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We give a systematic theoretical treatment of linear quantum detectors used in modern high
energy physics experiments, including dark matter cavity haloscopes, gravitational wave detectors,
and impulsive mechanical sensors. We show how to derive the coupling of signals of interest to
these devices, and how to calculate noise spectra, signal-to-noise ratios, and detection sensitivities.
We emphasize the role of quantum vacuum and thermal noise in these systems. Finally, we re-
view ways in which advanced quantum techniques—squeezing, non-demolition measurements, and
entanglement—can be or currently are used to enhance these searches.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Detectors operate under the laws of quantum mechan-
ics, which place non-trivial constraints on their capabil-
ities [1, 2]. In recent years, sensors used in the search
for fundamental targets like gravitational waves [3–6]
and new fields beyond the Standard Model of particle
physics [7, 8] have begun operating in the regime where
these quantum mechanical limitations are increasingly
relevant. Perhaps surprisingly, the properties of this fun-
damental quantum noise can be engineered, and even
reduced [9–14].

In this review, we explain the sources of this quantum
noise, how it appears both in principle and in practical
experiments, and methods to circumvent it. Our primary
goal is to remove mystery from this subject by showing
how one can systematically calculate couplings of signals
of interest to a given detector, how the detector’s quan-
tum mechanics affect its sensitivity, and how to use this
information to predict the reach of an experiment.

To do this, we first introduce the general tools of what
is called the input-output formalism, originally developed
in quantum optics [15]. We then apply it to a wide variety
of examples. This framework enables simple, microscopic
models for a sensor coupled to signals, to its readout
system, and to various baths which contribute to noise,
including baths which are in their vacuum or more exotic
quantum states. It also allows one to easily include other
phenomenological contributions to the noise budget, for
example, from measured sources of technical noise. This
formalism is particularly powerful for linear detectors,
i.e., those we can treat in linear response theory.

Since we are focusing on quantum noise effects, we
should mention when these are actually important. In
a real experiment, an enormous degree of classical en-
gineering and design has to be done to get the sys-
tem to the point where its dominant noise contributions
come from quantum vacuum fluctuations. Although im-
mensely challenging, this is now happening in a variety
of practical experiments [7, 8, 13], and will continue to do
so moving forward. Another crucial question is when it
is better to “just” build a bigger, effectively classical de-
vice, rather than a quantum-limited one. This can only
be analyzed on a case-by-case basis, but we emphasize
that fundamental physics provides unique cases where a
quantum detector is the only way forward: for exam-
ple, devices requiring ultra-low energy thresholds, single-
quantum detectors, or more generally devices searching
for transients which need to integrate the signal as fast
as possible in a fixed volume. Thus, we feel that now is a
good time to lay out the basic foundations of the subject
in a user-friendly manner.

The paper is structured according to the Table of Con-
tents. For readers seeking more details on the topics pre-
sented here, we collate some helpful reviews: quantum
noise and measurement in general [16–18]; gravitational
wave detection with interferometers [19, 20]; searches for
light axion and axion-like dark matter [21, 22]. Our con-

ventions for units, etc. are given in Appendix A.

II. QUANTUM NOISE: BASICS

We are interested in the task of measuring the state of
a system that is weakly coupled to some physics signal.
The quantum mechanics of this measurement process will
play a crucial role in determining the noise, and thus the
possible sensitivity, of an experimental set-up. In this
section, we give an introductory overview of how contin-
uous measurements are modeled in quantum mechanics,
as well as the basic signal processing needed to determine
the sensitivity of a device to a given signal.

A. “Standard Quantum Limits”

Before diving into the details of noise spectra and sen-
sitivities, we begin with a slightly more heuristic discus-
sion which will help introduce some basic concepts in the
quantum theory of measurement.
Consider trying to estimate the position x of a fixed

mirror by reflecting photons off the mirror; by fixed we
mean the mirror is not dynamical, a condition we will re-
lax momentarily. We will do this with an interferometer,
as shown in Fig. 1. We use the labels |0⟩ and |1⟩ to la-
bel the two possible paths of a given photon at each step
of the protocol. Light of wavelength λ = 1/ω will have
wavefronts which separate by a relative phase ϕ = x/λ
when they are recombined at the final beamsplitter. This
gives a probability to be detected in the final |0, 1⟩ ports

P (0) = |⟨0|U |0⟩|2 = sin2
ϕ

2

P (1) = |⟨1|U |0⟩|2 = cos2
ϕ

2

(1)

where U is the total evolution U = U†
BSUϕUBS.

1 Sending
N uncorrelated photons, we can make a histogram of
hits b = 0, 1 in the two ports, and use it to infer the
value of ϕ by setting sin2 ϕ/2 = b. With ϕ ≪ 1, i.e., for
small displacements x/λ≪ 1, most outcomes are 0. Thus
one can estimate that the variance var b ≈ sin2 ϕ/2 ≈
(ϕ/2)2, and then propagation of error gives the standard
deviation

∆ϕ ≈ ϕ/(2
√
N)

ϕ/2
=

1√
N

(3)

1 This is essentially what we will refer to as a “homodyne” mea-
surement throughout this paper: the light reflected off the object
of interest is interfered with light which freely propagates from
the initial laser, which provides a “local oscillator” of known
phase [23]. The unitaries here are

UBS =
1√
2

(
1 −1
1 1

)
, Uϕ =

(
1 0
0 eiϕ

)
. (2)
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FIG. 1. Prototypical interferometer for position mea-
surements: Light of wavelength λ is incident on a beamsplit-
ter. It then propagates freely along one path while interacting
with the sensing element on the other (here, a mirror displaced
by x from the equal-path-length configuration). Finally, the
two beams are recombined with an inverse beamsplitter. The
light intensity (photon number) is counted in each output
port. The change to the phase of the light from the inter-
action is denoted ϕ = x/λ, which can be inferred from the
measurement of the two final intensities.

or more appropriately

∆x ≈ λ√
N
. (4)

In words, a single photon can resolve the position with
accuracy λ, and thenN uncorrelated photons can be used
to average this error down like 1/

√
N .

The limit (4), particularly the 1/
√
N scaling, is some-

times referred to as a “Standard Quantum Limit” (SQL),
especially in the context of quantum metrology or discus-
sions of the Fisher information; it is more appropriate
to call this a shot noise limit [24–26]. However, this is
a quantum limit in the following sense: one can show
that non-trivial quantum states of the light, for example
squeezed states, can enable scaling which goes faster than
1/
√
N (as fast as 1/N). We discuss this in more detail,

and in particular explain the precise sense in which such
states are “non-classical”, in Sec. V.

Now we contrast this shot noise limit (4) to a differ-
ent kind of SQL, more applicable to the kinds of prob-
lems we will be focused on [2]. Consider again measur-
ing the position x of the mirror, but now at two times
t1, t2 = t1+∆t. For example, we may want to know how
far the slab moved in this time interval in order to de-
termine if an external force acted on it. In the first time
step, we measure the position x with some uncertainty
∆x1, for example using the interferometry protocol of the
previous paragraph. After the measurement, the mirror
state must have

∆p1 ≥ 2

∆x1
, (5)

by Heisenberg uncertainty. Now we wait for a time ∆t,
during which the oscillator evolves under the Schrödinger

equation. Assuming ∆t is sufficiently small, this is ap-
proximately free evolution under H ∼ p2/2m, which
means that the wavefunction spreads in position space:

∆x2 = ∆x1 +
∆p1
2m

∆t. (6)

We see a clear tradeoff: a better measurement ∆x1 → 0
in the first step leads to a worse measurement ∆x2 → ∞
in the second step. We can find an optimized solution
by asking that ∆x is the same at each time step and
minimized, by differentiating this equation and solving
for ∆x. One finds a simple result:

∆xSQL =

√
∆t

m
. (7)

To compare to a famous example [3], suppose we are try-
ing to look for gravitational waves at frequency ∼ 100 Hz
with detectors of mass m ≈ 40 kg. Then ∆xSQL ≈
10−19 m. Much like the limit (4), this SQL (7) can also be
circumvented. Here this would mean resolving changes
in the state of the system over time with accuracy better
than (7). In Sec. V, we give a number of ways to do this.
Two differences between the first type of limit (4) and

the latter (7) should be emphasized. The first limit ap-
plies, as described here, to a measurement with N probes
at one fixed time. The second, on the other hand, refers
to a differential measurement in time. Moreover, the first
limit treats the signal – in our example, the position x
– as a fixed external parameter. In the limit (7), it is
critical that the measurement at t1 actually changes the
state of the measured system, and this change propagates
as an error in the second t2 measurement.
As a consequence of these differences, the conclusions

look superficially different: in particular, (4) suggests
that we can measure the position variable to arbitrary
accuracy at a given time, simply by sending N → ∞
probes (e.g., by turning up a laser power). In contrast,
(7) is independent of the number of probes—in fact, it
reflects the idea that too many probes (e.g., too intense
of a laser) will cause problems at t2 by affecting a mea-
surement at t1 which is too accurate. To achieve (7), one
is balancing two effects: reduction of the shot noise in
the initial measurement and the consequent increase in
“measurement back-action” in the second step. This ac-
tually implies a certain optimal number of probes (e.g.,
an optimum, finite laser power PSQL). We will say much
more about this later, and see how this tradeoff works out
mechanically in computations, particularly in Sec. IV.
In what follows, we will use the term SQL to refer

to limits like (7), as statements about noise being lim-
ited by a balanced tradeoff between shot noise and quan-
tum measurement back-action in time-dependent mea-
surements. As a final remark, we offer a more heuris-
tic definition of an SQL for the continuous measurement
problems studied in this review. Consider continuously
observing a harmonic oscillator at its resonant frequency,
∆t = 1/ω, so Eq. (7) reads ∆xSQL =

√
1/mω. This is,
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up to a factor of
√
2, just the width of the ground state

wavefunction of the oscillator! Thus, observing at the
SQL means that we can resolve the position of the oscil-
lator with an accuracy set by its “quantum vacuum fluc-
tuations”. As a baseline intuitive picture, this is robust
in all the examples that follow below. It is also a helpful
way of understanding why these limits really denote the
border between classical and quantum-limited measure-
ments: anything better than the SQL means measure-
ment below the scale of vacuum fluctuations.

B. Warmup example: monitoring a pendulum

We now begin our excursion into precision quantum
measurement theory with a simple example detector that
demonstrates many of the quantum features of interest: a
dielectric object suspended as a pendulum and monitored
continuously with optical light. See Fig. 2. The essential
working principle is that we can monitor the position
of the dielectric object by looking at the phase shifts in
laser photons scattering off it, much like the mirror of the
previous section. The core idea, which will generalize to
all the detectors studied in this review, is that we have a
quantum mechanical readout system (here, the incident
and scattered light) which monitors a particular quantum
mechanical sensing element (here, the dielectric).

This model was chosen for two reasons. One is that
it serves as an excellent toy model for a number of real
detectors, for example the levitated dielectric force sen-
sors of [27–29] and other mechanical sensors studied in
Sec. IV. More importantly, however, it provides an ex-
ample where we can give an explicit microscopic model
of both the readout system and its coupling to the sens-
ing element, and show how to systematically reduce this
to a simple “quantum optics”-style description [30, 31].
We will use many lessons from this example to motivate
the general input-output framework given in Sec. II C.
Here we will sketch the important physics of this detec-
tor, but we give a complete and detailed derivation of all
the results in Appendix B.

Consider a planar dielectric slab, of total mass m, pen-
dulum frequency ωm, thickness ℓ, and dielectric polariz-
ability χe, as shown in Fig. 2. The Hamiltonian for the
center-of-mass x of the slab is a simple harmonic oscilla-
tor

Hslab =
p2

2m
+

1

2
mω2

mx
2, (8)

where we are assuming that the motion in the y, z axes is
negligible. The detailed nature of the trapping potential
is not important; in practice it could be a literal suspen-
sion system as in Fig. 2, or an optical tweezing field [32],
or a number of other variations.

To monitor the slab’s position x, we shine a laser on the
slab from the left, and we assume that we can measure
photons which are either reflected or transmitted. The
laser is aimed directly at the slab, so the whole system has

χe

Y out
RY in

R

Y out
L Y in

L

ℓ, x

FIG. 2. Dielectric slab. Schematic diagram of a dielec-
tric slab of mass m, width ℓ, and electric polarizability χe

suspended as a harmonic pendulum with frequency ωm, in-
teracting with left- and right-moving electromagnetic waves.
The coordinate x denotes the displacement of the slab from
its classical equilibrium position.

cylindrical symmetry around the beam, which will reduce
the problem to a one-dimensional model. Assuming that
the slab is a linear, homogeneous dielectric, it responds
to the electric field by polarizing P(r) = χeE(r), where
χe = ϵr−1 and ϵr is the dielectric constant. The potential
describing this interaction is

Vint(x, t) = −1

2
χe

∫
slab

d3r |E(r, t)|2, (9)

where the dependence on the center of mass, x, will enter
through the limits of integration.

The electromagnetic potential can be quantized as
usual, by expanding into a complete basis of plane wave
modes. It will be convenient to write the electric field
E = E0+δEL+δER, where the first term represents the
laser drive, and the next two terms represent the left-
and right-moving photon fluctuations around this drive.
We can expand the interaction (9) around small displace-
ments x of the slab, include the laser drive, and reduce
the problem to a simple interaction Hamiltonian of the
form

V = V (0) + VRR + 2VRL + VLL, (10)

where V (0) is independent of x, and the other terms are
linear in x. Here, assuming the laser is reasonably strong
so that |E0| ≫ |δEL,R|, the LL term is subdominant be-
cause it is quadratic in the fluctuations. We will also
suppress the term V0 proportional to |E0|2, which gen-
erates overall renormalization of various constants but
does not involve a dynamical coupling between the laser
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fluctuations and the slab. The important terms are

VRR = x

∫ ∞

0

dk
[
fke

iω0ta†k + f∗k e
−iω0tak

]
, (11)

VRL = x

∫ ∞

0

dk
[
gke

iω0tb†k + g∗ke
−iω0tbk

]
, (12)

V (0) = i

∫
dk

1

k − k0
(fke

iω0ta†k − f∗k e
−iω0tak)+ (13)

i

∫
dk

1

k + k0
(gke

iω0tb†k − g∗ke
−iω0tbk) (14)

where the operators ak create right-moving modes with
momentum k > 0 to the right and no transverse momen-
tum, the bk create left-moving modes with momentum
k > 0 to the left and no transverse momentum, and the
couplings fk, gk ∼ χe

√
|E0| are enhanced by the presence

of the laser.
Note that the VRR term represents a laser photon

transmitting through the slab while the VRL represents
reflection. In both cases, we see that the photon will pick
up some information (become slightly entangled with)
the slab position x. Thus, when we measure the pho-
ton state far from the slab, we affect a (non-projective or
“weak”) measurement in the x basis.

To describe the measurement process, we can use a lan-
guage familiar from scattering theory. We define “in” and
“out” fields, which are Heisenberg-picture fields that take
initial- or final-state boundary conditions on the photons
and propagate them to finite time. As shown in Ap-
pendix B, the difference between the output and input
equations is given as

aoutk (t)− aink (t)

= i

∫ tf

t0

dt′fke
−i∆k(t−t′)

(
x(t′) + i

1

k − k0

)
.

(15)

where ∆k = ωk − ω0 is the difference (“detuning”) be-
tween the mode’s frequency ωk and the laser drive fre-
quency ω0. We then find a scattering relation which re-
lates the out fields to the in fields. In this particular
system, these relations take the form

Y out
R − Y in

R =
√
2fx, (16)

Y out
L − Y in

L =
√
2gx. (17)

Here, we defined Y = (a − a†)/i
√
2, called an optical

quadrature variable, which we will discuss in great detail
starting in Sec. III. The coefficients f, g are the micro-
scopic fk, gk evaluated at k = k0, i.e., at the frequency of
the laser, and we can take them to be real (see discussion
around Eq. B32). Equations like (16) are called input-
output relations in measurement theory; they show how
information from system being probed (x) is encoded as
a change in the scattered light (Y out − Y in).

The essential use of the input-output relations is to find
the outgoing photon field, Y out, in terms of the state of
the slab, any force acting on the slab that we might want

to sense, and any noise. To do this, we need the equations
of motion for the slab itself. These are, in the Heisenberg
picture,

ẋ = p/m

ṗ = −mω2
mx+ fX in

L + gX in
R − i(f2 + g2)x+ F sig.

(18)

These equations, together with the input-output rela-
tions for the light can be solved in the frequency domain
to yield

Y out
L = Y in

L +
√
2gχm

(
−

√
2fX in

R −
√
2gX in

L +

F in + F02πδ(Ω)
)

(19)

Y out
R = Y in

R +
√
2fχm

(
−

√
2fX in

R −
√
2gX in

L +

F in + F02πδ(Ω)
)
, (20)

where F in = F sig + F noise. Our result (20) encodes a
great deal of information about the detection problem.
First, it shows how a signal of interest which couples to
the slab — in this case, some external force F sig, for ex-
ample from some dark matter interaction — is imprinted
onto the light field and can thus be measured. Second, it
shows that the slab will experience noise: the input laser
fluctuations Y in

L,R are quantum fields, and thus subject to
fluctuations governed by their quantum state.
In the language of open quantum systems, the pho-

tons forming the Y in, Y out fields are “baths”—systems
with large numbers of degrees of freedom which all cou-
ple to the sensor element. In general, these baths may
or may not be accessible to the experimentalist, and may
or may not be thermal. In this example, we can prepare
the input states and measure the outgoing states. One
can incorporate other types of baths in the exact same
way. For instance, the slab is coupled to some support
structure, which is at T > 0 and exchanging phonons
with the slab. This leads to thermal noise on the slab,
which could be incorporated as a noisy force F noise; this
phononic bath is generally not under our control and can-
not be measured.
In the rest of this section, we show how to use input-

output models like this to compute detailed noise spectra
for a detector, and how to use these to determine our
ability to resolve a signal like F sig above the noise floors
set by the various baths coupling to the detector.

C. Input-output formalism

First, we summarize the input-output formalism [15,
17] and put it in its general context, which we will use
repeatedly in the rest of the paper. Most of the features
of the example in the previous section can be generalized
to a wide class of detectors.
The input-output formalism works whenever we have

bilinear couplings of the baths (including the readout sys-
tem) to the detector, as in Eq. (11). In this case, we have
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some set of Heisenberg-picture input and output opera-
tors Oin

i (t), Oout
j (t), which are linearly related to each

other. In the frequency domain, we write this as

Oout
i (ν) =

∑
j

χij(ν)Oin
j (ν), (21)

where the χij are variously referred to as susceptibilities,
response functions, transfer functions, Green’s functions,
etc. These depend only on the detector itself and not the
signal, and can be calculated in standard linear response
or perturbation theory as in the previous section; we give
many examples in what follows. In time domain, Eq.
(21) gives the output operators as convolutions of the
input with the response functions.

A signal of interest is encoded as a particular input,
which we will denote with an F although it will not al-
ways be a literal force: Oin = F in = F sig + F noise. The
second term here reflects the fact that we may also have
noise in this variable. For example, if we are trying to
measure a force as in the previous section, we might have
to include both the signal force of interest as well as ther-
mal fluctuations. In the simplest case, we can imagine
that the detector reads out one specific output variable
Oout

det . The signal is encoded on the detector output2,
using Eq. (21), as

Oout
det (ν) = χdet,F (ν)F (ν) +

∑
j ̸=F

χdet,j(ν)Oin
j (ν). (22)

In our optomechanical force sensing example above,
Oout

det = Y out is the output laser phase and F in is the lit-
eral mechanical force acting on the dielectric mirror. In
a gravitational wave detector based on moving mirrors,
the same identifications hold, with F in(ν) ∼ mL2ν2h(ν)
now representing the effective “force” caused by a pass-
ing gravitational wave with strain profile h(ν). In a
typical axion cavity experiment, again one might have
Oout

det = Y out when reading out the phase of microwave
fluctuations down a transmission line exiting the cav-
ity, while the input “force” that drives the cavity field
F sig ∼ gaγγa(ν), where gaγγ is the axion-photon cou-
pling and a(ν) is the axion field. We give the detailed
expressions in the appropriate sections below.

In Eq. (22), the Oin
j , including the signal, are noisy.

This equation reflects the fact that the detector output
has both any potential signal as well as noise from various
baths coupled to the detector. Classically, the Oin

j would
be modelled as random variables; quantum mechanically,
they are operators. In most cases, we will assume that
the noises are well-modelled as having zero mean ⟨Oin

j ⟩ =
0 and stationary ⟨Oin

j (t)Oin
j (t′)⟩ = ⟨Oin

j (t− t′)Oin
j (0)⟩.

2 One often talks about a measurement “referred to the input”,
e.g., in our slab example, we can talk about the data in units of
the output phase of the light (by plotting Oout

det = Y out) or in

units of the input force (by plotting FE = Y out/χY F ).

This latter assumption, in particular, means that we
can talk about the noise power spectral density (PSD)
Sin
ij (ν). The noise PSD of a pair of operators Oi,Oj is

a frequency-domain function defined by the autocorrela-
tion function

⟨Oi(t)Oj(t
′)⟩ =

∫ ∞

−∞
dνeiν(t−t′)Sij(ν). (23)

The brackets here represent quantum-mechanical expec-
tation values taken in specific states; this can include
thermal states, the vacuum, or more complex states like
squeezed states. A key objective in quantum measure-
ment is to engineer particular states which reduce the
overall noise of a system. Examples of these input noise
correlations were given above, such as the input thermal
white noise fluctuations Sin

FF ∼ 4mkBT on the mirror or
the vacuum fluctuations Sin

XX , Sin
Y Y in the laser ampli-

tude and phase.
In practice, the most useful way to compute power

spectral densities is by using a result called the Wiener-
Khinchin theorem,

2π Sij(ν) δ(ν − ν′) = ⟨Oi(ν)O†
j(ν

′)⟩ . (24)

We will use this repeatedly to obtain PSDs from the equa-
tions of motions of various detectors. We review this re-
sult and record our Fourier conventions and several useful
facts related to PSDs in Appendix A.
Because of the linear relationships (21), we can calcu-

late the noise PSD of any output variables in terms of
the noise PSDs of the input variables:

Sout
ij (ν) =

∑
i′j′

χii′(ν)χ
∗
jj′(ν)S

in
i′j′(ν). (25)

In general, these noise PSDs can include cross-
correlations between the different variables. In a given
system, one assumes a model for the input noise power—
for example, thermal or vacuum fluctuations—and then
Eq. (25) gives a prediction for the noise in the data com-
ing out of the detector.
To estimate the signal F sig itself, one often forms an

estimator

FE(ν) =
Oout

det (ν)

χdet,F (ν)

= F sig(ν) + F noise(ν) +
∑
j ̸=F

χdet,j(ν)

χdet,F (ν)
Oin

j (ν).
(26)

With our noise assumptions, this estimator is unbiased.
The noise PSD of the estimator can be calculated from
the input noise model using Eq. (25).
The essential question is whether one can see a given

signal of interest [the first term of Eq. (26)] above the
noise [the rest of the terms in Eq. (26)]. To make this
precise, we need to formulate a notion of signal-to-noise
ratios. This requires specifying exactly how the detector
output is processed, as we detail in the next section.
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D. Signal versus noise

In Eq. (22), the detector is continuously measuring
Oout

det (t) and records this as a classical data stream. In
practice, one wants to do hypothesis testing for the pres-
ence of such signals in some finite time window. The
hypothesis we want to test is if the observed data can be
explained simply by random noise, or if we instead need
to invoke an additional signal to explain it.

To understand the basic idea, consider trying to deter-
mine if a continuous, monochromatic force

F sig(t) = Fs(cosωst+ ϕ) (27)

is acting on a sensor. We monitor the output of the
detector for some time Tint, and obtain a time series of
data of the force estimator FE(t) from 0 ≤ t ≤ Tint. We
then look through the Fourier transform of this data for
a monochromatic line at ωs; we can resolve such a line
with signal-to-noise ratio

SNR =
Fs√

SFF (ωs)/Tint
, (28)

where SFF (ν) is the noise PSD for FE(ν). We will give
a more precise justification of this formula shortly. How-
ever, the essence of this formula is that the signal is build-
ing up coherently for the whole time Tint, while the noise
is adding up in a Brownian fashion, leading to the over-
all

√
Tint scaling. Note also that this is why noise PSDs

come with units of (quantity of interest)2/Hz, so that the
denominator here has the right units to make the SNR
dimensionless.

More generally, we will focus on two basic kinds of data
analysis, for which the signal-to-noise is treated some-
what differently. The first is searches for signals of par-
ticular “shapes” (i.e., specific forms in time or frequency
domain), of which a monochromatic signal is perhaps the
simplest. The other is searches for signals which are in-
trinsically noisy and are best described as generating ex-
cess noise, rather than a deterministic shape in the data.

1. Matched filtering searches

First, consider a search for a transient signal with a
specific shape. To get some intuition, consider a sim-
ple test of an impulsive force acting at time t0, where
F sig(t) = ∆pδ(t − t0), say from a particle colliding with
the dielectric slab of the first section. We could construct
the observable

I(τ) =

∫ τ

0

dtFE(t) (29)

from the data FE(t), which estimates the impulse de-
livered to the sensor. In each window of time τ , this
observable will take different values due to fluctuations

in the noise, regardless of the presence of a signal. The
noise yields a variance given as

⟨∆I2(τ)⟩ =
∫ τ

0

dtdt′ ⟨FE(t)FE(t
′)⟩

=
2

π

∫ ∞

−∞
dν

sin2(ντ/2)

ν2
SFF (ν),

(30)

To test whether a “bump” from the impulsive signal has
occurred, one wants to see that the measured impulse is
much larger than would typically be explainable by this
noise. We quantify this by a signal-to-noise ratio (SNR)

SNR =
I(τ)√

⟨∆I2(τ)⟩
, (31)

A signal-to-noise of order ∼ 1 is the minimum to see a
signal; usually one requires at least ∼ 3 − 5. In other
words, this quantity gives the number of standard de-
viations the data is from the mean, assuming Gaussian
distributed noise. In particular, if there is a signal in the
window τ , then obtaining an SNR of order 1 requires a
signal ∆psig ≳

√
⟨∆I2(τ)⟩.

For signals with particular shape, it turns out we can
do better than a naive estimate like (31). Consider a
signal which comes from some family of known shapes,
one of which could be F sig(t) = F0(t− t0). For example,
this could be an impulsive force F0(t − t0) ∼ δ(t − t0),
or a waveform F0(t− t0) ∼ sin(ω(t)t) of a typical binary
merger event in a gravitational wave detector, where ω(t)
represents the time-varying frequency “chirping”. It is
better in general to filter the data in a particular way,
using a procedure known as “matched filtering” or “tem-
plate matching”, where we scan the data for this partic-
ular shape [33, 34].
Consider a linear observable of the form

Of (t) =

∫
dt′f(t− t′)FE(t

′), (32)

where f(t) is called a filter. For example, in our impulsive
signal example above, f(t) is just a box function of width
τ . One can compute the variance of the observable Of

in the same way as above, and find the filter f which
optimizes the resulting signal-to-noise ratio. It turns out
(see Appendix B of [35] for a proof) that the optimum
filter is given by

fopt(ν) =
F0(ν)

SFF (ν)
, (33)

where F0(t) is the signal shape of interest, in which case
the SNR is

SNRopt =

√∫ ∞

−∞
dν

|F0(ν)|2
SFF (ν)

. (34)

Intuitively, what this filter does is to scan the data for
the spectral shape of the signal, but weight it such that
low-noise frequency bins (those where SFF is smallest)
are weighted the highest.
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2. Excess power searches

The other primary case of interest will be signals which
are persistent and noisy. Examples include stochastic
gravitational wave backgrounds [36, 37] and stochastic
signals from dark matter candidates like light axions (Sec.
III C). In these cases, rather than scanning the data Odet

out

for a particular signal shape, we want to look for excess
noise power. By excess, we mean excess compared to the
expected noise in the device. Note that this means we
assume we have a detailed model of the detector noise,
or an accurate method of noise subtraction. We closely
parallel the treatment of [38–42].

Consider monitoring an output variable, say the esti-
mator for a signal of interest FE(t), for some total time
Tint. Continuing to assume that our noise is stationary,
we can take the observed data and convert it into a mea-
sured noise PSD:

Smeas(ν) =

∫ Tint

0

dt e−iνt ⟨FE(t)FE(0)⟩ . (35)

The expectation value here can be obtained by appealing
to ergodicity: we take all the pairs of data points FE(t+
t′), FE(t

′) separated by t and then average over t′ to form
the expectation value. Because our Fourier transform is
“windowed”, we do not get independent measurements of
every frequency ν, but rather independent measurements
of the central value of the PSD in each frequency bin of
bandwidth ∆νbin = 1/2Tint.

The value of Smeas(ν) at a given frequency is itself a
random variable: in each given experimental run, one will
measure different values. Assuming a good noise model,
Smeas(ν) will have mean ⟨Smeas(ν)⟩0 = Sexp(ν) in the
absence of a signal, where ⟨·⟩0 denotes averaging under
the no-signal hypothesis. Assuming that our observable
of interest is Gaussian distributed,3 then so is Smeas(ν),
with the standard error given nmeasurements of the PSD
[43]

(∆Smeas)2 =
2

n− 1
(Sexp)2. (36)

Thus the excess power

Sexcess(ν) ≡ Smeas(ν)− Sexp(ν) (37)

is a Gaussian random variable with mean zero (under the
null hypothesis) and variance (Sexp)2/(n− 1).
Consider a window of width ∆νc ≫ ∆νbin. We con-

struct the power excess Sexcess(νi), where i is the center of

3 Note that we may alternatively write the measured PSD as

Var
[
FE(ν)

]
= 2πTintS

meas(ν), which is the finite-time analog

of the Wiener-Khinchin theorem of Eq. (24). This shows us that
the measured PSD encodes the sample variance of the random
variable FE(ν); in other words, it is an unbiased estimator of the
variance in FE(ν), and is itself a Gaussian random variable, with
variance given by Eq. (36).

the ∆νc window. In this window, we have n = ∆νc/∆νbin
independent measurements, and so the signal-to-noise ra-
tio in this bin is, using (36) and (37),

SNR2
i = Tint∆νc

(
Sexcess(νi)

Sexp(νi)

)2

, (38)

where we have assumed n≫ 1, i.e., Tint ≫ 1/∆νc.
Suppose we want to look for a potential signal mani-

festing as excess power with some expected bandwidth
∆ωs—for example, an axion dark matter signal with
∆ωs ≈ 10−6ma (see Sec. III C). Within the bandwidth
∆ωs of the purported signal, we sum the individual SNRs
in quadrature to obtain the total SNR

SNR2 =
∑
i

SNR2
i (39)

= Tint

∫
∆ωs

dν

(
Sexcess(ν)

Sexp(ν)

)2

. (40)

In the second line, we took the formal limit ∆νc → 0
while keeping Tint∆νc fixed.
We often encounter limits in which one of the signal

PSD or detector PSD is very narrow compared to the
other. In these cases, the expression for the SNR simpli-
fies. If the signal has a bandwidth much smaller than the
detector’s bandwidth, then we may approximate Sexp as
taking the constant value Sexp(ωs) over the entire sup-
port of the visibility. In this case, the optimal SNR is

SNR ≈
√
2Tint∆ωs

S̄excess

Sexp(ωs)
, (41)

where ∆ωs(S̄
excess)2 ≡

∫
dν(Sexcess)2. In a simple

parametrization, one could model this as a bandwidth
∆ωs = ωs/Qs where ωs is the central frequency of the
signal and Qs is its quality factor. If instead the detector
has a much smaller bandwidth than the signal, then the
signal PSD takes an approximately constant value over
the full detector bandwidth. In this case, the SNR is

SNR ≈
√

2Tint∆ω0
Sexcess(ω0)

S̄exp
, (42)

where ∆ω0(S̄
exp)−2 ≡

∫
dν(Sexp)−2 is the detector’s

bandwidth. In a simple example like a resonant cavity,
∆ω0 = ω0/Q0 where ω0 is the resonance frequency and
Q0 is the cavity quality factor.

3. Scan rates

For narrow signals and/or detectors, the SNRs we have
derived depend strongly on the central (resonant) fre-
quencies. Furthermore, the signal spectrum is usually set
by some characteristic frequency, for instance the dark
matter mass, which is an unknown parameter. In order
to be sensitive to a wide range of signal frequencies, we
would like to tune the resonant frequency in small steps.
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The scan rate is the statistical measure determining how
quickly we may carry out this tuning while still achieving
a certain signal-to-noise ratio [44, 45]. We now derive an
expression for the scan rate, closely following the logic of
[46], although we consider more general signal PSDs.

Consider the optimal signal-to-noise ratio SNR(ω0, ωs)
for a signal at frequency ωs in a detector of resonant fre-
quency ω0. If we tune ω0 in steps of ∆ω, then the in-
tegrated signal-to-noise ratio SNRI is given by summing
the individual SNRs in quadrature

SNR2
I =

1

∆ω

∑
n

SNR2(ω0 + n∆ω, ωs) ·∆ω (43)

=
Tint
∆ω

∑
n

∫
dν

(
Sexcess(ν;ωs)

Sexp(ν;ω0 + n∆ω)

)2

·∆ω,

(44)

where we sum over an integer n of such tunings and we
have made explicit the dependence on the signal and de-
tector frequency. We now take the limit where both the
integration time and step size go to zero, Tint,∆ω → 0,
while keeping the ratio

∆ω

Tint
= 2πR (45)

fixed at the rate required to achieve some desired value
for the integrated SNR, labelled S; we insert the factor of
2π to follow standard convention, in which R has units of
linear frequency (not angular frequency) per unit time.
In this limit, we may express the scan rate as

R =
1

S2

∫ ∞

−∞

dω

2π

∫ ∞

−∞
dν

(
Sexcess(ν;ωs)

Sexp(ν;ω0 + ω)

)2

, (46)

where we have extended the limits of integration to infin-
ity by making the visibility a windowed function around
the signal frequency.

This general expression may be simplified when the
signal and detector PSDs satisfy certain properties. To
this end, we make two observations. Firstly, we note that
the signal PSD Sexcess(ν;ωs) appearing in the visibility’s
numerator often depends only on the difference between
ν and ωs, i.e. changing the signal frequency only effects a
translation of the PSD so that Sexcess(ν;ωs) = Sexcess(ν−
ωs). Secondly, the same is true for the detector PSD:
Sexp(ν;ω0) = Sexp(ν − ω0). Under these conditions, the
scan rate becomes

R =
1

S2

∫ ∞

−∞

dω

2π

∫ ∞

−∞
dν

[Sexcess(ν + ω)

Sexp(ν)

]2
, (47)

which is notably independent of the signal frequency, and
so gives a measure of the intrinsic efficiency of the detec-
tor4.

4 This expression also shows that one may consider the scan rate
as either an integral of the squared SNR over detector frequency
or over signal frequency.

With our formula for the scan rate at hand, we may
derive expressions for the scan rate in certain simplify-
ing limits. For instance, consider the signal PSD to be
peaked at a frequency ωs with a bandwidth much nar-
rower than the detector. An example of this case is a
cavity with a quality factor less than that of dark mat-
ter. Here, the scan rate reduces to

R =
∆ωs

S2

∫ ∞

−∞

dν

2π

[ S̄excess

Sexp(ν)

]2
. (48)

III. ELECTROMAGNETIC CAVITIES

An electromagnetic cavity supports a spectrum of nor-
mal modes. In this section, we consider the measurement
of one particular mode onto which a physics signal is im-
printed. We will see how the quantum mechanics of the
cavity and readout systems impact the noise spectrum
and signal sensitivity.
Inside a cavity, the electromagnetic potential can be

expanded as

Aµ(x) =
∑
p,r

ϵ∗r,µ(p)u
∗
p(x)ap,r + ϵr,µ(p)up(x)a

†
p,r. (49)

This is expressed in the Schrödinger picture. Here
ϵr(p), r = 1, 2 are a complete set of polarization vectors,
and the up(x) form a complete, discrete set of modes:∫

cav

d3x up(x)u
∗
p′(x) =

δpp′

2ωp
, ϵ∗r(p)·ϵr′(p) = δrr′ . (50)

The modes are normalized so that the energy density is

Hcav =
1

2

∫
cav

d3x
[
E2 +B2

]
=

∑
p,r

ωpa
†
p,rap,r (51)

plus the usual infinite zero-point energy.
In a typical example, we will assume that we are read-

ing out a specific cavity mode a = ap0,r0 , although the
generalization to a multi-mode cavity is straightforward.
This can be the fundamental mode or some other con-
venient mode. To read out a single mode means that
we can resolve frequencies at the level of the free spec-
tral range of the cavity, which is the spacing between
the modes. This single mode has the simple harmonic
oscillator Hamiltonian,

Hdet = ωca
†a =

ωc

2
(X2 + Y 2), (52)

with ωc = ωp0,r0 denoting the relevant cavity frequency.
We have defined what are known as the quadrature op-
erators

X =
a+ a†√

2
, Y = −ia− a†√

2
, (53)

which are dimensionless versions of the position and mo-
mentum of the oscillator. In particular, they are canoni-
cally conjugate [X,Y ] = i.
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Throughout this section, we assume that the measure-
ment of the cavity proceeds via phase sensitive amplifi-
cation of a single quadrature of the cavity. This implies
that we add no noise in the amplification process [47].

A. Input-output theory for a cavity mode

To use a cavity mode as a detector, we need to couple
it to some readout system. This could be, for example,
a simple electromagnetic transmission line which is in-
serted slightly into the cavity. The cavity mode interacts
with the line like an antenna: the cavity field can drive
currents in the wire, while conversely the currents in the
wire can produce cavity field excitations. See Fig. 4.
This can be handled with the input-output formalism as
described above [17, 42].

The input-output treatment of this system closely par-
allels the treatment of Sec. II B. In general, we have a
bath associated to the measurement system (the trans-
mission line), as well as a bath associated to intrinsic
internal losses to the cavity (e.g., moving charges in the
walls which can emit and absorb radiation). Denoting the
relevant input fields as X in

m , X in
ℓ , respectively, and simi-

larly for Y , these contribute to the cavity mode equations
of motion as

Ẋ = ωcY − κ

2
X +

√
κmX

in
m +

√
κℓX

in
ℓ + F in

X

Ẏ = −ωcX − κ

2
Y +

√
κmY

in
m +

√
κℓY

in
ℓ + F in

Y ,
(54)

where the total cavity decay rate is

κ = κm + κℓ. (55)

The final terms FX,Y represent any external driving
force, for example one caused by a background of axions,
as discussed in the next section.

Physically, we assume that we have access to the mea-
surement fields X in,out

m , but not the intrinsic loss fields

X in,out
ℓ . We can write equivalent equations of motion for

Ẋ and Ẏ in terms of the output fields, again following
the logic of Sec. II B, and find input-output relations for
the measurement port:

Xout
m = X in

m −
√
κmX

Y out
m = Y in

m −
√
κmY.

(56)

In the frame co-rotating with the cavity frequency ωc,
we can easily solve (54) in the frequency domain to get
X(ν), Y (ν). Inserting these into (56), we get simple fre-
quency domain relations:

Xout
m = χmmX

in
m + χmℓX

in
ℓ + χmFF

in
X

Y out
m = χmmY

in
m + χmℓY

in
ℓ + χmFF

in
Y ,

(57)

where the susceptibilities are

χmm(ν) = 1− κmχc(ν)

χmℓ(ν) = −
√
κmκℓχc(ν)

χmF (ν) = −
√
κmχc(ν),

(58)

FIG. 3. A typical cavity noise power spectrum: Here we
show how the noise from the measurement port (Sin

YmYm
) and

loss port (Sin
YℓYℓ

) add to form the full measured noise PSD of
a homodyne cavity readout.

in terms of the basic cavity susceptibility

χc(ν) =
1

−iν + κ/2
. (59)

Eq. (57) expresses the way in which a signal of interest—
F in
X,Y —is imprinted on the field Xout

m , Y out
m exiting the

cavity, which we can directly measure. Note that
|χmm|2 + |χmℓ|2 = 1, a consequence of unitarity.
Suppose, for example, that we monitor the output

phase quadrature Y out
m . Its noise spectral density can

be computed directly from Eqs. (57) and (24),

Sout
YmYm

= |χmm|2Sin
YmYm

+ |χmℓ|2Sin
YℓYℓ

, (60)

when there is no external force F in = 0. Here, the mea-
sured noise PSD is expressed in terms of the input noise
PSDs, for which we need a model. For example, suppose
that both the transmission line modes and cavity walls
are in thermal equilibrium with some bath at tempera-
ture T . Then (see Appendix A 2)

Sin
YmYm

(ν) = Sin
YℓYℓ

(ν) = nth(ν) +
1

2
, (61)

which is the sum of a thermal occupancy contribution
nth(ν) and a frequency-independent constant 1/2 arising
from quantum vacuum fluctuations. The thermal contri-
bution is given by the Bose-Einstein distribution

nth(ν) =
1

e(ν+ωc)/kBT − 1
. (62)

A typical dilution fridge can achieve temperatures Tdil ∼
10 mK. At frequencies ν ≫ kBTdil ∼ 1.3 GHz, the ther-
mal occupancy is near zero, and the PSD is dominated
by the vacuum contribution. In this limit, the output
noise power is simply

Sout
YmYm

(ν) −−−→
T→0

1

2
|χmm(ν)|2 + 1

2
|χmℓ(ν)|2 =

1

2
, (63)

or rather ℏ/2 in non-natural units. We plot these two
noise contributions in Fig. 3. This is the limit in which
the detector noise is entirely due to vacuum fluctuations,
sometimes called the “Standard Quantum Limit” in this
context, as discussed in Sec. II A. In Sec. V, we will dis-
cuss how more sophisticated input states, like squeezed
vacuum states, affect this power spectrum.
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If we wish to estimate the size of the force from its
impact on the output phase quadrature, say, then from
the general discussion of estimators around equation (26)
and the particular form of (57), we see that the estimator
of the Y -force FY,E is

FY,E =
Y out
m

χmF
, (64)

with associated noise given by

SFF =
Sout
YmYm

|χmF |2
. (65)

This will be the basic result we need to express sensitivi-
ties of various cavities to forces of interest, such as those
arising from axion dark matter.

B. Cavities as “particle” detectors

A prominent use of cavities in modern fundamental
physics is in searches for new particles that interact di-
rectly with the electromagnetic field, including axions,
dark photons, and a variety of other axion-like particles.
These searches can proceed either by looking for an am-
bient source of these particles (for example, if they make
up a component of the dark matter [48–56]), or by try-
ing to create and then measure them directly within the
laboratory [57–59].

Generally speaking, cavity modes with frequency ωc

are ideally suited for searches for new fields of mass m ≈
ωc, in which case the field can be resonantly detected.
In practice, this means that cavities are most useful for
light fields; to date most activity has focused on radio-to-
microwave cavities (ωc ∼ 100 MHz − 10 GHz ∼ 10−6 −
10−4 eV). In this regime, the field excitations are long
wavelength and do not really behave like particles, as
discussed in App. F.

1. Axion-cavity coupling

Axions were originally proposed as a solution to the
strong CP problem [60–63]. The relic density of axions
was calculated soon after [64–66], suggesting that axions
could make a viable dark matter candidate. The ax-
ion can thus solve two problems at once, so it is widely
considered to be one of the best motivated dark matter
candidates.

The axion is a real pseudoscalar field a = a(x, t), which
couples to electromagnetism via

V =
gaγγ
8

∫
d3x aFµν F̃

µν = gaγγ

∫
d3x aE ·B, (66)

where gaγγ is a coupling constant with dimensions of
1/mass which parametrizes the strength of the interac-
tion. This is the lowest-order coupling; there are ad-
ditional higher order corrections [67, 68]. Here F̃µν =

DM B0

Y in,out
m

Y in,out
ℓ

FIG. 4. Axion cavity haloscope: Many experimental
searches for light axion and axion-like DM candidates utilize
large microwave cavities, with tunable resonance frequencies,
submerged in large static magnetic fields B0. Axion-like DM,
which has wavelength much longer than the cavity, would
cause a displacement to the cavity quadratures which can be
detected by measuring Y out

m . The cavity has intrinsic loss,
modelled as a thermal bath with input/output fields Y in,out

ℓ ,
and is readout with input/output fields Y in,out

m .

ϵµνρσF
ρσ is the “dual” field strength tensor and the elec-

tric and magnetic fields are, as usual, Ei = F0i, Bi =
ϵijkF

jk.
The coupling (66) allows the axion to convert into a

pair of photons. To generate a strong coupling, many
experiments use an external magnetic field B0, say along
the z-axis B0 = B0ẑ, which leads to linear conversion
between the axion and the electric field:

V = gaγγB0

∫
d3x a δEz. (67)

Here, δE represents small fluctuations in the electric field
around the background B0. We are going to treat the
axion as an external field, so even in the Schrodinger
picture we expand it into time-dependent modes

a(x, t) =

∫
d3k v∗k(x)e

−iωktbk + vk(x)e
iωktb†k. (68)

Unlike the electromagnetic field inside the cavity, the ax-
ion is freely propagating without boundary conditions,
and thus is expanded into a continuum of modes. The
mode functions are

vk(x) =
eik·x√
2ωk(2π)3

, ωk =
√

k2 +m2
a (69)

wherema is the axion mass. Here, as discussed above, we
are going to mainly view the axion as a classical, time-
dependent external field, so the b, b† are just c-numbers
which in general are drawn from a classical random prob-
ability distribution. Unless we are sensitive to effects
from the axion vacuum fluctuations (which we are gen-
erally not), this approximation is extremely good [69].
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Inserting the mode expansions (49) and (68) into (67),
we can isolate the interaction Hamiltonian between a
given cavity mode a = ap0,r0 and the entire axion field:

V0(t) = FY (t)X + FX(t)Y, (70)

where X,Y are the cavity quadratures,

FY = gaγγB0

∫
d3k Õke

−iωktbk + h.c., (71)

and we defined the “overlaps” of the axion and cavity
mode functions

Õk =
√
2ωp0

∫
cav

d3x v∗k(x)Im [ϵr0,z(p0)up0,r0(x)] . (72)

A similar expression holds for FY . Here, ϵr0,z(p) is the
component of the cavity mode polarization vector along
the z axis.

In the search for axion dark matter, a particularly
nice simplification occurs because the axion’s wavelength
λ ∼ 103/ω due to the dark matter velocity v = 10−3

(≈ 300 km/s), so the axion’s mode functions vk(x) are
approximately constant over the cavity volume. Thus we
can approximate a(x, t) ≈ a(0, t) =: a(t) by its value at
the origin, and we can reduce (71) to

FX(t) ≈ gaγγB0

√
V ωp0

2
C

∫
d3k v∗k(0)e

−iωktbk + h.c.

= ga C a(t).

(73)

Here, C is a dimensionless form factor parametrizing
the overlap of the external magnetic field and the cav-
ity mode,

C =

√
2ωp0

V

∫
cav

d3x Im[up(x) ẑ · ϵr0(p0)], (74)

and

ga := gaγγB0

√
V ωp0

2
(75)

is a dimensionless constant.
The axion signal is imprinted on the cavity detector

output following the general input-output calculations
given above. The axion “force” in Eq. (71) is taken

as an input field FX,Y = F sig
X,Y . This is then imprinted

on the cavity measurement port output fields Xout
m , Y out

m

using the basic input-output relation Eq. (21), which in
this case reduces to Eq. (57). One can form an estimator
F = FE in the usual way, and talk about noise referred
to the axion signal, or just work with the output phase
quadratures Xout

m , Y out
m directly.

To calculate a signal-to-noise ratio and axion coupling
sensitivity, we need to specify the detailed cavity param-
eters as well as the model for the axion signal F sig. In
Sec. III C we show how this works for cavity searches for
axion dark matter. We first briefly show how to general-
ize this discussion of axions to similar fields, such as the
dark photon.

2. Dark photon-cavity coupling

Another popular contender for a new degree of freedom
is the so-called “dark photon”. Unlike the axion, the
existence of a dark photon would not alleviate the CP
problem, but it is a viable dark matter candidate [70].
The dark photon terminology is sometimes used to

mean a variety of things, but the canonical example is
a vector field A′

µ = A′
µ(x, t) which couples to electro-

magnetism through a kinetic mixing effect [71]. This is
encapsulated in an interaction Hamiltonian

V = χm2
A′

∫
d3xAµA′

µ, (76)

where Aµ is the usual photon of electromagnetism. Un-
like the electromagnetic photon, the dark photon has
non-zero mass mA′ . Thus there is a two-dimensional pa-
rameter space of these models, defined by the dimension-
less mixing parameter χ ≪ 1 and mass mA′ . Note that
the coupling to electromagnetism is proportional to the
product χm2

A′ , so in the limit that the dark photon be-
comes massless mA′ → 0, it decouples from the standard
model.
The interaction (76) allows a photon to convert into

a dark photon and vice versa; unlike the axion coupling
(67), this does not require an external electromagnetic
field. It also means that any electrically charged matter,
say with charge q, will interact with the dark photon
with an effective charged χq ≪ q. Thus one can search
for these in a variety of ways [72, 73]. In particular, one
can use electromagnetic cavities as the detector, without
the need for an external magnetic field.
Following the same steps as in Sec. III B 1, we can

derive the response of a cavity mode to the dark photon
field. The dark photon can be expanded into modes,

A′
µ(x, t) =

∑
s=1,2,3

∫
d3k ϵ∗s,µ(k)v

∗
k(x)e

−iωktbs,k + h.c.

(77)
This is analogous to the axion case [Eq. (68)], except
that we have to include polarization vectors ϵsµ; there are
three since the field is massive. The mode functions vk(x)
are again given by Eq. (69), with ma replaced by mA′ .
Inserting this expansion and the cavity mode expansion
(49) into (76), we can write the interaction V0(t) with
the cavity mode of interest:

V0(t) = FY (t)X + FX(t)Y, (78)

Here, the external “force” on the cavity mode is

FX =
√
2χm2

A′

∑
s

∫
d3k

∫
cav

d3x e−iωktv∗k(x)

× ϵ∗s(k) · Re
[
ϵr0(p0)up0,r0(x)

]
bs,k + h.c.

(79)

and similarly for FY .
To get simple expressions, we first assume that the DM

is randomly polarised, so that we may write the mode of
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polarisation s as bs,k = bk/3. This allows us to express
the sum over the inner product of polarisation vectors as∑

s ϵ
∗
s(k) · ϵr0(p0) =

∑
s ϵ

∗
s(k) · ϵ∗r0(p0) = 1. Next, sim-

ilar to axion DM, we can approximate the dark photon
as homogeneous across the cavity. We can thus rewrite
equation (80) as

FX(t) = χ

√
V

6ωp0

m2
A′C

∫
d3k√
2ωk

e−iωktbk + h.c.

= gA′CA′(t),

(80)

where we have defined A′(t) ≡
√
A′(0, t) ·A′(0, t). The

dimensionless form factor is now

C =

√
2ωp0

V

∫
cav

d3xRe[up(x)], (81)

and the dimensionless cavity-dark photon coupling con-
stant is

gA′ := χ

√
V

6ωp0

m2
A′ . (82)

C. Dark matter searches with cavities

Searches for light axion and axion-like dark matter
candidates with cavities are predicated on the hypoth-
esis that the DM candidate makes up some apprecia-
ble fraction f of the total dark matter density ρDM =
0.3 GeV/cm3, and that the mass of the field m ≲ 10 eV
[74]. In this regime, the basic picture is that we have a
semi-coherent background of long-wavelength dark mat-
ter pervading the laboratory. In typical exclusion plots
such as Fig. 6, the baseline assumption is that f = 1,
i.e., the entirety of the dark matter is comprised of a sin-
gle field. For f < 1, the bounds on the coupling become
proportionally weaker.

Typically, the DM signal is modelled as a superposi-
tion of many waves, leading to a signal peaked around
an (unknown) carrier frequency ωs (where ωs = ma or
ωs = mA′ for the axion and dark photon, respectively),
with random phase and linewidth γs = ωs/Qs, where the
quality factor Qs ≈ 106. For a review, see Appendix F.
More precisely, this means that we have a noise power
spectral density for the dark matter itself. The output
noise PSD for, say, the measured phase quadrature is

Sout
YmYm

=
∑
ij

χYm,iχYm,jSij , (83)

where the sum over i, j includes all the input operators
including the DM signal FX,Y . In the simplest case where
we assume uncorrelated input noise (i.e., no squeezing),
we can write, in the frame co-rotating with the cavity
mode,

Sout
YmYm

= |χmm|2Sin
YmYm

+ |χmℓ|2Sin
YℓYℓ

+ |χmF |2Sin
FY FY

.
(84)

The first two terms here are the input noise, while the
last term represents the noisy dark matter signal. We
have written the DM signal as an input force; this can be
converted to an explicit dependence on the dark matter’s
PSD, using (73) or (80):

Sin
FY FY

= g2χC
2Ssig

χχ. (85)

Here χmF is given in Eq. (58), and we give the expected
distribution Sχχ for either χ = a (axion) or χ = A′ (dark
photon) dark matter in Eq. (F5). The couplings gχ and
form factors C are given above.
Following the general discussion of Sec. IID 2, the ob-

servable we wish to estimate is the “force” PSD Sin
FY FY

,

or equivalently the dark matter PSD Ssig
χχ. From Eqs.

(84) and (85), we see that we can take the measured
phase PSD and use it to form the estimator:

Smeas
χχ =

Sout
YmYm

g2χC
2|χmF |2

. (86)

This PSD is the noise PSD of the cavity “referred to
the dark matter signal”. The basic statistical question
is how well we can measure the signal Ssig

χχ compared to
the noise PSD Smeas

χχ . In Fig. 5, we show the typical
behavior of these power spectra, using the expressions
for the susceptibilities and assuming input vacuum or
thermal noise; improvements with the use of squeezed
input fields are discussed in Sec. V.
Critically, we see that the signal PSD is typically well

below the noise PSD, so one needs a long integration time
compared to the signal frequency in order to measure
the difference. Moreover, the best SNR is achieved in a
very narrow frequency band. This means that to cover
a sizable fraction of dark matter parameter space, one
needs to continuously tune the cavity frequency in order
to scan over many bands, much like a radio.
To give a more quantitative estimate of the scan rates,

we can explicitly study two relevant limits, where either
the signal or cavity is narrow compared to the other
(Qs ≫ Qc or Qs ≪ Qc, where Qc = ωc/κ is the cav-
ity quality factor). At present, the former is a typical
scenario for microwave cavity searches for axions, which
require large external magnetic fields and use cavities
Qc ∼ 105 [56, 77–80]. The latter is typical for searches for
dark photons with radio-frequency cavities, which do not
require magnetic fields, and have achieved much higher
Qc ∼ 1011 [76, 81–83]. We emphasize that these are
present-day technical distinctions; there is no principled
reason that an axion search could not be eventually per-
formed in the Qs ≪ Qc limit.
Narrow signal (Qs ≫ Qs): First, consider the axion

search shown in the left of Fig. 5. We see that the axion
PSD is very narrow compared to the width of the noise
PSD for these cavity parameters. In this limit, we may
make use of equation (41) to simplify the SNR as

SNR =
√
Tint∆ωa

S̄in
aa

Saa(ωa)
, (87)
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Parameter Symbol Value
magnetic field B0 9 T
cavity volume V 2000 cm3

cavity overlap C 0.5
cavity angular frequency ωp0 2π × 5.8GHz

cavity loss rate κl 2π × 200 kHz
temperature T 127mK

Parameter Symbol Value
cavity volume V 3900 cm3

cavity overlap C 0.69
cavity angular frequency ωp0 2π × 1GHz

cavity loss rate κl 2π × 0.05Hz
temperature T 5K

FIG. 5. Prototypical dark matter PSDs and cavity noise PSDs. Left: an axion search with a microwave cavity, where
Qsig ≫ Qdet; parameters taken from [75]. Right: a dark photon search with a superconducting RF cavity, where Qsig ≪ Qdet;
parameters taken from [76].

where Tint is the integration time of the experiment, ωa ≈
ma is the angular frequency of the axion signal S̄aa and
∆ωa is its width. We assume that Tint is much longer
than the coherence time of the axion signal, so that we
are probing the stochastic axion signal enough times that
we may approximate Saa(ν) by its constant expectation
value. If the axion signal is well within a cavity linewidth
of the resonant frequency ωa − ωc ≪ κl, then by our
expression (F8) for S̄aa we have

SNR =

√
Tint
∆ωa

8g2aγγB
2
0CV ρDM

9maκl

≈ 20

(
gaγγ

10−14 GeV−1

)2 (
10µeV

ma

)3/2

,

(88)

where we again use the parameters of Fig. 5 as a bench-
mark, (86) for the signal PSD, and wrote this with ex-
plicit cavity parameters using the transfer functions (58)
for κm = 2κl. We assume integration time Tint = 15 min.

The SNR we have given quantifies the maximal sensi-
tivity for a DM signal on-cavity-resonance. To quantify
the broadband sensitivity of a cavity, we now look at the
scan rate, as described in Sec. IID 3. The scan rate, in

the limit of a narrow signal, is given in Eq. (48) as

R =
∆ωa

S2

∫
dν

2π

(
S̄in
aa

Saa(ν)

)2

=
3κl

2TintS2
SNR2(0)

=
32(g2aγγB

2
0CV ρDM)2

27S2m2
a ∆ωaκl

.

(89)

Note that the scan rate increases linearly with the inverse
bandwidth ∆ω (or, alternatively, the quality factor Q ≡
ω/∆ω) of both the cavity and the dark matter. If we
wish to probe the couplings predicted by the KSVZ axion
model [84, 85], for which [86]

|gaγγ | ≈ 3.9× 10−15 GeV−1

(
ma

10µeV

)
, (90)

the scan rate to reach a desired SNR of S = 5 is

R ≈ 1.6 GHz

yr

(
ma

10µeV

)
, (91)

where we have again used the experimental parameters
in the table of Fig. 5.
Narrow cavity (Qs ≪ Qc): Next, consider the dark

photon search shown in the right of Fig. 5. We see that
for such a high Qc cavity, we are in the regime where
the DM PSD is approximately flat over the full cavity
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bandwidth. In this case, we use the approximate expres-
sion for the SNR of Eq. (42) in terms of the integrated
bandwidth S̄A′A′

SNR =
√
Tint∆ωc

Sin
A′A′(ωp0)

S̄A′A′
, (92)

where, for an optimally coupled cavity, ∆ωc = κm+κl =
3κm. Numerically, this SNR is

SNR ≈ 1×
(
10−16

χ

)2 (
mA′

1µeV

)
, (93)

having assumed that ωp0 ≈ mA′ , and we use the thermal
PSDs of Eq. (A29) with the parameters of Fig. 5 for
κm = 2κl and integration time Tint = 30 min.
As before, this SNR is valid for a fixed cavity frequency

that lies close to the DM signal of interest. The scan rate,
meanwhile, is

R =
∆ωc

S2

∫
dω

2π

(
Sin
A′A′(ω)

S̄A′A′

)2

=
2(χ2m2

A′C0V ρDM)2

243S2κl∆ωaT 2

≈ 0.1 MHz

yr

( χ

10−16

)4
(
mA′

µeV

)3

(94)

making use of Eqs. (47) and (92). Notably, since the
integrated bandwidth scales as 1/∆ωc, the increase in
scan rate with cavity quality factor persists to the Qc ≫
Qs regime.

D. Cavities as gravitational wave detectors

While gravitational waves have now been detected us-
ing laser interferometers and now pulsar timing arrays
[87], another method which has received considerable re-
cent attention is the use of electromagnetic cavities [88–
90].

A small metric perturbation hµν around a flat back-
ground spacetime gµν = ηµν + hµν interacts with the
electromagnetic field through the usual coupling

V = −1

2

∫
d3xhµνT

µν (95)

where the electromagnetic stress-energy tensor is

Tµν = FµαF ν
α − 1

4η
µνFαβF

αβ (96)

in terms of the electromagnetic field strength tensor Fµν .
The electric and magnetic fields are defined as usual
Ei = F0i and Bi = ϵijkF

jk, much like the axion cou-
pling (66). In particular, in the presence of an external
magnetic field B0, this coupling leads to processes where
incoming gravitational waves can be linearly converted

FIG. 6. Axion dark matter search with a microwave
cavity: The discovery potential of a microwave cavity as-
suming quantum-limited noise spectra, compared to existing
HAYSTAC limits [75]. We use the nominal parameters listed
in Fig. 5, and use an SNR of 5 as our threshold. Fixed ωc

indicates the sensitivity at a single cavity frequency, while
scanned ωc assumes that we tune the cavity frequency with
no other cavity parameters varying.

into electromagnetic waves [91]. For example, with a ho-
mogeneous, time-independent magnetic field B0 = B0ẑ,
the coupling (95) reduces to

V = B0

∫
cav

d3x
[
(hxx + hyy)δBz − hxzδBx − hyzδBy

]
,

(97)

where δB is the perturbation of the magnetic field around
the background B0. See, e.g., [69] for a detailed deriva-
tion.
The coupling (97) operates under the exact same con-

ditions as the axion’s interaction with the electromag-
netic field described in Eq. (66), so existing axion halo-
scopes are automatically sensitive to gravitational waves.
This mechanism can be used without a cavity, but just
like the axion case, a cavity provides a way to make ex-
tremely sensitive measurements of the tiny electromag-
netic fields generated by gravitational radiation. As a
simple example, consider a cavity mode with wavevector
p0 = p0x̂ along the x-axis and polarization vector ϵr0 = ŷ
along the y-axis. This mode contributes a magnetic field
component only along the z-axis, given by

δBz = −∂xδAy = ωc

[
u∗p0

(x)a+ up0(x)a
†] , (98)

where, following our general cavity discussion, a = ap0,r0

is the cavity mode we are monitoring and ωc = |p0| is
its frequency. Inserting this into Eq. (97), we find that
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the cavity mode is driven by an external, time-dependent
potential

V0(t) = FY (t)X + FX(t)Y, (99)

where

FY (t) = B0ωc

∫
cav

d3x (hxx(x, t) + hyy(x, t))Re up0(x)

FX(t) = B0ωc

∫
cav

d3x (hxx(x, t) + hyy(x, t)) Im up0
(x).

(100)

The similarity with the axion (70) and dark photon (78)
should be clear.

The gravitational perturbations can be expanded into
a mode basis, just like the axion and dark photon:

hij(x, t) =
∑
s=1,2

∫
d3k

Mpl
ϵsij(k)v

∗
k(x)e

−iωktb†k,s + h.c.

(101)
Here, ϵsij are a pair (s = 1, 2) of polarization tensors. The
factor of the Planck mass Mpl follows from the Einstein-
Hilbert action, rendering h dimensionless (i.e., a strain).
Unlike the axion or dark photon discussed above, how-
ever, gravitational waves are massless. Thus their wave-
length λ = 2π/ω, so the cavity is sensitive to gravita-
tional waves of the same size as the cavity. This means
that unlike the dark matter case we cannot approximate
the wave as approximately constant across the detector
as we did in Eq. (73). This is also different from the
gravitational wave detectors based on mechanical sys-
tems like interferometers described in Sec. IV, where
the GW wavelength λ≫ Ldet.
To get an estimate for the detector sensitivity, con-

sider a simple incoming plane wave. The detector is
only sensitive to the xx and yy components of this wave;
parametrize these as

hxx(x, t) = hxxe
ik·x−iωkt, hyy(x, t) = hyye

ik·x−iωkt,
(102)

where the physical metric is the real part of this expres-
sion and the amplitudes hxx, hyy are constants. In this
state, the “force” on the detector’s Y quadrature is

FY (t) = g0hCY (k)e
−iωkt, (103)

where h := hxx+hyy parametrizes the overall strain am-
plitude incident on the detector, CY (k) is a dimensionless
function [analogous to Eqs. (74), (81)],

CY (k) =

√
2ωc

Vcav

∫
cav

d3x eik·xIm up0
(x). (104)

and the coupling rate is

g0 = B0

√
Vcavωc

≈ 8× 1022 Hz×
(
B0

1 T

)( ωc

1 GHz

)1/2
(

Vcav
(10 cm)3

)1/2

.

(105)

This large numerical value should be contrasted with
the tiny strains h < 10−20 produced by realistic grav-
itational wave sources. Analogous expressions hold for
the force on the X quadrature. Crucially, note that our
dimensionless factor C(k) here depends on the incom-
ing GW wavelength and direction, and falls off rapidly
when |k − p0| ≳ κc, i.e., when the gravitational wave is
non-resonant with the cavity.
Finally, we can compute a power spectral density us-

ing this analysis. The potential generated by the gravi-
tational wave (99) leads to an input force in the Heisen-
berg equations for the cavity. In particular, this coupling
drives the phase quadrature Y , as in Eq. (54). Thus,
an incoming gravitational wave leaves an imprint on the
phase quadrature of the cavity, which can be read out
much like an axion signal. We construct the estimator
[see Eq. (64)]

hE(ν,n) =
FE(ν)

g0CY (νn)
=

Y out
m (ν)

g0CY (νn)χmF (ν)
, (106)

which gives us an estimate of h given an output stream
of phase data Y out

m from the cavity’s measurement port.
We have written this as a function of frequency as well
as the incoming angle of the gravitational wave, taken to
be k = νn where n is a unit vector. The resulting strain
noise power spectral density is

Shh(ν,n) =
Sout
YmYm

(ν)

g20 |CY (νn)|2|χmF (ν)|2
. (107)

The measurement port phase PSD is given explicitly in
Eq. (60). This strain PSD has units of strain per fre-
quency, as expected. We plot an example of the resulting
strain sensitivity in Fig. 7.

IV. MECHANICAL SENSORS

Mechanical sensors consist of one or more mechanical
degrees of freedom, for example the center of mass and
higher-order phononic excitations of a solid body, coupled
to and read out through the electromagnetic field. These
systems can be constructed in a diverse array of scales:
the mechanical degrees of freedom can range from the
motional state of a single electron [92–94] or low-energy
phononic modes of a liquid or crystal [95] to the center-
of-mass coordinate of solid state objects ranging from
nanoparticles [27, 28] up to the kilogram-scale mirrors of
LIGO [96]. The electromagnetic readout can similarly
range in frequency from microwave to optical [97].
The Hamiltonian for a mechanical element can be writ-

ten as a simple mode sum

Hmech =
∑
n

ωnd
†
ndn. (108)

Here, n labels the motional modes of the system, in gen-
eral including the center-of-mass (usually denoted n = 0)
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FIG. 7. High-frequency gravitational wave detection
with a microwave cavity: An example strain PSD with
a microwave cavity in an external magnetic field, from Eq.
(107). We use the microwave cavity parameters given in the
left of Fig. 5, and for simplicity assume gravitational waves
incoming directly along the cavity axis p0.

and any higher-order modes. The creation and annihila-
tion operators satisfy standard commutation relations.

To understand how these modes can be read out with
the electromagnetic field, consider the canonical exam-
ple of a mechanical force sensor: a cavity with a fixed,
partially transparent mirror on one side, and a highly re-
flective mirror on the other end. See Fig. 8. This forms
what is called a Fabry-Pérot cavity. Typically the reflec-
tive, movable mirror is modelled as a harmonic oscillator
for the mode n = 0; for instance, it may be physically
suspended as a pendulum. Alternatively, one could imag-
ine for example a membrane clamped to a substrate, in
which case the n = 0 mode is non-dynamical and one in-
stead uses the higher-order phonon modes as a detector
[98, 99]. Here we give a brief review of the basic physics
of such a system; see Appendix E for more details.

The operating principle is that the cavity field, which
can be expanded into modes as in Eq. (49), has mode
frequencies which now depend on the dynamical length
of the cavity. This leads to the so-called optomechanical
coupling between the light and mirror. Let L denote the
equilibrium length of the cavity, and x ≪ L some small
displacement of the movable mirror. Then we can expand
the cavity mode frequencies

ωp(x) = ωp(0)

[
1 +

x

L
+O

(( x
L

)2
)]

, (109)

where ωp(0) are the cavity mode frequencies at equi-
librium. As a simple example, for a 1d cavity, we
have integer-indexed frequencies ωp(x) = πp/(L − x) so
ωp(0) = πp/L.
In principle, one has to consider all of the mechanical

Y

Y in

Y out

ωm, x
L

FIG. 8. Fabry-Pérot cavity. A common example of a me-
chanical force sensor is comprised of two parallel mirrors, one
partially transmissive and one highly reflective and treated as
a mechanical oscillator with mass m and resonance frequency
ωm. Here, we depict the leftmost mirror as fixed, and the
rightmost suspended; even if both mirrors are moving, this
description just amounts to identifying the mass m as the re-
duced mass (Appendix E).

modes and all of the cavity modes, which all couple to
each other through this effect. In simple situations, we
can usually start by consider a single cavity mode, say
a = ap0,r0 with equilibrium frequency ωc, and a single
mechanical mode, say dn0

, with frequency ωm. It is con-
ventional to define position and momentum variables for
the mechanical mode xm = x0(d+d

†) and p = p0(d−d†);
in the case of the center-of-mass mode these are literally
the position and momentum of the mass, while for higher-
order phonons they represent a mode amplitude and its
conjugate. Here, x0 = 1/

√
2mωm and p0 =

√
mωm/2

represent the ground-state wavefunction widths. Insert-
ing Eq. (109) into the cavity mode Hamiltonian (52), we
obtain the total Hamiltonian for the mirror and cavity
mode:

Hbare =
p2

2m
+

1

2
mω2

mx
2 + ωca

†a+ g0xa
†a, (110)

where the bare optomechanical coupling is5

g0 =
ωc

L
. (111)

The notation “bare” refers to the fact that this Hamil-
tonian descibes the system in the absence of any drive
laser.
Driving the system with a laser effectively shifts the

cavity mode by a coherent state, a→ α+a, where |α|2 =
ncav = PL/ωcκ is the average number of photons in the
cavity given an input laser drive strength PL and cavity
loss rate κ. After an appropriate renormalization of the

5 Our convention here gives g0 units of a rate squared. Another
common convention is to scale by a factor of the mirror’s ground-
state width x0 = 1/

√
2mωm to give g0 units of a rate.
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coupling strength and equilibrium position, this leads to
a Hamiltonian

Hdet =
p2

2m
+

1

2
mω2

mx
2 + ωca

†a+
√
2gxX, (112)

where the “drive-enhanced” coupling is

g = |α|g0 ≫ g0, (113)

and again X = (a+ a†)/
√
2 is the amplitude quadrature

of the cavity mode [see Eq. (53)].
Eq. (112) defines a standard driven optomechanical

cavity system. More sophisticated examples like Michel-
son interferometers, which involve a pair of such systems,
are treated in the next sections. We also emphasize
that beyond the center-of-mass mode considered here,
the higher-order phononic modes of a solid can also be
treated in an identical fashion, for example in a resonant
bar (Weber-type) gravitational wave detector, or vibra-
tional modes of liquid helium. These modes can be de-
tected for example by coupling optical or microwave light
through a Brilloun coupling [95, 100].

A. Input-output theory for optomechanics

In our discussion of cavities in Sec. III, we assigned
two baths to the cavity: one from the measurement port,
and one from instrinsic losses such as blackbody radiation
in the cavity walls. In cavity optomechanics, we have to
add a third bath, associated to damping and losses in the
mechanical system itself. Physically, this corresponds to
things like gas in the chamber which is creating residual
pressure on the mechanics, phonons transferring between
the mechanical system and any physical support system
like threads used to suspend it as a pendulum, and so
forth. In this section, we will focus on cavities which are
overcoupled, meaning that their loss κm from the mea-
surement port is much larger than the cavity’s intrinsic
loss κm ≫ κℓ. This should be contrasted with some of
the axion cavity examples in Sec. III C, where one often
has nearly critically-coupled cavities κm ≈ κℓ. The mea-
surement port bath corresponds to fluctuations around
the laser, so we have some ability to control and measure
the state of this bath, while the mechanical bath and any
intrinsic cavity loss baths are unobservable.

Following the same logic as in Sec. III, we use the op-
tomechanical Hamiltonian (112) to compute the Heisen-
berg equations for the cavity and mechanical variables.
Supplementing these with the appropriate bath terms, in
the frame co-rotating with the laser (at frequency ωL) we
obtain

Ẋ = ∆Y − κ

2
X +

√
κX in,

Ẏ = −∆X − κ

2
Y +

√
κY in −

√
2gx,

ẋ =
p

m
,

ṗ = −mω2
mx− γp+ F in −

√
2gX

(114)

Here, κ is the loss rate of the cavity mode to the mea-
surement port, while γ is the mechanical damping rate.6

Similarly, the input fields X in, Y in represent the cavity
bath while F in represents the random drive from the me-
chanical bath; F in will also contain most of the signals
we are interested in. The parameter ∆ = ωL − ωc is the
detuning of the laser drive from the cavity frequency, and
we will usually take ∆ = 0 in the following for simplicity,
although many important phenomena require non-zero
detuning (see, e.g., chapters 4-5 of Ref. [101]).

The cavity-mechanical interaction term V =
√
2gxX

causes the cavity field to be driven by the mechanics [the
last term in the second equation of (114)], and conversely
the mechanics to be driven by the cavity field [the last
term in the fourth equation (114)]. Thus this interaction
both imprints the mechanical state onto the cavity mode
as well as causes a radiation pressure “back-action” force
on the mechanics itself.
The input-ouput relations for the cavity measurement

port are

Xout = X in −
√
κX,

Y out = Y in −
√
κY.

(115)

Following the same logic as in Sec. III, we can transform
to the frequency domain to solve the equations of motion
(114) for X(ν), Y (ν) in terms of the input modes. Plug-
ging these into (115), we obtain for example the output
phase Yout as

Y out = χY Y Y
in + χY XX

in + χY FF
in (116)

where the input-output transfer functions are

χY Y (ν) = 1 + κχc(ν) = eiϕc(ν)

χY X(ν) = −2κg2χ2
c(ν)χm(ν),

χY F (ν) = −(2κg2)1/2χc(ν)χm(ν).

(117)

in terms of the cavity and mechanical susceptibilities

χc(ν) =
1

iν − κ/2
,

χm(ν) =
1

m(ω2
m − ν2 − iγν)

.

(118)

The expression eiϕc(ν) for the χY Y transfer function ex-
presses the fact that the input phase quadrature gets a
phase shift from the cavity, and follows from the expres-
sion for χc. One can get a similar expression for the
amplitude quadrature Xout, but we will mostly be con-
sidering detectors which measure the output phase.

6 Note that, following standard practice, we are modeling the me-
chanical bath as a pure damping effect, i.e., there is no bath term
in the ẋ equation of motion. This is in contrast to the cavity,
where the bath acts symmetrically on the two quadratures X,Y .
See Appendix E for some discussion on this point.



19

We can obtain noise spectral densities for the output
in terms of the input noise, again following the logic out-
lined in the previous sections. The output phase has
noise PSD

Sout
Y Y =|χY Y |2Sin

Y Y + |χY X |2Sin
XX + |χY F |2Sin

FF

+ χY Xχ
∗
Y Y S

in
Y X + χY Y χ

∗
Y XS

in
XY .

(119)

Here, we made the obvious physical assumption that the
mechanical input noise (from phonons, gas, etc.) is un-
correlated with the input noise on the light (from laser
fluctuations, etc.), so that Sin

XF = Sin
Y F = 0; note however

that this does not mean the total noise on the mirror is
uncorrelated with the total noise in the light! The terms
on the second line, however, represent possible correla-
tions between the X and Y input noises. In many states
of interest, particularly the vacuum, these terms vanish,
but they can be non-zero (and in fact negative) in non-
trivial states, particularly the squeezed vacuum. This
point is discussed in detail in Sec. V.

We will also often be interested in signals which can
be expressed as part of the force Fin acting on the me-
chanical element. We can define an estimator FE using
the readout Y out, following the general discussion in Sec.
II C:

FE(ν) =
Y out(ν)

χY F (ν)
=⇒ SFF =

Sout
Y Y

|χY F |2
. (120)

In gravitational wave detectors, one often parametrizes
signals in terms of dimensionless strains; we discuss this
in Sec. IVB1.

Finally, to get some intuition and discuss the “Stan-
dard Quantum Limit” of these systems, we can give a
typical example of the noise PSDs. Assume that the
laser drive is a perfect coherent state, which means that
the fluctuations around the laser (X in, Y in) are in the
quantum vacuum state, with PSDs given by

Sin
XX = Sin

Y Y =
1

2
, Sin

XY = 0. (121)

as in Eq. (61). This should be a good approximation
when the ambient temperature T ≪ ωL, which holds
for example in an optical system ωL ≳ (1000 nm)−1 ∼
300 THz ∼ 2300 K even at room temperature. For the
mechanical system however, which is typically a much
lower frequency system, we have to deal with thermal
noise. A typical parametrization of this noise is

Sin
FF = 4mγkBT, (122)

which represents white noise with total power set by a
combination of the mechanical damping rate γ = ωm/Qm

and bath temperature T , where Qm is the mechanical
quality factor.

In this system, the SQL can be understood as follows.
In our example with input vacuum noise [Eq. (121)],
the output noise for our force estimator has two terms

from the input light, one each from the input phase and
amplitude fluctuations:

Squantum
FF :=

|χY Y |2

|χY F |2
Sin
Y Y +

|χY X |2

|χY F |2
Sin
XX . (123)

The notation “quantum” here is standard in the op-
tomechanics literature and is what is often referred to
as “quantum noise”. The frequency-dependent coeffi-
cients here, in terms of the transfer functions given in Eq.
(117), appear with different powers of the enhanced op-
tomechanical coupling (g−2 and g2, respectively). Since
g = g0|α| ∼

√
PL depends on the input laser power [see

Eq. (113)], we can therefore tune the laser to optimize
the sum of these noise contributions in various ways. In
particular, one picks a particular reference frequency ω∗,
solves ∂Squantum

FF (ω∗)/∂g2 = 0 for g to get a coupling
g∗ = g∗(ω∗) (or equivalently laser power), such that the
total quantum noise at the frequency ω∗ is minimized.
This minimization means that the two contributions —
one from the shot noise Sin

Y Y , the other from the back-
action noise Sin

XX — are equal at this frequency.
For example, one could choose the mechanical reso-

nance frequency ω∗ = ωm. Minimizing Squantum
FF (ω∗)

with respect to g,

0 =
∂Squantum(ω∗)

∂g2
=⇒ g2∗ =

1

2κ|χc(ω∗)|2|χm(ω∗)|
(124)

and setting ω∗ = ωm, one finds, using the expressions
(117), that the noise at resonance reduces to the simple
expression

Squantum
FF (ωm)

∣∣∣
ω∗=ωm

=
2

|χm(ωm)|
= 2mγωm. (125)

This level of noise is often referred to as an SQL. Physi-
cally, it reflects the fact that the input phase noise (“shot
noise”) and input amplitude noise (“back-action”, i.e.,
random radiation pressure) are tuned to be equal at this
particular frequency. We can convert it to the form
usually quoted, as a position sensitivity, using x(ν) =
χm(ν)F (ν),

Squantum
xx (ωm)

∣∣∣
ω∗=ωm

=
1

2mγωm
. (126)

Since this is the SQL on resonance, we should consider
integration over a bandwidth given by the mechanical
linewidth ∆ν ≈ γm in an estimate of the variance [c.f.
Eq. (30)],

∆x2 ≈
∫
dν

sin2(ντ/2)

ν2τ2
Sxx(ν) ≈

Sxx(ωm)γm
τ2ω2

m

=
1

2mωm
,

(127)
where we used an effective measurement time τ ∼ 1/ωm.
This last expression reproduces the basic intuition that
measurements at the SQL refer to measurements at
the level of vacuum fluctuations—here, the ground-state
wavefunction of the mechanical oscillator.
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FIG. 9. Mechanical force sensing. Noise PSDs for a prototypical cavity optomechanical device, with different choices of
the laser power [Eq. (124)]. Left: SQL on resonance ω∗ = ωm. Right: SQL above resonance ω∗ ≫ ωm (“free particle limit”).

We plot this as acceleration sensitivity, which is obtained from the force PSD by Sa =
√

SFF /m2, thus coming with units

of (acceleration)/
√
Hz. Device parameters m = 1 mg, ωm/2π = 1000 Hz, Qm = 105, in a cavity of length L = 10 cm and

Qc = 108. In both plots we assume incoming vacuum noise for the laser and thermal noise on the mechanics at T = 10 mK.
Improvements from squeezed light injection are shown in Fig. 16, in Sec. VA.

We give a much more general and detailed discussion in
Appendix E 3, including the expression for the noise PSD
at frequencies away from the resonance ν ̸= ωm. It is im-
portant to emphasize that, as we will see below, different
detection problems (for example, gravitational waveform
estimation at frequencies well above the mechanical reso-
nance, or resonant detection of a specific monochromatic
signal, as in some dark matter problems), the specific
way one should choose the SQL frequency ω∗ can vary.
We analyze this in some detail in what follows.

B. Mechanical gravitational wave detectors

Gravity couples to all forms of energy including rest
mass, and can be detected in a number of ways. We
have already discussed one method, based on conversion
of gravitational power to electromagnetic power in a cav-
ity, in Sec. IIID. In this section we now discuss how
mechanical sensors, like the simple Fabry-Pérot system
discussed above or more sophisticated interferometer con-
figurations, can be used to sense wave-like perturbations
in the spacetime geometry.

1. GW-mechanical coupling

The coupling of weak gravitational fields hµν to matter,
including both massive objects and to light, is given by

V =
1

2

∫
d3xhµνT

µν . (128)

This is the same expression as in Eq. (95). In an optome-
chanical device, Tµν contains contributions from both the
light [as in Eq. (96)], as well as a contribution from the
mechanical element

Tµν
m (x) = m

∫
d4x

dxµ

dτ

dxν

dτ
δ4(x− x(τ)), (129)

where xµ(τ) is the trajectory of the mechanical system
in terms of its proper time τ .
To make this coupling more explicit in terms of a

specific detector architecture requires picking a gauge,
i.e., a system of spacetime coordinates. There are two
commonly used choices. The first, “transverse-traceless”
(TT) gauge, gives a simple expression for hµν in terms
of a plane wave expansion [see Eq. (101)]. In this gauge,
the coupling to the mechanics becomes trivial to leading
order in h, and the effect of the gravitational perturba-
tions is to change the state of the light. The other choice,
“Newtonian gauge” or the “proper detector frame”, in-
stead has the light unchanged by gravity but the mechan-
ical element feels an effective force. For a more details
on these gauges, see [102–105].
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For our purposes, it is most straightforward to work in
the proper detector frame, where we can directly use our
force sensing results. In this case, the force felt by the
mechanical system is given simply by

V (t) =
m

4
xixj ḧTT

ij (t), (130)

where, perhaps confusingly, we have written the grav-
itational perturbation itself in terms of its transverse-
traceless expression (101). We have also assumed that
we are interested in gravitational modes with wavelength
λ ∼ 1/k ≫ L, where L is the equilibrium length of the
mechanical cavity; in this case, the spatial dependence of
the h modes drops out, and we can write simply

hTT
ij (t) =

∫
d3k

e−ikt

Mpl

√
2k
ϵ∗s,ij(k)b

†
k,s + h.c. (131)

This generates a force on each axis of the mechanical
element

F in
sig,i(t) =

m

2
xj ḧTT

ij (t). (132)

In a typical detector like LIGO, only one axis is moni-
tored (per mirror in the Michelson interferometer), but
in general one can make a multi-axis device as discussed
in the beginning of this section. One usually sees this
written as

F sig(ν) =
m

2
Lν2h(ν), (133)

where h(ν) is the Fourier transform of

h(t) := SijhTT
ij (t), (134)

Sij is a dimensionless “antenna function” which picks out
the components of the gravitational wave which couple
to the detector, we moved to frequency space, expanded
the mirror position x = L+ δx around the cavity’s equi-
librium length, and kept only the leading term. For the
Fabry-Pérot detector of Sec. IVB2 aligned along the x-
axis we have Sij = x̂ix̂j ; for a Michelson interferometer
like Sec. IVB3, we have Sij = x̂ix̂j − ŷiŷj , where the
x̂, ŷ are unit vectors.

2. Fabry-Pérot cavity

To begin, we consider a simple toy model for gravi-
tational wave detection, using just a single Fabry-Pérot
cavity. This system contains all the basic effects that we
will need to understand more standard, Michelson-based
interferometers such as LIGO. Although it is sometimes
claimed that one needs a Michelson or other 2d config-
uration to observe GWs, this is incorrect: all we need
is a ruler in one direction. The real reason for using a
Michelson interferometer has to do with cancellation of
certain laser effects, as we discuss in the next section.

The phase quadrature of the output field of the Fabry-
Pérot cavity contains the GW signal we are interested
in measuring. We are interested in sensing the “force”
signal of Eq. (133). To infer the GW strain from this
output quadrature, we construct its estimator

hE(ν) :=
2

mLν2
χ−1
Y F (ν)Y

out(ν). (135)

To determine our GW sensitivity, we can derive the strain
noise PSD following the same logic of Sec. II C. Using Eq.
(119) and Eq. (135), we have

Shh(ν) =
1

2

[
hFP
SQL(ν)

]2 ( 1

|χY X(ν)|
+ |χY X(ν)|

)
,

(136)

where we have assumed vacuum input fluctuations
around the laser Sin

XX = Sin
Y Y = 1/2, and for simplic-

ity assumed that the mechanical quality factor Qm is
sufficiently high that we can neglect thermal noise.7 The
overall coefficient is

hFP
SQL(ν) =

√
8

m2L2ν4
|χY X(ν)|
|χY F (ν)|2

. (137)

We plot this noise PSD in Fig. 10.
A common simplification is to assume that the laser

power is tuned to optimize noise well above the mechani-
cal resonance frequency, i.e., ω∗ ≫ ωm in the language of
Sec. IVA. For example, in LIGO, the laser is optimized
around ∼ 100Hz, and the resonance frequency of the sus-
pended mirrors is ∼ 1Hz. In this limit, we can treat the
mirrors as “free masses”, approximating the mechanical
response function as χm(ν) ≈ −1/mν2. In this limit, the
prefactor Eq. (137) simplifies to

hFP
SQL =

√
8

mL2ν2
. (138)

3. Michelson interferometer

We now turn to a more common architecture for gravi-
tational wave detection: a laser impinging on a balanced
beam-splitter that sends light into two Fabry-Pérot cavi-
ties at a right angle, forming a Michelson interferometer.
See Fig. 10. The primary reason for using a Michelson in-
terferometer rather than a simple Fabry-Pérot has noth-
ing to do with the tensor nature of gravity, but rather to
do with cancellation of a number of noise sources, partic-
ularly those in the laser system, as we will see explicitly
below.

7 In LIGO, the Qm for the fundamental pendulum mode is around
108 [106], which justifies this assumption. In more general detec-
tors, this is not necessarily true, and one should add the thermal
noise term.
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Y in,out
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ωm, xa

PL, ω0

Y in,out
c

Y in,out
b

ωm, xb

Y in,out
d

FIG. 10. Michelson interferometer: A laser with carrier
frequency ω0 and power PL is sent into a balanced beamsplit-
ter, sending two beams into two separate Fabry-Pérot cavities.
The Y out

d line represents the field that is measured.

Denote the cavity modes in the two Fabry-Pérot arms
by a and b. We will assume that these cavities are phys-
ically identical, i.e., have the same response functions.
The two cavities satisfy the usual input-output relations

Y out
a = χY Y Y

in
a + χY XX

in
a + χY FF

in
a

Y out
b = χY Y Y

in
b + χY XX

in
b + χY FF

in
b .

(139)

The input-output fields which we actually control, call
them c and d, are related to the a, b input-output fields
through a balanced beam-splitter:(

ain

bin

)
=

1√
2

(
1 −1
1 1

)(
cin

din

)
. (140)

In the usual configuration, the input field cin has a laser
drive, so here by cin we will mean fluctuations around
this drive as in the previous sections. The field din is the
“dark port”. In the simplest case, din is a literal vacuum
noise contribution; in more modern detectors, din can
also be squeezed (see Sec. V).

The basic idea of reading out the dark port is that
if the two arms have the same length, the dark port
is truly dark (up to vacuum noise); if the arm lengths
are different, the two beams do not perfectly interfere at
the beamsplitter, and light comes out of the dark port.
Mathematically, consider monitoring the phase of light
exiting the dark port:

Y out := Y out
d =

1√
2
(Y out

b − Y out
a ). (141)

From Eq. (139), we see that this phase output will pick
up a term proportional to the signal

Y out ⊃ χY F√
2
(F in

a − F in
b ), (142)

which in the case of a gravitational wave is given by (132).

To calculate the sensitivity of the interferometer, we
need to find the noise PSD of Y out. Using the usual
Wiener-Khinchin result [Eq. (24)], this boils down to
calculating the correlator ⟨Y outY out†⟩ in frequency space.
Notice that, from Eq. (141), this could naively involve
cross-correlators between the two arms. However, we
have

⟨Y in
a Y in†

b ⟩ = 1

2
⟨
(
Y in
c − Y in

d

)(
Y in†
c + Y in†

d

)
⟩

=
1

2

[
⟨Y in

c Y in†
c ⟩ − ⟨Y in

d Y in†
d ⟩

]
= 0,

(143)

where here we have assumed input vacuum noise, which
in particular means that the c, d modes are uncorrelated,
and the contributions from the c, d ports are equal. A

similar computation shows that ⟨X in
a X

in†
b ⟩ = 0. Using

this, we obtain

Sout
Y Y =

1

2
|χY Y |2 +

1

2
|χY X |2, (144)

where we have again assumed that we can neglect ther-
mal noise terms (i.e. noise contributions from F in

a,b).

Our result for the phase output noise Eq. (144) is
identical to the result with a single Fabry-Pérot cavity,
Eq. (119). There is however a difference, coming in the
definition of “the strain” (134): a Fabry-Pérot configua-
tion is sensitive to only metric perturbations along one
axis (hxx, for example), while the Michelson configura-
tion is sensitive to the difference of two (hxx − hyy, for
example). This follows directly from the definitions of
the forces F in

a,b given in Eq. (132).

To derive the full sensitivity to strain, we can form the
estimator

hE(ν) :=
2

mLν2
χ−1
Y F (ν)Y

out(ν) (145)

for the strain in the Michelson case, and compute its PSD
using Eq. (144). One obtains

Shh =
h2SQL

2

(
|χY X |+ 1

|χY X |

)
, (146)

where we have again assumed vacuum inputs, and defined
the standard quantum limit for the square root of the
double-sided power spectral density of the gravitational-
wave strain for a Michelson interferometer as

hSQL(ν) =

√
4

m2L2ν4
|χY X(ν)|
|χY F (ν)|2

. (147)

In Fig. 11, we plot both the single-arm and Michelson
strain sensitivities.
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Parameter Symbol Value
mirror mass m 30 kg

cavity arm length L 4 km
mechanical resonance ωm 2π × 1 Hz

laser frequency ωL 1.8× 1015 Hz
total cavity energy loss rate κ 2π × 200 Hz

FIG. 11. Michelson vs. Fabry-Pérot: Quantum noise
contributions to the strain sensitivity Sh :=

√
Shh of both a

simple Fabry-Pérot [Eq. (136)] and a Michelson interferom-
eter [Eq. (146)]. We assume input vacuum noise, and use
the parameters listed in the table, which were taken from
[104, 107]. Notice that the Michelson has an overall sensi-
tivity that is a factor of 2 smaller than a single Fabry-Pérot
cavity.

C. Mechanical sensors as “particle” detectors

In addition to their use in gravitational wave detection,
mechanical sensors also have a long history in particle
physics. Perhaps most notable is the use of mechanical
torsion balances to test the equivalence principle [108]
and to search for “fifth forces”, i.e., deviations from New-
ton’s law of gravitation [109].

More recently, mechanical devices with a wide range
of masses have been used or proposed for use as detec-
tors of a variety of dark matter candidates [110] in both
the particle-like (mDM ≳ 1 eV, [29, 93, 94, 111–114])
and wave-like (mDM ≲ 1 eV, [115–120]) regimes, heavy
sterile neutrinos produced in nuclear decays [121], and
even standard model relic neutrinos [122–124]. Gener-
ally speaking, mechanical sensors can be sensitive to any
field which couples to either nuclei or to electrons.

1. Wave-like signals

Consider adding to the standard model a new bosonic
field which couples to neutrons, protons, and/or to elec-
trons. This field could be a scalar or pseudoscalar ϕ
(including the axion or dark photon [125]), a vector or
pseudovector Vµ, or even a higher spin boson [115]. Sup-

pose this field couples to some specific quantum number
that scales with the number of atoms in a mechanical
element, say to total neutron, proton or electron number
Nn,p,e. The essential idea is that if we are looking for
excitations of this field with wavelength λ = 1/k ≳ L,
where L is the size of the mechanical element, then these
waves act coherently on the whole mechanical system,
driving its center of mass, total angular momentum, or
some higher-order phononic modes supported across the
bulk of the devices [22, 115–120].
As a concrete example, suppose we have a new massive

vector field A′
µ of mass mA′ that couples to neutrons,

Vint = g

∫
d3x /A

′
nn = g

Nn∑
i=1

E′ · xi. (148)

Here the microscopic coupling involves the vector field
/A
′
= γµAµ and neutron field n. In the second equality,

we wrote this coupling in first quantization, where xi

are the positions of each neutron. In both cases, g is a
dimensionless coupling constant. The field E′

i = ∂0A
′
i −

∂iA
′
0 reflects the idea that this coupling is just like the

usual coupling of the photon to electrons (i.e., from the
minimal coupling L = e /Aψψ in the Dirac Lagrangian).
The field A′

µ can be expanded into modes as in Eq.
(77). Inserting this expansion into (148) shows that if we
are searching modes whose wavelength λ ∼ 1/k is much
larger than the size L of our detector, kL ≪ 1, then the
spatial dependence of the modes drops out, and the new
field acts on the center-of-mass x of the neutrons:

Vint ≈ gNnE
′ · xn, xn :=

1

Nn

∑
i

xi. (149)

Assuming these neutrons are evenly distributed, this
means we effectively have a force on the center-of-mass
of the solid itself:

Fin
sig(t) = gNnE

′(t), (150)

where we can explicitly write the field at the location of
the system in analogy with Eq. (133) by expanding into
modes as in Eq. (131). We can therefore try to detect
the presence of this force by reading out the mechanical
element. Notice in particular that the force on the me-
chanics is proportional to the number of neutrons, i.e.,
to the total mass of the object. Thus this is essentially
an acceleration signal.
As an example application, consider searches for these

kinds of fields as dark matter candidates. This parallels
the use of resonant cavities for axion and axion-like dark
matter discussed in Sec. III C: the signal is a narrow-
band distribution of long-wavelength quanta at ωs ≈ mχ,
where χ is the dark matter candidate. To search for ex-
tremely weak couplings g ≪ 1 we will want to use a
detector with mechanical resonant frequency ωm ≈ mchi.
We will continue to use the neutron-coupled vector

(149) as a case study. Since dark matter has a veloc-
ity v ∼ 10−3, we can approximate E′ ≈ ∂0A; the spatial
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derivative part is suppressed by ωk/k = v ≪ 1. The
power spectrum of the dark matter signal, expressed in
force units, is thus

Ssig
FF (ν) = g2N2

nS
sig
EE(ν) = ν2SA′A′(ν), (151)

where SA′A′(ν) is the power spectrum of the DM vector
field itself [see Eq. (F5)]. Just like the axion and dark
photon examples of Sec. III C, this is a narrowband signal
with (unknown) central frequency ωs = mA′ and quality
Qs ∼ 106. Here we will focus on a single-axis detector,
and thus drop the boldface vector notation.

To perform a search for the excess noise power (151),
we again follow the general discussion of Sec. IID 2.
To estimate a sensitivity, we need to compare the sig-
nal (151) to the noise of the device Smeas

FF , which here is
given by Eqs. (119) and (120),

Smeas
FF =

Sout
Y Y

|χY F |2
, (152)

where again χY F is given in Eq. (117). We then compare
the measured power to the expected power and see if
there is a significant difference.

For simplicity, consider the limit where the DM signal
is narrow compared to the detector; we show a typical
example in Fig. 12. Then we can estimate the SNR for
excess power in the bandwidth ∆ωs = mA′/QA′ , using
Eq. (41),

SNR =
√
2Tint∆ωs

S
sig

Smeas

=
√
2TintmA′/QA′

g2N2ν2SA′A′

SFF

∼
√
Tintg

2m.

(153)

To get the last scaling relation, note that the numera-
tor scales like g2m2 while the denominator scales like m
with m the detector mass. Thus, our sensitivity to the

coupling scales like g ∼ 1/T
1/4
int m

1/2, characteristic of an
incoherent acceleration signal.

Note that like the axion and dark photon cases dis-
cussed in Sec. III C, here we are assuming that Tint ≫
Tcoh ≈ mA′/QA′ , i.e., we integrate for much longer than
the time over which a given DM realization will behave

more like a coherent wave. This is why we get a T
1/4
int

scaling; we are adding up many such times. If instead we
can construct the detector with low enough noise so that
a single measurement with Tint ≲ Tcoh is sufficient to see

the signal, the SNR behaves much better, like T
1/2
int , as

in Eq. (28).
We show a typical pair of noise and DM signal PSDs

for such a search in Fig. 12. Much like the cavity-based
searches of Sec. III C, it appears that the best way to
look for these signals is to perform a scan over mechanical
resonant frequencies. This can be done by, for example,
optical spring effects where the mechanical frequency is
tunable with a laser [97, 126], and the same basic scan
rate formalism of Sec. IID 3 applies.

FIG. 12. Ultralight dark matter search with a mechan-
ical sensor: Here we show the mechanical sensing analogue
to the axion and dark photon plots of Fig. 5. The mechanical
noise curves are using the same device parameters shown on
the left of Fig. 9, except with Qm = 107 for illustration. Note
that the detector’s noise PSD is effectively much wider than
ωm/Qm (the width of the green curve), due to thermal noise
broadening. The DM signal PSD is taken assuming a B − L
vector boson candidate with gBL = 10−25, at the border of
current experimental bounds [115, 117, 119].

2. Particle-like signals

As a different application of mechanical sensing, we can
consider looking for collisions of particles with the me-
chanical element. Suppose the collision rate is low enough
such that in a total measurement time Tint (of order days,
for example), the signal is almost always zero, while the
noise is constantly acting. Thus the best search strategy
is to try to resolve the individual collisions, which can be
modeled as a sharp function of time

F sig(t) ≈ ∆pδ(t), (154)

rather than to integrate for the full Tint and perform an
excess noise power search. In particle physics slang, we
are looking for discrete “bumps” in the output timeseries
data.
Following the discussion in Sec. IID 1, the optimal

signal processing strategy is with matched filtering. In
the simplest case, with a precisely localized signal like
(154), and given knowledge of the force noise PSD of our
detector SFF (ν), the optimum filter is simply fopt(ν) =
2π∆p/SFF (ν). The SNR for such an event — represent-
ing our ability to resolve a single discrete bump in the
output data—is given by Eq. (34). To resolve a given
hit at unit signal-to-noise ratio, this equation says that
we must have a momentum kick at least as big as

∆p ≥ ∆pthresh =

[∫ ∞

−∞

dν

SFF (ν)

]−1/2

. (155)
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This is exactly analogous to a standard energy threshold
of a calorimeter, except that here we are reading out
the force (or momentum) rather than an energy.8 In
particular, this means we can get directional information,
especially with a device constructed to read out along
more than one axis.

Using Eq. (155), one can derive a “standard quantum
limit” benchmark for impulse sensing [35, 127],

∆pSQL =
√
mωm ≈ 1 keV ×

(
ms

1 fg

)1/2 (
2π kHz

ωm

)1/2

.

(156)
Notice that, converted into an energy threshold using
∆E ∼ ∆p2/m, this means that optically resolving mo-
mentum kicks like this can lead to incredibly small energy
thresholds. In the ultimate limit where the mechanical
motion is that of a trapped electron, one can see kicks of
order ∆E ∼ 1 neV [93, 94].
Since we have freedom to shape the noise power SFF

using different laser powers, there are multiple ways to
achieve (156).

Conceptually, the simplest is to tune the laser so that
the force noise SQL occurs on resonance ω∗ = ωm [cf. Eq.
(125)]. In this case, the noise is sharply minimized on the
mechanical resonance ωm, with SFF ≈ 2mγωs within a
mechanical linewidth γ (see Fig. 13). Integrating over
this linewidth in (155) gives (156). For high-frequency
resonators where the thermal noise does not swamp the
quantum noise, this is a good strategy.

However, for low-frequency resonators, technical noise
(particularly thermal noise) can render this strategy in-
valid, by washing out the sharp resonance feature. For
example, consider Fig. 9: in the left figure, the noise
on mechanical resonance is dominated by thermal noise,
which washes out the sharp resonance. On the other
hand, in the right figure, where the laser is tuned so that
ω∗ ≫ ωm, the thermal noise is everywhere subdominant.
This is the limit in which the sensor is approximately a
free particle, used in typical ground-based GW detectors
(see Sec. IVB2). Since our signal (154) is uniformly dis-
tributed over frequency space, we can work at these high
frequencies and integrate for a shorter time τ ∼ 1/ω∗.
Expanding Eq. (E24) around ν = ω∗, one finds that
SFF (ν) ≈ mω∗(1 + ν4/ω4

∗). Inserting this into (155) and
integrating over a bandwidth of order ω∗, one obtains

∆pthresh =
√
mω∗, (157)

which is just the SQL (156) evaluated at ω∗. The inte-
gration time required for this τ ∼ 1/ω∗ is much shorter
than the ringdown measurement τ ∼ 1/γm = Qm/ωm,
so much less additional technical noise builds up. The
cost, however, is a much higher laser power.

8 Note that readout of energy and momentum are not equivalent in
quantum mechanics: for a harmonic oscillator, [H, p] ̸= 0. This is
analogous to the distinction between linear (quadrature) readout
and quadratic (intensity) readout when measuring photons.

FIG. 13. Impulse threshold of a mechanical sensor:
here we show how different laser power choices affect the
momentum threshold of a mechanical detector, as in Eq.
(155). This is shown for a detector of mass m = 1 fg (i.e.,
a ∼ 100 nm radius solid sphere) trapped at 100 kHz, as in
[27, 28, 114, 121].

Much like other SQLs, Eq. (156) is not fundamen-
tal. We discuss ways to obtain even lower thresholds by
engineering the quantum noise in Sec. V.

V. QUANTUM NOISE: BEYOND THE SQL

We have seen in the previous sections that measur-
ing observables with non-zero variance in the vacuum
state leads to noise at the level of the Standard Quan-
tum Limit, in the sense of Eq. (7). In this section, we will
give some examples of how this noise may be reduced.
Before we begin, we emphasize that reduction of quan-

tum noise below the SQL is only important if one is al-
ready at the point where classical, technical noises are
subdominant to the SQL. In particular, this is a mov-
ing target: once one starts reducing the quantum noise,
it may well be that the experiment again becomes tech-
nically limited. For example, with sufficient noise re-
duction, Advanced LIGO will become limited again by
mirror coating losses [4]. Moreover, all of the techniques
discussed below require the use of fragile quantum states
and are thus limited by loss or error mechanisms. Put to-
gether, these issues reflect the need for simultaneous im-
provements both in quantum measurement protocols as
well as the classical engineering which implements them.
In this section, we will largely focus on the technique

which is most widely implemented in practice: the use
of squeezed light [23, 128]. We will then briefly outline
some other, currently less established techniques: quan-
tum non-demolition measurements and their use in back-
action evasion measurements [9], and the use of multiple
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entangled probes [25].

A. Squeezed light

The first method of quantum noise reduction we will
treat is the use of (single-mode) squeezing in the readout
system, i.e., in the optical or microwave fields sent into
and read out of the detectors. Since the first observation
of squeezed light in 1985 [129], great strides have been
made in the experimental generation and control of these
states [130] and they have already been used in practice in
both axion searches [7] and in ground-based gravitational
wave detectors [12, 13, 131].

The basic idea of squeezing is simple. Consider a de-
tector made of a simple harmonic oscillator, for example
a cavity mode as in Sec. III. Its ground state, or any
coherent state, has a Gaussian wavefunction with noise
equally weighted between the two quadratures X and Y

∆X = ∆Y =
1√
2
, (158)

which saturates the Heisenberg uncertainty relation
∆X∆Y = 1/2. There are other Gaussian states which
also saturate Heisenberg uncertainty, but with unequal
weights of the quadratures, for example one can find a
family of Gaussian states with

∆X =
e2r√
2
, ∆Y =

e−2r

√
2
, (159)

where r ≥ 0 is real. These are the (phase) “squeezed
vacuum states”, defined in detail below. Squeezed states
of light are distinctly non-classical, in a precise sense:
they produce observable signatures which, unlike coher-
ent states, are inconsistent with any classical model of
radiation [23, 69, 132–134].

The simplest use of these states in detection prob-
lems occurs when we can imprint the whole signal on
the squeezed variable (Y , in this example). It then be-
comes possible to make more precise measurements of
the signal, since the detector is less noisy in this vari-
able. In particular, keeping with our definition of the
SQL as sensitivity at the level of vacuum fluctuations,
this means one can achieve sensitivities better than the
SQL. In practice, as we will see, this is not always possi-
ble. However, there are also more sophisticated uses for
these states, including lowering the power requirements
on lasers and increasing the rate over which one can scan
for narrowband signals.

Squeezed states of a single mode can be efficiently de-
scribed using the unitary operator

S1(ξ) = exp

(
1

2
(ξ∗a2 − ξa†2)

)
, (160)

where the mode has creation operator a†, and ξ = reiθ,
is a complex parameter. It is common to refer to r as

“the” squeezing parameter and θ as the squeezing angle,
which determines the quadrature that will be squeezed.

We will consider two main classes of squeezed read-
out states: the squeezed vacuum, and squeezed coherent
states. Given a coherent state defined by a |α⟩ = α |α⟩,
the squeezed coherent states are denoted

|α, ξ⟩ = S1(ξ) |α⟩ . (161)

When acting on the input fields X in, Y in, both param-
eters r, θ can generically be frequency-dependent. The
squeezed vacuum has noise PSDs are (see Appendix A 2
for the calculations)

Sin
XX =

1

2
[cosh 2r − cos θ sinh 2r],

Sin
XY = Sin

Y X = −1

2
[sinh 2r sin θ],

Sin
Y Y =

1

2
[cosh 2r + cos θ sinh 2r].

(162)

The limit r → 0 recovers the vacuum noise PSDs [Eq.
(A22)]. Notice in particular that, unlike the vacuum,
this state has cross-correlations SXY ̸= 0 between the
two quadratures. Moreover, SXY can be negative, unlike
SXX and SY Y . If we instead are sending in a squeezed
coherent state—for example, a laser drive α sent through
a squeezing apparatus—then the same vacuum PSDs ap-
ply to the fluctuations around this drive.

A thorough discussion of the physical generation of
squeezed states is beyond the scope of this review. How-
ever, the basic idea is relatively straightforward: we want
to realize (160) as U = e−iHt, where H is some Hamil-
tonian. While this is accomplished differently for mi-
crowave [10, 135] and optical frequencies [129], the es-
sential technique [136] is to couple the electromagnetic
mode to a medium with a non-linear interaction, e.g.,

H = ωa†a+ ωpb
†b+ iχ(2)(a2b† − a†2b), (163)

where ωp is the frequency of a third mode. The sub-
script p is because one “pumps” this mode by injecting
a strong drive b → βe−iωpt, where β is the drive am-
plitude. Transforming into the interaction picture, and
choosing ωp = 2ω, we obtain a time-independent inter-
action Hamiltonian

HI = i(η∗a2 − ηa†2), (164)

which yields the evolution operator

UI(t) = exp (−iHIt) = exp
(
η∗ta2 − ηta†2

)
, (165)

where η = χ(2)β. This is just (160), with ξ = 2ηt. Phys-
ically, this mechanism (called parametric down conver-
sion) amounts to the conversion of pump photons into
pairs of the desired mode excitations.
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FIG. 14. Squeezed vacuum in a cavity haloscope: Here
we show the contributions to the output noise of the mea-
surement port’s phase quadrature, as given by Eq. (166).
The two scenarios are a) a critically coupled κl = κm, zero-
temperature cavity with no squeezing; and b) a critically cou-
pled, zero-temperature cavity with phase squeezing. Here the
frequencies are given in the rotating frame, i.e., are zeroed at
the cavity resonance.

1. Squeezed vacuum in a cavity haloscope

Consider phase squeezing the vacuum going into the
measurement port, such that the output phase quadra-
ture of the measurement port Y out has noise

SSMS
mm = |χmm|2Sin

mm + |χml|2Sin
ll

=

(
1

2
+ nth

)(
e−2r|χmm|2 + |χml|2

) (166)

where we have used the expression for Sin
Y Y in Eq. (162)

with θ = π. Squeezing the vacuum in this way reduces
the noise contribution from the measurement port by a
multiplicative factor. As can be seen in Fig. 14, this
creates noise reduction across a band of frequencies, al-
though the noise PSD at the cavity resonance is un-
changed. As discussed in Sec. III C, searching for narrow-
band dark matter signals with cavities requires scanning
over a range of cavity frequencies, thus this broadening
of the noise PSD allows a larger range of axion masses to
be probed in a fixed time [46], as has been demonstrated
in the HAYSTAC experiment [77, 137].

Note that the cavity susceptibilities χmm and χll de-
pend on both the loss rate κl as well as the measure-
ment rate κm. The measurement rate is an experimen-
tal parameter that may be optimised over. If we wish
to maximise the on-resonance sensitivity, differentiating
Eq. (166) with respect to κm, using Eq. (58), gives the
minimal on-resonance noise for κ∗m = κl. Such a choice of
measurement rate is called critical coupling. We plot the
PSD for a critically coupled cavity in Fig. 14, for both
the squeezed and non-squeezed case. Since χmm(0) = 0
for a critically coupled cavity, the measurement port de-
couples on-resonance, and so the peak sensitivity is un-

FIG. 15. The noise on the axion estimator Saa for a critically
and optimally coupled cavities, in both the squeezed (r =
1, θ = π) and unsqueezed cases.

altered by squeezing. Instead, we see that squeezing de-
creases the noise away from resonance, thus increasing
the bandwidth of the cavity.
If, instead of maximising the on-resonance sensitivity,

we want to maximise the scan rate of the cavity, then Eq.
(48) shows us that we need to maximise the bandwidth

B =

∫
dν

(
1

SSMS
FF (ν)

)2

=

∫
dν

(
|χmF |2

SSMS
xx (ν)

)2

. (167)

In this case, we may directly calculate the optimal cou-
pling κ∗m in the same manner, by solving dB/dκm = 0.
One finds that

κ∗m =
−1 + 2e2r +

√
4e4r − 4e2r + 9

2
κl. (168)

If r ≥ 0, it is in fact better to be overcoupled (mean-
ing κm > κl), with κ

∗
m → 2κl in the no-squeezing, r = 0

limit, while in the large-squeezing limit we optimally have
κ∗m → 2e2rκl. We plot the axion noise PSD for such
optimally coupled cavities in both the squeezed and un-
squeezed case in Fig. 15. We see that the act of squeezing
and overcoupling slightly reduces the on-resonance sen-
sitivity, with the benefit that the bandwidth is greatly
enhanced.
Using an optimally coupled measurement port with

κm = 2e2rκl, the bandwidth of Eq. (167) scales as

B =
27

(12− 4e−2r + e−4r)3/2
e2rB0, (169)

where B0 is the bandwidth without squeezing. By com-
parison with Eq. (89) for the scan rate of a low-Q cavity,
which is linear in the bandwidth, we see two ways of accel-
erating such an axion haloscope: increase the squeezing
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amplitude r, or decrease the intrinsic loss rate κl of the
cavity. If instead the cavity bandwidth is narrow com-
pared to the signal bandwidth, then the SNR of Eq. (42),
as well as the scan rate Eq. (94), are proportional to B,
and so both increase with squeezing as e2r at large r.

2. Squeezed coherent light in a mechanical force sensor

Consider our model for an optomechanical force sensor
based on a single Fabry-Perot cavity, as in Sec. IVA. The
output force noise due to the light (i.e., the shot noise and
back-action), with a coherent laser drive, was given in Eq.
(123). Suppose now that we used a squeezed light source
instead. This changes the input noise PSDs from the
vacuum results to those of Eq. (162), and in particular
generates a cross-term Sin

Y X . Using the general expression
for the output phase noise (119) and converting it to a
force noise with the appropriate transfer function, we find
a new cross-correlation term in the force PSD:a

Squantum
FF =

|χY Y |2

|χY F |2
Sin
Y Y +

|χY X |2

|χY F |2
Sin
XX

+
2Re χY Xχ

∗
Y Y

|χY F |2
Sin
Y X .

(170)

As emphasized above, the last cross-correlator term is
not necessarily positive, unlike those in the first line. In
other words, it can be used to reduce noise.

A simple application of this idea, however, shows that
this can be a bit subtle. Consider first tuning the input
laser power so that the noise at some reference frequency
ω∗ is at the SQL, as in Sec. IVA. Notice that the third
term in Eq. (170) is independent of the optomechanical
coupling strength g, so it does not affect the optimal value
g∗. However, the two autocorrelators Sin

Y Y , S
in
XX are also

modified in the squeezed state and no longer equal, so
g∗ does depend on the squeezing parameters. A simple
calculation gives

g2∗ =

√
Sin
Y Y (ω∗)/Sin

XX(ω∗)

2κ|χc(ω∗)|2|χm(ω∗)|
. (171)

Plugging this back in gives the quantum noise, at fre-
quency ω∗,

Squantum
FF (ω∗) =√
Sin
Y Y (ω∗)Sin

XX(ω∗)

|χm(ω∗)|
+m(ω2

m − ω2
∗)S

in
Y X(ω∗).

(172)

To obtain the last line, we used the explicit transfer func-
tions (117). This expression is only at the SQL frequency
ω∗; we give the full PSD in Appendix E 3.
Consider first choosing ω∗ = ωm, i.e., optimizing the

shot noise-back-action tradeoff on the mechanical reso-
nance frequency, as in the left plot of Fig. 16. We see
that the cross-correlator in Eq. (172) will not contribute
to the output force noise on resonance. Moreover, as one

can verify using Eq. (162), the term in the square root
has a minimum value of 1/4, at which point it saturates
Heisenberg uncertainty in the X,Y quadratures. Thus,
comparing to Eq. (125), we see that this noise floor is
never lower than the un-squeezed SQL, at least on the
mechanical resonance frequency. However, the PSD off
resonance can be improved by using phase-squeezed in-
put light. This is consistent with the fact that, in this
example, the PSD is dominated by shot noise everywhere
away from the mechanical resonance (see Fig. 9).
In the high-frequency, “free mass” regime, we can

choose instead ω∗ ≫ ωm. See the right plot of Fig. 16.
In this example, the noise above resonance is dominated
by quantum noise rather than thermal noise (again see
Fig. 9), so we can affect a broadband reduction of the
noise by injecting squeezed light. We will see the same
basic behavior in the case of a Michelson interferometer
for gravitational wave detection in the next section.
In addition to these improvements to noise power, the

use of squeezed light has an important “technical” advan-
tage: it can reduce the amount of laser power required
to reach a given noise level. This is true even in the case
where squeezing cannot reduce the PSD itself below the
SQL. For example, with ω∗ = ωm, the laser power to
obtain (172) is PL ∼ g2∗ ∼ e−2rg2∗|no squeezing. This is im-
portant in systems where too much incident power can
cause problems like melting of the target surface [96] (or
even the entire target [138]).

3. Squeezed vacuum in a Michelson interferometer;
Advanced LIGO

In a Michelson interferometer, there are two input
ports (c and d in Fig. 10), and we can control the in-
put states to both of these. It turns out that a very use-
ful reduction in noise can be achieved by sending in the
usual coherent state (laser) into one port (c) but sending
squeezed vacuum into the dark port (d), the port which
is actually measured [2]. This technique has now been
implemented in Advanced LIGO [13].
Similar to the Fabry-Pérot case, the use of squeezed

light in the dark port changes the measured noise power
spectrum, and can in fact lower it (compared to vacuum
input) over a certain frequency band. We emphasize first
that here the laser power is tuned so that the shot noise-
back-action equality (“SQL”) is achieved at a frequency
ω∗ ≫ ωm well above the frequency of the mirror’s pendu-
lum motion, so it is possible to reduce the noise below this
SQL level. The detailed way in which the PSD changes
depends on the details of the squeezed state, in particular
its frequency dependence, as we now explain.
We follow the same notation as in Sec. IVB3. In

Eq. (144), we gave the noise power for the measured vari-
able, the phase output Y out coming out of the dark port,
assuming that the fluctuations into both the c, d ports
were the vacuum. More generally, assuming arbitrary
(but uncorrelated) states are sent into c, d, one finds by
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FIG. 16. Mechanical force sensing with squeezed light. Noise PSDs for a prototypical cavity optomechanical device,
with different choices of the laser power [Eq. (171)], and assuming squeezed input light [Eq. (170)]. Left: SQL on resonance
ω∗ = ωm. Right: SQL above resonance ω∗ ≫ ωm (“free particle limit”). We plot this as acceleration sensitivity, which is

obtained from the force PSD by Sa =
√

SFF /m2, thus coming with units of (acceleration)/
√
Hz. Same device parameters as

in Fig. 9. The explicit PSD is given in Eq. (E25).

a straightforward calculation analogous to the one pre-
sented in Sec. IVB3 that the output noise is given by

Sout
Y Y =

1

2
|χY Y |2

[
Sin,c
Y Y + Sin,d

Y Y −
(
Sin,c
Y Y − Sin,d

Y Y

)]
+

1

2
|χY X |2

[
Sin,c
XX + Sin,d

XX −
(
Sin,c
XX − Sin,d

XX

)]
+Re χY Y χ

∗
Y X

[
Sin,c
Y X + Sin,d

Y X −
(
Sin,c
Y X − Sin,d

Y X

)]
.

(173)

As a sanity check, notice that if both c, d ports have in-
put vacuum, the terms in parentheses are all zero and
this reduces to the simple result given in Eq. (144).
More generally, however, we see that the beamsplitter
can create correlations between the arms and these do
not necessarily cancel.

Now we can specialize to the case with vacuum input
to c and squeezed vacuum input to d. There,the terms in
parentheses are no longer zero since the two noise PSDs
come with different gain factors. However, we see that
all the c terms cancel with each other, and we are left
with

Sout
Y Y = |χY Y |2Sin,d

Y Y + |χY X |2Sin,d
XX + 2Re χY Y χ

∗
Y XS

in,d
Y X .
(174)

This is identical to the result for a simple input coherent
squeezed state injected into a single arm Fabry-Pérot, as
in Eq. (172). In this expression, the explicit forms of the
input PSD are given in Eq. (162). The strain PSD can
be computed as usual by defining the strain estimator
(145) and dividing through by the appropriate response

functions,

Shh(ν) =
1

m2L2ν4
1

|χY F (ν)|2
Sout
Y Y (ν), (175)

where we remind the reader that the various transfer
functions are collected in Eq. (117).

In Fig. 17, we show how the strain PSD (175) depends
on the choice of squeezing parameter r and squeezing
angle θ. In this figure, the laser is tuned so that the
SQL is achieved at ω∗ = 100 Hz, well above the me-
chanical resonance. Compared to the noise curve with
vacuum input (labeled “SQL”), we see that pure phase
squeezed light θ ≡ 0 reduces the noise above ω∗ at the
cost of increasing the noise below ω∗. Pure amplitude
squeezing θ = π has the opposite behavior. This re-
flects the fact that the overall noise is dominated by shot
noise (input phase fluctuations) above ω∗ but dominated
by back-action noise (input amplitude fluctuations) be-
low ω∗. To get a truly broadband reduction in noise,
we see that we need to somehow engineer an input state
where r = r(ν), θ = θ(ν), a frequency-dependent squeezed
state [107, 139].

To understand the type of frequency dependence we
need in more detail, it is convenient to re-write the strain
PSD somewhat more explicitly. Let

K = K(ν) = |χY X(ν)|. (176)

For measurement frequencies ν ≫ ωm, we can approxi-
mate all the transfer functions by the free particle limit
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FIG. 17. Squeezed vacuum in a Michelson interferom-
eter: By injecting squeezed vacuum into the dark port of an
interferometer, the standard quantum limit can be surpassed.
This figure demonstrates the strain sensitivities obtained with
no squeezing (green curve), fixed squeezing angles (purple,
yellow, and teal curves obtained by setting θ to the appropri-
ate value in Eq. (177)), and broadband squeezing (red curve).
Same detector parameters as in Fig. 11.

ωm → 0, and the strain PSD (175) reduces to

Shh =
h2SQL

2

(
K +

1

K

)
[cosh 2r − cos (θ +Φ) sinh 2r] ,

(177)

where θ = θ(ν), r = r(ν) are frequency dependent,
hSQL(ν) was given in Eq. (147), and

Φ := 2 arctan
1

K
. (178)

We give the detailed steps in Appendix E 4. From this
result we see that in the free-mass limit, the best case
would be to engineer a frequency dependent squeezing
angle that satisfies

θ(ν) = −Φ(ν), (179)

so that the strain PSD becomes simply

Shh(ω) =
h2SQL

2

[
K +

1

K

]
e−2r. (180)

This is shown as the red curve labeled “broadband” in
Fig. 17.

A detailed discussion of the generation of frequency-
dependent squeezed vacuum is beyond the scope of this
review. However, we note that proof-of-principle ex-
periments that utilize external filter cavities to achieve
frequency-dependent (broadband) squeezed light was
demonstrated in [14], and frequency-dependent squeezed
light has now been used in Advanced LIGO [131].

B. Quantum non-demolition; back-action evasion

In Sec. II A, we gave a classical argument for the SQL
(7), which gives the precision with which we can perform
repeated position measurements in time. Given that this
argument is based only on the Schrödinger equation and
Heisenberg uncertainty, it seems unlikely that we could
improve the noise bound [2].
However, consider the reason for measuring the change

in position x(t2) − x(t1): we want to determine the
magnitude of a force acting on the object. For small
times we can approximate the action of the force as
F ≈ m(x(t2) − x(t1))/∆t

2, which from (7) translates to
an SQL on force measurements

∆FSQL =

√
m

∆t3
. (181)

How could we do better? One of many ways is to note
that here we are inferring the force by measuring the
position at two different times. The problem we ran into
is that the uncertainty in x is not preserved under time
evolution, as in Eq. (6). But what if we measured instead
the momentum variable, p? Since [H, p] = 0 during free
evolution, we also have [H, p2] = 0, i.e., the variance of
the momentum is conserved. Thus if we make a very
accurate measurement of p1 = p(t1), then even if ∆p1 →
0, the measurement in the second time step will be just
as accurate ∆p2 = ∆p1. Since the force changes p →
p+F∆t, we see that we can measure the force arbitrarily
well ∆F → 0, clearly beating the SQL [16].
The above technique is referred to as either a quan-

tum non-demolition measurement (QND), a back-action
evading (BAE) measurement, or both [9]. Historically,
the QND term referred to measurement of a degree of
freedom that commutes with the sensor Hamiltonian—
in our free particle example, [H, p] = 0. The BAE term
refers to the fact that in this measurement, we have elim-
inated the measurement back-action—the measurement
in the first step does not increase the uncertainty of the
measurement in the second step.
In this short section, we give a bit more detail by high-

lighting two examples of this general idea which have
seen some use in practice. The first is based on dispersive
readout of a qubit, a technique widely used in microwave-
based quantum computing architectures [140, 141] and
recently applied to a dark matter search [8]. We then
give more details of the momentum measurement dis-
cussed above, which in the gravitational wave community
has been called a speedmeter.

1. Dispersive qubit measurements

Consider a qubit with Pauli matrices σx,y,z placed in
a cavity with mode a, and coupled via

H = ωca
†a+ ωqσz + g0a

†aσz. (182)
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This is called a “dispersive coupling”. Note that in the
interaction term, the relevant qubit and cavity operators
commute with their respective free Hamiltonians. Thus,
one can actually use this system as either a QND mea-
surement of the cavity photon number a†a by reading
out the qubit, or a QND measurement of the qubit σz
state by reading out the cavity mode. In a dark matter
search with cavities, the goal is to perform QND mea-
surement of the photon number in a science cavity [8]; to
readout the qubit, one can further couple a second cav-
ity to the qubit, and use an input-output line connected
to this “readout” cavity to perform the measurement on
the qubit state, which then affects a measurement of the
“science” cavity’s photon number.

Let us then examine the measurement of the qubit
state in more detail. Coupling the cavity to an input-
output system like a transmission line, we can use input-
output theory to see how the signal down the line encodes
the state of the qubit. Including the input fields, driving
the input line ain → α0 + ain, and moving to the frame
co-rotating with the drive (see Appendix E), the Hamil-
tonian becomes essentially Hdriven = ωqσz + gXσz, plus
the bath terms. Here g = g0|α0| is the drive-enhanced
coupling, which we can in principle make arbitrarily large
with a large drive. In the usual input-output approxima-
tions, the equations of motion become

Ẋ = −κ
2
+
√
κX in

Ẏ = −κ
2
+
√
κY in + gσz

σ̇z = 0.

(183)

We are ignoring any intrinsic noise on the qubit itself for
simplicity.

We can use these equations of motion to solve for the
output fields, as usual. The key point is that a measure-
ment of the output homodyne signal, say,

Y out = eiϕcY in + gχcσz, (184)

encodes the qubit state (σz) and includes noise from the
input phase Y in but not the conjugate X in. In partic-
ular, the signal of interest is proportional to g, which
we can make large with a strong drive, while the noise
Sin
Y Y is fixed. Thus, we can read out the qubit state with

arbitrarily high signal-to-noise ratio. This should be con-
trasted with, for example, the optomechanics PSDs [Eqs.
(119), (120)], where noise from both Y in (shot noise) as
well as X in (back-action noise) enter. For this reason,
this measurement can be viewed as back-action evading.

2. Speedmeters

Next, consider a cavity optomechanical system like
that studied in Sec. IV. Following the heuristic discus-
sion at the beginning of this section, we could try to
make a non-demolition version of this system, instead of

the usual optomechanical coupling V = g0xa
†a between

the mechanics and cavity mode, we would like to engi-
neer a coupling V ′ = g′0pa

†a. We will say a bit more
about how one might attempt to do this at the end of
this section, but for now suppose that we can literally
get a momentum coupling of this form [16, 142].
The equations of motion for the system, given in Eq.

(114) for the standard position-coupled case, now become

Ẋ = −κ
2
X −

√
κX in,

Ẏ = −κ
2
Y −

√
κY in − g′p,

ẋ =
p

m
+ g′X,

ṗ = −mω2
mx− γp+ F in.

(185)

Here we have driven the cavity as usual, so g′ = g′0|α0|
with α0 the coherent laser drive, assumed zero laser-
cavity detuning ∆ = 0, and have written these in the
frame corotating with the cavity.
While these equations look superficially similar to

those of the usual position coupling (114), they have very
different properties. Solving these equations in the fre-
quency domain and witing the usual input-output rela-
tions, the output phase is given by

Y out = χ′
Y Y Y

in + χ′
Y XX

in + χ′
Y FF

in, (186)

where now

χ′
Y Y = eiϕ

χ′
Y X = g′2κm2ω2

mχ
2
cχm

χ′
Y F = ig′

√
κmνχcχm.

(187)

Forming the force estimator FE = Y out/χ′
Y F as usual,

we can compute the noise PSD

SFF = Sin
FF +

1

g′2κm2ν2|χc|2|χm|2
Sin
Y Y

+ g′2κm2ω
4
m

ν2
|χc|2Sin

XX .

(188)

We have highlighted the ω4
m/ν

2 dependence in the last
term explicitly; it is the key ingredient to the back-action
evasion of this system.
Recall that in our discussion of the optomechanical

force sensing SQL in Sec. IV, the SQL at frequency
ν = ω∗ was achieved by setting the laser power, or equiv-
alently the drive-enhanced coupling g, so that the shot
noise (∼ SY Y /g

2) and back-action (∼ g2SXX) terms
were equal at some frequency ω∗. In this momentum-
coupled system, on the other hand, we see that at fre-
quencies ωm/ν ≪ 1 the back-action noise term drops
out, at least to second order in ωm/ν ≪ 1. Thus the
back-action is highly suppressed, and we can turn up the
laser power to send g′ as high as we can manage, which
in turn reduces the shot noise. Note that ωm/ν ≪ 1 is
precisely the limit in which the mass responds like a free
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mass and we can neglect its harmonic motion, so this is
a detailed realization of the discussion of the QND mo-
mentum measurement suggested at the beginning of this
section.

Realizing this type of back-action evasion is a subject
of active research. In practice, there are a few key difficul-
ties. One is that, for terrestrial gravitational wave detec-
tors, the target signal is usually in the ν ∼ 100−1000 Hz
regime, while ωm ∼ few Hz, so the back-action evasion is
limited even in principle.

More importantly, understanding how to actually en-
gineer a momentum coupling has proven to be tricky
[16]. At present, the best-understood proposal is to
have the input laser interact with the mechanical ele-
ment not once but twice, with opposite phase and a short
time delay, which enables a differential position measure-
ment and thus an approximate momentum measurement
[20, 35, 142, 143]. This, much like squeezed light, is lim-
ited by optical losses while the photons are traversing
the setup. Substantial room exists for new protocols and
experiments in this direction.

C. Entanglement

The theory of quantum entanglement and its exper-
imental quantification is a rich area of active research
[144, 145]. In addition to the fundamental implications
entanglement has for our understanding of reality [146],
it has been shown in many settings that entanglement is
a resource that allows quantum sensors to surpass vari-
ous Standard Quantum Limits. Here we aim to outline
a few simple ideas along these lines.

Before we begin, note that we have already implicitly
discussed the use of entangled states! In Sec. VA, we
saw that single-mode squeezed light, which is not entan-
gled, can enable advantages in measurement sensitivities.
However, when a squeezed vacuum is injected into the
dark port of a Michelson interferometer, the state which
comes out of the initial beamsplitter—that is, the state
which is injected into the two Fabry-Pérot arms, see Fig.
10—is itself an entangled state of the two beams. (We
give an explicit proof of this below). Thus there is not
really a sharp distinction between “using entanglement”
and “using squeezing”. In fact, at least at present, this
squeezed state injection is the best way in which entan-
glement can be used to enhance a practical experiment.

In what follows, we highlight a few other ways one can
conceivably leverage entanglement. We begin with a re-
view of a protocol commonly invoked in quantum metrol-
ogy, involving entangled states of input light sent into a
single device. We then briefly outline a more exotic idea,
involving the injection of entangled states into multiple
sensing devices and thus entangling the sensing elements
themselves.

1. Heisenberg scaling and the shot noise limit

Let us first review how entangled probe states are most
commonly described as a resource [24, 25], and how they
can be used to beat the simplest kind of SQL. Consider
the argument we gave for position estimation of a mirror
in an interferometer we gave in Eq. (4), which is some-
times called an SQL but more properly should be called
a shot noise limit. This argument was based on sending
N uncorrelated photons into the interferometer of Fig.
1, i.e., producing the state

|ψin⟩ =
(
|0⟩+ |1⟩√

2

)
⊗

(
|0⟩+ |1⟩√

2

)
⊗ · · · (189)

after the initial beamsplitter. This represents N unen-
tangled photons. With this state, the shot noise limit
worked out to an error ∆xSN = λ/

√
N .

Now, suppose instead that we have a very different
kind of beamsplitter,9 which instead prepares the state

|ψin⟩ =
|000 · · ·⟩+ |111 · · ·⟩√

2
. (190)

We can repeat the analysis of Sec. II A. As this state
traverses the interferometer it picks up a relative phase
on the |111 · · ·⟩ term,

|ψout⟩ =
|000 · · ·⟩+ eiNϕ |111 · · ·⟩√

2
. (191)

We can then make a measurement to determine the prob-
ability that this state, after acting with the final beam-
splitter (which inverts the original, “magic” beamsplit-
ter), returns to its initial state, in analogy with Eq. (1).
This measurement can similarly be used to infer the value
of ϕ = x/λ, and one finds instead that the error is

∆x =
λ

N
, (192)

which is parametrically superior to the naive shot noise
limit (4), where error scales like 1/

√
N .

Surpassing 1/
√
N error scaling would have many ben-

efits. It also provably requires quantum resources. One
does not need states which are exotic as Schrödinger’s
cat-like state in (190). For example, Caves has shown
that sending in a squeezed state with N average pho-
tons gives δx ∼ 1/N3/4 [2]. Nevertheless, these protocols
do not offer a clear advantage compared to the time-
dependent measurement SQL (7) used in this review; in
that language, they only affect a better measurement at
a single fixed time.

9 Dowling referred to this as a “magic beamsplitter” [147–149].
Some suggestions for constructing a gate like this include [150,
151] in optics and [152] in microwaves. In qubit systems, this
same state is more commonly called the GHZ state, especially in
the context of three qubits [153, 154].
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(a)

(b)

(c)

|0⟩ S1(r) FX

|0⟩ S1(r) FX

U†
BS

|0⟩ S1(r) FX

|0⟩ S1(r)

UBS

FX

U†
BS

|0⟩ FX

FIG. 18. Sensing with squeezing and/or entangling op-
erations: Input vacuum is sent through a sequence of single-
mode squeezing and/or beamsplitting operations, interacts
with one or more cavities, and is then recombined and read
out. (a): One cavity, one squeezing operation. (b) Two cavi-
ties, each input squeezed, no entanglement between cavities.
(c) Two cavities, one input squeezed and then sent through
a beamsplitter; this produces an entangled input state to two
cavities, which is then recombined and read out.

2. Distributed quantum sensing

In the previous example, we looked at the use of en-
tangled states of the input fields being sent into a single
sensing device. In this section, we turn to an alterna-
tive idea, involving sending entangled input states into
multiple devices, sometimes referred to as “distributed
quantum sensing” [155–158].
To illustrate the basic idea, we will consider a very sim-

ple toy model: two cavities used to sense a “force” FX in
one quadrature. We will assume that this force is identi-
cal on both cavities; for example, this could occur with
two nearby cavities of size L probing a dark matter signal
with wavelength λ ≫ L. We will also assume that the
cavity is lossless κm ≫ κℓ (see Sec. III). Note that these
are both major simplifications compared to the realistic
wave-like dark matter searches considered in Sec. (III C),
in which the cavity loss plays a crucial role (κm ≈ κℓ)
and in which the force is distributed across both quadra-
tures with a random phase, not a single deterministic
quadrature.
Consider the first protocol (a) in Fig. 18. The output

amplitude Xout can be solved in the frequency domain
to give (see Sec. III)

Xout = χmmX
in
m + χmFF

in
X , (193)

where F in
X = F sig

X = F0 cos(ω0t) is a weak, monochro-
matic, classical force that displaces the amplitude
quadrature of our electromagnetic field. We will assume
this force is purely deterministic with no noise, so our

ability to resolve it above the noise from the measure-
ment port X in is given by the simple expression Eq. (28).
Using the same methods of Sec. III, we form the estima-
tor

FE =
Xout

χmF
= F sig +

χmm

χmF
X in, (194)

from which we can compute the force PSD

SFF := SFXFX
=

|χmm|2

|χmF |2
Sin
XX = S1,vac

FF e−2r, (195)

where S1,vac
FF = 1/2 is the PSD of a single cavity with pure

vacuum input, and we assume that we are squeezing the
inputX quadrature [Eq. (162)]. Thus, the signal-to-noise
ratio is

SNR(a) =
F0√

e−2rS1,vac
FF (ω0)/Tint

. (196)

We see that the force can be read out with arbitrarily
high SNR, in the limit of large squeezing. Of course, in
a real cavity, this effect is cut off by a loss port, which
adds a constant (r-independent) term to the noise PSD
in the denominator.

Now consider the second protocol (b) of Fig. 18. Here
the beamsplitter acts to recombine the output fields, so
that we can measure the joint output quadrature

Qout =
Xout

1 +Xout
2√

2
. (197)

The estimator we should use for the force thus becomes

FE =

√
2

2
Qout = F sig +

1

2

χmm

χmF

[
X in

m,1 +X in
m,2

]
. (198)

The key point is that the two input noise terms are ran-
dom and uncorrelated, and therefore add noise in quadra-
ture. Mathematically, this can be seen in the PSD result-
ing from this FE , which is

SFF =
1

4

|χmm|2

|χmF |2
[SFF,1 + SFF,2] =

1

2
S1,vac
FF (199)

where we used ⟨X in
m,1X

in,†
m,2⟩ = 0. We see that the noise

PSD is reduced (with respect to the signal) by a factor
of 2, and so the SNR for this protocol is

SNR(b) =
F0√

e−2rS1,vac
FF (ω0)/Tint

=
√
2SNR(a). (200)

In general, with N detectors exposed to a coherent force,
one can achieve SNR =

√
NSNR(a), which arises solely

from classical correlations. At this point we have still not
used entanglement to do anything.

Finally, to see how entanglement can be useful, con-
sider the third protcol (c) of Fig. 18. Here, a single-
mode squeezed state is split on a balanced beamsplit-
ter. A squeezed vacuum interfering with a vacuum state
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produces an entangled state [159–161], so here we have
an entangled input field incident on the pair of cavities.
Concretely, we have the input fields X̃ incident on the
cavities, where

X̃ in
m,1 =

[
S1X

in
m,1 −X in

m,2

]
/
√
2

X̃ in
m,2 =

[
S1X

in
m,1 +X in

m,2

]
/
√
2.

(201)

Again measuring the output Qout given in Eq. (197), we
find now that

Qout =
1√
2

[
2√
2
χmmS1X

in
m,1 + 2χmFF

in

]
. (202)

Notice that any dependence on X2 has been removed by
our beamsplitting operations. Our estimator for the force
is thus

FE = F sig +
1√
2

χmm

χmF
X in

m,1, (203)

which gives the PSD

SFF =
1

2
S1,vac
FF e−2r =⇒ SNR(c) = SNR(b). (204)

Note that both the PSD and SNR are identical to the
result from protocol (b), given in Eq. (200)!

The conclusion here would naively be that there is no
advantage in the entangling protocol (c) compared to (b),
but this is not quite correct. It is true that one can
achieve the same noise PSDs using either (b) or (c). How-
ever, there are “technical” advantages to protocol (c).
One is that creating the squeezed states is not free—one
has to have a non-linear element and a pumping laser,
so reducing the number of squeezers from 2 (or N , with
N detectors) to 1 can be a substantial advantage. An-
other related advantage is that the power incident on
the detectors is lower in (c) than in (b). The number of
photons in the squeezed vacuum is not zero but rather
⟨n⟩ = sinh2(2r) ≈ e2r. For realistic detectors, particu-
larly mechanical systems, where too much incident power
can cause substantial problems (e.g., melting the device
surface), this can be a substantial advantage.

VI. OUTLOOK

The search for new physics, which necessarily involves
observation in previously unreachable regimes, has al-
ways led to a never-ending need for more precision in
measurement. In the past decade, the fundamental quan-
tum mechanical noise of real systems—even those in
seemingly quiet states like the vacuum—has come to play
an increasing role in the physics of these ultra-sensitive
detectors.

Since all devices operate under the laws of quantum
mechanics, it thus seems inevitable that quantum effects
in measurement will continue to play an increasing role
in fundamental physics. We have attempted here to lay

out some of the basic tenets of quantum measurement
relevant to current or near-future devices, and hope that
this will prove a useful tool in the quest for subtle hints
of physics beyond our current understanding.
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Cerf, T. C. Ralph, J. H. Shapiro, and S. Lloyd,
“Gaussian quantum information,” Reviews of Modern
Physics 84 no. 2, (May, 2012) 621–669.

[161] A. Serafini, Quantum Continuous Variables: A Primer
of Theoretical Methods. CRC Press, Boca Raton, Oct.,
2017.

[162] S. Weinberg, The quantum theory of fields, vol. 2.
Cambridge university press, 1995.

[163] H. P. Yuen and J. H. Shapiro, “Optical communication
with two-photon coherent states. III - Quantum
measurements realizable with photoemissive
detectors,” IEEE Transactions on Information Theory
26 (Jan., 1980) 78–92.

[164] D. F. Walls and J. D. Harvey, Quantum Optics VI:
Proceedings of the Sixth International Symposium on
Quantum Optics, Rotorua, New Zealand, January
24–28, 1994, vol. 77. Springer Science & Business
Media, 2012.

[165] R. Kubo, “The fluctuation-dissipation theorem,”
Reports on Progress in Physics 29 no. 1, (Jan., 1966)
255.

[166] J. W. Foster, N. L. Rodd, and B. R. Safdi, “Revealing
the dark matter halo with axion direct detection,”
Physical Review D 97 no. 12, (June, 2018) 123006.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41586-021-03226-7
http://arxiv.org/abs/2008.01853
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/RevModPhys.81.865
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/RevModPhys.81.865
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.physrep.2009.02.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.82.1345
http://arxiv.org/abs/quant-ph/9810035
http://arxiv.org/abs/0712.0921
http://arxiv.org/abs/0712.0921
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nphys3137
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nphys3137
http://arxiv.org/abs/1311.1244
http://arxiv.org/abs/1311.1244
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41567-019-0743-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41567-019-0743-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41566-023-01178-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PRXQuantum.3.030333
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PRXQuantum.3.030333
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevA.65.032323
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevA.65.032323
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/RevModPhys.84.621
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/RevModPhys.84.621
http://dx.doi.org/10.1201/9781315118727
http://dx.doi.org/10.1201/9781315118727
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0034-4885/29/1/306
http://dx.doi.org/10.1088/0034-4885/29/1/306
http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevD.97.123006


40

Appendix A: Conventions

In this review, we always use natural units ℏ = c = 1,
although we leave factors of kB explicit in order to re-
duce confusion between T ’s used for times and T ’s used
for temperatures. We quote numerical values in a mix of
SI and natural units without apology, choosing instead to
use the unit most common in the relevant field. In field
theory expressions, single-particle momentum eigenstates
are normalized as ⟨p|p′⟩ = δ3(p− p′), to facilitate com-
parison with non-relativistic answers. Our metric con-
ventions are those of civilized people: (− + ++). We
denote angular frequencies by Greek variables ω, ν and
linear frequency by Latin variables f = ω/2π.
In the rest of this appendix, we spell out our conven-

tions for Fourier transforms and power spectral densities.
We also record the PSDs for input fields in common states
(vacuum, thermal, and squeezed).

1. Fourier transforms

In this paper, we take the convention of defining the
Fourier transform of an operator O(t) as

O(ν) ≡ F {O(t)} =

∫ ∞

−∞
dt eiνtO(t) (A1)

and its inverse is

O(t) ≡ F−1 {O(ν)} =

∫ ∞

−∞

dν

2π
e−iνtO(ν). (A2)

With this notation, there is an ambiguity regarding the
interplay of the Fourier transform and conjugation. We
define O†(ν) to be the Hermitian conjugate of the Fourier
transform of O(t) (as opposed to the Fourier transform
of the Hermitian conjugate). That is,

O†(ν) ≡ [F {O(t)}]† , (A3)

O†(t) ≡
[
F−1 {O(ν)}

]†
. (A4)

Note that with this convention, we have

F
{
O†(t)

}
= O†(−ν), (A5)

and

F−1
{
O†(ν)

}
= O†(−t). (A6)

A common example is the Fourier transform of the posi-
tion quadrature

X(t) =
a(t) + a†(t)√

2
, (A7)

which becomes

X(ν) =
a(ν) + a†(−ν)√

2
. (A8)

2. Quantum power spectral densities

The double-sided power spectral density of two opera-
tors O1(t),O2(t) is defined as

SO1O2(ν) = lim
T→∞

1

T
⟨O1,T (ν)O†

2,T (ν)⟩, (A9)

where Oi,T (ν) is the windowed Fourier transform defined
as

Oi,T (ν) =

∫ T/2

−T/2

Oi(t)e
−iνtdt, (A10)

and again note that in our conventions, we have

O†
i,T (ν) =

∫ T/2

−T/2

O†(t)eiνtdt. (A11)

We will see that the autocorrelation functions defined via

C(t, t′) = ⟨O(t)O(t′)⟩, (A12)

are closely related to the power spectral density.
We will often restrict our attention to stationary ran-

dom processes, whose correlation functions are time-
translation invariant, meaning that the correlator de-
pends only on the difference between the two times:

C(t, t′) ≡ C(t− t′). (A13)

The Wiener-Khinchin theorem provides a formal connec-
tion between the two-point correlator of a stationary pro-
cess and its PSD. Specifically, the theorem states that
for a stationary random process the PSD is the Fourier
transform of the two-point correlator,

SO1O2
(ν) =

∫ ∞

−∞
dte−iνt⟨O1(t)O2(0)⟩. (A14)

In particular, this implies a very useful relationship:

2π SO1O2
(ν) δ(ν − ν′) = ⟨O1(ν)O†

2(ν
′)⟩ . (A15)

We will use this equation repeatedly throughout this pa-
per, for example, to take expressions for output field
Oout(ν) and use them to compute output noise power
spectra.
The variance in a filtered observable is given by

VarO(t) =
1

2

∫
dt1 dt2 f(t− t1)f(t− t2)

·
(
⟨{O(t1), O(t2)}⟩+ ⟨[O(t1), O(t2)]⟩

)
(A16)

Looking at the piece involving the commutator, we find

VarAS O(t) ≡ 1

2

∫
dt1 dt2f(t− t1)f(t− t2)⟨[O(t1), O(t2)]⟩

= −1

2

∫
dt1 dt2f(t− t1)f(t− t2)⟨[O(t2), O(t1)]⟩

= −VarAS O(t),

(A17)
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where in the second line we have used the antisymmetry
of the commutator, and the third line follows since the
rest of the integrand is symmetric under exchange of t1
and t2. This shows that the contribution of the anti-
symmetric part of the correlator to the variance vanishes.

a. Vacuum

In this section, we calculate the PSDs for the quadra-
ture operators X in = (ain+ain†)/

√
2 and Y in = −i(ain−

ain†)/
√
2. We start with the discretized expression

ain(t) =
1√
2πρ

∑
k

e−iωk(t−t0)ak(t0), (A18)

where ρ is the density of states and we assume the modes
are in a vacuum state. Given the above definition and the
fact that [ak(t0), a

†
k′(t0)] = δkk′ , the commutators satisfy

[ain(t), ain†(t′)] =
1

2πρ

∑
k

e−iωk(t−t′) → δ(t− t′), (A19)

the last arrow indicating the continuum limit.
Our goal is now to calculate the noise PSD

Sin
XX(ν) =

∫
dt eiνt⟨xin(t)xin(0)⟩. (A20)

In the vacuum, which satisfies ain|0⟩, we have

⟨xin(t)xin(0)⟩ = 1

2
⟨δ(t)⟩, (A21)

and so the PSD is simply

Sin
XX ≡ 1

2
, (A22)

independent of ν. The same calculation produces Sin
Y Y =

1/2 in vacuum.

b. Thermal states

We now wish to evaluate PSDs in the case that the
bath is in the thermal state. From the previous calcu-
lation, it should be clear that we can just work with a
single oscillator.

The thermal state is

ρ = Z−1
∑
n

e−βEn |n⟩⟨n|, (A23)

where Z is the partition function, β = 1/kBT is the in-
verse temperature, En = nω0 is the energy of the nth
state (up to a constant), and |n⟩ is the nth Fock state.
In general, the thermal expectation value of an operator
O is given by

⟨O⟩th = Tr[ρO]. (A24)

We are interested in the quadratic correlators of the X
and Y quadratures. First, note that

⟨a a⟩th = ⟨a†a†⟩th = 0. (A25)

The non-zero expectation values are

⟨a†a⟩th =
1

Z

∑
n

ne−βEn

= − 1

Z

∂

∂βω0

∑
n

(
e−βω0

)n
=

1

eβω0 − 1
.

(A26)

Using this result, and noting that aa† = [a, a†] + a†a, we
have

⟨aa†⟩th =
1

1− e−βω0
. (A27)

Finally, we want the two-point correlators of the X and
Y quadratures. The cross-correlations are

⟨XY ⟩th =
1

2
⟨aa† + a†a⟩th = −⟨Y X⟩th , (A28)

from which we see that the symmetrized XY correlators
vanish. Thus obtain

⟨XX⟩th = ⟨Y Y ⟩th =
1

2
coth

βω0

2
, (A29)

as reported in Eq. (61).

c. Single-mode squeezed vacuum

To compute the quadrature PSDs for SMS states, we
can start by looking at how the quadrature operators
evolve under the SMS interaction Hamiltonian given in
Eq. (164)

HI = iχ(2)(β∗a2 − βa†2), (A30)

where we recall that β = |β|eiθ describes the laser pump
that one controls in the lab. As we will see in detail,
the strength of the pump, |β|, will be used to control the
squeezing strength, and the phase θ will be used to con-
trol which quadrature is squeezed. We now make the time
dependence explicit and solve the equation of motion for
the annihilation operator in the interaction picture

ȧ(t) = i[HI , a(t)], (A31)

= −2ηa†(t), (A32)

where we have defined η ≡ χ(2)β. Taking the conjugate
of this expression gives ȧ†(t) = −2η∗a(t). Together these
imply

ä(t) = 4|η|2a(t). (A33)
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Defining s ≡ 2|η|, we can write this differential equation
as

ä(t) + (is)2a(t) = 0, (A34)

which is the simple harmonic oscillator differential equa-
tion with solution

a(t) = A cos (ist) +B sin (ist), (A35)

where we note cos ist = cosh st and sin ist = i sinh st.
The initial conditions imply

A = a(0), (A36)

B = −i β
|β|
a†(0) = ieiθa†(0). (A37)

Noting that the squeezing parameter is given as r = st =
2χ(2)|β|t, we have

a(t) = a(0) cosh r − a†(0)eiθ sinh r, (A38)

and dropping the time dependence, we have

S†
1(r, θ)aS1(r, θ) = a cosh r − a†eiθ sinh r. (A39)

By linearity, it follows that the quadratures transform as

S†
1(r, θ)XS1(r, θ) = X(cosh r − sinh r cos θ) (A40)

− Y sinh r sin θ, (A41)

S†
1(r, θ)Y S1(r, θ) = Y (cosh r + sinh r cos θ) (A42)

−X sinh r sin θ, (A43)

For example, amplitude squeezing occurs when θ = 0, so
the effect of the squeezing operator on the quadratures
is simply the map X → Xe−r, while the phase quadra-
ture becomes Y → Y er. Generally, a squeezed state ex-
hibits reduced variance along a quadrature specified by
the squeezing angle θ (with increased variance along the
orthogonal quadrature).

Using the above results, we can easily compute the
noise PSDs with squeezed input fields. For example,

2π SSMS
XX (ν) δ(ν − ν′) = ⟨ξ|X(ν)X(ν′) |ξ⟩ , (A44)

by inserting the identity in the form I = S1(ξ)S1(ξ)
†,

and substituting Eq. (A40). This yields

SSMS
XX (ν) = (cosh r − sinh r cos θ)2SXX(ν) (A45)

+ (sinh r sin θ)2SY Y (ν), (A46)

where we have used SXY (ν) = SY X(ν) = 0 in the initial
(vacuum) state. The remaining PSDs can be computed
in a similar fashion. The result is reported in Eq. (162).

Appendix B: Detailed dielectric slab calculations

In this appendix, we give a complete and detailed treat-
ment of the dielectric sensor described in Sec. II B. We

chose the slab geometry because its planar symmetry al-
lows for the use of simple plane wave states. Our treat-
ment here is novel, but we have drawn on beautiful re-
lated results in the much harder problem where the slab
is replaced by a sphere [30, 31]. Our general derivation of
the input-output takes much inspiration from the classic
reference [17].
Consider a planar slab, of total mass m, pendulum

frequency ωm, dielectric polarizability χe, and width ℓ.
See Fig. 2. The Hamiltonian for the center-of-mass x of
the slab is a simple harmonic oscillator

Hslab =
p2

2m
+

1

2
mω2

mx
2, (B1)

where we are assuming that the motion in the y, z axes is
negligible. The detailed nature of the trapping potential
is not important; in practice it could be a literal suspen-
sion system as in Fig. 2, or an optical tweezing field [32],
or a number of other variations. Assuming that the slab
is a linear, homogeneous dielectric, it responds to the
electric field by polarizing P(r) = χeE(r). The potential
describing this interaction is

Vint(x, t) = −1

2
χe

∫
slab

d3r |E(r, t)|2, (B2)

where the dependence on the center of mass, x, will enter
through the limits of integration. In experiments, both
the back-scattered and forward-scattered light may con-
tain useful information, thus we would like to be able
to separately monitor these modes. To enable this, we
decompose the electric field into left- and right-moving
modes as

E(r) = ER(r) + EL(r),

ER(r) =
i

(2π)3

∫
d3k

√
ωk

[
e−i(krx+k⊥·r⊥)ak,k⊥ − h.c.

]
,

EL(r) =
i

(2π)3

∫
d3k

√
ωk

[
ei(krx−k⊥·r⊥)bk,k⊥ − h.c.

]
.

(B3)

where ωk =
√
k2 + k2

⊥, k (k⊥) are parallel (perpendic-
ular) to the slab’s normal vector, and the creation and

annihilation operators satisfy
[
ak, a

†
k′

]
= δ (k− k′). Fi-

nally, note that we ignore the polarization of light be-
cause we will expand around a strong background field
that we take to be linearly polarized.
Next we determine how these modes interact with the

slab. For small displacements (x ≪ λ), we may expand
Eq. (B2) as

V (x) = V (0) + x∂xV (0) +O(x2). (B4)

The non-trivial interaction between the slab position x
and the light is encoded in the term proportional to
∂xV (0). In the integral (B2), the slab position x appears
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only in the boundary conditions, and we can evaluate

x∂xV (0)

= −χex

2

∫
d2x⊥ |E (ℓ/2,x⊥)|2 − |E (−ℓ/2,x⊥)|2 .

(B5)

The next step is to linearize this interaction around a
strong background drive that we assume is provided by a
laser to the left of the slab. The right-moving mode, then,
may be decomposed as a coherent beam plus vacuum
fluctuations resulting in terms in the interaction potential
of the form

V = VRR + 2VRL + VLL, (B6)

where the R(L) subscripts indicate the right (left) direc-
tion of propagation. The expansions are rather messy,
but we will simplify shortly with several approximations.
Concretely, the RL cross term (evaluated at +ℓ/2) is
given as

VRL ⊃ −χe

2
x

∫
d2x⊥ER (ℓ/2,x⊥)EL (ℓ/2,x⊥)

= χe
x

2(2π)6

∫
d2x⊥

∫
d2k′

⊥d
2k⊥

∫ ∞

0

dkdk′
√
ωk

√
ωk′

×
[
e−i(kℓ/2+k⊥·x⊥)ak,k⊥ − ei(kℓ/2+k⊥·x⊥)a†k,k⊥

]
×
[
ei(k

′ℓ/2−k′
⊥·x⊥)bk′,k′

⊥
− e−i(k′ℓ/2−k′

⊥·x⊥)b†k′,k′
⊥

]
=

χex

2(2π)4

∫
d2k⊥

∫ ∞

0

dkdk′
√
ωkk⊥

√
ωk′,−k⊥

×
[
e−i(k−k′)ℓ/2ak,k⊥bk′,−k⊥ − e−i(k+k′)ℓ/2ak,k⊥b

†
k′,k⊥

−ei(k+k′)ℓ/2a†k,k⊥
bk′,k⊥ + ei(k−k′)ℓ/2a†k,k⊥

b†k′,−k⊥

]
,

(B7)
where in the final equality we have used the approxi-
mation that the slab is infinitely large which is justified
when the beam spot is much smaller than the extent of
the slab. The full expression is then given as

VRL =
χe

2(2π)4

∫
d2k⊥

∫ ∞

0

dkdk′
√
ωkk⊥

√
ωk′,−k⊥ (B8)[

e−i(k−k′)ℓ/2ak,k⊥bk′,−k⊥ − e−i(k+k′)ℓ/2ak,k⊥b
†
k′,k⊥

− ei(k+k′)ℓ/2a†k,k⊥
bk′,k⊥ + ei(k−k′)ℓ/2a†k,k⊥

b†k′,−k⊥

]
− (l → (−l)).

To simplify this further, we make the rotating wave ap-
proximation. In the Schrödinger picture, we have

VRL = −i χe

(2π)4

×
∫
d2k⊥

∫ ∞

0

dkdk′
√
ωkk⊥

√
ωk′,−k⊥

× sin [(k + k′) ℓ/2]
(
ak,k⊥b

†
k′,k⊥

− a†k,k⊥
bk′,k⊥

)
,

(B9)

where we have dropped so-called “counter-rotating”
terms. That is, if we used this interaction to compute
transition matrix elements in time-dependent perturba-
tion theory, the terms of the form ab will come with
phases likes ei(k+k′)t, whereas terms like a†b will come
with ei(k−k′)t. Integrating over long times, the first type
of behavior will average to give a vanishing contribution
(recall that k, k′ > 0) whereas the second type will not
always average out. We thus drop the counter-rotating
terms ab, a†b†. Finally, note that the LR contribution
is identical (leading to an overall factor of 2) and the
VRR, VLL terms can be derived in a similar fashion.
Finally, we introduce a laser drive. In the above the

field has been totally general. With a laser, the right-
moving modes become a coherent state peaked sharply
around a specific mode k = k0,k⊥ = 0. We can introduce
this by displacing the mode

ak,k⊥ → (2π)3α0e
iω0tδ (k − k0) δ

2 (k⊥) + ak,k⊥ . (B10)

where now a has the interpretation of a fluctuation
around the drive α0. Here, α0 = |α0|eiϕ is in general
complex (i.e., the laser can have arbitrary initial phase
eiϕ). We note that α0 can be determined directly from
experimental parameters as follows. Given the inten-
sity I and frequency ω of light, we have |α0|2 = I

ω .

Then, we have ak ≡
√

1
Aak,k⊥=0, bk ≡

√
1
Abk,k⊥=0,

in terms of the laser cross-sectional area A. This defini-
tion results in ak, bk having dimensions of (mass)−1/2, en-
sures they obey one-dimensional commutation relations[
ak, a

†
k′

]
= δ (k − k′), and implies their free evolution is

governed by the Hamiltonian

HEM =

∫ ∞

0

dkωk

[
a†kak + b†kbk

]
, ωk := ωk,k⊥=0.

(B11)
Inserting Eq. (B10) back into the interaction consider-
ably simplifies things, and in particularly makes the in-
teraction linear in the fluctuations, thus a bilinear cou-
pling between the mechanics x and the light:

VRL = x

∫ ∞

0

dk
[
gke

iω0tb†k + g∗ke
−iω0tbk

]
, (B12)

where we also defined the couplings

fk = −i 1
2π
α0χe

√
Aωkω0 sin [(k0 − k) ℓ/2] (B13)

gk = −i 1
2π
α0χe

√
Aωkω0 sin [(k0 + k) ℓ/2] . (B14)

We see that the problem has been reduced to one
purely along the x-axis, which we anticipated by sym-
metry. We also see that that the coupling between the
mirror position x and a given photon is now enhanced by
a factor α0 (square-root of the laser power) compared to
the value without the laser.
By the same kind of calculation, one can get similar

expressions for the VLL, and VRR. The latter will contain
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terms up to quadratic in α0. The quadratic term leads
to a shift in the equilibrium position of the slab, and
the pure vacuum terms (i.e. those not enhanced by the
drive) will be sub-dominant and thus omitted. By similar
arguments we neglect the VLL term. The remaining non-
negligible term is given as

VRR = x

∫ ∞

0

dk
[
fke

iω0ta†k + f∗k e
−iω0tak

]
(B15)

The physics of these couplings are simple: the RL terms
describe reflection of a mode off the dielectric slab, while
the RR terms describe transmission. Finally, we need to
handle the V (0) term in Eq. B4

V (0) = −1

2
χe

∫
slab

d3r|E(x0, t)|2. (B16)

If we denote the coherent laser light as Ecoh, the terms
that will be enhanced by the laser (and thus non-
negligible) will be given as

V (0) =

− 1

2
χe

∫
slab

d3r |Ecoh|2 + 2Re(EcohE
∗
R) + 2Re(EcohE

∗
L).

(B17)

While the first term is constant and will not affect the
dynamics, the second term is given as

χe

∫
d2x⊥dxEk0Ek(α0e

iω0te−ikx − α∗
0e

−iω0teikx)∫
dkd2k⊥(e

−i(kx+k⊥r⊥)ak,k⊥ − e−i(kx0+k⊥r⊥)ak,k⊥)

≈ χe

∫
dkdx0Ek0

Ekα0(e
iω0ta†ke

i(k−k0)x + h.c.)

(B18)

under the rotating wave approximation. Note that the
third term can be handled similarly yields an identical
form. Integrating over the linear extent of the slab yields

V (0) = i

∫
dk

1

k − k0
(fke

iω0ta†k − f∗k e
−iω0tak) (B19)

+ i

∫
dk

1

k + k0
(gke

iω0tb†k − g∗ke
−iω0tbk) (B20)

We now pause and take stock of what we have thus far.
In particular, we have derived an interaction Hamiltonian
of the form

V (x) = VRR(x) + 2VRL(x) + V (0), (B21)

with

VRR = x

∫ ∞

0

dk
[
fke

iω0ta†k + f∗k e
−iω0tak

]
, (B22)

VRL = x

∫ ∞

0

dk
[
gke

iω0tb†k + g∗ke
−iω0tbk

]
, (B23)

V (0) = i

∫
dk

1

k − k0
(fke

iω0ta†k − f∗k e
−iω0tak)+ (B24)

i

∫
dk

1

k + k0
(gke

iω0tb†k − g∗ke
−iω0tbk) (B25)

At this stage, we have a relatively simple inter-
action Hamiltonian describing the interaction of the
light—specifically, photonic fluctuations around the laser
drive—and the center-of-mass coordinate x of the mir-
ror. Physically, we are able to make measurements on
the light field, and we want to use these measurements
to infer the mechanical position x. To see how this works,
we need to understand how the quantum state of the me-
chanics is encoded in the quantum state of the light.
Moving to the Heisenberg picture, the equations of mo-

tion for the bath modes are given by ȧk = i[H, ak], and
so forth. The basic strategy will be to write an exact
solution for the bath modes at time t in terms of their
initial conditions at some early time t0 and in terms of
the position operator x(t) for the mechanics. It is easier
to transform these operators to ones which are rotating
with the laser frequency, ak → ake

−iω0t, bk → bke
−iω0t,

which also shifts α0e
iω0t → α0, i.e., in this frame the

laser is constant. In the frame co-rotating with the laser
beam, the equations of motion of the light are

ȧk = −i∆kak + ifkx− fk
k − k0

ḃk = −i∆kbk + igkx− gk
k + k0

.
(B26)

in terms of the detuning of the mode from the laser ∆k =
k − k0. The solution of Eq. (B26) can be written as

ak(t) = aink (t)

+ i

∫ t

t0

dt′fke
−i∆k(t−t′)

(
x(t′) + i

1

k − k0

)
,
(B27)

where aink (t) = ei∆k(t−t0)ak (t0) is written in terms of an
initial boundary condition at time t0. Similarly, we can
define aoutk (t) = e−i∆k(t−t1)ak(t1) and write the solution
in terms of late-time boundary conditions at t1

ak(t) = aoutk (t)

− i

∫ tf

t

dt′fke
−i∆k(t−t′)

(
x(t′) + i

1

k − k0

)
,

(B28)

The difference of these two equations gives

aoutk (t)− aink (t)

= i

∫ tf

t0

dt′fke
−i∆k(t−t′)

(
x(t′) + i

1

k − k0

)
.

(B29)

This is the basic in-out relation for the optical field mon-
itoring the slab.

ak(t) = e−i∆k(t−t0)ak(t0) + ifk

∫ t

t0

dt′e−i∆k(t−t′)x(t′),

bk(t) = e−i∆k(t−t0)bk(t0) + igk

∫ t

t0

dt′e−i∆k(t−t′)x(t′).

(B30)
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One can easily verify that these solve the equations of mo-
tion for the bath modes. These solutions show how the
mode operators at time t encode the entire past history
of the position operator x(t). However, these relations
are not particularly useful as they are, because the equa-
tions of motion for x(t) itself depend on the bath modes
through the interaction (B2). The equations of motion
for the slab are

ẋ = p/m (B31)

ṗ = −mω2
mx−

∫ ∞

0

dk(fka
†
k + f∗kak)

−
∫ ∞

0

dk(gkb
†
k + g∗kbk).

(B32)

Note that we take f and g to be real numbers, which
is equivalent to choosing the phase of α0 so that it is
imaginary. This choice of phase implies that the effect of
changes in position are imprinted on the phase quadra-
ture of the output light. Our task is then to figure out
how to solve these coupled differential equations. This
is possible since they are linear. We can convert to the
phase and amplitude quadratures as

Xk(t) ≡
ak + a†k√

2
(B33)

= X in
k +

1√
2

∫ t

t0

dt′
fk

k − k0
(e−i∆k(t−t′) + ei∆k(t−t′)),

Yk(t) ≡
ak − a†k√

2i
(B34)

= Y in
k +

1√
2

∫ t

t0

dt′fkx(t
′)(e−i∆k(t−t′) + ei∆k(t−t′)).

We can get particularly simple answers by introduc-
ing our second key approximation, sometimes referred to
as the Markov approximation. The idea is that when
|k − k0| ≳ 1/τ , where τ is the interaction time, any
phases that rapidly oscillate will average to zero. Since
the phonons, or excitations of the harmonic potential,
oscillate with a certain amplitude and frequency ωm, the
phase will only pick up relevant modes around k0 + ωm

and k0 − ωm. When the mechanical frequency is much
smaller than the laser frequency, we can make an approx-
imation fk ≡ f = fk0 and gk ≡ g = gk0 . Explicitly, by
comparison with (B14), we get

g =
|α0|χeω0

2π

√
A sin kℓ. (B35)

Note that this is basically the same argument we used
to make the RWA above. Then we can integrate over all

modes and define Y in (t) =
∫∞
0
dkY in

k =
∫∞
0
dk

ain
k −ain†

k√
2i

,

to get the input-output equations

Y out
R − Y in

R =
√
2fx, (B36)

Y out
L − Y in

L =
√
2gx. (B37)

These are essentially scattering equations (familiar from,
for example, the LSZ reduction formula [162]). What
they do is give us the Heisenberg-picture fields of the
light at late time in terms of the fields of the light at
early time plus the effect of the light scattering off the
slab. As anticipated, the the center-of-mass position has
been imprinted on the phase of the output light. The
amplitude quadratures of the light will instead be shifted
coherently, and obey different in-out relations

Xout
R −X in

R =
√
2ΓR (B38)

Xout
L −X in

L =
√

2ΓL, (B39)

for both left and right-moving modes. Here we defined√
ΓR = fk

k−k0
|k=k0

= −ik0ℓ
4 α0χe

√
A and

√
ΓL =

gk0

2k0
=

−i 14α0χe

√
A sin (k0ℓ), and used∫ ∞

0

dke−i(k−k0)(t−t′) ≈
∫ ∞

−∞
dke−i(k−k0)(t−t′)

= 2πδ (t− t′) .

(B40)

It remains to solve the equations of motion for the
slab. We can plug Eq. (B27) into Eq. (B26), to yield a
second-order differential equation for the center-of-mass
position

mẍ+mω2x = −
√
2fX in

R −
√
2gX in

L + F in+∫ ∞

0

dk

(
|fk|2

k − k0
+

|gk|2

k + k0

)
4πδ(k − k0).

(B41)

Note that we used the fact that
∫ t

t0
dt′(ei∆k(t−t′) +

e−i∆k(t−t′)) = 4πδ(k − k0), and defined the mechanical
susceptibility χ−1

m [Ω] = m(−Ω2 + ω2
m). In the Fourier

domain, these equations take the form

Y out
L = Y in

L +
√
2gχm

(
−

√
2fX in

R −
√
2gX in

L +

F in + F02πδ(Ω)
)

(B42)

Y out
R = Y in

R +
√
2fχm

(
−

√
2fX in

R −
√
2gX in

L +

F in + F02πδ(Ω)
)
. (B43)

We note that Y out
R describes the forward-scattered light,

Y out
L the back-scattered light, and the F0 (which the last

term in Eq. (B41)) can be interpreted as a constant
radiation pressure on the slab (as it is constant term and
quadratic in the amplitude |α0|).
In this 1D case, f = 0 under the Markovian approxi-

mation and, which implies that the SNR = 0, i.e., the
forward scattered light contains no information about
the force. We thus focus on the back-scattered light,
for which the PSD is

Sout
Y Y,L = Sin

Y Y,L + 2g2|χm|2SFF + 4f2g2|χm|2Sin
XX,R

+4g4|χm|2Sin
XX,L + 2Re

(
2g2χmS

in
XY,L

)
.

(B44)

We can give some intuition of the terms: SY Y,L is the
shot noise, while SXX,L is the back-action noise, propor-
tional to the square of mechanical susceptibility. There



46

are also correlation terms that may be non-vanishing if
one uses squeezed or non-Gaussian states of light. F0

is the radiation pressure force on the slab, which would
shift Y by shifting the slab position, but it has no fluc-
tuations and will not contribute to the noise. From this
PSD, we may construct an estimator for the force PSD
as

SFF (ν) =
Sout
Y Y (ν)

|χY F (ν)|2
(B45)

Therefore the noise in the signal can be expressed as such
for a back-scattered readout

Sout
FF,L =

Sin
Y Y,L

2g2|χm|2
+ 2g2SXX,L + 2f2SXX,R+

2

|χm|2
Re

(
χmS

in
XY,L

)
.

(B46)

When we set f = 0 in the Markov approximation, we
obtain

χY X = 1, χY Y = −2g2χm, χY F =
√
2gχm, (B47)

for the susceptibilities.

Appendix C: Homodyne detection

In many of the examples we consider, we wish to mea-
sure a particular quadrature of the photon mode of in-
terest. The photon has frequency ω0 and is described
by creation/annihilation operators a and a†. Homodyne
detection allows us to measure the Schrödinger picture
operator

Xϕ(t) =
1√
2

(
eiω0t−iϕa+ e−iω0t+iϕa†

)
(C1)

for an arbitrary, constant phase ϕ. Note that under free
time evolution, this operator is a constant of motion,
since in the Heisenberg picture it satisfies

dXϕ(t)

dt
= iω0 [a

†a,Xϕ] + ∂tXϕ = 0. (C2)

One may measure this generalised quadrature as fol-
lows [163, 164]. Consider shining the light of mode a on
a 50-50 beam splitter, so that the beam output modes
are related to the inputs by(

c
d

)
=

1√
2

(
1 i
i 1

)(
a
b

)
. (C3)

The output observable we measure is the difference be-
tween the number of photons in each output arm

n− = c†c− d†d

= i(a†b− b†a),
(C4)

where in the second line we have expressed n− in terms of
the input mode operators. If the b-mode into the beam-
splitter is populated by a large amplitude coherent state
of frequency ω0, i.e. |b⟩ = |βeiω0t⟩, then the expectation
value of intensity difference is

⟨n−⟩ = ⟨a|⟨b|n− |a⟩|b⟩
=

√
2 |β| ⟨Xϕ(t) ⟩,

(C5)

where ϕ = − arg β + π/2, and we have assumed that the
light in the two incoming beams is unentangled. This
demonstrates that by adjusting the phase of the coherent
state β, one may measure Xϕ(t) for any value of ϕ in this
way.

Appendix D: Fluctuation-dissipation theorem

When a stochastic bath, such as a thermal gas or a
noisy transmission line, is coupled to a system, it acts as a
loss channel as well as a source of noise – the fluctuation-
dissipation theorem is a relation between the noise and
loss rate associated with this channel [165].

Appendix E: Detailed optomechanical calculations

In this appendix we present a number of detailed cal-
culations which were suppressed in the main text.

1. Driven optomechanical coupling

Here we give a detailed derivation of the optomechan-
ical Hamiltonian under the linearization approximation
used in Sec. IV, following [17]. We consider a Fabry-
Pérot cavity in which the electromagnetic cavity mode
couples to the mechanical modes through the cavity res-
onance frequency. To see this, note that length of the
cavity changes by some amount x, the resonant wave-
lengths become

λn =
2(L− x)

n
, (E1)

from which the harmonic frequencies are

ωn(x) =
πn

L− x
= ωn(0)

[
1 +

x

L
+O

(( x
L

)2
)]

, (E2)

where ωn(0) is the bare resonance frequency of the cav-
ity and we have assumed x ≪ L. Thus, to first order
in x, the mechanical motion serves to linearly shift the
resonance frequency of our cavity. As in the main text,
we now restrict our attention to a cavity with a mode at
ωc that dominates the opto-mechnical coupling, and me-
chanics with mass m and resonance frequnecy ωm. The
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Hamiltonian, then becomes

Hbare = ωc(x)a
†a+ ωmd

†d, (E3)

= ωc(1 +
x

L
)a†a+ ωmd

†d, (E4)

Hbare = ωca
†a+ ωmd

†d+ g0x0(d+ d†)a†a, (E5)

where we have used x = x0(d+d
†), with x0 :=

√
1/2mΩ,

and defined the bare (or vacuum) optomechanical cou-
pling rate

g0 :=
ωc

L
. (E6)

This vacuum coupling rate is typically much smaller than
the optical and mechanical decoherence rates involved in
the problem.

Moving to the frame co-rotating with the laser (at fre-
quency ωL), we obtain

Hbare = ∆a†a+ ωmd
†d+ g0x0a

†a(d† + d), (E7)

where ∆ ≡ ωc − ωL. To enhance the coupling, one typ-
ically drives the cavity coherently with a strong laser.
Including this driving in the Hamiltonian adds a term

Hdriven = ∆a†a+ ωmd
†d+ g0x0a

†a(d† + d) + E(a+ a†),
(E8)

where E is the drive strength. This drive displaces the
steady state of both the intracavity field and the me-
chanical position. We can remove these displacements
redefining

a→ α+ a, (E9)

d→ δ + d, (E10)

where α ≡ ⟨a⟩ and δ ≡ ⟨d⟩. We note that δ is real and
α is usually taken to be real, which then establishes the
intracavity field as a phase reference for all other fields
in the problem. Further, we set

α = − E
∆+ 2δg0x0

, (E11)

δ = −g
2
0x

2
0α

2

ωm
, (E12)

Making these transformations, and discarding any term
not proportional to a or b (because they will not con-
tribute to the dynamics), we obtain

Hdriven =

(
∆− 2g20x

2
0α

2

ωm

)
a†a+ ωmd

†d

+ g0[α(a+ a†) + a†a](d+ d†).

(E13)

The detuning is easily controlled experimentally, so we
can simply further shift it

∆ → ∆+
2g20x

2
0α

2

ωm
, (E14)

to arrive at the simpler Hamiltonian

Hdriven = ∆a†a+ ωmb
†b+ g0x0[α(a+ a†) + a†a](d+ d†).

(E15)

Now, observe that the second term in square brackets
is not enhanced by the coherent amplitude of the laser,
thus it is typically negligible. Dropping this term leads
to the final, linearized Hamiltonian of the system

Hsys = ∆a†a+ ωmd
†d+ gx0(a+ a†)(d+ d†),

=
p

2m
+

1

2
mω2

mx
2 +

∆

2
a†a+

√
2gxX

(E16)

where we have defined the enhanced opto-mechanical
coupling rate as g := |α|g0. Thus, we see that in the lin-
earized regime, our Hamiltonian becomes that of a pair
of position-position coupled oscillators, as used in Eq.
(112).

2. One vs two movable mirrors

In this appendix, we derive the Hamiltonian for a cav-
ity where both ends are treated as movable, harmonic
oscillators, and compare this to the case where only one
end can move. The upshot is simple: the Hamiltonian for
the distance between two movable mirrors is just that for
a single mirror of mass µ = m/2, i.e., the reduced mass.

If only one side of the cavity is free to move and the
other side is fixed, then the relevant degree of freedom x
is the deviation of the mirror’s position from its equilib-
rium. For a mirror of mass m, we model this as a simple
harmonic oscillator with frequency ω

H =
1

2
mω2x2 +

1

2m
p2. (E17)

If both sides of the cavity are free to move, the relevant
degree of freedom is the difference between the positions
of the two movable mirrors: x1−x2 ≡ x−. If both of the
mirrors have the same mass and same spring constant,
then the Hamiltonian of the combined system is

H =
mω2

2
(x21 + x22) +

1

2m
(p21 + p22) (E18)

=
1

2
µω2(x2+ + x2−) +

p2

2µ
(p2+ + p2−), (E19)

where we have carried out a canonical transformation
to new variables x± = (x1 ± x2) and p± = 1

2 (p1 ± p2)
such that [x−, p−] = [x+, p+] = i, and we introduced the
reduced mass µ = m/2.

How do the bath modes couple to this two-sided cav-
ity? We introduce two sets of bath modes, one for each
movable end. Assuming pure position-position couplings
(so that the bath merely damps the system), the Hamil-
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tonian containing the bath modes is

Hbath =
∑
p

ωpB
†
pBp + ω̃pB̃

†
pB̃p + gpx1Xp + g̃Px2X̃p

=
∑
p

ωpB
†
pBp + ω̃pB̃

†
pB̃p

+
1

2
x+(gpXp + g̃P X̃p)

+
1

2
x−(gpXp − g̃P X̃p).

(E20)

We now assume that the frequency of the bath modes
are equal ωp = ω̃p, and that gp = g̃p so that they couple
with the same strength to each movable mirror10. The
above Hamiltonian becomes

H =
∑
p

ωp(B
†
p+Bp++B

†
p−Bp−)+

1

2
gpx+Xp++

1

2
gpx−Xp−,

(E21)

where Xp± ≡ Xp ± X̃p. Since the sum-mode x+ and
its associated bath modes are decoupled from the rest
of the system (including the optomechanics), they are of
no interest to us, and from now on we may drop them.
This fact, along with equation (E19), implies that the
Hamiltonian for the two-sided cavity is the same as the
one-sided case with the substitutions x → x− and m →
µ = m/2.

3. Full optomechanical SQL

Here we will give the general expression for the in-
ferred force noise power in an optomechanical device, as
a function of the frequency ω∗ at which one tunes the
laser power to achieve the SQL. With uncorrelated input
noise (Sin

Y X = 0), the quantum noise contribution to the
force PSD is [see Eq. (123)]

Squantum
FF :=

|χY Y |2

|χY F |2
Sin
Y Y +

|χY X |2

|χY F |2
Sin
XX . (E22)

Following the discussion in Sec. IVA, fix a refer-
ence frequency ω∗, and tune the laser power such that
∂SFF (ω∗)/∂g2 = 0. This occurs when we tune the power
so that the driven optomechanical coupling is given by

g2∗ =
1

2κ|χc(ω∗)|2|χm(ω∗)|
, (E23)

where at this point for simplicity we assumed input vac-
uum noise Sin

XX = Sin
Y Y = 1/2. In the main text, we

worked out the example where ω∗ = ωm, the mechanical

10 The sign of the interaction strength is arbitrary, as we may re-
define Xp → −Xp and leave the free part of the Hamiltonian
invariant.

resonance frequency and focused on the behavior of the
noise PSD near the resonance. More generally, we can
insert this value of g and obtain, using Eqs. (117) and
(118),

Squantum
FF (ν) =

|χc(ω∗)|2|χm(ω∗)|
|χc(ν)|2|χm(ν)|2

+
|χc(ν)|2

|χc(ω∗)|2|χm(ω∗)|
.

(E24)

This expression gives the full frequency dependence of
the PSD. As a check, note that if we focus on the fre-
quency ν = ω∗, this reduces to SFF = 1/|χm(ω∗)|, which
in particular matches Eq. (125) if we choose to tune the
laser on resonance ω∗ = ωm. However, Eq. (E24) is
much more general. For example, many practical exper-
iments use ω∗ ≫ ωm (e.g., LIGO uses ωm ∼ 1 Hz and
ω∗ ∼ 100 Hz). This is relevant in the “free particle limit”,
where observations are done in a regime where the har-
monic mechanical motion can be approximated as just
free motion. The same limit is useful in impulse sensing,
since the signal is broadband and generally supported on
much higher frequencies than the mechanical resonance.

More generally, we can work out the analogous result
without assuming uncorrelated or vacuum input noise—
in particular, this allows us to calculate the spectrum
with an input squeezed state. In Eq. (170), we gave the
general expression for the quantum contribution to the
force noise PSD, and in Eq. (171) we gave the optimal
coupling g∗ as a function of ω∗. Plugging this back and
again using the explicit transfer functions, we obtain the
full noise PSD:

Squantum
FF (ν) =

√
Sin
XX(ω∗)

Sin
Y Y (ω∗)

|χc(ω∗)|2|χm(ω∗)|
|χc(ν)|2|χm(ν)|2

Sin
Y Y (ν)

+

√
Sin
Y Y (ω∗)

Sin
XX(ω∗)

|χc(ν)|2

|χc(ω∗)|2|χm(ω∗)|
Sin
XX(ν)

+ 2m(ω2
m − ν2)Sin

Y X(ν).

(E25)

Again, one can check that this reduces to Eq. (172) at
the frequency where the noise is optimized, ν = ω∗. It
also reduces to (E24) in the limit of input vacuum noise.

4. Strain PSD with frequency-dependent squeezing

Here we show how to go from the strain PSD (175) to
the simplified expression (177). Writing out the explicit
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transfer functions [see Eq. (117)], we have

SSMS
hh (ω) =

h2SQL

2

(
|χY X |+ 1

|χY X |

)
cosh 2r

+
h2SQL

2
(−|χY X |+ 1

|χY X |
) cos θ sinh 2r

−
h2SQL

2

(
χ∗
Y Y

χ∗
Y X

+
χY Y

χY X

)
|χY X | sin θ sinh 2r,

(E26)

where we have defined the standard quantum limit for the
square root of the double-sided power spectral density

hSQL =

√
2

m2L2ω4

|χY X(ω)|
|χY F (ω)|2

. (E27)

We now make the standard approximation of treating
the suspended mirrors as free masses. Recall that this
approximation manifests itself in the mechanical suscep-
tibility as χm → −1/mω2. Further, recalling the con-
venient definition of K = |χY X |, the strain sensitivity
simplifies considerably to

SSMS
hh (ω) =

h2SQL

2

(
K +

1

K

)
cosh 2r

+
h2SQL

2
(−K +

1

K
) cos θ sinh 2r

+
h2SQL

2

(
2

K

)
K sin θ sinh 2r.

(E28)

Next, to make a direct comparison to the un-squeezed
case, we essentially factor out the un-squeezed PSD from
the full expression to obtain

SSMS
hh (ω) =

h2SQL

2

(
K +

1

K

)
[cosh 2r

+

(
1−K2

1 +K2
cos θ +

2K
K2 + 1

sin θ

)
sinh 2r].

(E29)

The final, fairly non-obvious, step is to realize that fur-
ther simplification is possible if we identify a rotation
angle Φ ≡ 2 arctan 1/K. Doing so, the expression be-
comes

SSMS
hh (ω) =

h2SQL

2

(
K +

1

K

)
[cosh 2r

− (cosΦ cos θ − sinΦ sin θ) sinh 2r].

(E30)

Then, using a standard trig identity, we arrive at our
final expression from the main text.

SSMS
hh (ω)

=
h2SQL

2

(
K +

1

K

)
[cosh 2r − cos (θ +Φ) sinh 2r].

(E31)

This matches the expression in Eq. (46) of Ref. [107], a
standard reference in the field.

Appendix F: Dark matter distribution

The basic model for terrestrial dark matter searches
is that the galaxy’s mass is dominated by a spherical
“halo” of dark matter, with the visible matter forming a
small planar region inside. See Fig. 19. The dark mat-
ter’s mass distribution is not known in detail, however, it
is generally expected to have a non-trivial radial profile
ρ(r), such that the average mass density in our local part
of the galaxy is of order

ρDM ≈ 0.3
GeV

cm3
. (F1)

The uncertainty on this is low in the sense that the to-
tal DM mass in the galaxy is well measured by a variety
of astrophysical observations. However, it should be em-
phasized that these only probe the distribution on scales
of order parsecs (∼ lightyears), so the uncertainty about
our local density is quite high, e.g., we could easily be
living in a large over- or under-density compared to Eq.
(F1). In practice, we will follow standard convention and
show projections and exclusion plots based on assump-
tion that Eq. (F1) is correct in the vicinity of Earth.
Importantly, the dark matter must be “cold” in order

to form the halo. Here cold means that the kinetic energy
of the DM, in the galactic frame, is sub-dominant to its
rest mass. It also means that in the rest frame of the
average dark matter (“galaxy rest frame”), the DM is
distributed according to a Boltzmann distribution,

fDM,rest(v) ∼ e−v/v0 , v0 ≈ 10−3, (F2)

or about v0 ≈ 220 km/s in SI units. This is the “virial
velocity”. As Earth-bound observers we are not in this
rest frame, but rather moving through the background
DM distribution with a velocity vobs, which also happens
to be around the same as the galactic virial velocity. The
distribution expected on Earth is given by

f(v) =
v√

πv0vobs
e−(v+vobs)

2/v2
0 (e4vvobs/v

2
0 − 1), (F3)

with vobs ≈ 232 km/s. Note that the Earth’s velocity
through the galaxy also picks out a particular direction,
so we do not expect to observe an isotropic DM signal
but rather one which is directional and modulated in time
according to both the period of the Earth’s self-rotation
and its rotation around the Sun.
Beyond these two basic facts, to say more about the ex-

pected DM distribution requires specifying the mass of a
particular DM candidate of interest. This is usually bro-
ken into two categories: particle and wave-like DM. The
borderline is blurry, but the basic idea is simple. Con-
sider a dark matter candidate with mass mχ. The phase
space for single quanta is divided up into de Broglie cells
of order λχ = 2π/mχv0. We can then ask what fraction
of these de Broglie cells are occupied by the DM halo.
Let nDM = ρDM/mχ be the number density (assuming
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vObs

Sgr A∗

Solar system

ρDM
v0

Dark matter halo

Galactic disk

FIG. 19. The dark matter halo: Here we show how the
DM distribution in our galaxy is typically modeled. The local
dark matter has density ρDM and a velocity dispersion v0 in
the galactic rest frame. The Solar system moves with respect
to this frame due to its orbit around Sagittarius A∗ with a ve-
locity vObs in the direction of the constellation Cygnus. The
orbit of the Earth around the Sun induces subdominant ve-
locity modulations of O(10%) on top of this, which we do not
draw.

all of the dark matter consists of χ excitations), then we
have

λ3χnDM ≈ 60×
(
10 eV

mχ

)3

. (F4)

We see that for reasonably heavy candidates with m ≳
10 eV (i.e., about 100 times lighter than an electron),
the field is distributed as a more or less dilute gas of
particles. Conversely, for “ultra-light” quanta withmχ ≲
10 eV, the field is condensed, forming more of a wave-
like background rather than a gas. Note also that the
typical wavelength of such a condensate is of order λχ ≳
10−4 m× (10 eV/mχ) and thus tends to be coherent over
macroscopic scales.

In the case of ultra-light dark matter withmχ ≲ 10 eV,
the basic picture is that our Earth-bound laboratory is
filled with a highly occupied, long-wavelength “conden-

sate” of ambient dark matter excitations. Since the en-
ergy of a non-relavistic field is approximately it’s rest
mass, the wavelength of the dark matter field is approx-
imately λχ ∼ 1/(ωχv0) ≫ 1/ωχ.

A more accurate description for most candidates is to
imagine randomly superposing a large number of plane
waves, each with a random phase and with directions
distributed according to the Boltzmann distribution as
viewed in our moving frame. In its own rest frame, the
field oscillates at a frequency approximately equal to its
mass ωχ ≈ 2πmχ. Superposing many such waves yields
a signal in our frame with some frequency distribution,
with width γχ set by the dark matter’s velocity dispersion
v0, specifically γχ ≈ ωχv

2
0 ≈ 10−6ωχ. In other words, the

dark matter signal itself has an effective quality factor
Qχ = ωχ/γχ ≈ 106.

In more detail, one can derive an expected power spec-
tral density for these fields [166]. This is given by

Sχχ(ν) =
2πρDM

m3
χ

f(v)

v

∣∣
|v|=

√
2ν
mχ

−2
. (F5)

Here ρDM is given in Eq. (F1), and the velocity distribu-
tion is the one we observe on Earth, given in Eq. (F3).
In our units, χ is a canonical bosonic field and thus has
dimensions of a mass, so Sχχ has units of mass2/Hz.

The integrated signal power is∫
dν

2π
Sχχ(ν) =

∫ ∞

−∞

dv

2π
mχvSχχ(v) (F6)

=
2ρDM

m2
χ

. (F7)

We occasionally approximate Sχχ(ν) as being flat across
an angular frequency range ∆ωχ ≈ v20 mχ with the con-
stant value

S̄χχ ≡ 2ρDM

m2
χ∆ωχ

, (F8)

such that

∆ωχS̄χχ =

∫
dν

2π
Sχχ(ν). (F9)

.
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