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Higher order operations within quantum theory
feature processes that allow operations to take place
without a well-defined causal order [1, 2]. This fea-
ture, often referred to as indefinite causal order or
causal nonseparability, has recently received much
attention, both in quantum foundations, in the un-
derstanding of causation, and in its ability to provide
leverage in information processing tasks over scenar-
ios where all operations occur in definite order. A
natural enquiry is to investigate how much quan-
tumness, or non-classicality is required for a process
to feature indefinite causal order. In this work, we
study this problem from the standpoint of

the number of systems that can be dephased
until a process becomes causally separable.

It is known from Ref. [2] that for bipartite pro-
cesses without global past (P ) and future (F ), de-
phasing all systems makes any process causally sep-
arable. This result was generalized in [3], where it
was shown that it suffices to dephase the input sys-
tems of the two parties to imply causal separabil-
ity; while as soon as just one of the parties’ input
systems is coherent, one can construct causally non-
separable processes [2]. However, the question for
bipartite processes with global past (P ) and future
(F ) systems has so far remained open.

A paradigmatic, well-studied example of a causally
nonseparable bipartite process is the quantum
switch, which coherently superposes two fixed causal
orders. A quantum control system determines the
order in which a target system undergoes two oper-
ations A then B. The possibility to have the control
system in a quantum superposition indeed makes the
resulting process causally nonseparable. An observa-
tion following the results in [4] is that even if all the
input/output systems AI/O and BI/O of the two op-
erations A and B are dephased, then the resulting
process remains causally indefinite. Indeed, the au-
thors in [4] consider a scenario in which A and B
are measure-and-prepare operations in a fixed-basis,
which operationally amounts to a full dephasing of
the two slots of the switch. Despite this, the resulting
correlations still violate an appropriate inequality,
thereby certifying causal indefiniteness. Following
up on this observation, we investigate which slots ex-
actly can be dephased in general bipartite processes,
and find that

• if all systems are dephased, or if only F is
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FIG. 1. Any bipartite process matrix in which the global
past P and both parties’ input and output systems are
fully dephased becomes causally separable, even if the
global future F is left coherent. The red diamonds illus-
trate dephasing in a fixed basis, which makes their incom-
ing and outgoing systems effectively classical (double-
stroke wires).

left coherent, then any process matrix becomes
causally separable (see Fig. 1);

• if all but one systems are dephased, and the
single system that remains coherent is not F ,
then there exists a process (which can be ob-
tained from the quantum switch) that remains
causally nonseparable (see Fig. 2).

Going beyond the bipartite case, it is known that
for N ≥ 3, there exist classical causally nonsepa-
rable N -slot processes [5, 6], even without global
past and future. Hence in such cases all systems
can be dephased. One may however consider certain
subclasses of processes, such as the physically well-
motivated Quantum Circuits with Quantum Control
of causal order (QC-QCs) [7], and ask the same ques-
tion: how many systems can be dephased before any
N -partite QC-QC becomes causally separable? It
turns out that our previous bipartite result gener-
alizes: if all systems are dephased, or if only F is
left coherent, then any N -partite QC-QC becomes
causally separable. (And again if we dephase all but
one system other than F , then causal indefiniteness
can still survive, as the previous bipartite examples
can trivially be considered to be N -partite, by in-
troducing classical phantomatic parties that do not
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FIG. 2. Three explicit constructions derived from a standard quantum switch showing that causal indefiniteness can
survive when all but one systems are fully dephased – as long as the single remaining coherent system is not F .
(Left) Only the past control system remains coherent: the past is decomposed as P = Pc ⊗ Pt, with the target state
fixed to |0⟩Pt while the control Pc remains open; both internal parties’ input and output systems are dephased in the
computational (Z) basis (red diamonds), the future target Ft is traced out, and the future control Fc is dephased in
the X basis (yellow diamond). (Middle) Only one party’s input system AI remains coherent: the past state is fixed
to |+,+⟩PtPc , the other parties’ systems AO, BI , BO are dephased in the Z basis, the future target is traced out, and
the future control is dephased in the X basis. (Right) Only one party’s output system AO remains coherent: the past
state is fixed to |0,+⟩PtPc , the other parties’ systems AI , BI , BO are dephased in the Z basis, and both components
of the future system are dephased in the X basis. In each case, all but one systems are effectively classical, yet causal
nonseparability persists due to the coherence confined to the single untouched system.

take part to the processes.)
Overall our results show that causal nonseparabil-

ity can be quite robust to dephasing, i.e. to deco-
hering certain systems. The general N -partite result
in particular implies that one can construct causally

nonseparable QC-QCs which only act on classical op-
erations (with only classical open slots) – which one
may call Classical Circuits with Quantum Control of
causal order (CC-QCs) – as long as there remains a
coherent open past.
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This document provides the technical details and proofs for our claims in the extended abstract.

I. PRELIMINARIES

A. The Process Matrix Framework

The process matrix framework [1] provides the most general description of higher-order quantum trans-
formations – or “supermaps” [2], i.e. maps that take local quantum operations as inputs and return new
quantum operations (or probabilities) – without presupposing a fixed causal order.

We consider N quantum operations1 Ak : L(HAk
I ) → L(HAk

O ), for k ∈ N := {1, . . . , N}, from some
input Hilbert spaces HAk

I to some output Hilbert spaces HAk
O . A supermap W transforms these into a new

quantum operation M = W(A1, . . . ,AN ) : L(HP ) → L(HF ) from some “global past” Hilbert space HP to
some “global future” Hilbert space HF . The process matrix W describing this supermap is an operator in
L(HPAN

IOF ) that relates the Choi representations [3] Ak of the input operations Ak ∈ L(HAk
IO ) to the Choi

representation M ∈ L(HPF ) of the output operation M, through [4]

M = TrAN
IO

[
(A1 ⊗ · · · ⊗AN )T ⊗ 1PF ·W

]
. (1)

We will talk indifferently about the operations and their Choi representation, and about the supermap W or
its process matrix representation W (which we may also simply call a process).

A process matrix is required to transform completely positive (CP) maps into a CP map, and trace-
preserving (TP) maps into a TP map – even when the input operations are in fact extended to other
systems, and the process only acts locally on part of the operations.2 This imposes some constraints on
process matrices: a process matrix W must be positive semidefinite (PSD) and must satisfy certain affine-
linear constraints. In the case of 2 input operations – the “bipartite case”, where we rename the operations
A1, A2 as A,B – these affine-linear constraints write [1, 4–6]

[1−AO][1−BO]TrFW = 0, (2)

[1−AO]TrBIOFW = 0, [1−BO]TrAIOFW = 0, (3)

[1−P ]TrAIOBIOFW = 0, (4)
TrW = dP dAO

dBO
, (5)

where we used the “trace-and-replace” notation:

XW := (TrXW )⊗ 1
X

dX
, [1−X]W := W − XW. (6)

1 Notations: L(HX) denotes the space of linear operators on a given Hilbert space HX , referred to as “system X”. We only
consider finite-dimensional Hilbert spaces, and denote by dX the dimension of system X (i.e. of the Hilbert space HX). For
two Hilbert spaces HX and HY , we simply denote by HXY their tensor product HX ⊗HY (whose order is irrelevant, as long
as we keep track of which subsystem lives in which space). We use the shorthand notations HAk

IO := HAk
IA

k
O and, for any

subset K of N , HAK
IO :=

⊗
k∈K HAk

IO . 1X denotes the identity operator in HX , TrX denotes the partial trace over system
X, Tr with no subscript denotes the full trace, T denotes transposition. In general, superscripts on operators indicate the
Hilbert spaces in which these act (e.g. we may write WPAN

IOF to indicate that W ∈ L(HPAN
IOF )), although these may be

dropped when this is clear from the context.
2 Note that in the original formulation [1], there were no global past and future spaces and process matrices were returning

scalar values; they were required to return values between 0 and 1 (valid probabilities) when acting on CP, trace-non-increasing
input operations, and the value 1 when acting on CPTP operations. That original formulation is recovered here by taking P
and F to be trivial (1-dimensional) systems.
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In the general case of N input operations – the “N -partite” case – the affine-linear validity conditions write

∀K ⊆ N ,K ̸= ∅, ∏
k∈K[1−Ak

O]TrAN\K
IO F

W = 0, (7)

[1−P ]TrAN
IOFW = 0, (8)

TrW = dP
∏
k∈N

dAk
O
. (9)

As mentioned above, the process matrix framework does not presuppose that the input operations are
combined in any particular causal order. One can in fact identify different classes of processes, whether
these are compatible with a fixed order between the input operations, compatible with a definite (possibly
probabilistic and dynamical) causal order – in which case the processes are said to be causally separable – or
incompatible with any definite causal order – so-called causally nonseparable processes.

Causally separable processes can typically be understood as quantum circuits with classical control of
causal order (QC-CCs) [7, 8].3 Among causally nonseparable processes, some can be understood as quantum
circuits with quantum control of causal order (QC-QCs) [8]. More general processes also exist, whose physical
interpretation remains unclear [1].

In this work we focus on the two classes of QC-QCs and QC-CCs. As shown in [8], these can be characterised
in terms of linear and positive-semidefinite constraints, which we detail below.

B. Quantum circuits with quantum control of causal order

1. Bipartite case

A matrix W ∈ L(HPAIOBIOF ) is the process matrix of a bipartite QC-QC (with N = 2 input operations
A,B) if and only if W is PSD and there exist PSD matrices W(A,B) ∈ L(HPAIOBI ), W(B,A) ∈ L(HPBIOAI ),
W(A) ∈ L(HPAI ), W(B) ∈ L(HPBI ) such that

TrFW = W(A,B) ⊗ 1BO +W(B,A) ⊗ 1AO , (10)

TrBI
W(A,B) = W(A) ⊗ 1AO , TrAI

W(B,A) = W(B) ⊗ 1BO , (11)

TrAI
W(A) +TrBI

W(B) = 1P . (12)

The so-called “quantum switch” [9], which we present in more details in Sec. IV A, is a paradigmatic
example of a bipartite QC-QC.

2. N-partite case

A matrix W ∈ L(HPAN
IOF ) is the process matrix of an N -partite QC-QC if and only if W is PSD and there

exist PSD matrices W(Kn,kn+1) ∈ L(HPAKn
IO A

kn+1
I ), for all strict subsets4 Kn of N and all kn+1 ∈ N\Kn, such

that

TrFW =
∑

kN∈N

W(N\{kN},kN ) ⊗ 1A
kN
O , (13)

∀ ∅ ⊊ Kn ⊊ N ,
∑

kn+1∈N\Kn

Tr
A

kn+1
I

W(Kn,kn+1) =
∑

kn∈Kn

W(Kn\{kn},kn) ⊗ 1Akn
O , (14)

∑
k1∈N

Tr
A

k1
I

W(∅,k1) = 1P . (15)

3 For N ≤ 3, the class of QC-CCs coincides precisely with that of causally separable processes. For N ≥ 4, clearly QC-CCs are
causally separable; however, whether all causally separable processes are QC-CCs remains an open question [6, 8].

4 The notation Kn implicitly assumes that |Kn| = n.
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C. Quantum circuits with classical control of causal order

1. Bipartite case

A matrix W ∈ L(HPAIOBIOF ) is the process matrix of a bipartite QC-CC if and only if W is PSD and
there exist PSD matrices W(A,B,F ) ∈ L(HPAIOBIOF ), W(B,A,F ) ∈ L(HPAIOBIOF ), W(A,B) ∈ L(HPAIOBI ),
W(B,A) ∈ L(HPBIOAI ), W(A) ∈ L(HPAI ), W(B) ∈ L(HPBI ) such that

W = W(A,B,F ) +W(B,A,F ), (16)

TrFW(A,B,F ) = W(A,B) ⊗ 1BO , TrFW(B,A,F ) = W(B,A) ⊗ 1AO , (17)

TrBI
W(A,B) = W(A) ⊗ 1AO , TrAI

W(B,A) = W(B) ⊗ 1BO , (18)

TrAI
W(A) +TrBI

W(B) = 1P . (19)

Note that this characterisation differs from that of bipartite QC-QCs, Eqs. (10)–(12), only by the first two
lines. Compared to a QC-QC, which only decomposes into 2 PSD matrices W(A,B) and W(B,A) after tracing
out F , a QC-CC process matrix is required to also decompose into 2 PSD matrices W(A,B,F ) and W(B,A,F )

before tracing out F ; these must individually give W(A,B) and W(B,A) (together with some identity operator)
after tracing out F , as in E. (17) above.

Notice also that if there is no F (or if F is trivial, 1-dimensional) then the distinction between bipartite
QC-QCs and QC-CCs vanishes: any bipartite QC-QC with no F is in fact a QC-CC.

2. N-partite case

A matrix W ∈ L(HPAN
IOF ) is the process matrix of an N -partite QC-CC if and only if W is PSD and

there exist PSD matrices W(k1,...,kN ,F ) ∈ L(HPAN
IOF ) and W(k1,...,kn−1,kn) ∈ L(HPA

{k1,...,kn−1}
IO Akn

I ), for all
n = 1, . . . , N and all sequences5 (k1, . . . , kn) of elements in N , such that

W =
∑

(k1,...,kN )

W(k1,...,kN ,F ) (20)

∀ (k1, . . . , kN ), TrFW(k1,...,kN ,F ) = W(k1,...,kN ) ⊗ 1A
kN
O , (21)

∀n = 1, . . . , N − 1, ∀ (k1, . . . , kn),
∑

kn+1∈N\{k1,...,kn}

Tr
A

kn+1
I

W(k1,...,kn,kn+1) = W(k1,...,kn) ⊗ 1Akn
O , (22)

∑
k1∈N

Tr
A

k1
I

W(k1) = 1P . (23)

D. Dephasing

In this work we consider the action of dephasing quantum systems – making them effectively classical –
and investigate how this affects the potential causal nonseparability of quantum processes.

Dephasing is defined with respect to a specific basis. For a given system S and a basis {|i⟩}i of HS , we
define the dephasing map ∆S that acts on any W ∈ L(HST ), for any complementary space HT , as

∆S(W ) :=
∑
i

(
|i⟩⟨i|S ⊗ 1T

)
W

(
|i⟩⟨i|S ⊗ 1T

)
=

∑
i

[[i]]S ⊗WT
i , (24)

where we introduced the notation [[i]]S := |i⟩⟨i|, and with WT
i =

(
⟨i|S ⊗ 1T

)
W

(
|i⟩S ⊗ 1T

)
.

5 The notation (k1, . . . , kn) implicitly assumes that all ki’s in the (ordered) sequence are different.



4

We note that the dephasing map is an idempotent CPTP map which is unital (it preserves the identity
operator) and commutes with the partial trace, in the sense that for any systems S, T,R and any W ∈
L(HSTR),

TrT [∆S(W )] = ∆S\T (TrTW ), (25)

where we allow the systems S and T to be composed of subsystems Sj , Tk, and S\T denotes the set of Sj ’s
that are not among the Tk’s (as the latter are traced out before dephasing, in the right-hand-side above). This
implies in particular6 that if W is a valid process matrix, then so is ∆S(W ), for any system S; if W is a QC-
QC, then so is ∆S(W ); and if W is a QC-CC, then so is ∆S(W ). In the latter two cases, if W has a QC-QC or
QC-CC decomposition in terms of matrices W(Kn,kn+1) or W(k1,...,kn)/W(k1,...,kN ,F ), then ∆S(W ) has a similar
QC-QC or QC-CC decomposition in terms of matrices ∆S(W(Kn,kn+1)) or ∆S(W(k1,...,kn))/∆S(W(k1,...,kN ,F )),
respectively.

In the proofs below, rather than involving the dephasing map ∆S explicitly, we will consider process
matrices W with “already dephased” system(s) S. By this, we mean that they are of the form

W = ∆S(W ) =
∑
i

[[i]]S ⊗WT
i , (26)

as in Eq. (24): we say that they are diagonal in system S, in the basis {|i⟩}i. According to the previous
remark, if a QC-QC or a QC-CC is diagonal in some given system and some given basis, then one can take all
matrices W(Kn,kn+1) or W(k1,...,kn)/W(k1,...,kN ,F ) in its QC-QC or QC-CC decomposition to also be diagonal
in the same system, in the same basis.

II. PROOF THAT ANY BIPARTITE PROCESS WITH DEPHASED P,AI , BI IS A QC-QC

In this appendix we prove that any bipartite process matrix W ∈ L(HPAIOBIOF ) with dephased systems
P,AI and BI is a QC-QC.

Note that in the case with no future space HF , this implies that any such W matrix is a QC-CC –
hence, is causally separable. If, further, there is no past space HP , then we get that any process matrix
W ∈ L(HAIOBIO ) with dephased input systems AI and BI is a convex mixture of fixed-order processes: in
that case we recover the result of Baumann and Brukner [10], which was a strengthening of Oreshkov et al.’s
original result that classical (i.e., fully dephased) bipartite processes are causally separable [1].

As a warm-up and in order to provide some intuition, we start by proving our claim above in the simpler
case where all systems (possibly except for F 7) are dephased.

A. All systems (except for F ) being dephased

Consider a bipartite process matrix W . The starting point is to note that the validity constraint
[1−AO][1−BO]TrFW = 0 of Eq. (2) implies that TrFW can be decomposed (in a non-unique manner) as8

TrFW = SPAIBIAO ⊗ 1BO + TPAIBIBO ⊗ 1AO , (27)

for some (not necessarily PSD) matrices S, T . Furthermore, the validity constraints [1−AO]TrBIOFW = 0
and [1−BO]TrAIOFW = 0 of Eq. (3) imply that S and T satisfy [1−AO]TrBI

S = 0 and [1−BO]TrAI
T = 0,

respectively, so that TrBI
S = 1

dAO
TrAOBI

S ⊗ 1AO and TrAI
T = 1

dBO
TrBOAI

T ⊗ 1BO . Also, the last validity
constraint [1−P ]TrAIOBIOFW = 0 of Eq. (4) together with the normalisation constraint TrW = dP dAOdBO

imply that 1
dAOdBO

TrAIOBIO

(
S ⊗ 1BO + T ⊗ 1AO

)
= 1P .

6 This can be seen by looking at the general validity constraints (7)–(9), the QC-QC constraints (13)–(15) or the QC-CC
constraints (20)–(23), respectively, which all simply involve taking partial traces and tensoring with identity operators.

7 The proofs below do not require one to assume that the future system F is dephased; of course the results also hold, a fortiori,
if F is also dephased.

8 One way to see this is by noting that if one decomposes W onto a Hilbert-Schmidt basis for each subsystem, then Eq. (2)
requires all terms in such a decomposition to have an identity operator on either AO or BO (or on both) [1].
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Assume that systems P,AI , BI , AO, BO are dephased in the bases {|p⟩P }p, {|i⟩AI}i, {|j⟩BI}j , {|k⟩AO}k,
{|l⟩BO}l, respectively, so that TrFW is diagonal in these bases. S and T can then also be taken to be diagonal
in the same bases, so that one can write

SPAIBIAO =
∑

p,i,j,k

sp,i,j,k [[p, i, j, k]]
PAIBIAO , TPAIBIBO =

∑
p,i,j,l

tp,i,j,l [[p, i, j, l]]
PAIBIBO , (28)

for some real coefficients sp,i,j,k and tp,i,j,l, such that

TrFW =
∑

p,i,j,k,l

(sp,i,j,k + tp,i,j,l) [[p, i, j, k, l]]
PAIBIAOBO . (29)

While the coefficients sp,i,j,k and tp,i,j,l may be negative, their sums sp,i,j,k + tp,i,j,l must be nonnegative
(as required by TrFW ≥ 0). As it turns out, one can always find other coefficients s′p,i,j,k and t′p,i,j,l
that are nonnegative and such that s′p,i,j,k + t′p,i,j,l = sp,i,j,k + tp,i,j,l for all p, i, j, k, l. A possible choice
is indeed to introduce, for all p, i, j, sp,i,j := mink sp,i,j,k, and then define s′p,i,j,k := sp,i,j,k − sp,i,j and
t′p,i,j,l := sp,i,j + tp,i,j,l.9

With this, let us then define

W(A,B) :=
∑

p,i,j,k

s′p,i,j,k [[p, i, j, k]]
PAIBIAO ≥ 0, W(B,A) =

∑
p,i,j,l

t′p,i,j,l [[p, i, j, l]]
PAIBIBO ≥ 0, (30)

such that

W(A,B) ⊗ 1BO +W(B,A) ⊗ 1AO =
∑

p,i,j,k,l

(s′p,i,j,k + t′p,i,j,l) [[p, i, j, k, l]]
PAIBIAOBO

=
∑

p,i,j,k,l

(sp,i,j,k + tp,i,j,l) [[p, i, j, k, l]]
PAIBIAOBO = TrFW. (31)

Furthermore,

TrBI
W(A,B) = TrBI

(
S −

∑
p,i,j,k

sp,i,j [[p, i, j, k]]
PAIBIAO

)
= W(A) ⊗ 1AO ,

TrAI
W(B,A) = TrAI

(
T +

∑
p,i,j,l

sp,i,j [[p, i, j, l]]
PAIBIBO

)
= W(B) ⊗ 1BO (32)

with

W(A) :=
1

dAO
TrAOBI

S −
∑
p,i,j

sp,i,j [[p, i]]
PAI ≥ 0, W(B) :=

1

dBO
TrBOAI

T +
∑
p,i,j

sp,i,j [[p, j]]
PBI ≥ 0, (33)

such that

TrAI
W(A) +TrBI

W(B) =
1

dAO
TrAIAOBI

S +
1

dBO
TrBIBOAI

T

=
1

dAOdBO
TrAIOBIO

(
S ⊗ 1BO + T ⊗ 1AO

)
= 1P . (34)

All in all, we thus obtain a decomposition of W in terms of PSD matrices W(A,B),W(B,A),W(A) and W(B)

satisfying Eqs. (10)–(12), which shows that W is a QC-QC.

9 One indeed clearly has s′p,i,j,k ≥ 0, s′p,i,j,k+t
′
p,i,j,l = sp,i,j,k+tp,i,j,l; and by denoting k∗ the index such that sp,i,j = sp,i,j,k∗ ,

t′p,i,j,l = sp,i,j,k∗ + tp,i,j,l ≥ 0.
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B. With only systems P,AI , BI being dephased

When only the systems P,AI , BI are dephased, we can proceed in a similar way as above, except that we
start with matrices S and T that can be decomposed as

SPAIBIAO =
∑
p,i,j

[[p, i, j]]PAIBI ⊗ SAO
p,i,j , TPAIBIBO =

∑
p,i,j

[[p, i, j]]PAIBI ⊗ TBO
p,i,j , (35)

for some (not necessarily PSD) matrices SAO
p,i,j and TBO

p,i,j , such that

TrFW =
∑
p,i,j

[[p, i, j]]PAIBI ⊗ (SAO
p,i,j ⊗ 1BO + TBO

p,i,j ⊗ 1AO ). (36)

One can then proceed with the same arguments as above, after diagonalising each matrix Sp,i,j and Tp,i,j

independently (so that SAO
p,i,j ⊗ 1BO and TBO

p,i,j ⊗ 1AO above are diagonalised in the same basis – a generally
different basis for each value of p, i, j).

Alternatively (and more explicitly), one can note that while the matrices Sp,i,j and Tp,i,j may be non-PSD,
their combination SAO

p,i,j⊗1BO+TBO
p,i,j⊗1AO must be PSD. In a similar way as above, one can always find other

matrices S′AO
p,i,j and T ′BO

p,i,j that are PSD and such that S′AO
p,i,j ⊗1BO +T ′BO

p,i,j ⊗1AO = SAO
p,i,j ⊗1BO +TBO

p,i,j ⊗1AO

for all p, i, j. A possible choice here is to consider, for all p, i, j, the minimum eigenvalue sp,i,j of Sp,i,j , and
then define S′AO

p,i,j := SAO
p,i,j − sp,i,j1

AO and T ′BO
p,i,j := sp,i,j1

BO + TBO
p,i,j .

10

Define now

W(A,B) :=
∑
p,i,j

[[p, i, j]]PAIBI ⊗ S′AO
p,i,j ≥ 0, W(B,A) :=

∑
p,i,j

[[p, i, j]]PAIBI ⊗ T ′BO
p,i,j ≥ 0, (37)

such that

W(A,B) ⊗ 1BO +W(B,A) ⊗ 1AO =
∑
p,i,j

[[p, i, j]]PAIBI ⊗ (S′AO
p,i,j ⊗ 1BO + T ′BO

p,i,j ⊗ 1AO )

=
∑
p,i,j

[[p, i, j]]PAIBI ⊗ (SAO
p,i,j ⊗ 1BO + TBO

p,i,j ⊗ 1AO ) = TrFW. (38)

Furthermore,

TrBI
W(A,B) = TrBI

(
S −

∑
p,i,j

sp,i,j [[p, i, j]]
PAIBI ⊗ 1AO

)
= W(A) ⊗ 1AO ,

TrAI
W(B,A) = TrAI

(
T +

∑
p,i,j

sp,i,j [[p, i, j]]
PAIBI ⊗ 1BO

)
= W(B) ⊗ 1BO , (39)

as in Eq. (32) above, with W(A) and W(B) defined as in Eq. (33), satisfying TrAI
W(A) + TrBI

W(B) = 1P as
in Eq. (34). We thus again obtain a decomposition of W in terms of PSD matrices W(A,B),W(B,A),W(A) and
W(B) satisfying Eqs. (10)–(12), which shows that W is a QC-QC.

III. PROOF THAT ANY FULLY-DEPHASED (EXCEPT FOR F ) QC-QC IS A QC-CC

We prove here our claim that as soon as all systems except for F (or including F , a fortiori) are dephased,
any QC-QC is in fact a QC-CC.

For simplicity we start with the bipartite case. Note that in that case, by recalling the previous result that
any fully dephased (except for F ) bipartite process matrix is a QC-QC (see Sec II A), the claim here can in
fact be strengthened: any bipartite fully dephased (except for F ) bipartite process is a QC-CC.11

10 One indeed clearly has S′AO
p,i,j ≥ 0, S′AO

p,i,j ⊗ 1BO + T
′BO
p,i,j ⊗ 1AO = S

AO
p,i,j ⊗ 1BO + T

BO
p,i,j ⊗ 1AO ; and denoting by |ψ∗⟩AO the

eigenstate of SAO
p,i,j with eigenvalue sp,i,j , then for any state |φ⟩BO , ⟨φ|T ′BO

p,i,j |φ⟩ = sp,i,j + ⟨φ|TBO
p,i,j |φ⟩ = ⟨ψ∗|SAO

p,i,j |ψ
∗⟩+

⟨φ|TBO
p,i,j |φ⟩ = ⟨ψ∗, φ| (SAO

p,i,j ⊗ 1BO + T
BO
p,i,j ⊗ 1AO ) |ψ∗, φ⟩ ≥ 0, so that T ′BO

p,i,j ≥ 0.
11 Note that the same cannot hold for more parties, as it is known that there exist classical tripartite processes with indefinite

causal order [11, 12].



7

A. Bipartite case

Consider a bipartite QC-QC W , with a decomposition in terms of PSD matrices W(A,B),W(B,A),W(A) and
W(B) satisfying Eqs. (10)–(12) – in particular, such that TrFW = W(A,B) ⊗ 1BO +W(B,A) ⊗ 1AO .

Assuming that all systems (possibly except for F ) are dephased, we can write

W =
∑

p,i,j,k,l

[[p, i, j, k, l]]PAIBIAOBO ⊗WF
p,i,j,k,l ,

TrFW =
∑

p,i,j,k,l

wp,i,j,k,l [[p, i, j, k, l]]
PAIBIAOBO ,

W(A,B) ⊗ 1BO =
∑

p,i,j,k,l

w(A,B);p,i,j,k [[p, i, j, k, l]]
PAIBIAOBO ,

W(B,A) ⊗ 1AO =
∑

p,i,j,k,l

w(B,A);p,i,j,l [[p, i, j, k, l]]
PAIBIAOBO (40)

for some PSD matrices WF
p,i,j,k,l, with wp,i,j,k,l = TrWF

p,i,j,k,l, and for some nonnegative coefficients
w(A,B);p,i,j,k, w(B,A);p,i,j,l such that wp,i,j,k,l = w(A,B);p,i,j,k + w(B,A);p,i,j,l. With this, let us define12

W(A,B,F ) :=
∑

p,i,j,k,l

w(A,B);p,i,j,k

wp,i,j,k,l
[[p, i, j, k, l]]PAIBIAOBO ⊗WF

p,i,j,k,l ,

W(B,A,F ) :=
∑

p,i,j,k,l

w(B,A);p,i,j,l

wp,i,j,k,l
[[p, i, j, k, l]]PAIBIAOBO ⊗WF

p,i,j,k,l . (41)

We clearly have W(A,B,F ) ≥ 0, W(B,A,F ) ≥ 0, W(A,B,F ) +W(B,A,F ) = W , TrFW(A,B,F ) = W(A,B) ⊗ 1BO and
TrFW(B,A,F ) = W(B,A) ⊗ 1AO .

We thus obtain a decomposition for W in terms of PSD matrices W(A,B,F ),W(B,A,F ),W(A,B),W(B,A),W(A)

and W(B) satisfying Eqs. (16)–(19), which shows that W is a QC-CC.

B. N-partite case

Consider an N -partite QC-QC W , with a decomposition in terms of PSD matrices W(Kn−1,kn) satisfying
Eqs. (13)–(15), and assume that all systems except for F are dephased (which implies that all these matrices
W(Kn−1,kn) can be taken to be diagonal).

The proof proceeds by induction: we show that for any n = 0, . . . , N , one can construct (diagonal) PSD ma-
trices W(k1,...,kn,kn+1) such that W(Kn,kn+1) =

∑
(k1,...,kn)∈Kn

W(k1,...,kn,kn+1) and
∑

kn+1
Tr

A
kn+1
I

W(k1,...,kn,kn+1) =

W(k1,...,kn) ⊗ 1Akn
O (or such that

∑
k1

Tr
A

k1
I

W(k1) = 1P in the n = 0 case, or W =
∑

(k1,...,kN ) W(k1,...,kN ,F )

and TrFW(k1,...,kN ,F ) = W(k1,...,kN ) ⊗ 1A
kN
O in the n = N case, with W(k1,...,kN ,F ) ≡ W(k1,...,kN ,kN+1)). These

will provide a decomposition for W that satisfies Eqs. (20)–(23), thereby proving that W is indeed a QC-CC.

Base cases:
Clearly for n = 0 and n = 1 the induction hypothesis holds, as can be seen by defining W(k1) := W(∅,k1)

and W(k1,k2) := W({k1},k2) and by referring to Eqs. (14)–(15).
For n = 2 the induction hypothesis can be proven in a similar way as in the bipartite proof of the previous

subsection (by mapping any (k1, k2, k3) to (A,B, F ) or (B,A, F )). We do not write it explicitly, as this is in
fact encompassed in the general induction step below.

12 If wp,i,j,k,l = 0, then necessarily w(A,B);p,i,j,k = w(B,A);p,i,j,l = 0 as well, and we take the corresponding terms in W(A,B,F )

and W(B,A,F ) to also be 0.
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Induction step:
Suppose that the induction hypothesis holds for some value n − 1 < N , so that one can construct

(diagonal) PSD matrices W(k1,...,kn) satisfying the appropriate constraints – in particular, W(Kn−1,kn) =∑
(k1,...,kn−1)∈Kn−1

W(k1,...,kn−1,kn).

Let us denote by {|p⟩P }, {|iAk
I
⟩A

k
I }, {|iAk

O
⟩A

k
O} the various bases in which each system is dephased, and

define, for Kn = {k1, . . . , kn} and a multi-index i⃗Kn
:= (p, i

A
k1
I

, i
A

k1
O

, . . . , iAkn
I
, iAkn

O
), the basis projector

[[⃗iKn ]]
PAKn

IO := [[p]]P
n⊗

t=1

(
[[i

A
kt
I
]]A

kt
I ⊗ [[i

A
kt
O
]]A

kt
O

)
. (42)

With this, we can write (for each Kn, kn+1 /∈ Kn and (k1, . . . , kn) ∈ Kn; and for the case n = N , replacing
W(N ,kN+1) by W and A

kN+1

I by F ):

W(Kn,kn+1) =
∑
i⃗Kn

[[⃗iKn ]]
PAKn

IO ⊗W
A

kn+1
I

(Kn,kn+1);⃗iKn

,

Tr
A

kn+1
I

W(Kn,kn+1) =
∑
i⃗Kn

w(Kn,kn+1);⃗iKn
[[⃗iKn

]]PAKn
IO ,

W(k1,...,kn) ⊗ 1Akn
O =

∑
i⃗Kn

w(k1,...,kn);⃗iKn
[[⃗iKn ]]

PAKn
IO , (43)

for some PSD matrices W
A

kn+1
I

(Kn,kn+1);⃗iKn

, with w(Kn,kn+1);⃗iKn
= TrW

A
kn+1
I

(Kn,kn+1);⃗iKn

and for some nonneg-
ative coefficients w(k1,...,kn);⃗iKn

. Eq. (14) together with the induction hypothesis that W(Kn−1,kn) =∑
(k1,...,kn−1)∈Kn−1

W(k1,...,kn−1,kn) then imply13

∀ i⃗Kn ,
∑
kn+1

w(Kn,kn+1);⃗iKn
=

∑
(k1,...,kn)

w(k1,...,kn);⃗iKn
=: wKn ;⃗iKn

. (44)

Let us then define14

W(k1,...,kn,kn+1) :=
∑
i⃗Kn

w(k1,...,kn);⃗iKn

wKn ;⃗iKn

[[⃗iKn
]]PAKn

IO ⊗W
A

kn+1
I

(Kn,kn+1);⃗iKn

≥ 0 . (45)

These satisfy

∑
(k1,...,kn)∈Kn

W(k1,...,kn,kn+1) =
∑
i⃗Kn

∑
(k1,...,kn)

w(k1,...,kn);⃗iKn

wKn ;⃗iKn︸ ︷︷ ︸
1

[[⃗iKn
]]PAKn

IO ⊗W
A

kn+1
I

(Kn,kn+1);⃗iKn

= W(Kn,kn+1) (46)

and∑
kn+1

Tr
A

kn+1
I

W(k1,...,kn,kn+1) =
∑
i⃗Kn

w(k1,...,kn);⃗iKn

wKn ;⃗iKn

∑
kn+1

w(Kn,kn+1);⃗iKn︸ ︷︷ ︸
wKn ;⃗iKn

[[⃗iKn
]]PAKn

IO = W(k1,...,kn) ⊗ 1Akn
O , (47)

as required: this shows that the induction hypothesis holds for the value n – and hence by further induction,
for any value n = 0, . . . , N , which completes the proof.

13 For the case n = N , the sums over kN+1 below reduce to just one term, corresponding to kN+1 ≡ F .
14 As in Footnote 12, if wKn ;⃗iKn

= 0, then we take the corresponding terms in W(k1,...,kn,kn+1)
to also be 0.
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IV. EXAMPLES OF PARTIALLY-DEPHASED QUANTUM SWITCHES
THAT REMAIN CAUSALLY NONSEPARABLE

A. The quantum switch

The quantum switch [9] is a canonical example of a bipartite QC-QC, in which the order between the two
operations A and B applied to a target system is coherently controlled by the state of a control qubit: if that
state is |0⟩, then the process applies A before B, while if that state is |1⟩, the process applies B before A. If
the control qubit is prepared in a quantum superposition of |0⟩ and |1⟩, then one obtains a superposition of
the two orders.

The quantum switch (with a qubit target system) can be described as the following process matrix [5, 7, 8]:

WQS = |wQS⟩⟩⟨⟨wQS| with |wQS⟩⟩ =
∑

i,j,k=0,1

(
|0⟩Pc |i⟩Pt |i⟩AI |j⟩AO |j⟩BI |k⟩BO |k⟩Ft |0⟩Fc

+ |1⟩Pc |i⟩Pt |i⟩BI |j⟩BO |j⟩AI |k⟩AO |k⟩Ft |1⟩Fc

)
(48)

(with implicit tensor products), where the global past and future spaces are composed of both a control and
a target component: HP = HPcPt , HF = HFcFt . It can be verified that WQS has a QC-QC decomposition
as in Eqs. (10)–(12), with

W(A,B) =
∑

i,j=0,1

[[0]]Pc [[i]]Pt [[i]]AI [[j]]AO [[j]]BI , W(B,A) =
∑

i,j=0,1

[[1]]Pc [[i]]Pt [[i]]BI [[j]]BO [[j]]AI ,

W(A) =
∑
i=0,1

[[0]]Pc [[i]]Pt [[i]]AI , W(B) =
∑
i=0,1

[[1]]Pc [[i]]Pt [[i]]BI . (49)

B. Partially-dephased quantum switches

The examples of QC-QCs presented in Fig. 2 of the extended abstract can formally be described as follows,
building on the quantum switch above. Two different bases will be considered for dephasing the various
(qubit) systems: the computational {|0/1⟩} basis (the eigenbasis of the Pauli Z operator), in which case we
denote the dephasing map on system S (as defined in Sec. I D) by ∆

0/1
S ; and the “diagonal” {|±⟩} basis (with

|±⟩ := 1√
2
(|0⟩ ± |1⟩): the eigenbasis of the Pauli X operator), in which case we denote the corresponding

dephasing map by ∆±
S .

• The first example (Fig. 2, left) is one where only P remains non-classical: it is obtained from the
quantum switch by inputting the target state |0⟩Pt (while just leaving Pc = P “open”), dephasing
systems AI , AO, BI , BO in the computational basis, tracing out Ft, and dephasing Fc = F in the
diagonal basis.

Its process matrix description is obtained as

W1 =
(
∆

0/1
AIOBIO

◦∆±
Fc

) [
TrFt

(
⟨0|Pt WQS |0⟩Pt

)]
=

∑
i=0,1

[
[[0]]Pc [[0]]AI [[i]]AO [[i]]BI1BO

1Fc

2
+ [[1]]Pc [[0]]BI [[i]]BO [[i]]AI1AO

1Fc

2

]
+XPc [[0]]AI [[0]]AO [[0]]BI [[0]]BO

XFc

2

(50)

(with implicit identity operators in the first line: ⟨0|Pt WQS |0⟩Pt =
(
⟨0|Pt ⊗ 1PcAIOBIOF

)
WQS

(
|0⟩Pt ⊗

1PcAIOBIOF
)
).

• The second example (Fig. 2, middle) is one where only AI remains non-classical: it is obtained from
the quantum switch by inputting |+,+⟩PcPt (here the past gets fully closed), dephasing AO, BI , BO in
the computational basis, tracing out Ft, and dephasing Fc = F in the diagonal basis.
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Its process matrix description is obtained as

W2 =
(
∆

0/1
AOBIO

◦∆±
Fc

) [
TrFt

(
⟨+,+|PcPt WQS |+,+⟩PcPt

)]
=

1

2

∑
i=0,1

[
[[+]]AI [[i]]AO [[i]]BI1BO

1Fc

2
+
1BI

2
[[i]]BO [[i]]AI1AO

1Fc

2
+

(
[[i]] +

X

2

)AI

[[i]]AO [[i]]BI [[i]]BO
XFc

2

]
.

(51)

• The third example (Fig. 2, right) is one where only AO remains non-classical: it is obtained from the
quantum switch by inputting |+, 0⟩PcPt (here again the past gets fully closed), dephasing AI , BI , BO

in the computational basis, and dephasing both Ft and Fc (FtFc = F ) in the diagonal basis.
Its process matrix description is obtained as

W3 =
(
∆

0/1
AIBIO

◦∆±
FcFt

) [
⟨+, 0|PcPt WQS |+, 0⟩PcPt

]
=

1

2

∑
i=0,1

[
[[0]]AI [[i]]AO [[i]]BI

1BOFt

2

1Fc

2
+ [[0]]BI [[i]]BO [[i]]AI

1AOFt +XAOXFt

2

1Fc

2

]

+
1

2
[[0]]BI [[0]]BO [[0]]AI

1AOFt + ZAO1Ft +XAOXFt

2

XFc

2
. (52)

It can be verified via semidefinite programming that W1,W2,W3 are not QC-CCs (they don’t admit a
decomposition as in Eqs. (16)–(19)) – hence (since causally separable processes coincide with QC-CCs for
N = 2 [6, 8]), despite all the dephased systems, they are causally nonseparable.
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