [10, 9]. This problem was circumvented by the Knill, Laflamme
and Milburn (KLM) protocol which shows that "efficient quantum computing is possible
using only beam splitters, phase shifters, single-photon sources, and photon-detectors" [8].
However, the KLM protocol requires a large amount of resources for implementation, so
the protocol mainly serves as a proof that linear optical quantum computing (LOQC) is
achievable [8, 9]. Since then improved protocols that use measurements on large entan-
gled photon states have reduced the resource costs significantly, e.g. measurement-based
quantum computers and fusion-based quantum computers [23, 15, 1, 13]. To create these
cluster states, we need to entangle a large number of photons. Photon entanglement is a
consequence of quantum interference, which is a result of coherent photons, that is, the
photons need to be indistinguishable. A prime example of the role photon indistinguishabil-
ity plays in photon entanglement can best be demonstrated by a two-photon interference
experiment known as the Hong-Ou-Mandel (HOM) effect, where the outcome of a two
photon experiment depends on whether the photons behave as indistinguishable or dis-
tinguishable. This effect can be used to measure the number of events that occur due to
nonidentical photons and can therefore be related to the partial indistinguishability of the
photons [7, 5, 2]. In reality, the current photon sources are not capable of creating perfectly
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indistinguishable photons. Instead the photons partially behave as indistinguishable and
partially distinguishable.

The necessity of cluster states and the challenge of generating perfectly indistinguish-
able photons highlight the need for a protocol that reduces the partial distinguishable
behaviour of photons. The recently developed photon distillation protocol aims to do just
this [11], see Figure 1.

Figure 1: Illustration photon distillation experiment. N "copies" of photons with a state described by
ρ(ϵ) are send into a N -mode interferometer of which N − 1 ancillary modes are measured. The ϵ gives
an indication for the error of the photon. The remaining photon has a state described by ρ(ϵ′), such that
ϵ′ < ϵ. Source: Distillation of Indistinguishable Photons. [11]

The photon distillation protocol showed that the amount of partial distinguishability
can be reduced arbitrarily close to zero by repeated implementation of the protocol. The
process of photon distillation involves sending N photons into an N -mode interferometric
experiment. The number of photons in N -1 ancillary modes is then measured. By requiring
that a valid measurement measuresN -1 photons in these ancillary modes, the measurement
provides information about the partial indistinguishability of the photon in the remaining
mode. By comparing the behaviour of distinguishable and indistinguishable photons in
such an experiment, the result can be used to determine whether the state of the remaining
photon is more likely to be indistinguishable from the target state of the photon source.
The measurement heralds information about the partial distinguishability of the remaining
photon. The distribution linked to this outcome is called the heralding pattern. For this
protocol, the researchers assume no errors other than errors in the photon source, which are
the cause of the partial indistinguishability. This partial distinguishability can be described
with the random source model [19]. This model defines an average internal state for the
photons assuming that the photons are independently and identically distributed, which
for most sources is a reasonable assumption. The error in the system is then the amount
of partial distinguishability. The protocol was developed for a three-mode interferometer
(tritter) and a four-mode interferometer.

Marshall shows that the protocol using the tritter reduces the error by a factor 1/3,
with a success rate of 1/3. The success rate is determined by the probability of measuring
the heralding pattern that reduces the error and can be directly related to the resources
(the number of photons) required to achieve successful distillation. He demonstrates that
the 4-mode interferometer protocol reduces the error even further by a factor of 1/4. This
would be very useful if it were not for the fact that the success rate decreases to 1/4. The
average number of photons required to successfully distil the photon would be 3*3 for the
tritter and 4*4 for the 4-mode interferometer. This suggests that an adequate N -mode
system that could reduce the error by a factor of 1/N would have a success probability
of 1/N and would therefore need N2 photons to perform successful distillation. The fact
that the amount of resources required to realise N -mode photon distillation scales with N2
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suggests that it is not useful to employ interferometers with a greater number of modes
for photon distillation.

This paper investigates whether a five-mode interferometer actually is capable of re-
ducing the error by a factor 1/5 and also whether the probability of success is 1/5 to
investigate whether the suggested 1/N behaviour holds.

We recognised that in J.Marshall’s paper the found to be "best" tritter performs the
quantum Fourier transform (QFT) and the "best" 4-mode interferometer implements a
Hadamard transform. Here, "best" was defined to be the operation that achieved a certain
error reduction with the lowest number of photon sacrificed. The best matrices where found
via intense numerical search. To spare the intense numerical search for the best 5-mode
network, we decided that it would be best to start with an operation that had already
proved it works. Consequently, we are now exploring the behaviour of the 5-mode QFT
in the 5-mode interferometer. In subsection 3.1, we estimate the reduction capabilities of
an N -mode linear optical network in the photon distillation protocol, assuming that the
linear optical network in use can be considered as an balanced beamsplitter. That implies
that the photon has equal probability of being in one of the output modes, regardless of
the input mode it started in. In section 3, we investigate the error-reducing capabilities
of the 5-mode Quantum Fourier Transform (QFT) when heralding with different patterns,
as well as the success rate of the 5-mode QFT. Interestingly, we can use multiple patterns
to indicate error reduction. If we could act quickly enough to make decisions based on the
observed pattern, we could filter using all patterns that reduce the error simultaneously.
This naturally leads to a higher success rate as it is much more likely to detect any error-
reducing pattern. If we could achieve this, then the success rate seems to be as high as 1/4.
In subsubsection 3.3.1, we simulate the success rate for the 3 to 8-mode QFT inspired by
this interesting result from the 5-mode QFT. Even more interesting is that systems with
more modes also achieve a success rate of about 1/4.

2 Theory

The photon distillation protocol is based on the effect that partial distinguishability has
on the probability of measuring certain outcomes in a boson sampling experiment [11, 20,
21, 17]. In the protocol one partial distinguishable photon is injected into each one of the
N modes of an interferometer. After the interferometer, the number of photons in N -1
ancillary output modes is measured. Given that we have measured the number of photons
in these N -1 ancillary modes, we know the number of photons in the remaining mode.
The measurement of these modes is therefore heralding information about the state in the
remaining mode. The outcome is therefore the distribution of the photons over the output
modes. The effect that partial distinguishability has on the outcome of the experiment
can be used to filter the remaining mode. The protocol aims to distil the photons to a
single indistinguishable photon, and therefore it is required that there is only one photon
in the remaining mode. In order to simulate the photon distillation protocol we have to
simulate the outcome probabilities of this boson sampling experiment. The theory of boson
sampling with partial distinguishable photons is well described in Refs. [17, 20].

2.1 The Photon State

The state of a photon depends on its spatial components, its polarisation and its frequency
[17]. The variables can be classified into two categories, the spatial components and the
spectral components (polarisation and frequency). The photons occupying the same inter-
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ferometer mode are spatially coherent and therefore the spatial component of the photon
state is completely described by the interferometer mode that the photon occupies, which
is enforced by the single-mode character of the optical wave-guides [22]. The spectral com-
ponents will not be directly controlled in this experiment. The partial distinguishability
arises from the differences in the spectral components as result from our imperfect internal
state realisation by the nonideal photon source. We refer to the spatial components of the
photon state as the external state and to the spectral component as the internal state, due
to the control we have over the components.

2.1.1 The Internal State

The internal state of an arbitrary photon can be described by the summation over its
polarisation and frequency modes [11, 4, 14, 17].

|ψ⟩ =
∑

s∈{h,v}

∫ ∞

−∞
dωcs,ω|s, ω⟩ =

∞∑
i=0

ciâ
†
i |0⟩ =

∞∑
i=0

ci|ψi⟩ (1)

Here, we can see that the modes of the internal state can be indexed with a single index i.
Photons are indistinguishable if their states completely overlap. That is, two photons

with wave function |ψA⟩ and |ψB⟩ are indistinguishable if |⟨ψA|ψB⟩| = 1. If there is partial
overlap between the photon states, then the absolute value of the inner product takes some
value between zero and one, that is, 0 < |⟨ψA|ψB⟩| < 1 and distinguishable photons have
zero overlap.

2.1.2 Modelling the Partial Indistinguishability

Our nonideal photon source creates a photon with internal state according to Equation 1,
where the coefficients are realisation dependent [11]. This introduces uncertainty in the
preparation of the state and is the cause of the partial distinguishability between the
photons. We can thus model the partial distinguishability by considering the internal state
as an prepared statistical ensemble of states and move to the density matrix formalism.
The density matrix describing the internal state for the photon α is given by the following
equation according to Ref. [17]

ρ̂α =

∫ ∞

−∞
pα(x)|ψα(x)⟩⟨ψα(x)|dx. (2)

Here, pα(x) is the density distribution of the photon being prepared in state |ψα(x)⟩⟨ψα(x)|.
We make the assumption that the photons are independently and identically dis-

tributed, that is, pα(x) = p(x) so that we can define an average internal state for all
the photons.

ρ̂ =

∫ ∞

−∞
p(x)|ψ(x)⟩⟨ψ(x)|dx =

∞∑
i=0

pi|ψi⟩⟨ψi|. (3)

In this equation, |ψ(x)⟩ denotes a possible distribution of the coefficients ci from Equa-
tion 1. This assumption and the resulting density matrix is known in the literature as the
random source model (RSM) [19, 11, 17].

We should interpret the coefficients pi in Equation 3 as the probability of finding the
photon in the ith internal mode. Without loss of generality, we can assume that our nonideal
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photon source creates photons in the internal mode |ψ0⟩ with probability p0 = 1 − ϵ and
with probability pi in some other (error) mode, with

∑∞
i>0 pi = ϵ [11]. This allows us to

write the state as

ρ(ϵ) = (1− ϵ)|ψ0⟩⟨ψ0|+
∞∑
i>0

pi|ψi⟩⟨ψi|. (4)

Since it does not matter in which error mode the photon is, we can say that the photon
is an error state orthogonal to |ψ0⟩ with probability ϵ, and we can describe the photon
state with the following equation. This model is known in literature as the orthogonal bad
bit model (OBBM) [19, p. 151];

ρ(ϵ) = (1− ϵ)|ψ0⟩⟨ψ0|+ ϵ|ψ⊥⟩⟨ψ⊥|. (5)

In the limit where ϵ is very small, the contribution of photon entanglement due to
photons occupying similar error modes to the probability of finding a specific measurement
outcomes is negligible. Therefore, we assume that the ith photon occupies the ith error
mode.

ρi(ϵ) = (1− ϵ)|ψ0⟩⟨ψ0|+ ϵ|ψi⟩⟨ψi| (6)

Here, we let ρα denote the density operator of the αth photon.
Describing the state of the photons in the high indistinguishability regime with equation

Equation 6 is experimentally well justified [16].
Instead of a single vector, a statistical mixture of states is used to describe the state.

In this case, previous definition of the photon indistinguishability does not work quite well.
Naturally, as we make use of average states, the average indistinguishability would seem
to be the right extension. Thus we will use the mean of the overlap as our measure of
indistinguishability. Let |ψ⟩ and |ϕ⟩ denote the state of the photons, then the average
indistinguishability is I = mean (|⟨ψ|ϕ⟩|) [11]. For photons with an average internal state
ρ, this is equivalent to the trace of the product of the density matrices; I = tr(ρ2) [11].
This value is closely related to the fidelity of the system. The fidelity of quantum states
F(σ, ρ) is one of the most common measures to indicate the closeness of two quantum
states with density matrices σ and ρ [12]. If one of the two states is pure, say σ = |ψ0⟩⟨ψ0|,
then the fidelity reduces to F(σ, ρ) = ⟨ψ0|ρ|ψ0⟩. This can be interpreted as the probability
that the photon in the state ρ will behave like a photon in the state |ψ0⟩⟨ψ0| [12].

2.1.3 Internal State of the Composite System of N Photons

The photon distillation protocol uses N photons. The density operator describing the
internal state of the composite photon state is obtained by taking the tensor product of
the density operators describing the internal states of the single photons; see Equation 7
[17].

ρcomposite =

N⊗
i=0

ρ̂i. (7)
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Following, Marshall we have found the following expression for the composite density
operator [11],

ρ(ϵ) = (1− ϵ)n|Ψ0⟩⟨Ψ0|+ ϵ(1− ϵ)n−1
n∑

k=1

|Ψk⟩⟨Ψk|+O(ϵ2), (8)

where we employ notation, |Ψ0⟩ = |ψ0⟩⊗n and

|Ψk⟩ = |Ψk⟩ = |ψ0⟩⊗(k−1)|ψk⟩|ψ0⟩⊗(n−k),

which is slightly different from the notation originally used by Marshall due to the assump-
tion that the photons do not occupy the same error mode.

An important observation from Equation 8 is that the system can behave in different
ways. With probability (1 − ϵ)n the system behaves as if there were only completely
indistinguishable photons, with probability n(1− ϵ)n−1ϵ the system behaves like a system
with only one distinguishable photon, etc.

2.1.4 The Mode Occupation Representation

The previous section described the internal state of the photon and shows that we can
construct an orthonormal basis that describes the internal state. Furthermore, we described
a partial distinguishability model for the photons which shows that we consider the problem
as different probabilities happening. For the external state we made the assumption that
the photons are spatially coherent in each of the interferometer modes. The state of the
photon is then described by the combination of its internal mode and its spatial mode
and we can construct an orthonormal basis for the photon state by employing the creation
operators â†k,i to create a photon in the kth spatial mode and in the ith internal mode [17].
With these creation operators we can define the Fock state that keeps track of the number
of photons in each photon mode; see Equation 9.

|n1,0n1,1 . . . n2,0 . . . nN,N ⟩ =
N∏
i=0

N∏
j=0

(â†i,j)
ni,j

ni,j !
|0⟩ (9)

Here, ni,j denotes the number of photons with internal mode i and spatial mode k.
Although Equation 9 describes the total photon state, in practice we cannot access all

the information that is needed to describe this state. The only information that we can
access is the number of photons in each spatial mode, regardless of the internal mode they
have. That is, we can measure nk =

∑
i nk,i and therefore can only describe the input

and output with a vector of the form |n⟩ = |n1n2 . . . nN ⟩, named the mode occupation
representation. This tracks the number of photons occupying each internal mode.

The density matrix of Equation 8 can be rewritten in mode occupation form by using
a tilde to indicate the presence of an error mode. If we let |1⟩ = |1112 . . . 1N ⟩ denote the
state with one photon in each mode, and we let |1̃k⟩ = |1112 . . . 1̃k . . . 1N ⟩ denote the state
with the photon in the kth spatial mode in an error mode, then Equation 10 describes the
input of the photon distillation experiment.

ρ̂(ϵ) = (1− ϵ)n|1⟩⟨1|+ ϵ(1− ϵ)n−1
N∑
k=0

|1̃k⟩⟨1̃k|+O(ϵ2) (10)
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2.1.5 The Interferometer

The input of the interferometer is the mode occupation vector |n⟩ = |n1n2 . . . nN ⟩ and the
output is described by the mode vector |m⟩ = |m1m2 . . .mN ⟩. We are interested in the
probability of measuring the output |m⟩, given that the input is |n⟩.

The behaviour of the interferometer is completely described by a unitary operator Û
that acts on the creation operators of Equation 9 [17, 20, 9],

Û(â†k,i) =

N∑
s=0

Uklâ
†
l,i. (11)

The interferometer does not interact with the internal states. However, the outcome of the
experiment does not only depend on the interferometer input and output, but also on the
partial distinguishability of the photons. This is the result of the ability of indistinguishable
photons to interfere, so that some waves might extinguish completely.

2.1.6 The Hong Ou Mandel Effect

The most famous and simplest example of the influence partial distinguishability has on the
outcome of an interferometric experiment is the Hong Ou Mandel effect [7]. The Hong Ou
Mandel effect is a phenomenon of two-photon interference that occurs when two photons
are sent into each mode of a 50-50 beamsplitter; see Figure 2. The original experiment
was proposed to measure the partial distinguishability between photons. The experiment
provides a method for calculating the partial distinguishability of one photon if the partial
distinguishability of the other photon is already known.

Figure 2: An illustration of the HOM interferometric experiment. Two photons are inserted into each
of the input modes of the HOM-interferometer. The HOM black box consists of a 50:50 beamsplitter and
its operation on the creation operators can be described by the matrix UHOM. The number of photons at
each of the output modes is then measured. The possible outcomes are measuring both photons in either
one of the output modes or one photon in both output modes. The probability of measuring such outcome
depends on the partial distinguishability of the photons.

The unitary matrix describing the Hong Ou Mandel interferometer is UHom [5, 7, 3].

UHOM =
1√
2

(
1 1
1 −1

)
. (12)
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Now consider two photons with internal states ρi and ρj , respectively, that have different
degrees of distinguishability from the ideal state |ψ0⟩⟨ψ0|. One photon will be injected in
either modes, so that the total states of the photon can be described as;

ρ̂A = (1− ϵ)â†1,0|0⟩⟨0|â1,0 + ϵâ†1,i|0⟩⟨0|â1,i
and

ρ̂B = (1− ϵ′)â†2,0|0⟩⟨0|â2,0 + ϵ′â†2,j |0⟩⟨0|â2,j .

The composite state of this system ρ̂AB is given by the tensor product of these states.

ρ̂AB = (1− ϵ)(1− ϵ′)â†1,0â
†
2,0|0⟩⟨0|â1,0â2,0 + ϵ(1− ϵ′)â†1,iâ

†
2,0|0⟩⟨0|â1,iâ2,0

+ (1− ϵ)ϵ′(â†1,0â
†
2,j |0⟩⟨0|â1,0â2,j) + ϵϵ′(â†1,iâ

†
2,j |0⟩⟨0|â1,iâ2,j).

The creation operators change according to

â†1,0â
†
2,0|0⟩

UHom−−−−→ 1

2

(
â†1,0 + â†2,0

)(
â†1,0 − â†2,0

)
|0⟩ = 1

2

(
â†1,0â

†
1,0 − â†2,0â

†
2,0

)
|0⟩ (13)

â†1,iâ
†
2,0|0⟩

UHom−−−−→ 1

2

(
â†1,i + â†2,i

)(
â†1,0 − â†2,0

)
|0⟩ = 1

2

(
â†1,iâ

†
1,0 − â†1,iâ

†
2,0 + â†2,iâ

†
1,0 − â†2,iâ

†
2,0

)
|0⟩

â†1,0â
†
2,j |0⟩

UHom−−−−→ 1

2

(
â†1,0 + â†2,0

)(
â†1,j − â†2,j

)
|0⟩ = 1

2

(
â†1,0â

†
1,j − â†1,0â

†
2,j + â†2,0â

†
1,j − â†2,0â

†
2,j

)
|0⟩

â†1,iâ
†
2,j |0⟩

UHom−−−−→ 1

2

(
â†1,i + â†2,i

)(
â†1,j − â†2,j

)
|0⟩ = 1

2

(
â†1,iâ

†
1,j − â†1,iâ

†
2,j + â†2,iâ

†
1,j − â†2,iâ

†
2,j

)
|0⟩.

In Equation 13 it immediately becomes clear how the indistinguishability of the photons
suppresses the coincidental outcome.

To understand what the measurements outcome will be we would like to write this down
in the mode occupation representation. However, we mark the mode which is occupied by
an error mode with an tilde for error mode i and an asterisk for error mode j to not lose
sight of the different distinguishable photons.

|11⟩ UHom−−−−→
√
2

2
(|20⟩ − |02⟩) (14)

|1̃1⟩ UHom−−−−→ 1

2

(√
2|2̃0⟩ − |1̃1⟩+ |11̃⟩ −

√
2|02̃⟩

)
|11∗⟩ UHom−−−−→ 1

2

(√
2|2∗0⟩ − |11∗⟩+ |1∗1⟩ −

√
2|02∗⟩

)
|1̃1∗⟩ UHom−−−−→ 1

2

(√
2|2̃∗0⟩ − |1̃1∗⟩+ |1∗1̃⟩ −

√
2|02̃∗⟩

)
.

Here we used that â†1,0|00⟩ = |10⟩ and â†1,0|10⟩ =
√
2|20⟩. These equation can be used to

describe the state after the interferometer. The total density matrix transforms from ρ̂AB

into ρ̂′AB.
After the interferometer, the number of photons in the output is measured. This

measurement performs an operation on the state that depends on the outcome. Suppose
that one photon is measured in either modes. The measurement operator projects the
total state onto every state where one photon is measured in either mode, that is, for the
outcome |11⟩ the measurement operator is

M̂|11⟩ = |11⟩⟨11|+|1̃1⟩⟨1̃1|+|11̃⟩|11̃⟩+|1∗1⟩⟨1∗1|+|11∗⟩⟨11∗|+|1∗1̃⟩⟨1∗1̃|+|1̃1∗⟩⟨1̃1∗|. (15)

9



The probability of obtaining the measurement outcome |11⟩ is then given by

P|11⟩ = trace(ρ′M̂|11⟩) = trace(ρ′AB

(
|11⟩⟨11|+ |1̃1⟩⟨1̃1|+ |11̃⟩|11̃⟩

+ |1∗1⟩⟨1∗1|+ |11∗⟩⟨11∗|+ |1∗1̃⟩⟨1∗1̃|+ |1̃1∗⟩⟨1̃1∗|
)

= trace(ρ′AB|11⟩⟨11|) + trace(ρ′AB|1̃1⟩⟨1̃1|) + trace(ρ′AB|11̃⟩|11̃⟩)
+ trace(ρ′AB|1∗1⟩⟨1∗1|) + trace(ρ′AB|11∗⟩⟨11∗|) + trace(ρ′AB|1∗1̃⟩⟨1∗1̃|)
+ trace(ρ′AB|1̃1∗⟩⟨1̃1∗|)
= ⟨11|ρ̂′AB|11⟩+ ⟨1̃1|ρ̂′AB|1̃1⟩+ ⟨11̃|ρ̂′AB|11̃⟩
+ ⟨1∗1|ρ̂′AB|1∗1⟩+ ⟨11∗|ρ̂′AB|11∗⟩+ ⟨1̃1∗|ρ̂′AB|1̃1∗⟩+ ⟨1∗1̃|ρ̂′AB|1∗1̃⟩. (16)

This illustrates that only the diagonal elements of the density matrix ρ̂′AB are interesting
in calculating the probabilities. The density matrix can then be written as

ρ̂′AB =
1

4

[
2(1− ϵ)(1− ϵ′) (|20⟩⟨20|+ |02⟩⟨02|)

+ϵ(1− ϵ′)
(
2|2̃0⟩⟨2̃0|+ |1̃1⟩⟨1̃1|+ |11̃⟩⟨11̃|+ 2|02̃⟩⟨02̃|

)
+(1− ϵ)ϵ′

(
2|2̃0⟩⟨2̃0|+ |1̃1⟩⟨1̃1|+ |11̃⟩⟨11̃|+ 2|02̃⟩⟨02̃|

)
+ϵϵ′

(
2|2̃∗0⟩⟨2̃∗0|+ |1̃1∗⟩⟨1̃1∗|+ |1∗1̃⟩⟨1∗1̃|+ 2|02̃∗⟩⟨02̃∗|

)
+...

]
. (17)

Here, the off-diagonal elements are collected in ”...”. Equation 16 can now be expressed
in terms of ϵ and ϵ′;

P|11⟩ =
1

4

[
0 + ϵ(1− ϵ′) + ϵ(1− ϵ′) + (1− ϵ)ϵ′ + (1− ϵ)ϵ′ + ϵϵ′ + ϵϵ′

]
. (18)

The same can be done for the other probabilities to obtain the following

P|20⟩ =
1

4

(
2(1− ϵ)(1− ϵ′) + ϵ(1− ϵ′) + ϵ′(1− ϵ) + ϵϵ′

)
=

(1− ϵ)(1− ϵ′) + 1

4

P|11⟩ =
1

4

(
2ϵ(1− ϵ′) + 2ϵ′(1− ϵ) + 2ϵϵ′

)
P|02⟩ =

1

4

(
2(1− ϵ)(1− ϵ′) + ϵ(1− ϵ′) + ϵ′(1− ϵ) + ϵϵ′

)
=

(1− ϵ)(1− ϵ′) + 1

4
.

The probabilities are a function of the distinguishability of the photons ϵ and ϵ′. Now
suppose that we "know" the indistinguishability of the first photon. That is, we know ϵ,
then we can use this to calculate ϵ′.

ϵ′ = 1− 1− 2P (|11⟩)
(1− ϵ)

. (19)

The HOM effect that we have described can be considered as a HOM experiment between
a "distilled" photon and an "original" photon. Therefore this experiment can be employed
to calculate the average reduction in partial distinguishability of the photons.
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2.1.7 The Outcome Probabilities for Scattering with N photons

In the previous section we illustrated the role partial distinguishability plays in the outcome
of the experiment by individually manipulating the creation operators and calculating the
outcome probabilities by hand. We have seen that the probabilities of obtaining certain
photon number measurement outcomes does not only depend on the input and the output,
but also on the partial distinguishability of the photons.

Experiments involving more photons get very complex to calculate. Given that the
input is the coincidental state, we can calculate the probability of measuring the output
|m⃗⟩ using the formalism described by M.Tichy [20].

This formalism considers the following. The probability to measure the outcome |m⟩
given that the input state is |n⟩ does not depend on the unoccupied interferometer modes
and the corresponding elements of the matrix U are therefore irrelevant. The relevant
elements can be collected in a sub-matrix of U called the effective scattering matrix M .
Let d⃗(s⃗) = d(d1, d2, . . . , dN ) denote the mode assignment list that tracks the mode of the
jth photon. The effective scattering matrix is then defined as;

M = U
d⃗(r⃗),d⃗(s⃗)

. (20)

The partial distinguishability between the photons i and j, with internal state |ψi⟩ and
|ψj⟩ can be described by the partial distinguishability matrix S

Sij = ⟨ψi|ψj⟩. (21)

If the photons are completely indistinguishable then all elements of the partial distinguisha-
bility matrix are one, Sij = 1 ∀i, j , if the photons are completely distinguishable then the
partial distinguishability matrix is just the identity matrix.

Assuming that the input state is the coincidental state, the probability of finding the
outcome |m⟩ can be described by calculating the multi-dimensional permanent of the three
dimensional tensor W

PS(|m⟩) = perm(W ) =
∑

σ,ρ∈Sn

n∏
j=1

Wσj ,ρj ,j . (22)

Where the elements of W are given by

Wi,j,k =Mk,jM ∗l,j Sl,k. (23)

2.1.8 The Output State

The density operator of the output state ρ̂′ is given by the transformation of the density
operator of the input state ρ̂ by the operator T that depends on the interferometer Û and
the partial distinguishability of the photons

ρ̂′ = T̂ ρ̂T̂ †. (24)

2.1.9 Measuring The Ancillary Modes

The measurement of the ancillary modes changes the state. The operation that is per-
formed by the measurement of the ancillary modes with the outcome |m⟩ = |m1m2 . . .mN−1⟩
is the tensor product between the 1-mode identity operator and the projection onto |m⟩
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and all the states |m̃⟩ containing distinguishable photons; see Equation 25 [12, 11]. The
identity operator conserves the remaining mode

M̂ = I ⊗

(
|m⃗⟩⟨m⃗|+

∑
k

|m̃k⟩⟨m̃k|+ . . .

)
. (25)

Here, the dots involve modes containing two or more distinguishable photons.
The density matrix of the remaining photon can then be computed by

ρ̂p.s. =
M̂ρ̂′M̂ †

PS(ϵ)(|m⟩)
. (26)

Consider the special case where we measure the coincidental state and suppose that the
interferometer can be considered to be a balanced beamsplitter. That is, the photon has
equal probability to end up in each one of the output modes, regardless of its input mode.
We conjecture that the probability of measuring the coincidental state does not depend
on the input mode of the distinguishable photon does not depend on the input mode of
the distinguishable photon PS̃k

= PS̃l
in the case that there is only one distinguishable

photon and we conjecture that we have equal probability of finding the photon in each of
the output modes

ρ̂p.s. =
PE(|1⟩)(1− ϵ)n|1⟩⟨1|+ PS̃(|1⟩)nϵ(1− ϵ)n−1(n−1

n |1⟩⟨1|+ 1
n |1̃⟩⟨1̃|) +O(ϵ2)

PS(ϵ)(|1⟩)
. (27)

2.2 Numerical Model

This section describes the model that we employed to simulate the reduced error of the
distilled photon when using the five-mode QFT for the photon distillation protocol, given
that the measurement outcome of the ancillary modes is described by the measurement
|m⟩ = |m1m2m3m4⟩. We simulate a six-mode interferometric experiment that carries out a
five-mode QFT on the initial five photons and a HOM experiment on the last two photons;
as illustrated in Figure 3. Subsequently, we use the HOM effect to compute the reduced
error by employing the relation of Equation 19.

Figure 3: This figure shows a schematic overview of the interferometer which is used to simulate the
reduced error.

The measurements that are interesting for the photon distillation protocol are required
to have one photon in the fifth mode so that |m⟩|1⟩ = |m1m2m3m4⟩|1⟩. The possible
outcomes after the HOM experiment are then P|m⟩|20⟩, P|m⟩|11⟩, P|m⟩|02⟩.
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The calculation of these probabilities can be done by applying Tichy’s formalism; see
Equation 22. The interferometer is then described by the following matrix U , which is the
product of the matrices that describe the five-mode QFT and the HOM interferometer

U = UQFTUHOM =
1√
10



1 1 1 1 1 1

1 e
2iπ
5 e

4iπ
5 e−

4iπ
5 e−

2iπ
5 e−

2iπ
5

1 e
4iπ
5 e−

2iπ
5 e

2iπ
5 e−

4iπ
5 e−

4iπ
5

1 e−
4iπ
5 e

2iπ
5 e−

2iπ
5 e

4iπ
5 e

4iπ
5

1 e−
2iπ
5 e−

4iπ
5 e

4iπ
5 e

2iπ
5 e

2iπ
5

0 0 0 0 1 −1


. (28)

Where we have the following for the individual matrices.

UQFT =
1√
5



1 1 1 1 1 0

1 e
2iπ
5 e

4iπ
5 e−

4iπ
5 e−

2iπ
5 0

1 e
4iπ
5 e−

2iπ
5 e

2iπ
5 e−

4iπ
5 0

1 e−
4iπ
5 e

2iπ
5 e−

2iπ
5 e

4iπ
5 0

1 e−
2iπ
5 e−

4iπ
5 e

4iπ
5 e

2iπ
5 0

0 0 0 0 0 1


(29)

UHOM =
1√
2



1 0 0 0 0 0
0 1 0 0 0 0
0 0 1 0 0 0
0 0 0 1 0 0
0 0 0 0 1 1
0 0 0 0 1 −1

 (30)

The partial distinguishability matrix S in the simulation is given by

Sij =

{
1− ϵ if i = j

ϵ if i ̸= j

To calculate the reduced error, we have to consider the probability of obtaining these
outcomes, given that the measurement outcome has happened. That is, we have to nor-
malise these probabilities.

P (|20⟩) = P (|m⟩|02⟩)
P (|m⟩|20⟩) + P (|m⟩|11⟩) + P (|m⟩|02⟩)

P (|11⟩) = P (|m⟩|02⟩)
P (|m⟩|20⟩) + P (|m⟩|11⟩) + P (|m⟩|02⟩)

P (|02⟩) = P (|m⟩|02⟩)
P (|m⟩|20⟩) + P (|m⟩|11⟩) + P (|m⟩|02⟩)

The reduced error ϵ′ is then calculated for 0 < ϵ < 1 with MATLAB.
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3 Performance of the 5-mode QFT in photon distillation

3.1 Estimation of the Error Reduction for Balanced Beamsplitters

The density matrix after measurement ρp.s. can be represented in a form similar to Equation
6. In this form we can relate the fidelity of the remaining photon to the reduced error.

F = ⟨ψ0|ρp.s.|ψ0⟩ = 1− ϵ′. (31)

By using Equation 31 Equation 27, we can calculate an upper limit for the diminished
error in the low error situation. Although Equation 27 hides terms in O(ϵ2), it is evident
that it follows the general form of Equation 32.

1− ϵ′ = F ≥
(1− ϵ)n

(
n
0

)
p0α0 + ϵ(1− ϵ)n−1

(
n
1

)
p1α1 + ...+ ϵn

(
n
n

)
pnαn

(1− ϵ)n
(
n
0

)
α0 + ϵ(1− ϵ)n−1

(
n
1

)
α1 + ...+ ϵn

(
n
n

)
αn

(32)

=

∑n
k=0 pk

(
n
k

)
αkϵ

k(1− ϵ)n−k∑n
k=0

(
n
k

)
αkϵk(1− ϵ)n−k

(33)

=

∑n
k=0

n−k
n

(
n
k

)
αkϵ

k(1− ϵ)n−k∑n
k=0

(
n
k

)
αkϵk(1− ϵ)n−k

(34)

=

∑n
k=0

n
nβkϵ

k(1− ϵ)n−k∑n
k=0 βkϵ

k(1− ϵ)n−k
−
∑n

k=0
k
nβkϵ

k(1− ϵ)n−k∑n
k=0 βkϵ

k(1− ϵ)n−k
(35)

= 1−
∑n

k=0
k
nβkϵ

k(1− ϵ)n−k∑n
k=0 βkϵ

k(1− ϵ)n−k
(36)

(37)

The binomial coefficient is the result of the number of ways the distinguishable photons can
be distributed over the output modes. Given that there are i indistinguishable photons
present, we let αi denote the transition probability from the state in mode occupation
representation |1⟩ to |1⟩ and we let pk = n−k

n denote the probability that the photon is
indistinguishable, and βi =

(
n
i

)
αi. This gives an upper-bound for the reduced error ϵ′.

ϵ′ ≤
∑n

k=0
k
nβkϵ

k(1− ϵ)n−k∑n
k=0 βkϵ

k(1− ϵ)n−k
(38)

=
(1− ϵ)n

(1− ϵ)n

∑n
k=0

k
nβk(

ϵ
1−ϵ)

k∑n
k=0 βk(

ϵ
1−ϵ)

k
(39)

=

∑n
k=0

k
nβk(

ϵ
1−ϵ)

k∑n
k=0 βk(

ϵ
1−ϵ)

k
(40)

=
1

n

∑n
k=0 kβk(

ϵ
1−ϵ)

k∑n
k=0 βk(

ϵ
1−ϵ)

k
(41)

≈ 1

n

β1(
ϵ

1−ϵ)

β0 + β1(
ϵ

1−ϵ)
=

1

n

β1ϵ

β0 + ϵ(β1 − β0)
. (42)

By Taylor expanding Equation 42 we find the first order approximation of the reduced
error ϵ′ as a function of the specific probabilities.

ϵ′ ≈ 1

n

β1
β0
ϵ+O(ϵ2) ≈ 1

n

(
n
1

)
α1(

n
0

)
α0
ϵ =

1

n

n!
(n−1)!1!α1

n!
n!0!α0

ϵ =
α1

α0
ϵ =

PS̃(|1⟩)
PE(|1⟩)

ϵ (43)
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The success of the 5-mode QFT in the photon distillation protocol is dependent on two
elements. Firstly, the amount of reduction, if any, that is achieved. Secondly, the proba-
bility of detecting a heralding pattern which indicates a reduced error. This probability is
a key factor in determining the resources needed to distil the photon. If the probability of
detecting such a pattern is very low, then a large number of photons will be required to
achieve the desired outcome.

3.2 Error reduction capabilities of the heralding patterns

We simulate the reduced error of the photon state for the remaining photon given some
initial error. Figure 4 shows the error-reduction capabilities of each of the heralding pat-
terns. There are clearly three lines that reduce the error given that the error is smaller
than some cutoff error ϵ ∼ 0.48. Hence, multiple patterns can be used to reduce the error.
In contrast to the initial idea for the 3- and 4- mode photon distillation protocol, which
relied solely on the coincidental state.

Figure 4: Error Reducing Capabilities: Each of the curves describes the new error as function of the
initial error for each of the heralding patterns, described by the mode occupancy representation. The blue
dotted line represents no change in error. The black striped line represents an error reduction by a factor
1/5.

Figure 5 shows that seven heralding patterns improve the error. The factor of error
reduction for these valid patterns seems to converge to 1/5, which supports our initial
guess. Notable is that the coincidental pattern (1111) seems to achieve a worse error
reduction than the other patterns.
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Figure 5: Convergence of the New Error: Each of the curves describes the new error as function of the
initial error for each of the heralding patterns. The blue dotted line represents no change in error. The
black striped line represents an error reduction by a factor 1/5.

3.3 Success Probability of the 5-mode QFT

The other important aspect of the performance of the 5-mode QFT photon distillation is
the success probability. Figure 6 shows the probability of measuring each valid pattern,
focused on the low error regime. Additionally, it shows the sums of these probabilities of
measuring any pattern, that is, the probability of measuring a pattern that leads to error
reduction. Considering that multiple patterns lead to error reduction, the natural question
is whether we could combine the error reduction efforts of the patterns. If decisions can be
made based on the observed pattern, then any valid pattern can be employed to reduce the
mistake in the photon state. Consequently, the probability of successful heralding is the
total of the probabilities of measuring a valid pattern, significantly increasing the success
rate of the system.
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Figure 6: The probability of measuring an heralding pattern that heralds an reduced error. The prob-
ability of measuring a specific pattern is rather low, for all valid heralding patterns. The probability of
measuring any pattern that indicates a reduced error is roughly 0.25.

3.3.1 Total success probability for QFT with different number of modes

The 5-mode QFT system’s success rate appears to be larger than 1/5, so we conducted
a simulation to compare the success rate of higher-order systems. The results of this
simulation are presented in figure 7, which shows the success rate for the three- to eight-
mode systems.

(a) Full error range (b) Low error regime

Figure 7: Probability of heralding an improved state for 3- to 8-mode QFT photon distillation

Remarkably, the 5-8 modes have a success probability that is much higher than the
expected 1/N behaviour.
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4 Discussion

The 5-mode quantum Fourier transform can be used in a linear optical network to distil
the photon state. In the low-error regime, it reduces the error by a factor 1/5 as expected.
In contrast to the 3- and 4-mode photon distillation protocol, there are different patterns
which can herald an improved photon state. The probability of measuring the coincidental
state is much lower than in the 3-mode photon distillation protocol, and so is the probability
of measuring a specific valid heralding pattern. This implies that the system would require
a lot of resources when looking at a single heralding pattern. However, the probability
of success increases a lot when decisions can be made based on the measured heralding
pattern. The probability of success is then also higher than expected 1/5, which raised
the question how higher-order systems react. A quick simulation of photon distillation
protocols relying on QFT with more modes showed that the five-to-eighth-mode systems
all have a higher probability of success than the expected 1/n behaviour and the probability
of success for these modes seems to lie around 0.25. This suggests that scaling this system
could improve its resource efficiency (number of photons required).

Consider, for example, a nested 3-mode QFT photon distillation scheme as in figure
7. The probability of successful distillation, assuming that all 3-mode QFT schemes must
be successful, is then 1/34 = 1/81. Therefore, we expect this scheme to succeed every 81
attempts, costing 9 photons each attempt, yielding a total of 729 photons to reduce the
error by a factor 1/9. Consider a 9 mode QFT with success probability ∼ 0.25, having
the same error reduction factor. This would only require 36 photons. We could of course
consider other nested schemes; this example is just to highlight the possible efficiency of a
system using QFT’s with more modes.

The 5-mode quantum Fourier transform seems to have the capabilities to perform well
in a photon distillation scheme if decisions can be based on the measurement of a heralding
pattern.

Furthermore, we have found an estimation for the error reduction that is linear with the
ratio between the behaviour of the indistinguishable system and the system containing a
single fully distinguishable photon by making use of some assumptions that are reasonable
given our current understanding of the subject. The assumption that the probability to
obtain the outcome |1⟩ with one fully indistinguishable photon does not depend on the
input mode of the indistinguishable photon could be investigated by investigating the
influence of row echelon operations on the partial distinguishability matrix on the outcome
of Tichy’s formalism. An exercise which could provide further insight into the theory
of sampling with partial distinguishable photons. The estimation could be employed to
estimate the functionality of a certain interferometer in the photon distillation protocol.

Lastly, in the 5-mode QFT scheme the valid heralding patterns seem to achieve an
error reduction of 1/n. The estimation of Equation 42 suggest this is can be traced back
to a ratio between two distinct cases. Is there a possible explanation for why the ratio
of these heralding patterns appears to be 1/n, such as the symmetry of the linear optical
network?
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