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Discrimination of two-qubit 
unitaries via local operations and 
classical communication
Joonwoo Bae

Distinguishability is a fundamental and operational measure generally connected to information 
applications. In quantum information theory, from the postulates of quantum mechanics it often has 
an intrinsic limitation, which then dictates and also characterises capabilities of related information 
tasks. In this work, we consider discrimination between bipartite two-qubit unitary transformations 
by local operations and classical communication (LOCC) and its relations to entangling capabilities of 
given unitaries. We show that a pair of entangling unitaries which do not contain local parts, if they are 
perfectly distinguishable by global operations, can also be perfectly distinguishable by LOCC. There also 
exist non-entangling unitaries, e.g. local unitaries, that are perfectly discriminated by global operations 
but not by LOCC. The results show that capabilities of LOCC are strictly restricted than global operations 
in distinguishing bipartite unitaries for a finite number of repetitions, contrast to discrimination of a pair 
of bipartite states and also to asymptotic discrimination of unitaries.

Distinguishability is one of the most fundamental measures and, at the same time, a useful tool to characterise 
capabilities of information applications. In quantum information theory, it has been not only a useful tool to char-
acterise properties of quantum evolution1 but also dictate information applications. For instance, the impossibility 
of perfect discrimination between non-orthogonal quantum states implies that quantum states cannot be perfectly 
copied2. Once the no-cloning theorem is applied to a subsystem of entangled states, one can find that entanglement 
a monogamous correlation that cannot be shared by arbitrarily many parties3.

Since entangled states are generated by entangling unitary transformations, distinguishability of entangling 
unitaries may also be related to the way that capabilities of certain quantum information tasks are limited. It, 
however, has been found that in the aspect of distinguishability, unitary transformations have distinct properties 
to quantum states. If it is allowed to apply unitaries repeatedly many times, perfect discrimination between two 
unitaries can be achieved in a finite number of repetitions, whereas quantum states cannot4. Distinguishability of 
unitaries can also be improved by ancillary systems, while quantum states are not5.

In fact, local operations and classical communication (LOCC) play the key role in entanglement theory: those 
quantum states that can be prepared by LOCC must be separable states, whereas global operations are necessary 
to create entangled states. Indeed, distinguishability of quantum states has been a useful tool to find a sharp sep-
aration between capabilities of LOCC and global operations. A collection of orthogonal bipartite quantum states, 
which are therefore perfectly distinguishable by global operations, is provided such that they cannot be perfectly 
distinguishable with LOCC only6. For some cases, however, LOCC are as useful as global operations independently 
to entanglement present in given quantum states. Given a pair of orthogonal two-qubit states, thus distinguishable 
by global operations, there is an LOCC protocol that can lead to perfect discrimination between them, no matter 
how entangled given states are7,8.

In the case of unitary transformations, distinguishability has been considered in the context of asymptotic 
discrimination where unitaries can be repeatedly applied. Along the line, results are counterintuitive that any pair 
of unitaries are perfectly distinguishable in a finite repetitions not only by global operations4, but also by LOCC if 
they are multipartite unitaries9,10. Note that this is independent to entangling capabilities of given unitary transfor-
mations. However, this does not directly imply the equivalence between global operations and LOCC. If a number 
of repetitions is fixed, it is not clear if LOCC reaches distinguishability that global operations would have. Little is 
known along the line, even in the single-shot scenario that unitaries are applied only once.
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We here approach to characterising distinguishability of bipartite unitaries by LOCC in the single-shot sce-
nario and investigate its relation to entangling capabilities. A pair of two-qubit unitaries, both entangling and 
non-entangling cases, are considered. We show that, on the one hand, any pair of entangling unitaries which 
do not contain local unitaries (see Eqs. (3) and (4) for the precise form) are perfectly distinguishable by LOCC 
whenever they are perfectly distinguishable by global operations. This compares to the single-shot scenario of 
two-state discrimination where any pair of orthogonal bipartite states, i.e. globally distinguishable, are perfectly 
distinguishable by LOCC7,8. On the other hand, we show non-entangling unitaries, i.e. local unitaries, that are 
perfectly distinguishable by global operations but not by LOCC. This contrasts to the asymptotic case where 
there exists a finite number of repeated applications such that multipartite unitaries are perfectly distinguishable 
by LOCC9,10. Finally, we consider minimum-error discrimination of entangling unitaries and show that LOCC 
protocols can achieve optimal discrimination by global operations.

Results
Discrimination of unitary transformations. Let U1 and U2 denote two unitary transformations we con-
sider throughout. A general framework of distinguishing unitary transformations works as follows. (Note that, in 
order to compare to the results in refs 9, 10, we here do not consider ancillary systems in discrimination between 
unitaries). Suppose that there is a box in which one of two unitaries either U1 or U2 is applied with probabilities q1 
and q2 respectively, once a quantum state arrives at the box. After application of unitaries, the resulting state is 
returned. Let ρ denote the input state to the box, and then the resulting state must be either ρ †U U1 1  or ρ †U U2 2 . The 
optimal discrimination between these states concludes which unitary transformation has been applied in the box.

For arbitrary two states, minimum-error discrimination has been completely analysed and the success proba-
bility is given by, depending on the choice of an input state,

ρ ρ ρ= + −† †p q U U q U U[ ] 1
2

1
2success 1 1 1 2 2 2 1

where  ⋅ 1 denotes the trace norm, = †A tr A A   for hermitian operators A. For optimal discrimination 
between unitaries, an input state should be found such that the success probability is maximised. This introduces 
optimisation of the distance over input states,

ρ ρ( , ) = −
( )ρ

† †D U U q U U q U Umax 11 2 1 1 1 2 2 2 1

which we call distinguishability of unitaries. Then, the success probability for unitaries is simplified as 
= ( + ( , ))/p D U U1 2success 1 2 .

To compute distinguishability of unitaries, one can in fact restrict the consideration to pure states. This is due 
to the convexity of distinguishability, as follows. Suppose a pure-state decomposition of an input state ρ ρ= ∑ pi i i 
with ρ ψ ψ=i i i . Then, we have
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Hence, distinguishability of unitaries is obtained by taking pure states as an input to unitary transformations. 
In addition, the trace distance for pure states has the reciprocal relation as

ϕ ϕ ϕ ϕ ϕ ϕ− = ( − ).q q q q1 41 1 1 2 2 2 1
2

1 2 1 2
2

From this, we introduce an equivalent quantity, the fidelity of unitaries F(U1, U2), such that

ψ ψ( , ) = .
( )ψ

†F U U U Umin
21 2 1 2

We then have the following relation between distinguishability and fidelity of unitaries,

( , ) = − ( , ) .D U U q q F U U1 41 2 1 2
2

1 2

This shows the reciprocal relation between fidelity and distinguishability of unitaries. Or, to maximise the 
success probability, the task is to find state ψ  that finds the fidelity F(U1, U2) of unitaries.

In fact, discrimination of unitaries with N repetitions4 can be rephrased in terms of the fidelity of unitaries. It 
has considered N repeated applications of unitaries, U N

1  and U N
2 . It has shown that, if applications of unitaries can 

be repeated so that the task becomes to discriminating between × × ×U U U1 1 1 and × × ×U U U2 2 2, 
there exists a finite number of repetitions N and input state ψ  such that one achieves the case ( , ) =F U U 0N N

1 2 .
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Two-qubit unitary transformations and LOCC scenario. Let us also recall a useful decomposition of 
two-qubit unitary transformations into entangling and non-entangling parts, and then summarise a discrimination 
task with LOCC.

Decomposition of unitary transformations. Two-qubit unitary transformations have a canonical form of decom-
position11,12. A two-qubit unitary transformation WAB can be factorised into entangling and local unitaries,

= ( ⊗ ) ( ⊗ ) ( )†W U U W d V V[ ] 3AB A B AB A B

where the entangling part corresponds to the diagonal one WAB[d] and non-entangling ones {UA, UB, VA, VB} are 
local unitaries that only change local basis. The entangling part can be written in a compact way,

σ σ= − ⋅ ⋅ ( )W d i d[ ] exp[ ] 4AB A
T

B

with σX =  (σx, σy, σz) of Pauli matrices, for X =  A, B and a diagonal matrix d =  diag[vx, xy, xz]. Note that elements 
in the diagonal matrix d satisfy the order relation, π/4 ≥  vx ≥  vy ≥  vz ≥  0. The entangling part can be alternatively 
expressed in its spectral decomposition with Bell states:

∑= |Φ 〉〈Φ |
( )

λ

=

−W d e[ ] where
5

AB
j

i
j j
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4
j
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Then, these parameters {vi}i=x,y,z and  λ ={ }i i 1
4  are related as follows,
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From the relations and the order among {vi}i=x,y,z  in the above, it also holds that λ4 ≥  λ1 ≥  λ2 ≥  λ3.
The goal is then to find the relation between distinguishability of unitaries and their entangling capabilities. For 

the purpose, we here restrict our consideration to two entangling unitaries U1,AB and U2,AB which do not contain 
local parts. That is, both of them are expressed in the diagonal form in Eq. (4). Consequently, their product in 
Eq. (2) is also in the diagonal form, that is,

σ σ= = − ⋅ ⋅ ( ), ,
†U d U U i d[ ] exp[ ] 6AB AB AB A

T
B1 2

for some diagonal matrix d. Note that it can also be decomposed into Bell states as it is in Eq. (5). The consideration 
in Eq. (6) also holds true for a pair of arbitrary two unitaries having their product in the diagonal form.

LOCC discrimination. Having specified the form of unitary transformations to be considered, we now introduce 
how discrimination between a pair of bipartite unitaries works, together with discrimination of bipartite quantum 
states, by LOCC. Suppose that there are two parties, Alice and Bob, who want to discriminate between two-qubit 
unitaries denoted by U1,AB and U2,AB, are far in distance. Then, there is a box in the middle such that it is not reached 
by both parties. Once a bipartite state ρAB comes to the box, one of two-qubit unitaries either U1,AB or U2,AB is applied 
and then the resulting state, either of the followings

ρ ρ, , , ,
† †U U U UorAB AB AB AB AB AB1 1 2 2

returns to the two parties. Since they are far in distance, LOCC are only available in both stages of preparation of 
an input state and discrimination between two resulting states.

As it has been shown in the above, distinguishability of two unitaries is obtained by taking an input state as a 
pure state, see also Eq. (2). Thus, it suffices for Alice and Bob to prepare product states as follows,

ψ ψ ψ= ⊗ . ( )7AB A B

Then, the next is to discriminate between resulting states, ψ,U AB AB1  and ψ,U AB AB2 , by LOCC.
For LOCC discrimination between multipartite states, it has been shown that any pair of orthogonal two-qubit 

states, i.e., distinguishable by global operations, are also perfectly distinguishable by LOCC7,8. An LOCC protocol that 
perfectly discriminates between orthogonal two-qubit states has also been provided. This means that, as long as the 
resulting states ψ,U AB AB1  and ψ,U AB AB2  are orthogonal, they can be perfectly discriminated by an LOCC protocol.

Therefore, for two unitaries that are perfectly distinguishable by global operations i.e. F(U1,AB, U2,AB) =  0, the 
LOCC protocol for discrimination of unitaries reduces to finding a product state such that resulting states are 
orthogonal. That is, from the results on LOCC discrimination7,8, we conclude that two-qubit unitaries are perfectly 
distinguishable by LOCC if there exists a product state ψ  in Eq. (7) such that resulting states ψ,U AB1  and ψ,U AB2  
are orthogonal, see also Eq. (6):
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ψ ψ ψ ψ ψ ψ∃ , = .U dsuch that [ ] 0A B A B AB A B

The results for orthogonal bipartite states have been generalised to non-orthogonal states13,14. In fact, LOCC 
protocols can achieve the minimum-error discrimination that is obtained with global operations, regardless of 
how entangled given a pair of states are13. Therefore, we can also restrict to our consideration to preparing local 
states as the input state ψ ψ ψ= ⊗AB A B  such that resulting states  ψ,U AB1  and ψ,U AB2  the most distinguish-
able, that is,

ψ ψ ψ ψ ,
ψ ψ,

U dmin [ ]A B AB A B
A B

which is in fact equal to the case that the minimisation is taken with entangled states13. Then, once Alice and Bob 
receive the resulting states, they can distinguish them by an LOCC protocol that can achieve optimal discrimina-
tion with global operations.

Distinguishability of two-qubit unitary transformations. We now show discrimination of two-qubit 
unitary transformations in the following cases: i) when global operations are available, ii) when only LOCC are 
applied in state preparation and measurement, and iii) when state preparation is performed by LOCC and later 
global operations are applied in measurement. An input state to unitaries, denoted by ψAB , can be written with 
Bell basis in Eq. (5),

ψ = Φ + Φ + Φ + Φ . ( )c c c c 8AB 1 1 2 2 3 3 4 4

The state is product if the coefficients satisfy the relations:

ψ ψ ψ| 〉 = | 〉 ⊗ | 〉 ⇔ + = + , ( )c c c c 9AB A B 1
2

3
2

2
2

4
2

otherwise, it is entangled.

Distinguishability by global operations. When global operations are available, Alice and Bob can prepare an arbi-
trary bipartite state in Eq. (8) such that the fidelity F(U1,AB, U2,AB), see Eq. (2), is minimal and distinguishability in 
Eq. (1) is maximised. To be explicit, we have

∑( , ) = | | .
( )∑

λ
, ,

| | = =

−F U U c emin
10

AB AB
c j

j
i

1 2
1 1

4
2

j j

j
2

where , ,
†U UAB AB1 2  is an entangling unitary transformation that has a decomposition and parameters in Eq. (5). The 

goal is then to find an input state i.e. =c{ }j j 1
4  to have Eq. (10) minimal. One can observe that the fidelity F(U1, U2) 

as a convex combination of four complex numbers λ−
=e{ }i

j 1
4j  with weights | |

=
{ }c j j

2

1

4
. Referring to the complex 

plane, see Fig. 1, we find those complex numbers lie in the unit circle and the weights provide a probabilistic mixture 
of them i.e., ∑ | | =c 1j j

2  and  | | ≥c 0j
2 .

Figure 1. A convex hull in Eq. (11) of the spectrum of a unitary transformation is shown. Vertices A, B, C, 
and D correspond to λ−e i 4, λ−e i 1, λ−e i 2, and λ−e i 3, respectively, since λ4 ≥  λ1 ≥  λ2 ≥  λ3. Any point in the convex 
hull can be reached by manipulating input state in Eq. (8). For instance, by taking an input state as Bell states, 
ψ = Φ j  for j =  1, 2, 3, 4, vertices A, B, C, and D can be reached. In (a) the convex hull contains the origin and 
there exists an input state such that perfect discrimination is achieved. In (b) the fidelity F corresponds to the 
distance between the convex hull and the origin, see Eq. (12).
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Let conv(UAB), where = , ,
†U U UAB AB AB1 2 , denote the convex hull constructed by λ−

=e{ }i
j 1
4j  with weights 

=
{ }c j

j

2

1

4
 

as follows,

∑ ∑( ) =






| | | | =
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4
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For instance, each one | | λ−c ej
i2 j corresponds to a vertex of the convex hull. Note that, to construct the convex 

hull, given is the spectrum λ−
=e{ }i

j 1
4j  from unitary transformations, and the weights | | =c{ }j j

2
1

4  are manipulated by 
choosing an input state ψ  in Eq. (8).

If the convex full contains the origin O in the complex plane, it means that there exist weights  | | =c{ }j j
2

1
4  such 

that F(U1,AB, U2,AB) =  0, that is, perfect discrimination is achieved. see Fig. 1. If the convex hull does not contain 
the origin, perfect discrimination cannot be achieved and one has to find optimal input state to find optimal dis-
crimination. In this case, distinguishability is then equivalent to the distance between the origin O and the convex 
hull,

( , ) = ( ( ), )

= −
( )

, ,

∈ ( )

F U U U O

O v

dist conv

min
12

AB AB AB

v

1 2

conv U
2
2

AB

where ⋅ 2 denotes the Euclidean norm in the complex plane.
Finally, it is worth to mention the radical difference between quantum states and unitary transformations in 

the discrimination scenario. In fact, if unitary transformations can be repeatedly applied, one can always find an 
input state such that the resulting convex hull contains the origin4,5. This means the perfect discrimination between 
two unitaries, which however does not happen in minimum-error discrimination of states.

Perfect distinguishability of entangling unitaries: LOCC are as powerful as global operations. Recall that a pair 
of two-qubit states that are orthogonal can be perfectly discriminated not only by global operations but also by 
LOCC7,8, where LOCC protocols for the task have been provided. Note also that the result holds true independently 
to entanglement contained in given two-qubit states.

Let us now consider a pair of two-qubit unitary transformations that are perfectly distinguishable by global 
operations, in which two resulting states after application of unitaries are orthogonal. Then, for these unitaries, 
the problem of distinguishing unitaries reduces to finding an input state prepared by LOCC, i.e. a product state 
in Eq. (9), such that the resulting states are orthogonal. The cases that resulting states are not orthogonal are also 
to be discussed.

Similarly to the convex hull in Eq. (11) introduced with global operations, let convL denote the local convex 
hull constrained by the condition in Eq. (9), that is, constructed by state preparation with LOCC:

∑ ∑
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If the origin is in the local convex hull, ∈ ( )O Uconv ABL , it means there exists an input state to unitaries such 
that the resulting states are orthogonal: hence, two unitaries are perfectly distinguishable by LOCC7,8.

In what follows, we show that a pair of two-qubit unitaries that are perfectly distinguishable, i.e. ∈ ( ),O Uconv AB  
there always exists an input state prepared by LOCC such that resulting states are orthogonal, i.e., ∈ ( ),O Uconv ABL  
and thus the two unitaries are perfectly distinguishable by LOCC. We mainly construct the local convex hull convL 
within a convex hull in Eq. (11), see Fig. 2. Let ∈ ( )p UconvL ABL  denote a point in the local convex hull,

∑= | | .
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λ−p c e
13L

j
j

i2 j

From the above, without loss of generality we assume that  =c{ }j j 1
4  are real since pL only depends on | | =c{ }j j 1

4 . 
Then, from two conditions of being a product state, ∑ =c 1i i

2  and + = +c c c c1
2

3
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2
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4
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4
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With these, a point in the local convex hull can be rewritten as
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This shows that pL is found as the midpoint of ( , )pL
1 3 , a convex combination of λ−e i 1 and λ−e i 3, and ( , )pL

2 4 , a convex 
combination of λ−e i 2 and λ−e i 4.

In Fig. 1(a), the convex hull is given as □ ABCD where {A, B, C, D} correspond to , , ,λ λ λ λ− − − −e e e e{ }i i i i4 1 2 3 , 
respectively. Then, as it is shown in the above, the local convex hull is constructed as the set of midpoints of ( , )pL

1 3 , 
convex combinations of B and D, and ( , )pL

2 4 , convex combinations of A and C. The local convex hull thus corre-
sponds to □ PQRS where {P, Q, R, S} are midpoints of {DA, AB, BC, CD}, respectively. This can be constructed as 
follows, see also Fig. 2(a). First, note that ( , )pL

1 3  corresponds to any point on the line BD and ( , )pL
2 4  on the line AC. 

Then, local convex hull is the collection of all midpoints of points on AC and BD. For instance, taking one point 
A and points on BD, one can find the midpoints on PQ. Or, taking C and BD, midpoints RS are found. In this way, 
one can see that □ PQRS is the local convex hull.

Finally, having constructed the local convex hull within the convex hull, it remains to show that if the origin O 
is in the convex hull, then it is also in the local convex hull. This follows from geometric properties of a circle: if a 
line is drawn within a circle where both end points touch the circle, then another line from the midpoint such that 
it is orthogonal to the original line passes through the origin. In this case, see Fig. 2(b), let us consider a line CD 
and S its midpoint. Applying the property here, it holds true that if a line is drawn from S such that it is orthogonal 
to CD then it passes the origin. This proves that if the origin is in the convex hull, it is also in the local convex hull. 
Thus, we have shown that a pair of entangling unitaries that are perfectly distinguishable by global operations can 
also be perfectly discriminated by LOCC.

Distinguishability of non-entangling unitaries: global operations are strictly more powerful than LOCC. While it 
has been shown so far that distinguishing entangling unitaries LOCC are as powerful as global operations, we here 
show that it cannot be generalised to arbitrary unitaries. We provide a pair of non-entangling unitaries, i.e. local 
unitary transformations, that are perfectly distinguishable by global operations but not by LOCC.

Let us consider two local unitaries, the product of which is

= ⊗ , = = + . ( )π/U U U U U ewith 0 0 1 1 14A B A B
i 2

The convex hull of ⊗U UA B is the triangle constructed with three vertices {0, eiπ, eiπ/2} containing the origin. 
Thus, two unitaries in this case are perfectly distinguishable by global operations. For instance, by taking input 
state ψ = ( + )00 11 2  two unitaries are perfectly distinguishable, ψ ψ =U 0. However, for a product 
state ψ ψ ψ= ⊗A B , we have

ψ ψ ψ ψ ψ ψ⊗ = .U U U UA B A A A B B B
2 2

This shows that, unless either of the products UA or UB is perfectly distinguishable, it is not possible to perfectly 
discriminate between a pair of local unitaries having product ⊗U UA B. More precisely, the convex hull of UA does 
not contain the origin, neither does the convex hull of UB. Hence, they cannot be perfectly discriminated by LOCC.

Optimal distinguishability of entangling unitaries: LOCC are as powerful as global operations. Coming back to 
entangling unitaries having their product in the diagonal form in Eq. (6), suppose that for any input state ψ , the 

Figure 2. A convex hull in Eq. (11) of the spectrum of a unitary transformation is shown. Vertices A, B, C, 
and D correspond to λ−e i 4, λ−e i 1, λ−e i 2, and λ−e i 3, respectively, since λ4 ≥  λ1 ≥  λ2 ≥  λ3. In (a), the local convex hull 
is constructed as □ PQRS where {P, Q, R, S} are midpoints of {DA, AB, BC, CD} respectively. In (b), it is shown 
that for any of {P, Q, R, S} if a line orthogonal to {DA, AB, BC, CD} is drawn, it passes through the origin. It 
means that if ∈ ( )O Uconv AB , then it also holds true that ∈ ( )O Uconv ABL .



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

7Scientific RepoRts | 5:18270 | DOI: 10.1038/srep18270

resulting states ψ,U AB1  and ψ,U AB2  are not orthogonal. In this case, the alternative is to find an optimal state 
such that the resulting states are most distinguishable. And then, if global operations are available, one may apply 
optimal state discrimination between them15. Remarkably, the results for orthogonal states7,8 have been generalized 
to non-orthogonal ones13,14. Namely, for a pair of non-orthogonal multipartite states, one can always find an LOCC 
protocol that achieves the minimum-error discrimination by global operations. Therefore, global operations in 
optimal discrimination of non-orthogonal states can be replaced by LOCC protocols.

Then, what remains for optimal discrimination of unitaries is to compare state preparation, that is, local states 
and entangled states as input states to unitaries. This means that one has to find the convex hull in Eq. (12) with 
local states. That is, denoted by FL the fidelity from the local convex hull, we have the following as the fidelity 
between unitaries,

( , ) = ( ( ), )

= −
, ,

∈ ( )

F U U U

O v

dist conv 0

min
L AB AB AB

v U

1 2 L

conv
2
2

ABL

with ⋅ 2 denotes the Euclidean norm in the complex plane. One can then compare fidelities, F in Eq. (12) and 
FL in the above.

We recall that in the complex plane in Fig. 2, the local convex hull is constructed by connecting midpoints. In 
Fig. 3, when the convex hull does not contain the origin, the local convex hull is constructed in the same way as 
□ PQRS where S corresponds to the midpoint of DC. Moreover, OS is orthogonal to DC and thus gives the minimal 
distance between the local convex hull to the origin. In fact, this shows that the minimal distance is equal to the 
distance between the convex hull □ ABCD and the orgin, and hence, we have

( , ) = ( , )., , , ,F U U F U UAB AB L AB AB1 2 1 2

We have shown that, for distinguishing entangling unitaries having their product in the diagonal form in 
Eq. (6), there exists an LOCC protocol of state preparation and measurement that achieves optimal discrimination 
by global operations.

Discussion
We have considered distinguishability of bipartite two-qubit unitary transformations in the following cases: i) global 
operations are available, ii) LOCC are only available, and iii) LOCC are available in state preparation and global 
operations can be applied in measurement for state discrimination. We have then compared the three cases. We first 
recall that for a pair of bipartite quantum states, if they are orthogonal, they are perfectly distinguishable not only 
by global operations but also LOCC7,8. The capability of LOCC, however, does not generalise to bipartite unitaries. 
We have shown a pair of unitaries having their product in the form in Eq. (14) which are perfectly distinguishable 
by global operation operations but not by LOCC. We also recall the result of asymptotic discrimination of unitaries: 
any pair of unitaries can be perfectly discriminated in finite repetitions of unitaries by global operations4, and also 
by LOCC for multipartite unitaries9,10. We here have shown that the capability of LOCC cannot apply to cases when 
the number of repetitions is fixed: if unitary transformations can be applied only once, there exist local unitaries 
that are perfectly distinguishable by global operations but not by LOCC.

Figure 3. Suppose that resulting two states ψU1  and ψU 2  are not orthogonal and do not lead to perfect 
discrimination between two unitary transformations. (a) The fidelity is given by the distance between origin 
and the convex hull, see also Eq. (12). (b) The local convex hull constructed by a product state is found as 
□ PQRS where {P, Q, R, S} are midpoints of {DA, AB, BC, CD}, respectively. Note that, while an input state is 
prepared locally, discrimination between resulting states is performed by global operations. Then, the distance 
between the local convex hull and the origin corresponds to the distance OS, since OS is orthogonal to DC and 
gives the minimal distance between the local convex hull and the origin.



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

8Scientific RepoRts | 5:18270 | DOI: 10.1038/srep18270

Finally, we have shown that a pair of entangling unitaries having their product in Eq. (6) that contains no local 
unitaries, if they are distinguishable by global operations, can also be perfectly distinguishable by LOCC. For 
cases that they are not perfectly distinguishable by global operations, we have shown that there exists an LOCC 
protocol of state preparation and measurement that can reach the capability of global operations. Our results have 
found that relations between entangling capabilities and distinguishability of unitaries are highly non-trivial, while 
entanglement contained in states is closely related to distinguishability and related tasks, e.g.16. We envisage deeper 
relations between distinguishability and entangling capabilities of unitary transformations in characterisations of 
capabilities of quantum information tasks.

References
1. Breuer, H.-P., Laine, E.-M. & Piilo, J. Measure for the degree of non-markovian behavior of quantum processes in open systems. Phys. 

Rev. Lett. 103, 210401 (2009).
2. Gisin, N. Quantum cloning without signaling. Physics Letters A 242, 1–3 (1998).
3. Werner, R. F. An application of Bell’s inequalities to a quantum state extension problem. Lett. Math. Phys. 17, 359–363 (1989).
4. Acín, A. Statistical distinguishability between unitary operations. Phys. Rev. Lett. 87, 177901 (2001).
5. D’Ariano, G. M., Lo Presti, P. & Paris, M. G. A. Using entanglement improves the precision of quantum measurements. Phys. Rev. 

Lett. 87, 270404 (2001).
6. Bennett, C. H. et al. Quantum nonlocality without entanglement. Phys. Rev. A 59, 1070–1091 (1999).
7. Walgate, J., Short, A. J., Hardy, L. & Vedral, V. Local distinguishability of multipartite orthogonal quantum states. Phys. Rev. Lett. 85, 

4972–4975 (2000).
8. Walgate, J. & Hardy, L. Nonlocality, asymmetry, and distinguishing bipartite states. Phys. Rev. Lett. 89, 147901 (2002).
9. Duan, R., Feng, Y. & Ying, M. Local distinguishability of multipartite unitary operations. Phys. Rev. Lett. 100, 020503 (2008).

10. Zhou, X.-F., Zhang, Y.-S. & Guo, G.-C. Unitary transformations can be distinguished locally. Phys. Rev. Lett. 99, 170401 (2007).
11. Kraus, B. & Cirac, J. I. Optimal creation of entanglement using a two-qubit gate. Phys. Rev. A 63, 062309 (2001).
12. Khaneja, N. & Glaser, S. Cartan Decomposition of SU(2n) and Control of Spin Systems. Chemical Physics 267, 11 (2001).
13. Virmani, S., Sacchi, M. F., Plenio, M. B. & Markham, D. Optimal local discrimination of two multipartite pure states. Phys. Lett. A 

288, 62 (2001).
14. Chen, P.-X. & Li, C.-Z. Orthogonality and distinguishability: Criterion for local distinguishability of arbitrary orthogonal states. Phys. 

Rev. A 68, 062107 (2003).
15. Helstrom, C. W. Quantum detection and estimation theory vol. 84 (Academic press New York, 1976).
16. Bae, J., Hwang, W.-Y. & Han, Y.-D. No-signaling principle can determine optimal quantum state discrimination. Phys. Rev. Lett. 107, 

170403 (2011).

Acknowledgements
We thank A. Acín, U. Sen, A. Sen, and G. Chiribella for helpful discussions. This work is supported by Institute 
for Information communications Technology Promotion(IITP) grant funded by the Korea government(MSIP) 
(No. R0190-15-2028, PSQKD).

Author Contributions
J.B. has analysed and developed the problem, and contributed to writing the article.

Additional Information
Competing financial interests: The author declares no competing financial interests.
How to cite this article: Bae, J. Discrimination of two-qubit unitaries via local operations and classical 
communication. Sci. Rep. 5, 18270; doi: 10.1038/srep18270 (2015).

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. The images 
or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, 

unless indicated otherwise in the credit line; if the material is not included under the Creative Commons 
license, users will need to obtain permission from the license holder to reproduce the material. To view a copy 
of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Discrimination of two-qubit unitaries via local operations and classical communication
	Introduction
	Results
	Discrimination of unitary transformations
	Two-qubit unitary transformations and LOCC scenario
	Decomposition of unitary transformations
	LOCC discrimination

	Distinguishability of two-qubit unitary transformations
	Distinguishability by global operations
	Perfect distinguishability of entangling unitaries: LOCC are as powerful as global operations
	Distinguishability of non-entangling unitaries: global operations are strictly more powerful than LOCC
	Optimal distinguishability of entangling unitaries: LOCC are as powerful as global operations


	Discussion
	Additional Information
	Acknowledgements
	Note
	References


