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Continuity Equation for the Flow of Fisher

Information in Wave Scattering

S Supplementary Material

Here, we prove the central results of this paper in detail. In the first section,
we show that the maximal FI for quasi-monochromatic waves of frequency ω
measured by photodetectors in the far field can be described by a FI flux. By
incorporating this flux into a continuity equation, we are able to identify FI
sources, before we consider how absorption reduces the FI.

Next we consider in section S.3 how our algorithm on the FI sources can
be used to explain the shape of the FI radiation patterns.

In section S.4 we make use of an adaptation of the FI operator to steer
the flow of Fisher information in such a way that the information is effectively
hidden from a potential eavesdropper.

Finally, in section S.5 and S.7 we highlight that the FI density can be viewed
as the local information content of the wave by considering a weak detector in
the near field and by showing that the total FI content in the photons is given
by the integrated FI density in areas not in close proximity to the targets.

S.1 Fisher information of a photodetector in the far field

We start out by showing that the FI flux for quasi-monochromatic waves is an
upper bound for the Fisher information that enters a detector in the far field.
The detector measures the photon flux that hits the detector surface A with
the mean photon flux [1]

ΦA(t) = (ℏω)−1

∫
A

〈
SP

〉
T
(t) · dn, (1)

where n is the normal vector, which points in outgoing normal direction and
the averaged Poynting vector

〈
SP

〉
T
(t) = T−1

∫ t+T/2

t−T/2

E(t̃)×H(t̃) dt̃. (2)
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We assume that shot noise is the main source of noise; thus, the signal X is
Poisson distributed with mean TΦA(t), i.e.

X(t) ∼ P (TΦA(t)) , (3)

for a photodetector measuring during the time interval [t− T/2, t+ T/2]. For
this noise model, the FI on a parameter θ at a single detector is given by

F(θ) =
(T∂θΦA)

2

TΦA
. (4)

This can be rewritten to

F(θ) =
(
∫ t+T/2

t−T/2

∫
A
(∂θE ×H +E × ∂θH) · dn dt̃)2

ℏω
∫ t+T/2

t−T/2

∫
A
(E ×H) · dn dt̃

. (5)

If we place the detector outside the scattering region, we can assume
that only outgoing plane waves impinge on the detector in outgoing normal
direction n. This gives us∫ t+T/2

t−T/2

∫
A

(E ×H) · dndt̃ ≥ 0 (6)

for all (E,H).
Following a similar approach as in [2, Appendix A], we define a positive

definite symmetric form ⟨·, ·⟩ for two solutions (Ei,Hi) for i = 1, 2 such that

⟨(E1,H1), (E2,H2)⟩ =
1

2ℏω

∫ t+T/2

t−T/2

∫
A

(E1 ×H2 +E2 ×H1) · dndt̃, (7)

where the positive definiteness follows from eq. (6). Note that inserting the
same state on both sides ⟨(E,H), (E,H)⟩ results in the average photon flow
of (E,H) through the detector surface. For these forms, the Cauchy Schwartz
inequality holds, which provides us with

⟨(E1,H1), (E1,H1)⟩ ⟨(E2,H2), (E2,H2)⟩ ≥ [⟨(E1,H1), (E2,H2)⟩]2 . (8)

Equality in relation (8) is satisfied for E1 = λE2, H1 = λH2 with a real scalar
λ.

Finally, we note that in areas of free space, the derivatives of the fields,
∂θE and ∂θH, also follow Maxwell’s equations. Thus, by setting (E1,H1) =
(E,H), (E2,H2) = (∂θE, ∂θH) and inserting eq. (8) in the FI expression
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(eq. (5)), we gain an upper bound for the FI,

F(θ) ≤ 4(ℏω)−1

∫ t+T/2

t−T/2

∫
A

(∂θE × ∂θH) · dn dt̃. (9)

Due to the additivity of independent detectors with surfaces Ai, this can be
extended to

F(θ) ≤ 4(ℏω)−1
∑
i

∫ t+T/2

t−T/2

∫
Ai

(∂θE × ∂θH) · dndt̃. (10)

For multiple detectors, equality is achieved if the perturbation field components
are proportional to the respective original fields at each detector surface, i.e.,
∂θE = λiE, ∂θH = λiH for all Ai with scalars λi. This condition can be met
if we interfere the signal with a strong reference beam matching ∂θE at each
detector (see Sec. S.1.1 for a detailed consideration of ways how to implement
this condition). Henceforth, we refer to the term

S FI(r, t) = 4(ℏωT )−1

∫ t+T/2

t−T/2

(∂θE × ∂θH)(r, t̃) dt̃ (11)

as the FI flux. As we are considering quasi-monochromatic waves, the fre-
quency band of the wave is narrow around a frequency ω and can be written
as

E(r, t) = Re[Eω(r, t)e
−iωt], (12)

where Eω corresponds to an envelope that varies slowly in time t. If we con-
sider a detector with a measurement time T that is large compared to ω−1 but
small compared to variations in the envelope, then the highly oscillating con-
tributions are averaged out and the propagation of FI is given by its envelope.
This allows us to approximate the FI flux by

S FI(r, t) ≈ 2(ℏω)−1 Re(∂θE
∗
ω × ∂θHω)(r, t). (13)

S.1.1 Optimal measurement

In the present analysis, we derived the FI flux assuming a measurement scheme
based on photodetectors located in the far field. In order for the photodetec-
tors to reach the limit laid out by the FI flux, the information-carrying part
of the wave, ∂θEω, needs to match the rest of the outgoing field, Eω. Follow-
ing the previously proposed measurement scheme [3], this can be achieved by
interfering Eω with a strong reference field that is proportional to ∂θEω at
each detector surface. Here, we propose ways to implement this requirement
with an experimental design based on an array of photodetectors. In this con-
text, it is noteworthy that the FI flux leaving the system not only sets an
upper bound on the FI that can be extracted by photodetectors, but on the
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FI that can be obtained through any detection scheme of coherent electromag-
netic waves under general approximations (see Supplementary Material S.7 for
more details).

We take a reference field where the components match the perturbed fields
∂θE, ∂θH up to a multiplicative scalar, i.e., ∂θE = λiE, ∂θH = λiH. The real
constant λi is unique for each detector surface Ai over a measurement time T .
More specifically, this implies that the reference field and the perturbed field
are matched in space, phase, polarization as well as time, at each detector
surface Ai and time period T . While these conditions seem very restrictive,
we can propose ways to enforce them in practice. In order to fulfill space
matching, we can place the detectors far enough away from the scattering
region so that the outgoing waves can be approximated as plane waves. If we
match the incident angle of the perturbed and reference field on the detector
surface, this results in a spatial pattern that is equal between the fields. The
phase, on the other hand, can either be matched by hand or by taking a
random phase for the reference field, in which case the average FI degrades
by a factor of 1/2. By measuring the photons at the photodetectors for two
different polarizations independently (e.g., using a polarizing beam splitter),
we have a FI that is independent for each polarization allowing us to match
the field for each polarization independently. Finally, the quasi-monochromatic
field ∂θE has a very slowly varying envelope (compared to the measurement
time T ); we thus only require a phase-matched monochromatic reference beam
at frequency ω for each measurement duration T , which is required to be short
compared to the time scale of the envelope function.

S.2 Propagation of information

In this section we show that the Fisher information flux (11) follows a
continuity equation while propagating through the system.

We start out by considering solutions E,H to Maxwell’s equations with
corresponding charges ρ and currents j, which depend on a parameter θ. Due
to linearity, the fields ∂θE, ∂θH solve Maxwell’s equations for the charges ∂θρ
and currents ∂θj. The averaged Poynting vector of these fields is proportional
to the FI flux, which means that its propagation is described by the averaged
Poynting theorem

∇ · S FI + ∂tu
FI
EM = −4(ℏω)−1⟨∂θE · ∂θj⟩T , (14)

where uFIEM = 2(ℏω)−1
〈
ϵ0(∂θE)2 + µ−1

0 (∂θB)2
〉
T

corresponds to the FI den-

sity, where the averages are defined as follows: ⟨f⟩T (t) = T−1
∫ t+T/2

t−T/2
f(t̃) dt̃.

S.2.1 Linear macroscopic medium

When a wave enters a linear medium, part of the FI gets deposited in the
magnetization and polarization. However, if no losses are present, then this
information is extracted when it leaves the medium and returns to free space.
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Thus, it is convenient to include these parts in the (total) FI density,

uFI = 2(ℏω)−1⟨∂θE · ϵ∂θE + ∂θH · µ∂θH⟩T , (15)

where the medium is characterized by the static permittivity and permeability
tensors, ϵ and µ, respectively, with constitutive relations D = ϵE and B =
µH. With this, we can rewrite the conservation of information in analogy to
the conservation of energy as expressed by the Poynting theorem,

∇ · S FI + ∂tu
FI = ⟨−∂θE · jeeff − ∂θH · jmeff⟩T . (16)

From this expression we can read off that FI is generated by effective electric
and magnetic currents:

jeeff =4(ℏω)−1[(∂θϵ)∂tE + ∂θjf ],

jmeff =4(ℏω)−1[(∂θµ)∂tH],
(17)

with the current of the free charges given by jf . These effective currents are
exclusively located in those areas, where matter changes with the parameter
θ, with the interesting consequence that FI is conserved in all other areas of
space.

S.2.2 Quasi-monochromatic waves and losses

Here, we consider systems with no free currents and an absorptive linear
medium with complex scalars ϵ, µ so that Dω = ϵEω. Associated to the FI
flux given in eq. (13) we have a FI density

uFI(r, t) = (ℏω)−1(|∂θEω|2 Re[ϵ] + |∂θHω|2 Re[µ])(r, t). (18)

and the FI sources

σFI = −2ℏ−1[Im(∂θE
∗
ω ·Eω∂θϵ) + Im(∂θH

∗
ω ·Hω∂θµ)]. (19)

Finally, the absorption of energy contributes an additional term, namely

σabs = −2ℏ−1[|∂θEω|2 Im(ϵ) + |∂θHω|2 Im(µ)]. (20)

S.2.3 Scattering Matrix

Here, we connect the derivation of the FI in Supplementary Material S.1 and
S.2 with the proof given in the main text. We consider monochromatic waves
and place a photodetector in the far field of the system with the normal direc-
tion n of the detector surface pointing away from the system. This guarantees
that the electromagnetic field components are orthogonal to n. Then ⟨·, ·⟩
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(given in eq. (7)) turns into an inner product allowing us to construct an
orthonormal basis (Ei,Hi) for these states [2, Appendix A]

E =
∑
i

cdiEi (21)

with coefficients cdi . If we consider an incident state with coefficients cin in
an arbitrary basis, the scattering matrix S connects the coefficients of the
incoming and the outgoing energy flux, which arrives at the detector in the
far field, cd = Scin. In order to find the averaged FI flow we make use of the
Hermitian form

1

2

∑
i

∫
Ai

Re(E∗
ω ×Hω) · dni = T−1 ⟨(E,H), (E,H)⟩ = cin †S†Scin, (22)

where the left side is the energy flow into the detector for the complex ampli-
tudes Eω,Hω. We want to emphasize here that this relation only depends on
the fields (E,H) in the vicinity of the detector surfaces. Thus, by letting the
system medium depend on θ, the waves entering the detector are still locally
solutions to Maxwell’s equations. Thus, if the incident state does not change
with θ, we see that

1

2

∑
i

∫
Ai

Re(∂θE
∗
ω × ∂θHω) · dni =T

−1 ⟨∂θ(E,H), ∂θ(E,H)⟩

=cin †∂θS
†∂θSc

in.

(23)

S.3 FI radiation patterns

S.3.1 FI radiation of a cube

In this section we consider a weakly scattering (ϵ = 1.001ϵ0) cuboid with side
lengths Lx, Ly, Lz as depicted in Fig. S1 a for L = Lx = Ly. Our objective
is to estimate the FI radiation pattern corresponding to the position of this
cuboid along the z axis, which is the direction of propagation of the incident
light field Eω,0(r) = E0 exp(ikz), with the field being linearly polarized in y-
direction. Our scheme allows us to identify the sources of FI located at the
front and back side of the cuboid. Using the free space dyadic Green’s function
Gω, we can approximate

∂θEω(r) ∝
∫
Gω(r, r

′)(jeeff)ω(r
′) dr′ (24)

and similarly
(jeeff)ω(r

′) ≈ −4iℏ−1Eω,0(r
′)∂θϵ(r

′). (25)
In the far field |r| ≫ |r ′| the Green’s function simplifies in the lowest order to

Gω(r, r
′) ≈ Gω(r, 0)e

−ikr̂·r ′
, (26)
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where r̂ is the unit vector pointing in the direction of r. Finally we can
also approximate the following Poynting like vector associated to the Green’s
function in the far field

1

2ω
Im((Gω(r, 0)E0)

∗ × (∇× (Gω(r, 0)E0)) ≈
1

2ω

k

(4πr)2
[1− r̂2y]|E0|2, (27)

which corresponds to the radiation pattern of a short dipole antenna. Using
these approximations, it is easy to show that the far-field FI radiation pattern
is given by

S FI(r) ∝ r̂[1− r̂2y]


sin2(kr̂xLx

2 ) sinc2(
kr̂yLy

2 ) sinc2(k(1−r̂z)Lz

2 ) , θ = xscat,

sinc2(kr̂xLx

2 ) sin2(
kr̂yLy

2 ) sinc2(k(1−r̂z)Lz

2 ) , θ = yscat,

sinc2(kr̂xLx

2 ) sinc2(
kr̂yLy

2 ) sin2(k(1−r̂z)Lz

2 ) , θ = zscat.

(28)
The sinc(x) = sin(x)/x functions result from the interference of the sources
within each side of the scatterer, respectively. On the other hand, the sin term
is due to the interference of the two sources with each other. Finally, the term
[1− r̂2y] corresponds to the scattering limitations due to the polarization of the
incident field in accordance with the dyadic Green’s function (The dipoles of
the effective currents oscillate parallel to the incident field, which suppresses
dipole radiation in the polarisation direction).

We will now use this formula to explain the FI radiation patterns of cuboid
particles, which will give us an understanding on some of the main features
to expect for the FI radiation pattern of more general particle shapes such
as spheres. We start out by considering the displacement of a cuboid (L =
Lx = Ly) along the x direction (see Fig. S1a). In this case, the sinc2(kr̂yL/2)
function guarantees that the intensity is focused along directions r̂ on the
x-z plane (i.e. r̂y ≈ 0). Similarly, the interference of the sources along the
z axis results in the term sinc2(k(1 − r̂z)Lz/2), which guarantees that r̂z ≈
1. However, no radiation occurs in the exact forward direction r̂ = ez due
to the factor sin2(kr̂xL/2) becoming zero in that case. Furthermore, due to
r̂z ≈

√
1− r̂2x ≈ 1 − r̂2x/2, we can see that r̂z is changing only slowly for

small r̂x. Therefore, the main variations of the radiation patterns (given by
sin2(kr̂xLx/2)) are caused by the interference of the sources located at the
left and right side of the cube, creating a radiation pattern similar to a double
slit experiment. However, while for the double slit experiment the number of
visible peaks is limited by the width of the double slit, in our case we are
limited by the interference of the sources along the z direction as can be seen in
the right panels of Fig. S1a. As we decrease the length Lz of the cuboid along
the z direction, the remaining sources along the z direction are more closely
aligned. This reduces the destructive interference of the radiated information,
especially along steeper angles (i.e. |r̂x/r̂z| > 1), so that more peaks become
visible.
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Fig. S1 FI radiation pattern of a weakly scattering cuboid. a, (Left panel) Sketch of
a cuboid dielectric (side length L along x, y direction, Lz along z direction, refractive index
n = 1.001) illuminated by a plane wave moving along the z axis (wavelength λ = R/0.7).
With the parameter of interest being the target’s position along the x direction, the FI
sources are located at the two corresponding sides (green for negative ∂θϵ; purple for positive
∂θϵ). The symmetry plane in blue results in the suppression of the FI radiation patterns along
the plane’s tangential directions (see Sec. S.3.4). (Right panels) We vary the length Lz of the
cuboid along the z direction. By reducing the length Lz , the remaining sources located along
the z direction are more closely aligned in phase, which reduces their destructive interference,
thus making more lobes in the FI radiation pattern visible. b, (Left panel) A cuboid with
the parameter of interest being the cuboid’s position in z direction. (Right panels) We vary
the length of the cuboid along the z direction. Starting from Lz = L ≈ 11.4/4λ, we can
see that the main peak of the radiation pattern increases compared to the smaller peaks
(see insets with black contour lines being included for better visualization), up to the point
where the dimensions are such that the sources positively interfere for back-reflected waves
(Lz = 13/4λ). On the other hand, we can choose the length Lz such that the back-reflected
information destructively interferes, making only the secondary peaks visible (Lz = 16/4λ).

On the other hand, if we instead consider the case of θ = zscat as depicted
in Fig. S1b, then the two sources behave similarly to two rectangular aperture
antennas [4]. The interference pattern given by sinc2(kr̂xL/2) sinc

2(kr̂yL/2)
is induced by the interference of the sources along the x and y direction.
The phase differences of the sources along the z direction result in the term
sin2(k(1− r̂z)Lz/2) suppressing forward scattering. Similar to before, we can

see that r̂z =
√

1− r̂2x − r̂2y ≈ 1− (r̂2x + r̂2y)/2, showing that r̂z only changes

slowly with perturbations of r̂x, r̂y. Thus, the oscillations of sin
2(k(1−r̂z)Lz/2)

are only visible in the side peaks of the sinc2 functions. In the right panels
of Fig. S1b we consider this more closely by varying the length of the cuboid
along the z direction. For Lz = L ≈ 11.4/4λ we can see that the information is
almost exclusively radiated in backwards direction. The other peaks (see inset)
are strongly suppressed due to the secondary peaks of the sinc2 functions being
comparatively low in amplitude. This is even more pronounced if we choose
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Fig. S2 FI radiation patterns and refractive index. We consider the FI radiation
patterns in a for a cube (side length L = λ/0.35) and in b for a sphere (diameter D = λ/0.35)
illuminated by an incident Gaussian beam (NA = 0.1, wavelength λ) for different scatterer
refractive indices (see values of n indicated on the top). The parameter of interest is the
position of the scatterers along the x axis.

the length Lz = 13/4λ (i.e. kLz = lπ+ π/2; l = 6 chosen for higher numerical
stability), such that the back-reflected information constructively interferes.
By comparing the insets, we see that the ratio of the secondary peaks compared
to the main peak is considerably smaller for Lz = 13/4λ than for Lz = L.
On the contrary, for Lz = 16/4λ (i.e. kLz = 8π) we get perfect destructive
interference of the FI radiation in the backward direction, such that the main
peak of the sinc2 functions is suppressed, making the secondary peaks clearly
visible.

Finally, it should be noted that for both the double slit and the rectan-
gular aperture, the radiation pattern of energy flux is commonly calculated
by the introduction of effective electric and magnetic currents [4] located at
the apertures. This can be directly compared to our result where we describe
the radiation of FI using only effective electric currents located at the sides of
the cube. The absence of the magnetic current enters Eq. (28) in the prefac-
tor [1− r̂2y], which suppresses the field along the polarization direction of the
electric field compared to the prefactor [1 + r̂z]

2 for scattering at an aperture,
which suppresses the back-reflection of the field.

S.3.2 FI radiation patterns and refractive index

In order to get an understanding on how the refractive index influences the FI
radiation patterns, we first consider a cube with side length L = λ/0.35 given
in Fig. S2a. For the case of a near free space dielectric constant (refractive
index n = 1.001), the information is primarily radiated in forward direction.
While the radiation in direct transmission is suppressed due to the destructive
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interference of the sources on the sides, the destructive interference of the
sources along the z direction suppresses peaks with larger angles (i.e. |r̂x/r̂z| >
1). Increasing the refractive index (n = 1.2), we observe a reduction of the
destructive interference so that more peaks become visible. Furthermore, the
increased refraction and phase accumulation of the light while traversing the
scatterer decreases the angular separation of the lobes and effectively moves
the peaks closer to the z axis. Increasing the refractive index further to n = 1.4
shows that the first forward peaks move even closer to the z axis and are
strongly suppressed (see inset).

We now shift our focus to a spherical particle with diameter D = λ/0.35.
The corresponding radiation patterns are shown in Fig. S2b. For a dielectric
constant close to that of vacuum (refractive index n = 1.001), the information
is almost exclusively radiated along two forward lobes. This is consistent with
the observation that the sources of the sphere can be viewed as a sequence
of bent double slits. The average distance between the slits is reduced com-
pared to the case of the cube, which broadens the peaks moving the secondary
lobes to the sides and effectively decreasing them in size. When increasing the
refractive index, we can see that again the destructive interference is reduced,
revealing secondary lobes. Finally, similar to the cube, the forward lobes move
towards the z axis and the first pair of forward lobes are strongly suppressed
(see inset).

S.3.3 Information radiation in forward scattering direction

Here, we consider arbitrarily shaped scatterers, for which we want to estimate
the overall center of mass position r. The scattering matrix S connects the
amplitudes cin of the incident plane waves centered at an arbitrary location r0
with k-vectors kin with the amplitudes of the outgoing plane waves cout also
centered at r0 with kout by

coutkout = Skout,kincinkin . (29)

If we consider the case where we want to estimate a particle’s position along a
given direction ∆r, in free space parameterized by θ, then instead of shifting
the center of mass of the particle r, we can equivalently shift the incoming
plane waves in the opposite direction. For the coefficients this results in the
relation

coutkout exp
(
−iθkout ·∆r

)
= Skout,kin(θ)cinkin exp

(
−ikin ·∆rθ

)
, (30)

and gives us direct insight on how the scattering matrix changes with the
parameter θ:

Skout,kin(θ) = Skout,kin(0) exp
(
i(kin − kout) ·∆rθ

)
. (31)
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Fig. S3 Symmetries and FI radiation patterns. a, Two particles located along the
x axis illuminated by a plane wave (red curve), with the center of mass motion along the
x direction as the parameter of interest. The reflection anti-symmetry of the FI sources
with respect to the blue plane results in no information being radiated along the tangential
directions. b, Rotation of a dumbbell shaped particle around the propagation axis of the
incident field. In c and d we look at two particles illuminated by a standing wave (red-yellow
surface). If the particles are situated at anti-nodes with the same phase (c) or a π phase
shift (d), then the information radiation on their center of mass motion (c) or their relative
motion along the direction of the standing wave (d), respectively, is suppressed along the
symmetry plane (blue surface).

Correspondingly, we arrive at the following relation for the radiation pattern
of the system for plane wave illumination:

4|∂θSkout,kin |2
∣∣∣
θ=0

= 4|(kout − kin) ·∆r|2|Skout,kin |2, (32)

which describes the FI that propagates in the direction of kout, when the target
is illuminated with a plane wave with wave vector kin. An important conse-
quence of this relation is that there will never be any information scattered in
the direct forward direction for plane wave illumination. Similarly, if kout,kin

lie in the plane orthogonal to ∆r, then we have |(kout − kin) ·∆r|2 = 0. This
implies that no information is radiated towards kout. These insights are appli-
cable to very general particle shapes and thus could prove to be an important
tool for deciding where to place detectors to optimally collect the information
in corresponding experiments.
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S.3.4 FI radiation limited by system symmetries

Using the symmetries of the system makes it possible to find constraints on the
radiation of FI due to destructive interference along spherical angles lying on
the corresponding symmetry plane. To see this, we consider a dielectric particle
with the FI getting induced by the effective electric current (see eq. (17))

(jeeff)ω(r) ∝ Eω(r)∂θϵ(r). (33)

In general, if the incident field and the dielectric are both reflection symmetric
with respect to a given plane (see Fig. 3b) then the field Eω(r) preserves
this symmetry. This means that if ∂θϵ is anti-symmetric with respect to the
same plane, then so is (jeeff)ω and thus ∂θEω. Consequently, no FI can be
radiated along the tangential components of the plane (see Fig. 3b). This even
holds for a multi-particle system such as two particles located along the x
axis that are being illuminated by a plane wave (see Fig. S3a). In this case,
the radiated information on the center of mass motion of the two-particle
system is suppressed along the indicated symmetry plane (blue plane), showing
that no information on this motion is present in the back-reflection and the
forward scattering direction (see Eq. (32)). Another noteworthy case is that
of rotational degrees of freedom as shown in Fig. S3b. Here, a “dumbbell”-
shaped particle, constructed by connecting two spheres, is rotating around the
axis of propagation of the light field. In this case, two symmetry planes are
present, which suppress the outgoing FI along these directions.

Finally, we consider the case of two particles located inside of a standing
wave (see Fig. S3c,d). When the particles are located on two anti-nodes with
the same phase of the standing wave, then this wave is symmetric with respect
to the indicated plane in blue. This results in the information of the center of
mass motion in the direction of the standing wave being suppressed along the
plane’s tangents. On the other hand, for particles situated at the anti-nodes
with a π phase difference, the standing wave is anti-symmetric with respect
to the depicted plane. Thus, the relative motion of the particles is suppressed
instead. This highlights the importance of the placement of particles in relation
to each other inside of multi-particle trapping fields.

S.4 Hiding information from an eavesdropper

Here, we show that despite the structural similarity between the Poynting
theorem and the FI continuity equation, it would be misleading to assume that
the flow of energy and the flow of information exhibit analogous behavior for
any given wave field. We exploit this to simulate a system in which electromag-
netic energy is transmitted with high efficiency, while the Fisher information
is back-reflected to the source of the probing wave, effectively hiding it from a
potential eavesdropper in transmission direction. For this purpose, we open up
the left side of the waveguide shown in Fig. 2 and add 25 circular scatterers to
the left of the target in our simulations. (For the full geometry see Sec. S.4.1.)
Previously, we made use of the FI operator F to identify the incident state
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a b

Fig. S4 Comparison of Fisher information and energy flow. Simulated Poynting
vector field (red arrows in a), and Fisher information flux (blue arrows in b) around the target
scatterer (refractive index n = 1.44) at f = 11.8 GHz, when injecting an incident state that
maximizes the Fisher information ratio between the transmission and reflection channels.
With the estimation parameter θ of interest being here the target scatterer’s refractive index,
the FI sources are located in its entire area (purple square in b). Both the target scatterer
and the disorder (orange circles) have a refractive index of n = 1.44. We observe that while
almost all (96.3%) of the wave’s energy is transmitted to the left (see a), almost all (98.4%)
of the Fisher information is flowing to the opposite direction (to the right, see b).

that transmits the highest FI to the far field. By taking the FI matrices FL

and FR, corresponding to the FI available at the left and right waveguide lead,
respectively, we construct the following operator, F rel = (FR+FL)

−1FL . This
“relative FI operator” allows us to identify the state that maximizes the ratio
between the information received at the right and the left lead (see Sec. S.4.2
for further details).

In Fig. S4a, we show the eigenstate of this operator that corresponds to
the maximal eigenvalue. The corresponding state features a Poynting vector
field (red arrows), which can be seen to follow a pattern of strong transmission
from right to left along the top of the waveguide. On the contrary, Fig. S4b
shows that the FI flux is flowing to the right side of the waveguide and thus
in the opposite direction to the dominant flow of energy in this system. This
not only highlights that the FI flux and the Poynting vector represent distinct
concepts, but also that we can collect information about a parameter at a
detector (located in the right lead), with very little loss of information to a
potential eavesdropper (assumed here to be located in the left lead).

S.4.1 Numerics of 2D waveguide simulations

As described in Methods Sec. M.1.2, only the lowest transverse mode is open
between the top and the bottom plate of the experimental setup in the con-
sidered frequency range. Therefore, the z-component of the electric field does
not depend on the z-coordinate, and we obtain it numerically by solving the
2D Helmholtz equation (

△+ n2(x, y)k20
)
ψ(x, y) = 0, (34)

using the finite-element library NGSolve [5]. In Eq. (34), △ denotes the
Laplace operator, n(x, y) the position-dependent refractive index, k0 = 2π

λ the
vacuum wavenumber, and ψ(x, y) the z-component of the electric field. We
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x [m]
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Fig. S5 Simulated 2D geometry with two open leads: While the system is subject
to Dirichlet boundary conditions at the top and the bottom side, it is infinitely long in x-
direction. We hide a square Teflon target within a complex scattering layer of 60 circular
Teflon scatterers and probe the system by injecting microwaves from the right side.

apply Dirichlet boundary conditions at the waveguide plates, and use perfectly
matched layers to implement an infinitely extended system in x-direction. To
account for the experimental losses due to the skin effect, we add an imaginary
part of 10−3 i to the refractive index of the entire system.

We apply this framework to simulate a waveguide with two open leads
in Fig. S4. While we use the 2D projection of the experimental scattering
geometry on the right side of the target, we place 35 additional Teflon scatterers
on its left, see Fig. S5. We choose 2 cm for the side length of the square target
and 2.55 mm for the radius of the circular scatterers in the disorder. Note that,
unlike in the experiment, Teflon is used as the material of the target.

S.4.2 The relative FI operator

To motivate and derive the aforementioned relative Fisher information oper-
ator, we consider the scenario where we gather information about the system
through a receiver while trying to avoid that this information ends up at a
potential eavesdropper. More specifically, we want to find an incident field
for which the ratio of the FI rates JR/JE is maximized, where JR,JE are
the rates of FI of the receiver and eavesdropper, respectively. This problem is
equivalent to maximizing the relative FI of the receiver lead JR/(JE + JR),
which is numerically more stable and therefore our method of choice. To
show the equivalence, we define JR/JE = β > 0 and with this rewrite
JR/(JE+JR) = β/(1+β) = f(β), where f(β) is monotonically increasing for
β > 0, guaranteeing that the two expressions are maximized simultaneously.
We start out by splitting the space of outgoing waves into two orthogonal sub-
spaces of dimensions MR (at the receiver end) and ME (at the eavesdropper’s
end). We use the scattering matrices SR,SE , which describe the scattering of
the incident wave into the outgoing waves at the receiver and eavesdropper’s
end to define the FI operators FR,FE on these subspaces, respectively [3]. We
can reformulate the problem to

max
cin

[cin]†FRc
in

[cin]†(FR + FE)cin
, (35)

where the vector cin indicates the incident wave. Due to the matrices being
Hermitian and positive definite, we can use the matrices in the denominator
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to define an inner product ⟨c,d⟩ = c†(FR + FE)d on the incident states. We
rewrite the optimization problem eq. (35) to

max
cin

〈
cin, (FR + FE)

−1FRc
in
〉

⟨cin, cin⟩
. (36)

The operator (FR + FE)
−1FR is self-adjoint with respect to this inner prod-

uct, allowing us to apply the min-max theorem, which states that eq. (36) is
maximized for the eigenstate corresponding to the largest eigenvalue. Due to
the signal being prone to noise for waves which avoid the target, it can be
beneficial to exclude waves with [cin]†(FR+FE)c

in < ϵ for some cutoff ϵ. This
can be achieved by applying an orthogonal projection on both sides of the FI
matrices FR,FE .

S.5 FI of a weak detector in the near field

In this section, we consider a weak detector, which measures the field at any
given location (even inside of the system). For this, we consider the ionization
process of an atom, where the FI stored in the electromagnetic field is trans-
ferred to the ionization process of the atom. With the source of the noise being
the quantum nature of our system, we need to view the interaction between the
atom and the field from a quantum mechanical perspective. If the electromag-
netic field is not too weak, then the system can be described semi-classically
and over long enough time scales we can further use the rotating wave approx-
imation to describe the ionization process of an electron. We start with an
atom with a bounded electron with the corresponding ground state energy E0

at time t0 getting ionized toward the continuum energy E = E0 + ℏω due to a
quasi-monochromatic field at frequency ω. The probability p that a transition
has taken place during the time interval ∆t is given to first order in time by
(valid for p≪ 1) [6]

p ≈ 2η0
uET

ℏω
∆t, (37)

for the detection efficiency η0 of the atom and the transverse electric energy
density uET = ϵ0|ET

ω |2/4. It is important to note that the atom’s dipole only
interacts with the transverse part of the electric field. This is encapsulated in
the electric dipole Hamiltonian, which only contains the transverse part of the
magnetic vector potential, guaranteeing gauge invariance [6]. Furthermore, the
detection efficiency has a dependence on the polarization of the light relative
to the orientation of the dipole. In order to average out this degree of freedom,
we now consider a system made up of N atoms located in the immediate
vicinity of the location r0 with random orientations. For each atom i the
ionization probability within a time interval [0,∆t] can be described by a
Bernoulli distribution with respective probability pi. We denote the ionization
probability averaged over all atoms by p. We can now see that the rate of
energy transfer ∆E from the electromagnetic field toward the electrons is
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proportional to the transverse electric energy density uET ,

∆E = Npℏω ≈ 2NηuET∆t, (38)

where η represents the averaged detection efficiency.
In order to derive the corresponding transfer of FI in this process, we

assume that the ionization events of the individual atoms are independent of
each other. Thus, we can make use of Le Cam’s theorem for p2 ≪ N−1, which
tells us that we can approximate the number of measured photo-electrons
within the time interval ∆t by a Poisson distribution P (Np) [7]. With this we
can write for the FI contained in the ionization process in a given time interval
[0,∆t],

Fe(θ) ≈
[N∂θp]

2

Np
≤ 2NηuFIET∆t, (39)

where the FI density in the transverse electric field is given by uFIET =
(ℏω)−1ϵ0|∂θET

ω |2. The inequality is due to Cauchy-Schwartz, where equality
is saturated in the case where all the changes of the field with θ are contained
within the amplitude of the field (and not in the phase) and are thus visible
in the ionization rate (i.e., ∂θE

T
ω = λET

ω with a real scalar λ). The right side
also corresponds to the limit that can be achieved if we measure the ioniza-
tion process of each atom independently. This shows that measuring the total
count of photo-electrons is sufficient to access the overall FI from the individual
ionization processes.

Overall, eq. (39) shows that extraction of FI out of the field is governed
by the transverse electric field part of the FI density in the same way as the
transverse electric field part of the energy density determines the transfer of
energy toward the electrons. This result corroborates the notion that the FI
density introduced here is, indeed, a measure of the local FI content of the
electromagnetic field.

S.6 FI density in close proximity to matter

Matter and charged particles produce longitudinal electric fields in their sur-
roundings. Take for example a charged particle, which creates a longitudinal
electric field

EL =
1

4πϵ0

q

r2
r̂, (40)

where r̂ is the unit vector in the direction of r. While the electric field strength
decays quadratically with distance, |EL| ∝ r−2, the FI density corresponding
to the particle position decays much more strongly: uFIEL ∝ |∂θEL|2 ∝ r−6.
This can even be extended to more complex systems made up of matter
described by a current j and a charge density ρ. More specifically, for the
longitudinal part of the electric field we can rewrite the Ampère-Maxwell
equation,

ϵ0∂tE
L = jL, (41)
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where the longitudinal current jL can be written as [8],

jL(r, t) =
1

3
j(r, t) +

1

4π
P

∫
1− 3R̂T R̂

R3
j(r′, t) d3r′. (42)

Here P refers to the Cauchy principal value (with spherical contraction) and
R = r − r′. Importantly, this means that the longitudinal current ∂θj

L is
localized near the matter, giving us the following scaling in the distance r̃ to
the closest part of matter:

∂θj
L(r, t) = O(r̃−3). (43)

Plugging this into eq. (41) provides us with the scaling for the FI density

uFIEL
ω
∝ |∂θEL

ω |2 = O(r̃−6). (44)

This shows that in the semi-classical case the FI that can be extracted out of
the system by the described photodetectors is locally given by the transverse
electric part of the FI density except in areas in very close proximity to matter.
On the other hand, even in these areas the FI density sets an upper bound to
the extractable FI and accounts for the FI that is temporarily stored inside
the longitudinal components of the electric field (e.g. in the polarization of the
matter, in the longitudinal components at the given frequency, etc.).

S.7 Optimality of the FI density

In sections S.1 and S.2 we have shown that the total amount of FI that can be
extracted in the far field with photodetectors is given by the FI density. Here
we will see that the integrated FI density not only represents a limit for pho-
todetectors, but for any measurement device (not in close proximity to matter),
extending previous results [3], which showed that the Quantum Fisher infor-
mation (QFI) I leaving the system can be reached using only photodetectors.
To this end, we consider the QFI of a quasi-monochromatic coherent photon
state, which corresponds to the maximum amount of FI that can be extracted
out of a state with any measurement scheme. With the calculation of the QFI
requiring a quantum description of the system, we need to quantize the elec-
tromagnetic field. The starting point is to consider a free electromagnetic field,
which displays the behaviour of the QFI in regions sufficiently distant from
matter. We show that the spatially integrated FI density yields the QFI of
the system. Finally, we derive the same result when adding macroscopic mat-
ter and neglecting the interaction of the detector with the field and using the
rotating wave approximation.



18 Continuity Equation for the Flow of Fisher Information in Wave Scattering

S.7.1 QFI of the Free Electromagnetic Field

The Hamiltonian for a free transversal electromagnetic field is given by

Ĥem =
1

2

∫
ϵ0(Ê

T )2 + µ−1
0 B̂2 dr =

∫
ℏω(k)

(
â†kâk +

1

2

)
dk (45)

with the transverse field operators ÊT and B̂ and the photon annihilation
operators âk in the representation of the wave vectors k, where we omitted the
polarization index for simpler notation. As a first step, we consider a system
made up of electromagnetic waves in vacuum and calculate the QFI contained
in the state of the system. In order to connect the QFI with the FI density,
we introduce the operator

K̂ =

∫
ϵ0(Ê

T )−(ÊT )+ + µ−1
0 B̂−B̂+ dr, (46)

where (ÊT )+/(ÊT )− corresponds to the positive/negative frequency part of
the transverse part of the electric field operator and correspondingly for B̂.
Using the quantization of the electromagnetic field from eq. (45), we thus get

K̂ =

∫
ℏω(k)â†kâk dk. (47)

For a coherent quasi-monochromatic state with frequency ω given by the
amplitude α we thus get

⟨α|K̂|α⟩ = 1

4

∫
ϵ0|ET

ω |2 + µ−1
0 |Bω|2 dr ≈ ℏω

∫
|αk|2 dk, (48)

where we used (ÊT )+ |α⟩ = 2−1ET
ω e

−iωt |α⟩ for coherent states and an equiv-
alent relation for the B̂ field operator. If we now insert instead the coherent
state given by the amplitude ∂θα into the relation then we get

1

4

∫
ϵ0|∂θET

ω |2 + µ−1
0 |∂θBω|2 dr ≈ ℏω

∫
|∂θαk|2 dk. (49)

To see this, we note that the quantization of the electromagnetic field does
not depend on θ and thus the corresponding field solutions Ek with (ÊT )+ =∫
Ekâk dk also do not depend on θ. This implies that the θ dependence is only

contained inside the complex amplitude α.
Finally, we can connect the QFI for coherent states, given by I =

4
∫
|∂θαk|2 dk and by using eq. (49), to the integrated FI density

I(θ) = 1

ℏω

∫
ϵ0|∂θET

ω |2 + µ−1
0 |∂θBω|2 dr. (50)
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This shows that the integrated FI density yields the QFI at each point in time,
justifying the definition of the FI density.

S.7.2 QFI in the Presence of Matter

The situation gets more complicated in a system with matter that interacts
with the electromagnetic field. While the QFI constitutes the maximum FI
that any measurement device can measure on a given state, in reality all mea-
surement devices are also part of the physical world and thus perturb the
system. While in the far field this can be neglected, in areas where the mea-
surement device couples to the FI sources (i.e., in close proximity to the FI
sources), we can expect a deviation from our theory. A recent study [9] has
even suggested that this can be used to amplify the QFI for detectors in close
proximity of the target.

This discussion shows some similarities to the Abraham-Minkowski debate
[10, 11] about how the momentum inside a macroscopic medium can be sep-
arated into parts associated with the field and the matter. One of the central
insights in this debate has been that, depending on the experimental setup, dif-
ferent definitions of the field momentum have to be used. In our case, depending
on the working principle of the detector, different subsystems of the full quan-
tum state are measured (due to differences in the matter-detector coupling),
resulting in differences in the QFI.

On the other hand, if we neglect this coupling and assume that the quanta
of the free field Hamiltonian get measured, then we can again connect the
FI density and the QFI. To see this connection, we take the Hamiltonian
describing the full matter-field system [12]

Ĥ = Ĥem + Ĥmat + Ĥint . (51)

Here Ĥem corresponds to the Hamiltonian of the free field, the contribution of
the dressed matter part is given by the dressed matter operator B̂(k, ν) (not
to be confused with the magnetic field operator) such that

Ĥmat =

∫ ∫ ∞

0

ℏνB̂†(k, ν)B̂(k, ν) dν dk , (52)

and the interaction takes on the following form

Ĥint =

∫ ∫ ∞

0

ℏξ(k, ν)B̂†(k, ν)(âk + â†−k) dν dk +H.c. . (53)

Here, ξ(k, ν) describes the strength of interaction between the free field and
the dressed matter [12]. We now apply the rotating wave approximation on
the interaction term

ĤRWA
int =

∫ ∫ ∞

0

ℏξ(k, ν)B̂†(k, ν)âk dν dk +H.c. , (54)
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to guarantee that a system starting in a coherent state stays coherent. This
directly allows us to transfer the proof from the free fields (see Sec. S.7.1)
to the light-matter system. Overall, this shows that the FI density in the
transversal part of the fields uEM,T = 1

ℏω ϵ0|∂θE
T
ω |2 + µ−1

0 |∂θBω|2 determines
the QFI content of the photons. If we now add the components stored inside
the polarization and magnetization of the matter (see Sec. S.2.1) and in the
longitudinal components of the electric field, then we arrive at the FI density
given in the main text.
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