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What Makes a Quantum Algorithm Different?

Learn to identify a quantum algorithm's task, access assumptions, output and evidence before

interpreting a speedup claim.

Core 22 min lesson Dr. Charith Jayasekara

By the end, you’ll be able to

Write an input, access and output task description for a small algorithm.

Trace signed amplitudes through a four-item search.

Separate query counts from end-to-end execution costs.

The question comes before the circuit

A quantum algorithm is a procedure that uses allowed quantum operations to answer a specified computational

question. Its output might be a bit, a candidate solution, a sample, an estimate or a quantum state for another

subroutine. Those outputs are different resources. An algorithm that prepares a useful state has not necessarily printed

the long classical vector describing it.

Begin with amplitudes and normalisation, interference and oracles. You need only small-vector arithmetic for this

chapter. The goal is to learn how to read an algorithm claim before learning a long catalogue of names.

Imagine a box that answers whether a candidate satisfies a condition. A classical procedure can test candidates one at

a time. A quantum procedure might have coherent access to a reversible implementation of that same condition. It can

apply the condition to amplitudes and then arrange interference. The second procedure has a different access interface;

it does not gain a right to read every branch’s answer at once.

WORKED DIAGRAM ·  A01

A sign pattern becomes one answer

Uniform preparation

|00⟩ 1/2

|01⟩ 1/2

|10⟩ 1/2

|11⟩ 1/2

Signed amplitude · −1 to +1

Mark 10: sign only

|00⟩ 1/2

|01⟩ 1/2

|10⟩ −1/2

|11⟩ 1/2

Signed amplitude · −1 to +1

Reflect about mean 1/4

|00⟩ 0

|01⟩ 0

|10⟩ 1

|11⟩ 0

Signed amplitude · −1 to +1

Bars show signed amplitudes, not probabilities. The oracle leaves every probability at 1/4; diffusion concentrates the answer at 10.
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Write an algorithm setup

Specify five things. The input defines the problem instance and its size. The access model explains how the algorithm

receives that input. The promise restricts the allowed instances, if there is a restriction. The output states exactly what

must be returned. The success condition gives the required accuracy or probability.

For a search task, the input could be a predicate on N labels, with exactly one marked label promised. Access could

mean a coherent phase oracle. The output is one marked label, verified by evaluating the predicate. A bounded-success

guarantee differs from certainty, and a query count differs from a count of physical gates. Writing the task description

prevents these distinctions from disappearing behind an impressive circuit picture.

For phase estimation, the input includes a unitary operation and a suitable eigenstate. The output is an approximation to

an eigenphase. Preparing that eigenstate and implementing controlled powers of the operation may be difficult. Calling

phase estimation an efficient subroutine without stating those assumptions would hide important work rather than

explain it.

Worked example: four-item search

Prepare two qubits uniformly over 00, 01, 10 and 11. Each amplitude is one half. Suppose the predicate marks 10. A

phase oracle changes the amplitude of 10 to negative one half. The probabilities remain one quarter each, so a

measurement at this stage has no search advantage.

The mean amplitude after the sign flip is one quarter. Apply diffusion, which maps each amplitude a to twice the mean

minus a. The three unmarked entries become zero; the marked entry becomes one. A final measurement therefore

returns 10 with certainty in this special ideal example. The mechanism is visible in the arithmetic: the oracle creates a

signed pattern and diffusion converts that pattern into a concentrated distribution.

This example is small enough to calculate without a simulator. It also supplies a useful implementation test. A program

that negates a probability instead of an amplitude is wrong. A program that measures before diffusion changes the

algorithm. A program that labels q0 on a different side needs an explicit convention translation before its bitstrings can

be compared.

Write the four amplitudes as a column, in the order 00, 01, 10, 11. The oracle changes a sign; diffusion then changes the

magnitudes.

The subscript on  identifies the marked label.  is the diffusion operation. These columns contain amplitudes,

whose squared magnitudes give the probabilities.

Diffusion reflects each amplitude about their mean. In this example the mean after marking is one quarter.

Thus each unmarked amplitude becomes , while the marked amplitude becomes 

.

∣s⟩ = ​ ​ ​ ​ ​

2
1

1
1
1
1

O ​10
​ ​ ​ ​ ​

2
1

1
1

−1
1

D
​ ​ ​ =

0
0
1
0

∣10⟩.

O ​10 D
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Checkpoint 1

PAUSE & THINK

The marked amplitude is −1/2 immediately after the oracle. What is its measurement probability?

−1/4

1/4

1

Answer: 1/4. The oracle changes +1/2 to −1/2, so the probability remains 1/4 until diffusion.

Four recurring mechanisms

Phase kickback turns an operation’s eigenvalue into a relative phase on a control register. Fourier sampling makes

periodic or algebraic structure visible in a new basis. Amplitude amplification rotates a prepared state toward a chosen

good subspace. Simulation approximates the evolution of a system described by a Hamiltonian. Many algorithms

combine several of these mechanisms with substantial classical processing.

A mechanism is not itself a complete application. Fourier transformation becomes useful when the state has a phase

pattern related to the desired answer. Amplification needs a coherent preparation and a recognisable good result.

Simulation needs a representation of the Hamiltonian and a measurable target quantity. Ask what structure connects

the operations to the requested output.

Understand the comparison

A speedup compares two procedures solving the same task under matched assumptions. Query complexity counts

calls to an abstract input interface. Gate complexity counts the circuit work. Physical estimates add compilation, error

correction, scheduling and hardware assumptions. End-to-end runtime includes classical preparation and output

processing. A favourable result at one layer does not automatically settle every other layer.

The four-item example illustrates an exact state transformation, not a meaningful hardware benchmark. For general

unstructured search, Grover’s query advantage is quadratic in the number of candidates. It does not make every problem

efficiently solvable, and it does not remove the cost of constructing the predicate. A structured classical algorithm may

also beat blind search on a particular application.

A query count becomes a runtime estimate only after we include the cost of implementing each query.

Here  is the number of coherent queries; the other terms measure work outside those queries. The expression is an

accounting model, rather than a hardware performance claim.

T ​ =total T ​ +prepare QT ​ +query T ​ +other gates T ​ +readout T ​.classical

Q
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Checkpoint 2

PAUSE & THINK

Two procedures use the same number of queries. What further information is needed to compare their
runtime?

Only their number of output bits

The names of the algorithms

Preparation, query implementation and other execution costs

Answer: Preparation, query implementation and other execution costs. Use a matched task and access model, then

include state preparation, query cost, gates, readout and classical processing.

A reliable learning procedure

For each later chapter, first explain the task in ordinary language. Then work one small numerical instance. Trace the

amplitudes or relevant invariant through each stage. Only after that should you study the asymptotic theorem and its

assumptions. Finally, ask what would break if the promise, preparation or measurement changed. This sequence

connects intuition, calculation and correctness.

Use a simulator to check predictions, not to replace them. Inspect complex amplitudes before comparing histograms.

Separate exact model output from finite-shot samples. Write down preparation, wire order, basis and seed when

reproducing a browser experiment. A plausible histogram is weaker evidence than an independent calculation designed

to expose likely mistakes.

Chapter summary

State what goes in, what comes out and how the input can be accessed.

Follow signed or complex amplitudes before squaring them.

Separate query savings from the full cost of preparation, execution and readout.

A common misconception

A negative amplitude means a negative probability. Probability is the squared magnitude of an amplitude. A sign can

change later interference while leaving the current measurement probabilities unchanged.

Exercises

1. The four-item phase oracle has just marked 01. What is the probability of measuring 01 before diffusion? What

changes after one diffusion step?

2. An algorithm outputs a quantum state proportional to a vector of one million numbers. A report says it has

printed the million-number solution. What extra requirement is missing?
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Worked answers

1. The probability is still one quarter immediately after the sign flip. The mean is one quarter, so diffusion

cancels every unmarked amplitude and gives the marked entry amplitude one. Its final probability is one

in this special case.

2. Preparing the state and reading a full classical vector are different tasks. Measurements provide limited

classical records, and estimating many entries can require substantial repetitions. The report must state

whether the useful output is a sample, a small observable estimate or the entire classical vector and

include the relevant readout cost.

Check your understanding

PAUSE & THINK

Immediately after phase marking in the four-item example, what is the marked label's probability?

1/4

−1/4

1

Answer: 1/4. The amplitude changes from 1/2 to −1/2, whose squared magnitude is still 1/4. Diffusion is needed to

change the probability.

Sources

The IBM introduction to the quantum query model develops the role of explicit input access. Grover’s original search paper establishes the

search mechanism; the numerical four-item trace above is a worked teaching example.
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